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Preface

As an actor, I have long been aware of a phenomenon that occurs a week or so 

before a show opens.  At some point, just prior to the first curtain, the set is introduced 

into the rehearsal process.  Whether a simple black drape and stool, or series of massive 

design elements that can be moved on and off the stage as the action progresses, the set 

has been traditionally regarded as a backdrop for human activity—a simple means of 

defining the context of the production.  Set designers, working in some mysterious 

realm apart from the actors, create an environment that re-presents a spatial version of 

the director’s vision, reinforces the text (script), and compliments the actions planned 

for the cast.  This new element then miraculously appears just in time to wreck total 

havoc with the finely tuned rehearsal process.  A simple enough scenario, and yet, 

within this creative process, other forces seem to be at work. 

From the onset, this “backdrop” is a temperamental diva.  In the process of 

taking her place on the bare stage, she insists upon long hours of light checks, “make-

up” touch-ups, and other technical adjustments (not often awarded human actors).  She 

is “oh-so” aware of the significance of the levels and depths she provides, promising to 

enhance the overall effect of the production through un-self-conscious visual 

allurement.  Consequently, it seems within her rights to demand complicated assistance 

in facilitating scene changes scheduled throughout the production.  Entire crews of 

black-clad assistants often crowd the backstage area, standing ready to help her adjust 

her various elements, to make her entrances and exits as required by the script.  Her 

introduction during the pre-production process can be a slow and arduous procedure 

requiring up to a week of rehearsals to perfect.  

The set’s appearance, so late in the rehearsal process, can be disconcerting, to 

say the least.  As any actor knows, the various structures and embellishments that make 

up the set, by their very nature, not only reconfigure space, but also generate effects and 

subtly change the course of the performances that occur within it.  Equipped with 
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“symbolic” costuming, this addition to the pre-production process immediately initiates 

her monologue, often relaying quite robust visual and spatial messages that can compete 

with verbal and physical activity planned for the venue. Human actors are required to 

adjust their long-rehearsed activities to accommodate the newly defined performance 

space, to quickly become comfortable in the new environment, and to fine-tune their 

interaction with other actors as dictated by the new surroundings.  They are also 

expected to enter into dialogue with this new aspect of the production—to form, almost 

instantly, as intimate a relationship with her as that developed with human cast 

members over weeks of intense rehearsal—in order to provide the final cohesion that 

will surface on opening night.

In a rather complex way, it seems to me that during “tech week” a new actor 

joins the cast—one that, in some strange way, takes on a life of her own, challenging 

actors to rise to the occasion as she defines her own identity and proceeds to perform 

her role in the communication of the narrative.  Moreover, she can be a tough act to 

follow.  Not only is this actor the first seen by the audience—and often the first to 

receive their appreciation and applause—this tireless player does not even leave the 

stage after the curtain call.  Instead, she remains to remind any audience member who 

might look back as they leave the theatre of just what events have occurred here, what 

emotions have been aroused, what physical sensations triggered.   In the return to 

reality, and house lights, she reinforces memories now embedded not only in the 

audience member’s psyche, but also caught in the shapes and forms of the design 

elements left behind.  This course of events has always intrigued me.  What is really 

going on here?

During my opportunities researching and teaching Theatre History, origins of 

cultural performance, as expressed through ritual and theatric practices, proved 

translatable into a type of performance archeology.  Amidst the dabbling in the Past,

initially as an avocation—ultimately as a passion—I began to uncover instances in 

which certain cultures awarded inanimate objects definitive responsibilities for 

conveying messages in a way I had come to understand as performative.  Whether the 
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spacious open-air theatron of the ancient Greeks, or the impromptu venues of Roman or 

medieval street performance, the setting assumed the additional responsibility of 

inanimate actor—adding its silent message to the overall implication of the production.  

These material objects  then perpetuated their role long after the human cast had 

departed—re-presenting experience, reviving memories, and repeatedly becoming that 

which they named in much the same way as the theatrical sets of my performance days.  

They generated effects, perpetuated ideology, and initiated change.  

The more I played with the issue, the broader and deeper the ramifications 

became.  The archeology of performance evolved into a performance of the archeology.  

Because these inanimate objects—often examples of embellished monumental 

architecture—are relatively permanent additions to the urban landscape, their 

performances could be considered recurring—perpetually promising to be performance 

in the future.  As relics of experience, these spatial players continually re-presented 

human memories embedded in their walls and spaces, allowing performances to 

reproduce themselves over time in the kinesthetic imagination of witnesses.  

Theories of time/space that have haunted the science of physics since the 

Greeks—ways in which we define these physical dimensions as they relate to the 

performative—helped define this phenomenon of perceived performance as it occurs in 

art and architecture.   Investigating the ancient Maya—a culture that openly practiced 

the theoretical possibilities and probabilities I had been dancing with for years—

allowed me to explore precisely what occurs when a witness interacts with a narrative 

offered by a stationary art object.  

The ancient Maya epitomized the holistic culture—embracing the sciences as 

their art, the arts as their theology, their theology as their politics—all intertwined in a 

unified way of life rather than discrete veins of disciplinary study.  Their near obsession 

with time, and brilliant use of space, coupled with their multi-dimensional innovations 

for communicating a mytho-historical account of their collective experience, exploded 

any pre-conceptions I may have had regarding who or what may be performing.  
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During the course of researching this dissertation, the evidential support I 

obtained from a wide interdisciplinary foundation allowed me to begin to think like a 

Maya.  By this, I do not mean to suggest a pasteurization of all Maya individuals into 

one great soup.  Instead, I refer to an ability to consider expressions of experience both 

linearly and cyclically, often simultaneously.  Portions of this document, therefore, may

appear to circle back upon itself like some giant cosmic Slinky.  This occasional 

departure from the well-ordered, cause-and-effect dictates of western academic 

discourse merely reflects my attempt to translate the thought processes of one culture to 

another, and mirrors an aspect of the beast I am attempting to tame.  During this 

process, I also learned how, on occasion, to disregard time altogether, and view art acts 

as instants of Now, relying (as I believe the ancient Maya did) on memories and 

kinesthetic imagination to fill in the gaps that make any art event appear performative.  

But, most importantly, I learned how to integrate the sciences with the humanities and 

fulfill a desire to return to a more humanist approach to my discipline’s anthropology.

This is the ultimate message I hope to convey.   

I have loved almost every minute of preparing this document, exploring various 

theories and concepts that address the nature of performative visual forms.  It is with a 

great deal of pleasure that I present my findings, and my small intellectual contribution, 

to the academic communities of both Theatre History/Performance Studies and 

Mesoamerican Art History that have both offered me a home. (I am still only a visiting 

aunt in the halls of science, but I have happily received some important validation from 

practitioners of those disciplines.  I can visit any time.)

The ensuing construction of a viable bridge between the sciences and the

disciplines of Performance Studies and Art History rests heavily on the collegial 

support, encouragement, and insight I have received during the course of developing 

this project.  The following is an expression of my deepest appreciation to some of the 

individuals whose influence made this project possible: Lynn C. Miller, for so many 

insightful questions and suggestions regarding my rather untraditional topic, her careful 

and critical reading of these chapters in draft form, her willingness to help de-mystify 
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the entire dissertation process, and the excellent example of her bravery in undertaking 

to mentor my project; David Stuart, who rose to the occasion and assumed co-

sponsorship of this project at the last minute, and then graciously provided insights, 

from his vast knowledge of the Mesoamerican past that literally “blew me away;”  

Randy Bolton, for steering me towards academic scholarship in performance in the first 

place; Kenn Lockridge for instilling in me a love for the Historian’s Craft, alleviating 

my fears regarding the making of meaning and interpretation of historical documents 

and events (in all their manifestations) in order to construct the Great Story, and for 

encouraging me to write small;  Oscar G. Brockett, for sharing his seemingly limitless 

knowledge of theater history and his emphasis on theatre’s serving as a mirror—as do 

visual art, music and literature—for reflecting, and re-presenting, the tenor of the times 

in which the works are produced, thereby providing primary sources for cultural and 

societal interpretations, and for his undying encouragement during the hardest of times;  

Julia Guernsey, who was always there for me, demanding that I go one step further in

establishing a foundation for defining performative visual forms, regardless of the 

blocks in my path; Stacy Wolf, for teaching me the magnitude of always asking “so 

what?”; Nikolai Grube, for supporting my theory that monumental works of art can, in 

fact, through attention to the manner in which the material is presented, and the 

emphasis given specific themes, perform history in the present; Falken Forshaw, for his 

friendship and expertise in the “hard” sciences as they relate to ancient Maya 

communicative media; Raphael Chaçon, for arguing everything I ever said, forcing me 

into another level of critical thinking; Scott Greenwood for his invaluable technical 

expertise in helping translate this document into a digital format; and finally, to the 

many colleagues both in my own department, and in Art History (both in Texas and 

abroad) who provided support, encouragement, and insight as I struggled to introduce 

this aspect of performance theory through a broader (and unconventional) set of 

definitions, and began “bridge building” between the two disciplines. 
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Most studies of art and architecture regard material objects as static, historic, 

and inanimate.  Studies of performance, on the other hand, emphasize movement, linear 

progression, and animacy.  This document investigates the blurred relationships

between the social (performative) and aesthetic (spatial), and applies the results to

structural relics of experience uncovered in ancient Maya urban centers.  Formerly 

considered backdrops for human performance, these monumental actors emerge (within 

the ancient Maya worldview) as an un-animated chorus of performative visual forms 

perpetually re-presenting experience through a temporal, narrative process.  

The sophisticated, multi-dimensional methodology employed in Classic Maya 

historiography—synthesizing architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed

iconography—was generated not so much to express a purpose within a multilingual 

community as to fulfill it.  The creation of visual art as practiced by the Classic Maya 

re-presents a multitude of philosophical, ideological, and theological perspectives 

expressed in time and space.  These aspects of Maya experience, captured in the 

media/message of the culture’s urban design, manifest in the present through a synthetic
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now that directly addresses witness’ memory, spatial intelligence, and kinesthetic 

imagination. 

As with other forms of performance, ancient Maya embellished architecture 

endeavors to bring about that which it depicts.  Certain structures, including the Temple 

of Inscriptions at Palenque, serve as ritual participants and practitioners of perpetual 

performance, or art acts, identifying, transforming, and re-presenting notions of 

authenticity and experience for their audiences.  Through such intimate dialogue 

observers become participants in monumental occasions.

Mediating the codes evident in current Mesoamerican studies with translations 

of theoretical positions favored by performance studies sheds new light on old evidence.  

Integrating these reflections with perspectives offered by an interdisciplinary matrix of 

complimentary disciplines, I augment a philosophical stance formerly believed 

unambiguous in both fields. Such conjunctions illuminate the peripheral area between 

the temporal and the spatial, bringing issues of representation and re-presentation closer 

to the center of debate.  Further investigation promises not only the capacity for a more 

inclusive interpretation of antiquity, but also a redirecting of the conventional emphasis 

on speech acts toward a broader set of definitions applicable to contemporary 

conditions, spatial expressions, and visual experience. 
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Introduction

The Past survives only in its inscriptions . . . the expressions of what has happened.  
Inscriptions are written down, committed to memory, or caught in the shapes and forms 
of environments, in buildings, in landscapes, in artifacts.  The Past, when it survives, is 
phrased in some message . . . encoded in symbolic forms.  These relics of experience are 

often all that there is of the Past.1

--Greg Dening, The Death of William Gooch:  A History’s 
Anthropology

Most studies of art and architecture regard material objects as static, historic, 

and inanimate.  Studies of performance, on the other hand, emphasize movement, linear 

progression, and animacy.  This document investigates the blurred relationships 

between the social (performative) and the aesthetic (spatial), and applies the results to a 

larger performance venue—the structural relics of experience that grace the Classic 

Maya (250-909 CE) urban landscape. 

According to Americanist scholars, ancient Mesoamericans conceived of the 

cosmos as a unity, in which the gods, the natural world, and humans occupied not 

separate spheres, but a profoundly connected one.2  As this study demonstrates, cultural 

realities—embedded in, and expressed by, Classic Maya urban design and 

architecture—re-present, for the informed witness, a microcosm of the balanced, 

holistic universe to which the Maya aspired.  The ancient Maya incorporated their 

knowledge in areas such as mathematics, astronomy, and physics into all aspects of 

their philosophical, spiritual, or physical endeavor, including their art.  Therefore, when 

considering Classic Maya art and architecture, it is necessary for contemporary critics to 

apply similar avenues of intellectual inquiry in order to adequately interpret examples of 

this manner of re-presenting experience and reality.
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The possibility of initiating expanded definitions of performance, arising from 

this hazy site linking the social and the aesthetic, involves, by its nature, issues related 

to time and space—issues that the ancient Maya incorporated into their structural 

expressions of experience.  Consequently, this document first translates theoretical 

positions favored by Performance Studies, and couples them with those offered by such 

disciplines as architectural theory and physics that specialize in defining dimensions in 

which we believe performance occurs.  Mediating points of view from within this 

interdisciplinary matrix, I then integrate the codes evident in contemporary 

Mesoamerican studies.  

This fresh configuration sheds new light on old evidence.  Synthesizing the 

historian’s craft—as practiced both by me as the investigator of the practices of the past, 

and the Maya designer/scribe as the record-keeper of the culture under examination—

with those of both the artist and the scientist removes implied restraints on these

structures as expressions of what has happened.   The breadth of understanding 

achieved by this synthesis allows me to define certain inanimate objects as performative 

visual forms capable of participating in the articulation of the past—manifested in the 

present.  

These material objects serve as not only the media and the message, but also the 

messenger Classic Maya historiographers entrusted to convey important information to 

witnesses.  Their performances ignite spatial memories and encourage kinesthetic 

imagination as ritual participants enter into dialogue with their structural counterparts. 

Rather than representing interpretations of long silenced events, believed to have 

disappeared in the very act of appearing, visual art and architecture become a shape in 

time, capable of perpetually re-presenting experience not only to ritual participants, but 

also to contemporary witnesses.  

At first glance, this study regarding the Classic Maya practice of awarding their 

architecture performative responsibilities in the urban environment, and the social and 

political ramifications of employing such a communicative tactic, appears historical.  
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The subject matter is, after all, the apparent results of historiographers of an ancient 

culture recording mytho-historical events of the Past on the walls and stairways of their

monumental structures.  

These historians, however, like artists, had the capacity for selectivity, 

simultaneity, and the shifting of scale.  As with contemporary historians, the ancient 

Maya historian/scribe/artist could select, from a cacophony of events, what they 

believed most important to retrieve.  Like our ancient forebears, contemporary 

historians can report from several times and places at once—zoom in and out between 

macroscopic and microscopic levels of analysis.  In essence, historians are a culture’s 

time travelers, imposing significances on the past, constructing meanings, and 

employing the illustrative anecdote to make a general point.  Historian John Lewis 

Gaddis notes:

Precisely because of their detachment from and elevation above the 

landscape of the past, historians are able to manipulate time and space in 

ways they could never manage as normal people.  They can compress 

these dimensions, expand them, compare them, measure them, even 

transcend them, almost as poets, playwrights, novelists, and filmmakers

do.  Historians have always been, in this sense, abstractionists:  the literal 

representation of reality is not their task.3

The historian’s unique ability to position themselves in time and space allows 

them to look at some familiar issues in unfamiliar ways—making society’s expressions 

of experience legible and hence retrievable, if not also manipulable.  Pursuing such a 

variety of vantage points within time and space allows the historian to construct a 

presentation of the past that is at once oppressing and liberating.   From a traditional 

point of view, history can appear oppressing in that it destroys some sense of 

immediacy by dividing, distinguishing, mediating, and representing the past, and 

liberating in that it at least frees its subject from oblivion.

Were the historian offered the opportunity to re-insert immediacy into the 

presentation of historical information, the result would be quite different.  Manipulation 
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of interpretation would no longer be a concern.  Issues of time and space—dimensional 

components essential to any discussion of performance, historiography, or visual art—

would assume new meanings in this altered configuration.  Such an opportunity rests in 

a re-evaluation of the historian’s task and his/her ability to embrace new tools, and even 

new labels, in the construction of their work.  

Continuing his assessment of the historian’s task, Gaddis points out that if

transcending the dimensions of traditionally understood time and space, historians must 

“accomplish their manipulation in such a way as to at least approach the standards for 

verification that exist within the social, physical, and biological sciences.”4  The 

responsibility of applying empirical standards of verification, however, is not the only 

reason the historian has for assuming an interest in scientific disciplines.   

C. P. Snow’s celebrated division of the thinking world into two cultures—that of 

the literary intellectual and that of the scientist—has been augmented  recently by 

philosophers such as John Brockman, editor of The New Humanists:  Science at the 

Edge.5 In what he calls the “third culture,” Brockman introduces the work of leading 

scientists and scholars of the humanities who focus on a broader worldview, projecting 

ideas regarding the development and performative practices of humanity based on 

revolutionary developments in scientific and technological achievement.  In doing so, 

he heralds our contemporary return to a more fifteenth century concept of “humanism” 

tied to the intellectual whole, and offers a more appropriate vantage point from which to 

initiate interpretation of a holistic culture such as the Classic Maya.  

Brockman is highly critical of what he calls the “marginal disputes of a 

quarrelsome mandarin class” that dismisses science, is often non-empirical, and uses its 

own jargon to comment on comments.6  Such practices, he argues, create a swelling 

spiral of commentary eventually reaching the point where the real world gets lost.  In 

essence, with noses buried in the bark of a particular tree, it is difficult to speak 

meaningfully of forests.  “History,” he contends, “illuminates our origins and keeps us 

from reinventing the wheel.  But the question arises:  History of what?”7
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Do we want the center of culture to be based on a closed system, a 

process of text in/text out, and no empirical contact with the real world?  

One can only marvel at, for example, art critics who know nothing about 

visual perception; “social constructionist” literary critics uninterested in 

the human universals documented by anthropologists; opponents of 

genetically modified foods, additives, and pesticide residues who are 

ignorant of genetics and evolutionary biology.8

According to Brockman, the “third culture” now includes scholars in the 

humanities who think the way scientists do, testing their ideas in terms of logical 

coherence, explanatory power, and conformity with empirical data.  Rather than 

deferring to intellectual authorities, these scholars seek connections between the 

theoretical and the definitive.  They challenge each other, and understanding and 

knowledge accumulate through such challenges.  

Gary Zukav, in The Dancing Wu Li Masters:  An Overview of the New Physics, 

also recognizes a “notable communication problem” between the sciences and the 

liberal arts.9  Zukav, emerging from the humanities, offers a translation of theoretical 

physics aimed at helping those people who do not have a scientific mental set to 

understand the extraordinary process that is occurring in that complex discipline, and to 

help them appreciate the intersections available to them.  In introducing this translation, 

he asserts that when most people say “scientist,” they mean “technician.”10  A 

technician is a highly trained person whose job is to apply existing techniques and 

principles.  He deals with the known.  On the other hand, a scientist is a person who 

seeks to know the true nature of physical reality.  He deals with the unknown.  In short, 

technicians apply and scientists discover.  

While most people believe that physicists are explaining the world, Zukav 

contends that true scientists know that they are only dancing with it, applying creative 

solutions and artistic principles to scientific problems.  Zukav’s work describes both 

contemporary physicists and ancient philosophers as individuals who freely consult 

both the rational and the seemingly irrational in their search for truth.  They wonder 
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what the universe is really made of, how it works, what we are doing in it, where it has 

been, and where it is going, if it is going anywhere at all.  They seek, for example, 

empirical definitions of the elusive dimensions of time and space—their suggestions 

including such monumental postulations as relativity, quantum mechanics, and string 

theory—and investigate the ramifications of performance within those parameters.  

This portrayal of innovative scientific thought processes leads to questions 

concerning the creative capacity built into discovery—one of the most significant 

intersections between the disciplines of the sciences and those of the arts.   As Zukav 

asserts,

Many people believe that “discovery” is actually an act of creation.  If 

this is so, then the distinction between scientists, poets, painters, and 

writers is not clear.  In fact, it is possible that scientists, poets, painters, 

and writers are all members of the same family of people whose gift it is 

by nature to take things which we call commonplace, and to re-present

them to us in such ways that our self-imposed limitations are expanded.

Like scientists, science-based humanities scholars such as Zukav, and those 

presented in Brockman’s anthology, are intellectually eclectic, seeking ideas from a 

variety of sources and adopting the ones that prove their worth, rather than working 

within “systems” or “schools.”  They recognize that our arts, our philosophies, our 

literature, for instance, are products of human minds interacting with one another.  The 

human mind is a product of the human brain, which is organized in part by the human 

genome and evolved by the physical processes of evolution.  An awareness of exactly 

how human beings learn and make meaning sheds invaluable light on the physical 

products artists or scientists create in order to communicate their discoveries to others, 

as well as the reactions these objects elicit from witnesses.  Integrating discoveries from 

the sciences into the arts creates a new intellectual landscape that offers a way to track 

revolutionary ideas and apply that learning in innovative ways.

Marc Bloch and E. H. Carr, in The Historian’s Craft and What is History?,

anticipate certain developments in the physical and biological sciences that affect the 
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historian’s methodology.11  These developments, as also emphasized by Zukav and the 

various scholars represented in Brockman’s work, have drawn the disciplines of science 

closer than they once were to the inductive methodology historians have been using all 

along:  “first collect your facts, and then interpret them.”12  Bloch and Carr outline

certain developments in the physical and biological sciences that over time allowed 

philosophy to view society first as a mechanism (Newtonian) and than as an organism 

(Darwinian).  Suggesting a convergence of the historical method with those of the so-

called “hard” sciences, these historians not only show the similarities between 

contemporary scientific thinking and history, but also bring history into science.

In what Morris Raphael Cohen and Ernest Nagel, in Introduction to Logic and 

Scientific Method, have described as “essentially circular,” a reciprocal interaction 

between principles and facts—between theory and practice—emerges:  

We obtain evidence for principles by appealing to empirical material, to 

what is alleged to be “fact”; and we select, analyse [sic], and interpret 

empirical material on the basis of principles.13

Scientists today make discoveries and acquire fresh knowledge, not by seeking 

to establish precise and comprehensive laws, but by enunciating hypotheses that open 

the way to fresh enquiry. What Lyell did for geology and Darwin for biology has also 

been done for modern physics, a discipline that tells us  (contrary to popular belief) that 

what they investigate are not facts, but events.  As such, science is no longer concerned 

with something static and timeless—the elusive “fact”—but with a temporal process  of 

change and development, a performance of history.  

It is here that I have discovered the subtle difference between Western and 

ancient Maya historiographic methodology.  Based in an implied immediacy and re-

presentation of antiquity in a perpetual present, the monumental occasions defined by 

the distinctive responsibilities awarded to the Classic Maya urban environment, provide 

just such a performance of history.  The implications and ramifications of the 

employment of such an interdisciplinary system for communicating meaning unclutter 
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the blurred relationships between the social (or performative) and the aesthetic (or 

spatial), and offer broad new avenues for theoretical and practical investigation.

                                   Combining Our Resources

In seeking an integrated theory, 
the intellect cannot rest contentedly with the assumption 

that there are two distinct fields, totally independent of each other by their nature.14
--Albert Einstein, Ideas and Opinions

In this document, I embark on the admittedly ambitious task of not only 

practicing an integration of empirical and theoretical methodologies, but also applying 

the results to the world of artistic enterprise.  Coupling inquiry and evidence from the 

sciences and the humanities, I initiate a search for a manner in which physical and 

psychological aspects such as time, space, and experience can be investigated at an 

intellectual site that frames the perpetual performance of history as expressed by works 

of art.  Such an undertaking—featuring the introduction of the performative visual 

form—requires not only a new lens through which to view both the construction of 

history and the application of artistic endeavors to its re-presentation, but also a 

representative cultural setting in which such incidents regularly occur. 

“Expressions of what has happened,” caught—as Dening notes in the quote that 

opens this document—in buildings, cityscapes, and architectural embellishment, 

consistently reappear in the archeological remains of the Classic Maya culture (250-909 

CE).  Maya art and inscription has been called history. Tatiana Proskouriakoff first 

identified a “peculiar pattern of dates” from stelae located at the ancient site of Piedras 

Negras, proving that the figures on the stelae and lintels of the ruined Maya cities were 

mortal men and women, and not gods, or even priests.  She determined that the subject 

matter of the texts on the monuments was history, not astronomy, religion, or prophecy.  

As Michael Coe remembers the occasion of her announcement, he asserts,

I was truly thunderstruck.  In one brilliant stroke, this extraordinary 

woman had cut the Gordian knot of Maya epigraphy, and opened up a 

world of dynastic rivalry, royal marriages, taking of captives, and all the 
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other elite doings that have held the attention of kingdoms around the 

world since the remotest antiquity.  The Maya had become real human 

beings.15

Maya art and inscription is also, however, a reflection of scientific 

advancements, theoretical conjecture, and aesthetic choice. As such, it reflects a 

multitude of perspectives captured in an eternal present—perspectives that rely 

primarily on witness’ memory and kinesthetic imagination for verification.  As this 

document shows, the efforts of the ancient Maya designers who created these 

performative structures exist suspended, like those of contemporary historians, 

somewhere between the arts and the sciences practiced in their particular society.  As 

such, their accomplishments offer an ideal vehicle for exploring the ramifications of art 

and architecture joining the written word (speech made visible), and entering into 

dialogue with human witnesses and/or participants.  

Embracing the full impact of this phenomenon, in which the witness becomes a 

participant in the performance of the past, offers a viable alternative to 

compartmentalized thinking that has long dominated the intellectual efforts of the 

Western world.  It offers immediate access to cultural experience.  At the same time, it 

places history in a more relevant light when seeking to assess the present or anticipate 

the future.  

Viewing the art and architecture of the ancient Maya through the temporal lens 

of performance, the cityscape becomes a visible portrait and perpetual performance of 

the collective Maya experience. These structural messengers, when viewed as relics of 

experience, identify themselves as survivors—contemporary re-presentations of ancient 

Maya cultural traditions and practices.  Emerging from centuries of silence, choked by 

tropical undergrowth and years of decay, these shapes and forms of the Past un-self-

consciously re-assume their original role, performing identity for contemporary 

witnesses just as they did for seventh century ritual participants.  

Indeed, the shapes and forms of their cities—the scrupulous use of design

devices and meticulous positioning of enormous structures on the landscape—served 
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the ancient Maya as media for a form of record keeping and visual communication more 

inclusive than the worded texts confined to codices. In this document, however, I show 

that the application of additional languages, such as hieroglyphic writing and detailed 

iconography, to the already symbol-laden design devices incorporated into the 

structures, advocates an integrated system for re-presenting history, myth, and vision.

Such a synthesis of languages reflects ancient Mesoamerican concepts of the 

cosmos as a unity, in which the gods, the natural world, and humans occupied not 

separate spheres, but a profoundly connected one.  As such, the resulting cultural 

realities—embedded in, and expressed by, the Classic Maya urban design and 

architecture—re-present, for the informed witness, a microcosm of the balanced, 

holistic universe to which the Maya aspired.  

Likewise, the designers who conceived of and realized the construction and 

embellishment of the buildings and environments of the Maya ceremonial arena were 

recognized within their culture as interdisciplinary scholars—approaching their tasks 

from a decidedly holistic angle.  They were simultaneously record keepers, artists, 

scribes, and scientists, mathematicians, astronomers, and poets, rather than specialists 

divorced from other’s practical and/or philosophical pursuits.  They were also a variety 

of theologian and politician.  Their tasks were considered sacred.  Enjoying elevated 

status within the community—often coming directly from the elite or ruling family—

these interdisciplinary artist/historians occupied a liminal position within their culture 

similar to that of contemporary historians or creative scientists.  As such, their 

contributions to the preservation of the Past reflect the same holistic stance, somewhere 

betwixt-and-between myth and history, when re-presenting their culture’s ideology and

worldview through artistic expression.

Furthermore, the desire to present a unified expression of cultural experience is 

apparent in the culture’s diverse forms of inscription.  These various languages, 

including architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed iconography, appear to 

contemporary witnesses as a plethora of intricately encoded symbol systems.  Evidence 

provided in this dissertation shows that these various languages, although capable of 
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performing separately, were, when combined, the basis for a sophisticated, multi-

dimensional methodology for communicating Maya experience.  Rather than providing 

their audiences with simple editorial commentary or political propaganda, the works 

created by these artist/intellectuals intricately intertwine on multiple levels and were 

expected to re-present a contemporary reality of Maya experience recognizable as a 

consensus for cultural expression (specifically among the elite.)

Consequently, in attempting to construct  a basis for my thesis regarding 

performative visual forms, I focus on the significance of the belief systems and cultural 

realities that gave rise to the elite Maya definition of itself, and reasons behind the 

culture’s choice to employ performative expression in art and architecture.  (See 

Chapter Two for further exploration of this premise.)  I examine the Maya’s artistic 

practices as intimately knotted with their perception of animate activity.  To define this 

unity, I carefully draw the reader through the creation of Maya ideology from its 

mythological roots.  I trace the history of Mesoamerican urban design as it establishes 

the community’s position in the cosmos, re-presents a reciprocal kinship with the 

surrounding natural environment, and reflects the culture’s ideology.  I outline the 

significance of the structural arrangement of Classic Maya cities, including Palenque, 

and eavesdrop on the dialogue between the city’s various structures.  Ultimately I

examine the specific role undertaken by the Temple of Inscriptions in re-establishing 

balance and defining the quintessence of Palenque during the reigns of K’inich Janaab’ 

Pakal I and his heirs.  Throughout, I incorporate contemporary methods of inquiry in an 

attempt to define and elucidate such evocative cultural developments.

My research shows that throughout the Classic Maya world, and specifically in 

seventh century Palenque, the architects, scribes, and sculptors who created these urban 

environments knowingly incorporated the performative or temporal into structural, 

incised, and illustrated representation. This ancient Mesoamerican convention reflects a 

reliance on art’s ability to function performatively, as evidenced throughout this 

document.  As with other forms of performance, ancient Maya art endeavored to bring 

about that which it depicts.  Defined by Mesoamericanist Stephen D. Houston as 
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incorporating a “shifting now,” this approach intentionally results in work that re-

presents experience in perpetuity.16  Rather than a simple chronicle of details, however 

graphic, that locks you into a particular time and place, this methodology suggests how 

this ancient culture viewed such complex issues as time and space—issues that remain 

central to contemporary physics, history, and performance studies.

Spatial art, viewed as history perpetually re-presented, and re-inventing itself, in 

the present, constitutes a departure from the strict emphasis on the linear progression of 

the verbal/linguistic, and suggests the establishment of a shifting, even cyclical,

perception of what is real, based on interpretations made by the spatial and 

bodily/kinesthetic intelligences.  Scrutinized as an historical landscape, as Gaddis has 

defined it, the Past becomes an act of re-presentation that lifts us above the familiar.17

This perspective allows us to experience vicariously what we cannot experience 

directly, providing a wider viewpoint for subsequent analysis.  If, however, the 

argument advances one-step further, and this artistic, historical landscape reveals itself 

as a performative visual form, this extensive view becomes a wide vista for interpreting 

a largely silent past.  

Citing examples of ancient Maya historiographic practices, I argue that the 

artistic-historiographic endeavors of this culture are visions of the past, filtered through 

the present, and projected into the future.  As such, they constitute, in space, a 

performance of history over time.  In line with this concept, Kai Krause proposes that 

such visual history, reflected in a culture’s art, reveals, not the Now (per se), but instead 

resurrects the anticipation of the moment and the memory of the moment.18

In this dissertation I show how spatial art reflects this anticipation of an instant 

of Now, amplified through the application of human memory and kinesthetic 

imagination.  As such, it is capable of bringing about at the conscious level that which it 

depicts. Donald Hoffman, cognitive scientist, University of California, Irvine, and 

author of Visual Intelligence, further elaborates on this capability, asserting,

consciousness and its contents are all that exists. Space-time, matter and 

fields never were the fundamental denizens of the universe but have 
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always been, from their beginning, among the humbler contents of 

consciousness, dependent on it for their very being. The world of our 

daily experience—the world of tables, chairs, stars and people, with their 

attendant shapes, smells, feels and sounds—is a species-specific user 

interface to a realm far more complex, a realm whose essential character 

is conscious. It is unlikely that the contents of our interface in any way 

resemble that realm. Evolutionary pressures dictate that our species-

specific interface, this world of our daily experience, should itself be a 

radical simplification, selected not for the exhaustive depiction of truth 

but for the mutable pragmatics of survival.19

Assuming this performative role in providing human witnesses with triggers for 

initiating conscious memory and imagination, the object perpetually reconstructs an 

imperative and then substitutes that imperative for social reality, thus creating a social 

reality of its own.  By promising to be performance in the future, spatial art thus offers 

witnesses the opportunity to become participants in a continuous performance of the 

past, thereby continually organizing their place in the cosmos and assuring their 

personal stability and comfort within that realm.

Another aspect of art’s capacity to perform perpetually, therefore, results from 

what we know about aesthetic pleasure.  Denis Dutton, Philosopher of Art, University 

of Canterbury, New Zealand, and Editor, Arts & Letters Daily, notes that in a 1757 

essay, philosopher David Hume argued that because "the general principles of taste are 

uniform in human nature" the value of some works of art might be essentially eternal. 

The works that manage to endure over millennia, Hume thought, do so precisely 

because they appeal to deep, unchanging features of human nature. They possess a rare 

but demonstrable capacity to excite the human mind across cultural boundaries and 

through historic time. They set themselves apart in their durable appeal: nothing kills 

them. Audiences keep coming back to experience these original works themselves.

Against the idea of permanent aesthetic values is cultural relativism, taught as 

the default orthodoxy in many university departments. Aesthetic values have been 
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widely construed by academics as merely contingent reflections of local social and 

economic conditions. Beauty, if not in the eye of the beholder, has been misconstrued as 

merely in the eyes of society, a conditioning that determines values of cultural seeing. 

Such aesthetic relativism is decisively refuted, as Hume contends, by the cross-cultural 

appeal of a small class of art objects, including some examples of monumental 

architecture. Aesthetic experiences, as will be investigated in depth later in this 

document, continuously revived and re-lived into an indefinite future, make the 

creations of the greatest artists as much permanent achievements as the discoveries of 

greatest scientists.

The practical and aesthetic devices and techniques employed by Maya 

historian/artists encourage spectators (whether experiencing the performance in the 

seventh or the twenty-first century) to shift the view, adjust the light, or move the 

model, while maintaining a conscious impression of the past.  The abstraction, afforded 

by the interaction of words, illustrations, and material forms with the human brain and 

physical attributes of our universe, supports an effort to separate ourselves from our 

subjects while simultaneously coexisting with them.  The witness becomes participant.  

Un-animated objects—those material artifacts awarded animacy by their creators—

such as monumental architecture present in ancient Maya cities, propose an enlarged 

encounter, commanding—as they have done for centuries—the widest possible 

consensus regarding the significance of the particular experience of the seventh century 

Maya.

Pursuing this thought, I offer a case study of a single structure within the 

ceremonial precinct of ancient Palenque, located in present-day Chiapas, Mexico.  

Demonstrating several specific instances in which the Temple of Inscriptions 

(completed around 690 CE), and its environs, continue to perform ancient Maya 

experience, I borrow liberally from the study of their practice of incorporating 

iconography, urban design and hieroglyphic writing into a unified historiographic 

practice.  I integrate theoretical and empirical information from a wide variety of 

interdisciplinary sources to clarify the significance of such interactions.  Advancing 
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theoretical perspectives from the discipline of physics, for example, helps refine notions 

of space, time, and the appearance of performance, and enhances our current 

understanding of these complex terms. Within this template, I review documentation as 

re-presented by this and other ancient monumental structures—documentation which 

now appears to anticipate such contemporary thinking. Based on information of this 

type, works of art, such as those evident in the multi-faceted historiographic model of 

ancient Maya spatial design, embellished with hieroglyphic writing and iconography, 

re-define themselves in a new and exciting light.  A shape in time emerges; a self-

image, re-presented by things, creating a visible portrait and perpetual performance of 

the collective Maya experience.

To write about history as a presence is no sure guide to predicting the future.  It 

may not even provide a truthful description of the past.  There is, of course, no correct

interpretation of the past, for the very act of interpreting is itself a vicarious enlargement 

of experience.  As James O’Donnell, Classicist, Cultural Historian, Provost, 

Georgetown University, and author of Avatars of the Word, points out:

there are in principle better descriptions and explanations for the 

development and sequence of human affairs than human historians are 

capable of providing. We draw our data mainly from witnesses who 

share our scale of being, our mortality, and for that matter our viewpoint. 

And so we explain history in terms of human choices and the behavior of 

organized social units. Historians will constantly struggle to improve 

their techniques and tools. But we will also continue to write and to read 

stories in the old style, because stories are the way human beings most 

naturally make sense of their world. An awareness of the powerful 

possibility of whole other orders of possible description and explanation, 

however, should at least teach us some humility and give us some 

thoughtful pause when we are tempted to insist too strongly on one 

version of history—the one we happen to be persuaded is true.20
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The performance of history—the Great Story re-presented through such 

innovative examples of documentation as those offered  by the ancient Maya 

cityscapes—helps prepare audiences for that future by expanding experience in the 

present.  By re-presenting human experience, these stories, whether provided through 

spatial or linguistic means, provide the basis for re-experiencing many of the 

psychological and emotional affects of the original.  This communicative tactic 

demonstrates the potential for constructing an imperative and then substituting that 

imperative for social reality, creating a new social reality in the process.  To interpret 

the past for the purposes of the present with a view to managing the future is perhaps 

the best we can hope for.  

In light of these truths, it is my hope that this investigation, integrating empirical

and theoretical inquiry from both the sciences and the humanities, will provide a 

foundation for the study of the significance of un-animated performance, and initiate 

discussions of this phenomenon in a wide variety of applications.

Incorporating Maya Historiographic Practices
 into a Re-definition of the Performative

In my endeavor to bridge the gap between the visual/spatial arts and the 

performing/temporal arts in ways that can prove efficacious to both disciplines

(Performance Studies and Art History), I unify theoretical and empirical evidence, as 

the ancient Maya may have perceived it.  The Maya desire to create performative 

objects reflects much more than philosophical priorities. The challenge for the 

contemporary Western reader of this document may be to begin to think like a Maya. In 

order to investigate the design activities conducted within a holistic culture, it is 

necessary to set aside a long Western heritage of compartmentalization, and re-focus on 

the nature of the whole.  Doing so, of course, also requires stepping outside the 

conventional boundaries of art.  

An appropriate examination of the context in which the ancient Maya existed, 

and created their art, necessitates exploration of this cultural phenomenon from as wide 
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a variety of disciplinary angles as the city’s designers utilized.  Evidence presented by 

leading Mesoamericanists, exposed in conjunction with substantiation from modern 

performance theory, as well as physics, astronomy, and other scientific disciplines,

including those specializing in human developmental and performative practices, allows 

for an interdisciplinary interaction providing a view of the historical landscape from a 

distinctly wider viewpoint.  This broadened perspective adds a dimension to the study 

of art and performance un-illuminated until now.  

Embedded in any discussion of performance, or the so-called temporal arts, for 

example—and often overlooked due to pre-conceived notions or assumptions—is the 

underlying issue of time.  “The sacred metaphysics of time and space were the ‘soul’ of 

ancient pre-Columbian culture and thought,” noted Americanist scholar Miguel Leon-

Portilla.21 An understanding of time, and its relationship to space and the perception of 

experience, is also fundamental to a consideration of performance. As noted earlier, 

most contemporary theorists have defined performance as active, dynamic, linear, and 

progressive—a pursuit associated with animate, thinking beings.  The visual arts, on the 

other hand, have been considered static, historical, and, of course, belonging to the 

realm of the inanimate.  Contemporary physics bores large holes in these pre-conceived 

notions, and offers alternative explanations that suggest a reconsideration of how we 

conceive of time and/or space. This discipline also addresses issues of inanimate 

objects as un-animated—possessing a sense of being, capable of generating effects, and 

re-presenting their subject matter in a very real sense. 

How time can be defined as it relates to performance—and more precisely, how 

the Maya appeared to have perceived of time as it relates to their art—is a fundamental 

issue explored in Chapters One and Two.  Based on the various concepts of time 

offered by the physical sciences, and elaborated upon by theoretical positing from a 

variety of other disciplines, I tease out the suggestion that the ancient Maya urban 

designer expected the performances incorporated into the city’s profile to be both active 

and perpetual.  
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In addition to incorporating enticingly contempor ary notions regarding time, the

ancient urban design also makes broad use of geometry as a tool to re-establish 

astronomical observations on an earthly plane.  All ancient Maya cities reflect design 

and construction using some variation of geomancy—the practice of aligning specific 

structures to the cardinal (another slippery term in Maya thought) directions.  This 

practice incorporates not only the horizontal, but also the vertical as it defines 

relationships between the earthly plane and astronomical phenomena occurring in the 

Heavens as well as events perceived to occur in the Underworld.  The intentional 

placement of monumental structures not only emphasizes (and often participates in)

such observable occurrences as the solstices, but also geometrically places various 

buildings in direct communication not only with the Heavens and the Underworld, but 

also with each other within the ceremonial arena.  These structures, therefore, perform 

not only for ritual participants, or contemporary witnesses, but also for a mega-audience 

of deities both above and below.  In addition, they perform for/with each other, entering 

into a retrievable dialogue that further enhances the communication potential of the 

environment.

Incorporating spatial codes and elaborate symbol systems, such as those 

mentioned above, Classic Maya art not only recorded, but also re-performed human 

experiences occurring within those frameworks.  Ancient monumental architecture 

communicated directly to their seventh century contemporaries through a variety of 

human intelligences as outlined by Howard Gardner in Frames of Mind:  The Theory of 

Multiple Intelligences.22  More important to this study, my evidence shows that, using 

the same intelligences, today’s educated observers can also witness or participate in the 

performances created by the designs left behind by ancient architects, scribes, and 

sculptors.   Aware of our ability to reconstruct ancient performances using various 

intelligences, spaces and places of these early urban designs re-emerge in their 

performative role, communicating Classic Maya experience even as they absorb 

contemporary incidents into their repertoire.  Investigations of these performances can 
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now serve as valuable assets when attempting to interpret a largely silent past as well as 

instruct the educated observer in processes of audience reception.  

Integrating evidence of this type into my argument, I not only justify the 

presence of ancient Maya architecture as intentionally performative, but also re-animate 

the performance space and clarify the various roles played by specific structures in the 

performance of Maya myth-history.  I provide evidence for perpetually performed 

responsibilities of specific structures and design devices, and expose unambiguous 

performative characteristics awarded the urban design elements evident at Palenque.

Recognizing these characteristics prepares us for the task of exploring the many roles 

undertaken by a single performative structure—the Temple of Inscriptions—located 

within the central architectonic group of this ancient city.    

Expanding upon the significance of the performative potential of the object, 

using Maya cultural expression and the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque as a 

representative example, this study strives to extend the field of Theatre

History/Performance Studies by redirecting the conventional emphasis on the human 

body and speech acts toward a broader set of definitions—a more extensive theoretical 

avenue for investigating notions of memory, imagination, and experience embedded in 

the object, and communicated to audiences through spatial and/or bodily/kinesthetic 

intelligences. Throughout this document I encourage a deeper look at the physical 

definitions of time and space that serve as a foundation for performance as we 

understand it—perspectives that could well change our minds regarding the term’s

clarification.

Working within the parameters of time and space, as defined by contemporary 

physicists, as well as invaluable contributions from Performance Studies, this study also 

endeavors to contribute to Art History and Mesoamerican Studies by offering 

alternative evidence that encourages a re-definition of art, and the architectural object.  

Un-animated objects emerge as a temporal, narrative process encompassing the social 

(performative) and the aesthetic (spatial). 
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Drawing evidence from the rich variety of disciplinary sources, and placing 

them in dialogue with performance theory and art history, I create a template for 

reuniting mental and material culture—ideas and objects—under the rubric of 

performative visual forms. Interrogation of ancient visual forms, such as the Temple of 

Inscriptions at Palenque, through the combined lenses of the arts, the humanities, and 

various scientific disciplines—reuniting the spatial and the temporal—initiates 

discussion of the significance of spatial bodies as actors in an extensive array of cultural 

performance. 

Fabricated expressions of experience in today’s visual culture continue to blur 

the boundary between spatial art and performance, offering a broad avenue of research 

potential for contemporary scholars. This study addresses not only the empirical validity 

of assuming such a philosophical stance, but also illuminates the ramifications of 

incorporating this awareness into existing understanding of contemporary art and 

performance.

The Application of Performative Visual Forms
in Maya Art and Architecture

Current understanding of pre-Columbian art production and mythology  indicates 

that certain structures and objects were intentionally created to identify, transform, and 

perform notions of authenticity and experience for their audiences.23 Various tactics 

and devices employed by these ancient cultures to identify themselves through their 

urban environment, therefore, offer a unique opportunity to investigate the phenomenon 

of performative visual forms.

The object’s potential to generate effects by bringing about that which it names

surfaces in archeological evidence from not only the Classic Maya or later Mixtec 

(1000–1600 CE) and Aztec (1325–1521 CE) cultures, but also from older 

Mesoamerican societies as diverse as the Olmec (1500-200 BCE), and that of 

Teotihuacán (200 BCE–600 CE).  As shown in later sections of this document, re-

presentation of being—the very definition of performance—can be investigated in 
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categories as diverse as mortuary practices, the site of the ritual ball game, and 

monumental sculpture (stelae).  The expression of experience in art and architecture, a 

self-fulfilling capacity within the Maya worldview, is also evident in a wide variety of 

Classic Maya media including pottery, mortuary bundles, sacred artifacts, codices, 

gemstones, and other found or fabricated materials.  

Evidence indicates that the Classic Maya also inscribed memories and 

ideologies onto perishable media such as paper scrolls, wood, cloth, and even drawings 

in the sand. Many of these, decayed or destroyed almost immediately after their 

production, have not survived.  In fact, destruction may have been intentional.  In many 

cases, “termination rituals,” as defined by such Mesoamerican scholars as David Stuart, 

constitute a vital role in the process of communicating memories, for example, to the 

gods.24

In this document, however, I focus on the ancient Maya practice of embedding 

mythology and historical experience into urban design, architecture, and onto relatively 

permanent, and/or sacred, surfaces. I argue that this tradition perpetuated existing 

ideologies and communicated important beliefs and practices to members of the 

community.  Investigating the performance of the archeology, it becomes clear that the 

present-day absence of the live human body of the Maya ritual performer does not 

negate the sequence of events re-presented, for example, by the Temple of Inscription’s 

architectural design, the hieroglyphic writing, or the iconography.  Nor is the Temple of 

Inscriptions unique in this ability to serve as a performative visual form in the urban 

arena.  Countless structures evident in Classic Maya archeology demonstrate this 

capability.  

Many scholars, including David Stuart, Nikolai Grube, Stephen Houston, Karl 

Taube, Linda Schele, Andrea Stone, Mary Miller, and others cited later in this 

dissertation, have explored the narrative’s performative re-production in Maya art, 

writing, and architecture.25 My contribution underscores how ancient Maya urban 

design, the arrangement of structures at Palenque, and ultimately the Temple of 

Inscriptions, demonstrates an inseparable bond to the space and time in which the 
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narrative appeared, and to the belief system it portrayed. Focusing on the theoretical 

and empirical basis for considering monumental architecture as the perpetual 

performance of cultural ideology, I demonstrate the perceived timelessness of certain 

aspects of ancient Maya worldview, as well as provide a suggestive “so what?,” capable 

of influencing contemporary understanding of performance in a wide variety of 

thoroughly modern circumstances. 

Performative Visual Forms as Participatory History

Examples of various encoded systems are available in archeological remains of 

most pre-Columbian Maya cities. The development of urban planning, architectural 

design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed iconography, practiced throughout the Maya 

region, each accomplished the task of defining and describing human and divine 

experience to observers and ritual participants.  Each system is fascinating in its own 

right; yet, when critiqued through the lens of performance, the combination of these 

systems, culminating in the embellished object, communicates beyond mere description. 

These various inscription devices (texts), viewed as a unified methodology, re-present a 

perpetual present and serve as performances of ancient Maya experience.

Although the various forms of inscription have been called “history” by such 

luminary figures in Mesoamerican studies as Tatiana Proskouriakoff, the profoundly 

detailed texts created by Classic Maya architects, scribes, and sculptors were not, in the 

Western sense, a rigorous accounting of a pragmatic historical past.26  From the Classic 

point of view, the mytho-historiography practiced by the ancient Maya was a 

meticulous account of certain aspects of antiquity as manifested in the Maya present.  

Their methodology portrayed, preserved, and perpetuated a utopian vision of holistic 

cultural and political precision, presented in such a way as to express the reality of their 

contemporary cultural experience. Revealed within the parameters of the Maya 

worldview, the Temple of Inscriptions—as well as other structures constructed by this 

ancient culture—communicates its narrative as occurring in the present in culturally 

constructed and recognizable terms. 
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In many ways, that become apparent throughout the course of this dissertation, 

the ancient Maya anticipated both contemporary practical and theoretical thinking.  I 

argue that Maya art and architecture are examples of instants of Now as defined by 

physicist Julian Barbour—monumental occasions as described by architectural theorist 

and historian Lindsay Jones—art acts as characterized by performance theorist 

Catherine M. Soussloff—and participants in a shifting now as defined by 

Mesoamericanist Stephen D. Houston.27 Through their use of works of art to re-present 

instances of cultural significance, the ancient Maya expression of the performance of 

time and experience assume enticingly modern perspectives. 

In order to appreciate the apparent ideological reasons for the ancient Maya 

adopting the practice of creating performative visual forms, it is initially necessary to 

understand their various mythologies, particularly those surrounding the time of 

creation of the present age in 3114 BCE. During this monumental series of event s, the 

ancient Maya believed that various gods assumed diverse responsibilities for bringing 

human beings and material objects into existence.  

Maya mythology, as interpreted by Karl Taube, asserts that a number of 

Mesoamerican gods served as the patrons of writing, or tz’ib in all Maya n languages.28

This term loosely defines all artistic production including the creation of natural 

landscapes and animate beings during this initial burst of creativity.  It also defines the 

creation of templates for architecture, hieroglyphics, and iconography. (See Chapter 

Two for a more detailed discussion of the rubric under which the ancient Maya 

conducted practices that we would call art.)  These scribe/gods, serving as patrons for 

the various artistic disciplines, appear to have written material items into existence, 

essentially through the act of illustrating and naming them.29 The resulting universe

(including elements of the Underworld and the Heavens) was, and remains, a 

perceivable reality to initiated observers.

Some sources suggest that all the important gods from the time of creation were 

considered still alive during the Classic Period.30 I would agree, and yet incorporate 

more closely the perspective expressed in the Popol Vuh, a document written by 
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anonymous members of the Quiche-Maya nobility prior to the arrival of Spanish 

conquerors in 1524.31 This document indicates a belief in an act of auto-sacrifice by the 

gods at the time of creation for the benefit of the newly created human race, allowing 

the gods to bestow the essential life force on these beings. Following the initial self-

sacrifice of their physical bodies, as described in the Popol Vuh, Maya creator gods no 

longer walked the earth—the essence of their being, still very much alive, remained 

trapped in such sacred media as stone.  The vital essence of these gods could only be 

released through inscription on these sacred, living, yet un-animated, materials.32

Highly trained sacred scribes of the Classic Period, assuming the creator role of 

their divine forebears, collaborated with their holy medium through the act of 

inscription.  Entering into dialogue with their divine predecessors locked in the stone, 

they called forth the essence and creative powers of the entrapped gods.  They then 

created their art.  As with various Christian icons, a portion of the spiritual essence of 

the subject of the inscribed art  (a god, member of the ruling elite, or other iconographic 

subject), was transferable to the image in the artwork. Upon inscription, the essence of 

the subject was placed in direct dialogue with the sacred spirit trapped in the medium at 

the time of its creation, changing the medium from inanimate to un-animated. An 

activation of the combined essences of the god within and the subject of the inscription

occurred at the time of carving or painting, creating a form of perpetual presence in 

which the subject, and his message, was continuously revitalized by the god residing in 

the medium.  The resulting inscriptions revealed, in the inscribed material, either the 

god’s images and/or their spiritual imperatives as communicated by human mediators.  

Giant stone stelae, with images of gods and kings and supernatural beings, 

embellished with hieroglyphic writing, crowded many central plazas in ancient Maya 

urban centers, returning deceased kings or patron gods to their sites of origin.  The 

hieroglyphic text included on many of these examples of monumental art further 

expanded the narrative suggested by the iconography.  The written text, however, did 

not necessarily serve only to describe the image, nor vice versa.  
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The iconography and the hieroglyphic writing represented two distinct aspects

of a technique for communicating information, intertwined to broaden the scope of the 

intended message.  In their completed appearance, these performative visual forms, 

perpetually re-presented the will of whatever divine authority inhabited the media.  

These monumental stelae re-presented the subject as in accord with the divine, serving 

as mediator between the gods and earthly witnesses.  As sacred, un-animated beings, 

they required a compliance with the ideologies they presented.  The spatial form, 

therefore, became capable of performing, in perpetuity, the activities dictated by the 

gods and outlined or reinforced by the text and the subject of the iconography.

David Stuart, in “Kings of Stone:  A Consideration of Stelae in Ancient Maya 

Ritual and Representation,” highlights this type of experiential phenomenon by 

suggesting that these monumental sculptures are an “extended representation of self,” a 

concept investigated in depth later in this document.33  Stuart advocates, “rather than 

being simply a medium for the commemoration of royal deeds and other events, [this 

type of art] played very direct and active roles in ancient Maya ritual life.”34

On a broader scale, memory, myth, history, and ideology were (and continue to 

be) embedded in, embodied by, and ultimately transmitted by walls, spaces, and 

pathways that made up the Maya urban environment. The design features and 

iconographic embellishments of the Temple of Inscriptions, viewed collectively as an 

active participant in the ceremonial landscape of Palenque, also re-present ancient Maya 

notions of portraiture and re-presentation.  These complex notions bear on the ancient 

display of political authority and cultural ideology. Rather than serving merely to adorn

places constructed for human performance, such devices, including the use of 

hieroglyphic writing incised in certain surfaces, compliment the narrative related by the 

structure itself.  They offer specific illustrated and worded reflections and re-

productions of actual physical activity, often perceived directly through the witness’ 

spatial intelligence. 

As Marvin Carlson notes, in Places of Performance: The Semiotics of Theatre 

Architecture, spaces of performance become performative places.   Just as written 
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histories or ritual performance construct identities that can be interpreted and acted 

upon by witnesses, he argues, “places of performance generate social and cultural 

meanings of their own which in turn help structure the meaning of the entire 

performance experience.”35 As will be seen in subsequent chapters, the performative 

presence of the Temple of Inscriptions, like so many other structures evident in Maya 

urban design, indeed helped construct the meaning of the ritual performance conducted 

in its shadow.  

Narratives embodied by the urban structure are performative enactments of not 

only the past, but also goals and objectives in the maintenance and development of the 

society in question.  As Carlson pursues his argument, he notes that once constructed 

the structure takes on a life of its own, making it capable of performing independently 

in perpetuity.  As urban ideologies evolve, the meaning of the urban environment as a 

whole changes as well.  In what urban theorist Martin Krampton, in Meaning in the 

Urban Environment, calls “the repertory of architectural objects,” the Temple of 

Inscription’s presence in the urban arena of Palenque generated social and cultural 

meaning, adjusting its narrative to meet the needs of the evolving society that served as 

audience for its performances.36   Of even greater impact to this discussion, the Temple 

of Inscription’s significance also adjusted as it entered into dialogue with other 

structural additions to the urban environment of Palenque, inviting witnesses to become 

participants in the ritual exposure of the rejuvenated city’s perpetual present as initiated 

at the time of creation.

Selected Research Avenues in the Literature

In this dissertation, I translate the spatial of ancient Maya art and architecture 

into the temporal of performance—providing a traversable bridge between art history 

and performance studies.  To inform both disciplines, my approach to this inquiry has 

been decidedly interdisciplinary.  I have consulted scholarly specializations as diverse 

as architecture, anthropology, physics, phenomenology, mathematics, astronomy, 

linguistics, iconography, archeology, psychology, comparative religion, and others.  
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Incorporating performance theory into the mix, and observing heretofore-elusive 

connections between the spatial and the temporal, has led to an improved understanding 

of the communication of Maya experience.  A synthesis of information available from 

such diverse disciplines is necessary for constructing a proposition that champions 

performative visual forms over definitions that insist on the image as mere description

of performance and distinctly inanimate, or performance as emphasis on the human 

body and speech acts. 

To determine how to adequately translate instances of static presentation into 

occurrences, it is first necessary to investigate issues of time commonly associated with 

perceived action through space.  If performance is said to occur in time, I must explore 

the question of what time actually means—to differentiate between the properties of 

experienced time and the empirical alternatives offered by the science of physics.  The 

most recent, although currently evolving, scientific interpretations of time (elaborated 

upon in Chapter One) necessitate a revised understanding of performance and reality.  

In an exciting example of synthesizing theory and empirical data, these contemporary 

observations persuasively mirror philosophical perspectives, as defined by leading 

Mesoamericanists, held by the ancient Maya.

Several physicists, including Stephen Hawking, The Illustrated Brief History of 

Time, Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li Masters:  An Overview of the New Physics, and

Julian Barbour, The End of Time:  The Next Revolution in Physics, offer clear 

challenges to the various conceptual ways we currently define time and space.37  Their 

views question categorizations that have formed the foundation of Western physics for

the past fifteen centuries.   Viewed through the most contemporary lens, they turn 

traditional understanding of reality inside-out, and provide provocative avenues for 

approaching performative visual forms as employed by the ancient Maya in their 

cultural expression of experience.

As this document will show, the Classic Maya approach to presenting historical 

data, mythology, and ideology as contemporary experience existed within a web of 

interconnected symbol systems.  Each system represented a discrete language that 
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addressed a specific faculty of human awareness.  These faculties, as they are 

understood today, include verbal-linguistic, spatial, logical-mathematical, and bodily-

kinesthetic intelligences as outlined in psychologist/theorist Howard Gardner’s Frames 

of Mind: The Theory of Multiple Intelligences.38 I appropriate Gardner’s scientifically 

demonstrated views on how humans understand, make meaning, interpret visual stimuli, 

and learn.  This approach allows me to interrogate structural design, hieroglyphic 

writing, and iconography as performative elements that impact the whole witness in a 

variety of ways. Applying Gardner’s strategies, I show how the Maya architecture, 

including the Temple of Inscriptions, made meaning known to the Classic Maya 

observer through intellectual capacities beyond the verbal-linguistic.

Using Gardner’s discoveries, for example, I am able to incorporate Stephen 

Houston and Karl Taube’s recent work in “An Archeology of the Senses:  Perception 

and Cultural Expression in Ancient Mesoamerica,” as evidence of performativity in 

Classic Maya iconography at a level that might be considered more basic than the 

verbal-linguistic.39 Houston and Taube’s exciting perspective tackles the ancient Maya 

methods for communicating beyond words, exposing iconographic symbol systems that 

directly address the senses of sound, smell, and touch. Such strategies for expanding 

evidence of experience allow me to re-consider those who view the structures today as 

having the capacity to re-witness, re-sense, and re-comprehend historical experience, 

once considered approachable only as written documentation.

Performance historian and theorist Joseph Roach contributes to this 

interpretation of visual/spatial performance when he braids together themes of 

embodiment, surrogation, and collective memory in Cities of the Dead:  Circum-

Atlantic Performance.40 His theories define genealogies of performance as “the 

historical transmission and dissemination of cultural practices through collective 

representation.”41 Citing evidence for ancient philosophies and practices now theorized 

by Roach as kinesthetic imagination, vortices of behavior, and displaced transmission, 

in light of Gardner’s theories of multiple intelligences and the contribution of 

contemporary thinking in physics, allows me to offer suggestions as to how and why 
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Maya historiographic practices were developed and exercised.  Such evidence also 

helps explain how such practices could have created performative documentation.

These theories of performance and human reception act together to construct an 

encompassing re-presentation of experience, suggesting ways in which such 

information translates into deeper understanding of human interaction with spaces and 

places.

While comprehensive studies, such as Roach’s, that focus on the historic role of 

visual, spatial art as a performative entity are few and far between, theoretical 

approaches and discussions of the performative potential of objects have been touched 

upon by several other important performance theorists.  Throughout this dissertation I 

cite specific examples of contemporary theory, in addition to that proffered by Roach 

and Carlson, as they help define notions of un-animated performance in the Classic 

Maya culture.  

Erving Goffman, for example, in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life

(1959), defines performance as “all the activity of a given participant”—object, human 

actor, spectator—“on a given occasion, which serves to influence in any way the other 

participants.”42 In Unmarked:  The Politics of Performance (1993), Peggy Phelan 

acknowledges Goffman’s definition of the performative, and elaborates by pointing out 

“performance is centered on the interaction between the art object and the spectator 

[which] is, essentially, performative.”43 Phelan’s views on the performative nature of 

iconographic and structural forms, as exemplified in her investigation of the Rose 

Theatre archeology, contributes to the discuss ion of the effects generated by the 

presence of specific structures within the urban setting, and the embellishments that add 

flourish to their performance.44

Through her work involving the performative nature of photographs, paintings, 

films, theatre, architecture, political protests, and performance art, Phelan allows us to 

view the material object in an entirely new light.   For example, “The performance of a 

photograph,” she posits, “can occur only by means of reproduction.”  Arguing that 

photography is the quintessential art of reproduction, and that it survives only in 
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encounter and re-encounter of the spectator, Phelan suggests that performance of the 

material object, then, is recoverable in time.   Fluid in its perceived reception, however, 

Phelan points out that the instant of Now, as defined by the image, is obviously never 

the same performance, even for the same individual.  No longer are in-animate objects 

relegated to static description or role of background for human activity:  they assume a 

life, and variable communicative ability, of their own.  

Additional recent performance theory scholarship, introduced in Chapter One, 

and referred to throughout this study, presented by Eve Sedgwick (Performativity and 

Performance), Catherine M. Soussloff (“Like a Performance:  Performativity and the 

Historicized Body"), Judith Butler (“Burning Acts—Injurious Speech”), and Catharine 

MacKinnon (Only Words), also helps define experience as perceived from within the 

ancient Maya worldview.45 These scholars examine effects generated by material 

objects due to strategic positioning and timing experienced by the witness.  In addition, 

Della Pollack’s views on performative writing contribute to an examination of the 

hieroglyphic inscriptions as ancient examples of this phenomenon.46 Her observations

compliment those of linguist, J.L. Austin (How to Do Things with Words, 1975), whose 

theories on the performative nature of writing translate and apply to forms of textual 

inscription other than speech made visible.47 These theorists’ explorations, among 

others that appear throughout this document, invite entry into a more complex, 

interdisciplinary discussion of the visual/spatial image as a performer in the cultural

arena.

Architectural and urban theory also directly addresses issues of the performative 

capabilities of structures and cityscapes, and both have contributed to my definitions of 

elements of urban design as reflections of cultural ideology and experience.  Roland 

Barthes, Kenneth Lynch, Sylvia Ostrowetsky, and Richard Fauque, as well as Spiro 

Kostof , each address un-animated performance.48 Architectural art and design, as clues 

to perception, are also discussed at length in architectural theorist Edward T. Hall’s The 

Hidden Dimension and Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities.49
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Perhaps most influential, however, in my search for justification of my thesis 

that architectural structures offer performances within the urban landscape comes from 

interdisciplinary studies of the performance of sacred architecture within the urban plan, 

such as Lindsay Jones’ Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture.  Jones’ work provides a 

foundation for comparative analysis of architectural constructions that serve the 

religious or ideological needs of a culture.  Close examination of his “Morphology of 

Sacred Architecture,” allows me to cite specific examples of not only Maya, but also

other cultural examples of architectural designs that function as performative visual 

forms.  More importantly, Jones’ analysis provides a foundation for investigating the 

ultimate results of these performances.50

These theorists address common elements, such as those that make up the urban 

environment, and help me identify methods for categorizing urban semiotics.  Their 

assistance in defining the elements and effects of the urban environment compliment art 

history’s and performance theory’s conjectures regarding the object as performative.

Additional scholarship that has contributed to the development of this project 

includes works such as those by Michel de Certeau (The Practice of Everyday Life,

1984, and The Writing of History, 1988).51   De Certeau argues, for example, that 

history “is the product of a place.”52  His work stresses the need for a performative 

understanding regarding the nature of representation, and provides many evocative 

examples of how place performs in the cultural arena helping to clarify the transition of 

spatial art into temporal performance. His observations on space, place, and viewing 

distance as indicators of social relationships, cited later in this document, enable 

potential performative media to fulfill their responsibility to re-present experience. In 

line with Roach’s theories and those suggested by other performance theorists, these

contributions from architectural and urban analysis demonstrate the various ways in 

which the spatial and bodily/kinesthetic intelligences allow witnesses to experience a 

cityscape through their particular cultural conditioning. 

Investigating ways in which the past informs the present (and the present 

informs our understanding of the past), numerous works defining Visual Culture Theory 
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have also attracted my interest in the development of this project.  Visual Culture is a 

contemporary discipline focusing primarily on crucial changes in the nature of 

perception brought about by connections between modernization of subjectivity and the 

dramatic expansion of industrialization when sustained attentiveness is constantly at 

risk.  Studies in this discipline relocate the problem of aesthetic contemplation within a 

broader collective encounter with the unstable nature of perception.  In other words, 

suggesting that vision dominates all our senses, these theorists’ work increases our 

appreciation for the sensual immediacy of objects and images.  These approaches have 

helped me define ways in which ancient Maya communicative devices could create a 

new reality for the spectator.  They have also provided models through which to explore 

the human tendency to picture or visualize existence.  They contribute to a historical 

framework for understanding the social crisis of attention amid the accelerating 

metamorphoses of any busy urban environment.  

While Visual Culture focuses primarily on contemporary issues, many of the 

tenets demonstrate the efficacy of a visual, graphic, and symbolic language, separated, 

essentially, from the word and returned to the idea (the initial, physical response).  The

scholarship of Marshall McLuhan, as well as Nicholas Mirzoeff, provides discussion 

regarding a wealth of visual forms.53   Focusing on the intersection with cultural 

representation, and the relationships between the body and space, these sources prove 

extremely helpful in recognizing and re-constructing the various communicative 

methods and devices employed by the ancient Maya.  

The evidence available from art history, and particularly Mesoamerican studies,

compliments that of the aforementioned physicists, psychologists, performance 

theorists, architectural theorists, and specialists in visual culture theory.  In addition to 

translations of valuable indigenous texts, and numerous exploratory works regarding the 

significance of Maya art and architecture, mythology, and the manipulation of time,

several Mesoamerican scholars have devoted entire texts to the possibility of the Maya 

urban environment serving as a performative entity.54
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Art historians Erwin Panofsky and George Kubler, as well as aficionados such 

as Paul Shellhas, among others, suggest that certain structures and objects were 

intentionally created to identify, transform, and perform notions of authenticity and 

experience for their audiences.55 In addition, David Carrasco, in City of Sacrifice: The 

Aztec Empire and the Role of Violence in Civilization, argues eloquently for an 

expanded view of the city from that of a performance space to that of performing 

place.56  Carrasco’s specific study of the performative nature of the great Aztec city of 

Tenochtitlan (later to become Mexico City and the performance of Colonial Mexico), 

offers concrete examples from the Mesoamerican past that compliment Roach’s theory 

of vortices of behavior and displaced transmission as reflected in ancient Mesoamerican 

practice.  Carrasco’s interpretation of the various symbol systems encoded in and on the 

Templo Mayor, located in the center of the ceremonial arena of Tenochtitlan, serves as 

a model for unraveling the mysteries of the Temple of Inscriptions and its environs at 

Palenque.

Leading Mesoamericanist scholars provide evidential support for this thesis.57

Stephen Houston and David Stuart, in “The Ancient Maya Self:  Personhood and 

portraiture in the Classic period,” for example, masterfully synthesize information from 

written sources with material evidence to argue the performative nature of structures 

and monuments in ancient Maya experience.   Based on an expanded definition of 

“self,” as expressed through Maya inscription, these scholars open the door to further 

studies of performative visual forms and the performance of the archeology at ancient 

Maya sites.  

Other contributions from Mesoamerican Studies, highlighting recent epigraphic 

and iconographic translations, also help justify my argument for performative visual 

forms.  For example, Nikolai Grube, in “Speaking through Stones: A Quotative Particle 

in Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions,” has identified hieroglyphic writing as performative. 

Discussed in more depth later in this document, Grube identifies a glyph whose 

presence in a text indicates that the activity depicted is occurring in the present tense, 

re-presenting that action in real time.58
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Offering even broader implications, Stephen D. Houston, in “The Shifting Now:  

Aspect, Deixis, and Narrative in Classic Maya Texts,” investigates the recently 

discovered Maya use of grammatical rules to communicate tense and aspect in written 

forms.  Differing from the past tense-heavy accounts that translators have preferred, 

Houston’s examples, including the discovery of extensive use of the passive voice, 

emphasize the use of the incompletive aspect as the norm, particularly in the beginnings 

and ends of texts.  Houston argues that,

the incompletive appears to operate as a default category, so that events 

are not recorded as past, completed events in historical time, but as 

ongoing events, which shift to later (or earlier) ongoing events in 

temporal frames denoted by dates and deictic particles.59

This organization places some events as clearly having passed, indicating them in the 

completive aspect, while suggesting that others are ongoing, aided by the incompletive 

aspect.

In addition, Karl Taube’s exhaustive explorations of ancient Maya mythology 

offer invaluable clues as to eventual practices employed by the Classic Maya in their 

structural identification of themselves.  Such clues lead to educated conjecture 

regarding Maya understanding of time in space and its various capabilities when 

incorporated into communicative devices.  The contributions of countless other scholars

simply add credence to speculation, and serve as the foundation for my thesis.  

Evidence for the performative nature of objects and visual forms, such as those

introduced above, demonstrates that Mesoamerican scholars are indeed questioning the 

possibility that Classic Maya architectural structures and their embellishments did more 

than passively name or describe some state of affairs, or serve as mere backdrops for 

human activity.  The scholarship represented above, and others cited in this document,

shows that the presence of monumental architecture, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed 

iconography in the Maya ceremonial arena not only provided embellished (and often 

descriptive) spaces for human activity, but also generated effects, re-presented the 
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activities they named, compelled  compliance with the ideologies depicted, and on 

occasion initiated change. 

While many scholars have noted that much of Maya architecture was designed 

for performance, fewer have articulated the specific ways that Maya architecture 

allowed for ritual expression of religion, social organization, and social memory.60  An 

effort to initiate translation of the archeology of performance into performance of the 

archeology is included, for example, in Shannon Plank’s 2003 dissertation, 

"Monumental Maya Dwellings in the Hieroglyphic and Archeological Records:  A 

Cognitive-Anthropological Approach to Maya Architecture.”  In this document Plank 

“explores the layers in which Structure 22 [Copan] embodied eight-century Maya social 

memory—concepts of space, time, history, and social order—and [promises to show] 

how these concepts were re-enacted, re-presented, and re-affirmed as the ruler and his 

subjects performed the building during ritual (my emphasis).”61  Her chapter on 

“Structure 22 as an Origin Structure:  A Performative Space for Maya Coronation 

Ritual,” focuses more heavily on the accession rituals performed within this structure, 

rather than the structure’s role in those rituals.  However, as will be discussed in 

Chapter Three, during an exploration of typical types of structures that made up the 

Maya ceremonial landscape, this structure, like other temple/pyramids, does indicate 

performative capabilities when critiqued through the lens of performance theory.

Synthesizing the work of leading performance scholars, Mesoamericanists, and 

a broad, interdisciplinary range of intellectual specialties, performative visual forms 

emerge as one of the most valid approaches to re-animating ancient experience.  

Similarly, work of this type offers performance theory broad new avenues for 

exploration.  Connections could be made, of course, with contemporary examples of 

urban design, iconography, and textual inscription.  Utilizing discoveries made in this 

historical venue, this study also alludes to new interpretational avenues for 

contemporary performance analysis. As noted in the Conclusion, avant-garde theorist 

Henry M. Sayre, author of The Object of Performance, for example, allows me to 
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convert recently uncovered historical models for performative visual forms in ancient 

Maya experience into specific examples of contemporary architecture.62

The Search for a Methodology

One of the greatest difficulties in interdisciplinary work is the complexity 

involved in reaching agreement on evidence and substantiation.  Historians, art 

historians, and literary critics all voice arguments in the critical dialogue about what 

constitutes evidence in research, and the rules by which this evidence is to be 

incorporated into scholarship. The hard sciences, likewise, have their own, quite 

different criteria for defining truth and proof.  The disciplines, viewed independently, 

can suggest cause and effect—sometimes inaccurately—if viewed from the perspective 

of the other.  When approaching evidence gleaned from multiple interdisciplinary 

sources (some empirical, and some theoretical) it is necessary to construct a new model 

for organizing and presenting this evidence. An intermingling of the two often exposes 

surprising possibilities.  

The theoretical basis for the performative nature of un-animated structures and

objects evident in the Classic Maya urban landscape calls for a criticism of spatial art as 

a narrative process, as well as the theoretical union of the spatial and the temporal under 

the rubric of performative visual forms.  The performative elements of Classic Maya 

architecture—incorporating design devices, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed 

iconography—represented an integrated methodology for communicating history, myth, 

and ideology.  Integrated in practice, it is impossible to adequately address one of these 

elements without acknowledging the contributions of the others.  Evidence suggesting 

that these three aspects of architectural design functioned as actors (or aspects of a 

single actor) in the ceremonial arena challenges not only conventional ideas about 

performance and performativity, but also scientific criteria for defining truth and proof.  

The theoretical evidence available to me is quite evocative, but there are some 

gaps in the confirmable facts.  Although the Temple of Inscriptions still exists in 

Palenque, specific ethno-historical documentation regarding the actual cultural context 
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in which the Temple of Inscriptions originally performed is spotty.  Epigraphers still 

work to refine decoding of the hieroglyphs and provide a translation that adequately 

communicates the full intent and cultural significance of Classic Maya texts.  Does the

text inscribed on the Temple of Inscriptions honor Pakal or simply serve to legitimize 

his heir?  Art historians still argue meaning in the iconography.  Is Pakal, as depicted on 

the sarcophagus lid, falling up or down, both, or neither?  The cultural significance of 

many objects and design elements remains a mystery due to lack of confirmable data.  

(Indeed, I may be in luck, for contemporary performance theory, arising from a 

postmodern sensibility, denies definitive meaning at the onset.)

Yet, as Carlo Ginzburg points out in Questions of Evidence:  Proof, Practice, 

and Persuasion across the Disciplines (1994), “evidence is not a ‘transparent medium’ . 

. . an open window that gives us direct access to reality.  But neither is evidence a wall, 

which by definition precludes any access to reality.”63 In order to rectify the problem

of integrating interdisciplinary conjecture into a unified tactic for addressing the issue of 

performative visual forms, I have relied heavily on Ginzburg’s “theory of evidence,” a 

methodology that offers a way to shape, reassess, and integrate factual and theoretical 

information.64 Translating interdisciplinary concepts into a single model that defines 

and typifies the communicative capabilities of Classic Maya architecture requires a 

strategy that can as adequately interpret and produce an “effect of truth” as it can

represent that culture’s given concept of reality.65 Ginzburg refers to this tactic as “a 

manipulation of evidence,” one that emphasizes “theoretical probability rather than 

scientific proof.”66

Combining structural analysis and semiotics—the methodology favored by most 

Mesoamericanists—with theoretical performance analysis and various examples of 

empirical data, I have therefore re-interpreted the evidence available to me, as Ginzburg 

suggests, in such a way as to assess alternative options.  In this critique, I employ 

Ginzburg’s methodology for interpreting the progression of encoding, and ultimately 

identifying, different kinds of evidential distortion.  Addressing the Temple of 

Inscriptions as a process rather than a static description allows me to offer suggestions
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as to how the Classic Maya’s recorded histories performed in more ways than are 

currently acknowledged.

Chapter Organization

I have chosen to use the ancient Maya culture as a case study in which to 

demonstrate the validity of the performative visual form’s capacity to produce and re-

present the past through a temporal, narrative process.  Throughout this dissertation, I 

suggest solutions to the challenges faced when attempting to establish the contributions 

of material objects to the communication of cultural identity.  In order to facilitate this 

argument, I define the Classic Maya culture with relation to its urban environments by 

addressing the specific site of Palenque, culminating in a close reading of the Temple of 

Inscriptions at that city.  I have organized my presentation of evidence in such a way as 

to guide the reader from the broadest category through the specific elements initially 

introduced in this introduction:  architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, and 

iconography. 

Chapter One provides the theoretical and empirical foundation necessary for

constructing evidence for performative visual forms.  The material offered in this 

chapter constitutes the first step in determining how inanimate objects become un-

animated, allowing ancient Maya translations of experience to perform from within

urban design.  A dialogue between the sciences and the humanities, providing various 

points of view, contributes to a definition of performative visual forms in time and 

space.  From the humanities, I offer clarification of such problematic terms as

performance, art, experience, and metaphor used in the construction of this argument.  

Expanding on existing ideas from performance theory, I then introduce contemporary 

notions from the physical sciences regarding the concept of time, life, self, and the 

transference of vital essences to objects.  Throughout this chapter, I set the stage for 

upcoming discussions on how various forms of inscription (including structural design, 

examples of written texts, and painted or sculpted art) perpetually perform by 

identifying architecture as an actor in the re-presentation of cultural experience.  
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In Chapter Two I begin the process of knitting the sciences and the humanities 

into a cohesive package that will allow me to illuminate the hazy area between art and 

performance as experiences encountered in the ancient Maya ceremonial arena.  I 

present examples of the mythologies, ideologies, sciences, and cultural practices of the 

Classic Maya, augmenting the work of scholars introduced in the first chapter with 

research conducted by leading Mesoamericanists and architectural theorists, in an effort 

to show how this culture established its identity and subsequently chose to communicate 

it.  Using evidence available in the archeology and current scholarship in the field of 

Mesoamerican studies, I illustrate ways in which the ancient Maya employed various 

tactics and devices in the development of their historiography, thereby translating 

Classic experience into the perpetual venues of art and architecture.  

In Chapter Three I address the evolution of the city, and focus on the design 

and functionality of the ancient Mesoamerican urban environment.  I initiate an effort to 

demonstrate that, as Herbert Blau notes in To All Appearances:  Ideology and 

Performance, “performance and ideology are shadows of each other.” 67 I explain how 

specially prepared places such as the temple/pyramid  1) “shadowed” the ideologies of 

the ancient Maya; 2) articulated them in inhabited settings, and; 3) continue to perform 

that role today in the absence of human actors. Introducing the concept of the 

performance of the archeology, I establish the consistent use of inscriptions of 

experience as performative devices among the early Maya by examining evidence from 

a variety of ancient Mesoamerican locations. Citing Marvin Carlson, Joseph Roach, as 

well as architectural and urban theorists, I discuss how structures arranged in the urban 

setting communicate and/or reinforce some sense of memory, stability, intellectual 

confidence, or affinity with the cultural ideologies they re-present.  Describing the 

human activity (suggested by anthropologists and archeologists of performance) that 

surrounded these structures, and defining the role played by the structure itself in 

dialogue with human actors, I again call on contemporary performance theory to help 

define this union of the spatial and temporal.
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In Chapter Four I narrow my discussion of the urban landscape to the specific 

arrangement of structures within the ancient city center of Palenque.  Providing 

evidence for the eventfulness of architecture and the existence of monumental 

occasions, I discuss how inorganic and abstract media assume artistic intentions beyond 

mere background or description.  I show, as manifested in the ancient city of Palenque, 

how both the city itself and the specific structures within it served as not only places of 

performance, but also as performative places, assuming an active role in ritual activities.  

I emphasize the interconnected nature of Maya urban design, demonstrating how 

various pre-planned pathways converge, further defining transitions in a very specific 

narrative, and stress the need to investigate each individual location in relation to its 

structural, and spatial, neighbors. 

The evolution of this Classic Maya cityscape thus illustrates the initiation of 

dialogue between structures of specific building groups.  Hence, Maya architecture

proves a part of the complex matrix of social concerns and actions, or monumental 

occasions, which contribute to the relic of experience’s particular meaning and 

functional capability.  Such unification of perspectives establishes the cultural context 

in which urban environments such as Palenque arose and prospered.  By investigating 

the central architectonic group, consisting of the Palace Complex, the Cross Group of 

temple/pyramids, and the Temple of Inscriptions, I am able to explore the significance 

of the performative nature of this assembly as a whole (a position essential within Maya 

worldview). At the same time, I demonstrate that the ideology set forth by the 

performances of the structures in this architectonic group establish, for future 

generations, the multiplicity of performative requirements necessary for all subsequent 

king-making in Palenque.  

In this chapter, I also establish the context for the performance of the Temple of 

Inscriptions, and set the stage for the case study to follow.  I show how this structure 

undertakes a specific role in the evolution of a rejuvenated Palenque, and how it 

becomes much more than an inanimate, randomly placed, monument to a specific king.  

I propose alternative performative responsibilities for this structure by exploring the 
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possible ramifications of the ensemble performance of the entire cluster of structures to 

which it belongs.  

In Chapter Five, I review the Temple of Inscriptions, as a specific 

temple/pyramid structure within the ancient city of Palenque, expanding on the apparent 

performance of this structure beyond its responsibilities as a tomb for an extraordinary 

leader.  This chapter provides a history of the Temple of Inscriptions, a discussion of its 

physical attributes, and a reinforcement of the significance of its spatial performance 

within the particular urban setting of ancient Palenque.  I then incorporate the

hieroglyphic inscriptions as ancient examples of performative writing, and the 

iconography found on/in the Temple of Inscriptions as early art acts. These examples 

of visual art and inscription, performing within a multi-dimensional matrix of 

communicative devices, continually re-present and re-affirm the ideologies evident in 

the narrative offered by the embellished structural design of the temple/pyramid.  I 

provide evidence suggesting how mytho-historic information translated into 

contemporary experience for witnesses and participants in ritual performance, as well as

promising to offer perpetual performance opportunities observable by twenty-first 

century witnesses.  

In the Conclusion to this dissertation, I confirm what I believe to have been an 

intentional Classic Maya practice of creating performative myth-history by synthesizing 

elements of structural design and placement, hieroglyphic notation, and detailed 

iconography.  I reaffirm how the creation of an integrated text, incorporating multiple 

points-of-view into a definable methodology, can be used to both perpetuate specific 

ideologies, historic achievements, and mythology, and instigate cultural evolution in 

any given cultural context.  Finally, I emphasize how looking to evidence from an 

historical non-Western culture expands contemporary understanding of performance 

and performativity, and illuminates modern practices in contemporary fields such as 

visual culture and performance studies.  Evidence offered for the contemporary 

attention to matters of un-animated performance in architecture, graphic art, installation 

art, and a unique example of scientific art, serve to solidify my argument and 
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demonstrate the significance of studies of this kind, not only for historians, but also for 

today’s students of performance theory, visual art, and architecture.

Summary

In summary, visual art as practiced by the Classic Maya, whether in the form of 

architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, or iconography, was accomplished not so 

much to express a purpose within a multilingual community as to fulfill it.   The signs 

of life, or re-presentations of being, evident in relics of cultural experience speak to us 

daily whether in the buildings, cityscapes, and architectural embellishments evident in 

the Classic Maya archeology, or those of a contemporary urban environment.  As 

inscriptions of experience, the structures that make up the urban environment re-

animate cultural memory, articulate the cityscape of the culture they perform, and 

establish the un-animated’s social responsibility for identifying itself within established 

ideological guidelines. 

Mediating the codes evident in current Mesoamerican studies with translations 

of theoretical positions offered by performance studies sheds new light on old evidence.  

Through an interdisciplinary approach to un-animated performance, combining these 

reflections with those available from a variety of other areas of study, I augment the 

interpretation of codes and theoretical positing formerly believed to be unambiguous in 

both fields. Working within a mixture of theoretical speculation and empirical 

documentation, I overcome the triple obstacle outlined by Ginzberg in his theory of 

evidence:  “the irrelevance of the topic according to traditional scientific criteria, the 

scarcity of evidence, and the absence of stylistic models.”68 This study illuminates the

peripheral, blurred area between the temporal and the spatial, bringing issues of 

representation and re-presentation closer to the center of debate.
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Chapter One

             Inscriptions of Experience:
        Defining Performance, Art, and Performative Visual Forms

Art is no longer bound in how it reflects a group of people but in how its performance 
produces them—how visual art and symbol systems create and construct experience—

realizing their subjects in a very literal sense.1
Jacques Le Goff, History and Memory

This analysis does not explore the performance of absence, or an absent 

potential, when uniting ideas (mental culture) and objects (material culture)—a strategy 

suggested by performance theorist Vivian M. Patraka in her recent article “Spectacles of 

Suffering:  Performing presence, absence, and historical memory at U.S. Holocaust 

museums.”2  I am interested, instead, in LeGoff’s allusion to an alternative type of 

presence captured in, and directly expressed by, architectural structures and their 

embellishments.  

In this document, I do not practice the archeology of performance, seeking to 

define and describe the activities of long absent human actors.  Rather than attempting 

to resurrect the long silenced human endeavor, I explore, as Marvin Carlson, Martin 

Krampen, Joseph Roach, and other’s analyses have encouraged, viable examples of 

perpetual performance accomplished through repeatable yet evolving narratives 

preserved in specific architectural places and spaces.3 As indicated in the Introduction, 

available evidence suggests that certain Classic Maya structures and objects were 

intentionally created to identify, transform, and perform notions of authenticity and 

experience for their audiences.   Supported by Jacques Derrida’s understanding of 

performativity as “repeatable—iterable,” such an intentional goal suggests that the

ancient Maya expected the performative capabilities of their spatial art to be un-erasable 

if, as Derrida asserts, “that expression was initially intended to be performance.”4
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In a world in which most performance theorists define performativity through 

human activity and speech acts, I am interested in investigating what Catherine M. 

Soussloff calls “art acts,” and how art’s unique capacity to continue to iterate in the 

present gives way to the performance of the of the past.5 As will be shown in up-

coming chapters, the Temple of Inscriptions, like many surviving architectural 

structures that grace the ancient Maya area, continues to offer performances today in the 

absence of human actors.  (Figure 1)  Through such capabilities as presence, perpetual 

performance, and repeatable, iterable art acts, ancient Maya architecture fulfills its 

responsibility for identifying the culture it re-presents.  Perpetually re-performing an 

evolving cultural identity, these embellished relics of experience remain functioning 

portraits given to posterity, capturing and communicating for contemporary or future 

witnesses the worldview of Maya culture in the shapes and forms of the environment 

left behind. As importantly, perhaps, the evolved performances offered by these 

structural actors offer contemporary witnesses a re-presentation of our affinity with the 

Past, and highlight philosophical perspectives we seek in our own evolution.

This chapter serves as the foundation for a theory of temporal/spatial 

performance, and sets the stage for investigating the ancient Maya use of structural 

devices as monumental occasions.  In order to establish this base, I scrutinize not only 

theories from Performance Studies, but also information from a wide variety of 

disciplines whose efforts focus, in one way or another, on issues of performance in time 

and space.  Independently, the various disciplines of the humanities point to the 

philosophical possibility for performative visual forms.  Representative examples of 

theoretical speculation from several such scholars appear in the early stages of this 

chapter.  In an attempt to turn these possibilities into probabilities, I then introduce

important input from a number of fields that initially might seem alien to the study of 

the arts.  Investigating the sciences, and particularly the discipline of physics, suggests a 

new lens for addressing performance, offering methods for scrutinizing time and space 

from an empirical point of view.  



49

Teasing out avenues for discerning meaning behind Classic concepts of ritual 

experience, this chapter thus serves as a dialogue between the humanities and the 

sciences.  Both volunteer evidence supporting performative visual forms while

struggling to define such problematic concepts as identity, authenticity, and experience.  

Each section of this chapter, whether contributing expanded definitions of art and 

performance, or offering contemporary explanations of time and life, contributes to an 

overall understanding of the issue at hand. 

When the empirical data and theoretical philosophies of the sciences enter into 

dialogue with those of the humanities, the resulting exchange of ideas proves

enlightening.  Not only do possibilities become probabilities, but the blend of 

information also results in an ability to begin to chart the ramifications of performative 

visual forms’ presence in instances of cultural experience. Initiating a new way to look 

at old evidence, this synthesis of philosophies can not only influence the way scholars 

pursue interpretation of ancient cultures, but also offer opportunities through which to 

analyze contemporary situations.  

Defining Architecture as Art

Eighteenth century French theorist, Abbot Charles Batteux, played a seminal 

role in the genesis of the Western concept of art.  Like many Enlightenment thinkers, 

Batteux attempted to identify the essential nature of the arts in relation to human skill of 

all kinds.  In his treatise Les Beaux-Arts reduits a un meme principe (The Fine Arts 

reduced to a common principle), he subsequently divided “the arts in general” into three 

categories:  the “mechanical arts,” serving to fill man’s physical needs; the “fine arts,” 

serving only to give pleasure; and a third type—“which have as their object both 

usefulness and pleasure at once.”6  Batteux placed architecture and rhetoric into this 

third category, observing that “need has brought them forth, and taste has perfected 

them:  They are something in between the two other kinds [of art].”7
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As suggested by urban scholar Witold Rybczynski, “Like the couturier, the 

architect is involved in the complicated task of mating beauty with utility.”8 Placing 

architecture in a distinctive position among the arts fittingly recalls Aristotle’s concept 

of techne, and thus serves as a reminder of the wider sense in which Western 

philosophy originally understood the term art.

There is no evidence for an ancient Maya treatise expounding upon 

philosophical definitions of the practice of making art that precisely fits our Western 

perception.  Yet, the mating of beauty with utility is evident in the performances 

occurring in Classic Maya urban design.  Ideology defined through architectural codes 

appears, in fact, in ancient Mesoamerican cultures from the Olmec to the Aztec.  

Specific examples of this phenomenon appear in Chapter Two.  

Defining Art as Performance

Theatricality, with performance as a kind of critical wedge, has moved out of the 

arts and into almost every aspect of modern attempts to understand the human condition 

and our activities. During the 1960s and 1970s, terminology and theoretical strategies 

developed in the new field of performance studies subsequently encouraged a cultural-

activity-as-theatre metaphor.  

According to theatre historian, Oscar G. Brockett, however, and contrary to 

popular belief among cultural anthropologists, theatre is an autonomous art form, and its 

accompanying terms, are definable within a specific form of artistic expression.9 This 

art form, invented by the ancient Greeks, served initially as a contest, designed to 

appease a specific god, and was relegated to specific sites and festival dates.  As such, 

there is only the slightest evidence for its practice in Classic Maya culture.  In the 

broadest sense of the word, the casual use of the theater metaphor implies fictionality—

a professional commentary rather than actual cultural experience—and avoidance of 

practices attributed to ritual.  In other words, most theatre, as an autonomous art form, 

concentrates more heartily on fictional subject matter commenting, or reflecting, on the 

times in which it exists, intentionally communicating with audience members. 
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Ritual, on the other hand, as practiced by the ancient Maya, involved an 

established procedure, repeatedly practiced for a religious rite, with the intention of 

communicating with specific higher powers.   Audience members for most theatrical 

performances are witnesses, while those for ritual are more often participants whose 

combined efforts speed the message to the gods.  

During the 1960s and 1970s, with the advent of the new discipline of 

Performance Studies, the use of performance as an analytical tool, moved into every 

branch of the human sciences—anthropology, ethnography, sociology, psychology, and 

linguistics.  Anthropology and ethnography have used the theories of performance 

studies to explore various approaches regarding the performance of culture.  Sociology 

and psychology utilize elements of performance theory to assist in defining social 

behavior, and linguistics employs many of these same tenets to distinguish between 

competence in a specific language and the specific application of this language in a 

speech situation.

Unlike theatre, performance, the real issue at the center of this debate, occurs 

randomly and often exemplifies human paradigms occurring across cultural boundaries.  

Performance, according to Mary Strine, Beverly Long, and Mary Hopkins is “an 

essentially contested concept.”10  Like many terms, such as art and democracy, 

definitions of performance center on disagreements about its essence.  These 

controversies have become embedded in the concept itself.  Through what Strine, Long, 

and Hopkins refer to as an “atmosphere of sophisticated disagreement,” participants do 

not expect to defeat or silence opposing positions.11  Rather, through continuing 

dialogue, participants hope to attain a sharper articulation of all positions, and therefore 

a fuller understanding, of the conceptual richness of performance as a field of study.

One of the ways that performance studies is attempting to arrive as this sharper 

articulation of positions centers in the debate over who, or what, can be said to be 

performing.  It is currently not popular to remove human agency from the performance 

equation.  Rarely (with the exception of certain automobiles and electrical appliances) 
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do we speak of how well inanimate objects, much less urban architecture, perform or 

offer a kind of “restored behavior” separate from the elemental materials commonly 

used to define them.12   “Restored behavior,” an attribute first defined by Richard 

Schechner, points to a quality of performance not directly involved with the display of 

skills, but rather with a certain distance between “self” and behavior, analogous to that 

between actor and the role the actor plays.  

Just as humans display a consciousness of their signifying potential, however, 

architectural structures, suggestive of a recognized and culturally coded pattern 

resembling behavior, may be demonstrating some degree of doubleness or standard of 

achievement such as that introduced in Schechner’s Performance Studies Textbook.13

As alluded to in the quote cited at the beginning of this chapter, Jacques LeGoff argues 

for a recognition of visual symbols that create and construct experiences of this type—

symbolic texts that emphasize the realization of subjects in a very literal sense.  He 

suggests a presence that can, from the perspective of performance studies, serve as an 

alternative to liveness— if, as we will see later in this chapter in the discussion of 

“liveness” as explored from within the scientific purview, that distinction is indeed 

necessary—and yet prove as active and efficacious as animate activity.14

LeGoff’s work shows that the artistic endeavors of any culture—the shapes and 

forms of environment—continually re-present interpretations of experience.  They 

allow the sensations of the past—memory encoded in imperishable media—to be 

retrieved, re-expressing the experiences embedded in them. The past melds with the 

present as the structures, through their body language, re-perform experience in a 

manner retrievable by witnesses, often through spatial intellegences.  LeGoff’s work 

argues a redefinition of the un-animated as a performer, assuming a viable role in 

cultural experience—an actor utilizing a variety of culturally encoded devices for 

making and communicating meaning.

Derrida’s understanding of performativity as “repeatable—iterable” also 

provides a means for interpreting the performative results achieved by ancient Maya 
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architects and urban planner’s choices of design devices.15 Art’s capacity to continually 

repeat, or iterate, its performance contributes to the performative visual forms’ capacity 

to not only illustrate the past, but also to perform that past in the present and promise to 

be performance in the future.  As mentioned earlier, Derrida’s theories suggest that the 

performative capabilities of art, thus interpreted, cannot be erased.  The pyramidal 

shape, for example, served as a daily exposure for seventh century witnesses to re-

presented animated places of Maya origin and the invention of ritual practices.  Even 

stripped of much of its ceremonial “costume”—brightly painted images on a red stucco 

background—a Maya pyramid’s presence performs the same role today, and can be 

expected to continue to do so tomorrow.  

Self and Identity as Experienced in Works of Art

When investigating the capabilities of performative visual forms, it is always

necessary to return to the foundations of interpretation available to initial witnesses and 

participants.  Most of the architectural devices discussed in this document relate in one 

way or another to human or godly actions conducted on or within original locations that 

serve as models for the structures re-presenting them.  These original locations were 

deemed animate and viable participants in the original activity.  Likewise, their re-

presentation in the Maya urban landscape integrated dedication ceremonies that 

included an awarding of animacy to what we of the West would consider inanimate 

objects.  These structures were born in such dedication ceremonies, named, dressed, and 

fed, through ritual activity, throughout their performative existence.  At specified times, 

many of these objects were also subjected to termination ceremonies that ended their 

particular performances and initiated transference of vital energy to the next incarnation 

of the structure or object in question.  Hence, the ancient Maya landscape is rife with 

structures built over existing structures—often in multiple layers—just as their human 

counterparts thrive, figuratively on the graves of their predecessors, and fruit trees 

(reincarnations of ancestors) flourish around the homes of descendents.  
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Interactions, or dialogue, between the subjects and witnesses and/or ritual 

participants with the essence of these structures emphasizes the degree of animacy

enjoyed by such structures. This animacy is recognizable to an informed witness 

through a multitude of spatial codes and design devices, retrieved through various 

human intelligences, defined by Howard Gardner, and described earlier in this 

document. These practices would indicate that certain material objects are in possession 

of a self or aspect of being.

Before citing evidence from Maya mythology that serves as a foundation for 

such a cultural belief, I first turn to the complex issues of self and personhood, as 

revealed across cultures—another contested concept that dominates much of the 

anthropological literature of the last several decades.16  Although these studies deal

primarily with human identity and individuality within particular contemporary settings, 

ethnographic studies of human interaction routinely incorporate aspects of social life, 

political representation, kinship, and ritual.  

Archeological and epigraphic techniques used to investigate such concepts in 

ancient Maya society routinely fall short of direct ethnographic experience and 

observation, yet offer evidence for underlying notions that establish a basis for 

understanding ancient Maya conceptions and presentations of self and being.  These 

philosophies, expressed in spatial/material situations, feature carved, sculpted, or 

painted images on architectural surfaces.  They are also represented in hieroglyphic 

texts that purport to be speech occurring in the present.  Recent studies by leading 

ethnohistorians reveal interesting possibilities regarding the use of representation and 

the potential function and power of performative visual forms in ancient Maya society.

Specific examples from Classic Maya sources appear in the following chapter.

In western thought, a representation—or more precisely an icon—recalls an 

original through an evocative imitation.  Nonetheless, the relationship between the icon 

and its original is a problematic one.  This relationship, as philosopher Gilles Deleuze 

suggests, involves moral and aesthetic paradoxes that have exercised philosophers since 

Classic antiquity.17  It was Plato, Deleuze reminds us, who elevated the icon above 
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other images because it approximated more closely the “internal essence” of the 

original.18  Michael Camille joins the argument noting, however, “To Plato, the image 

should not be a ‘false claimant to being,’ the dreaded ‘phantasm’ or simulacrum that 

guiles the viewer into moral confusion and inattention.”19  Today, there exists a Western 

premise that we must not confuse copies with the reality that inspired them; such is the 

message of Margritte’s famous painting, “Ceci n’est pas une pipe.”20 As Wendy 

Steiner suggests, “the special experience offered by art comes from its paradoxical 

quality, its similarity to, but virtual existence apart from reality, its capacity to allow us 

to understand without assenting, to go over to the other side and still stay home.”21

Yet, this was not always the case.  For most of Classical Antiquity, and indeed 

throughout European history, images could readily embody the power and identity of 

their subjects.  David Freedberg and Hans Belting, in two recent studies of the history 

of images in Western art, emphasize the transcendence between the image and the entity 

represented.22  In Freedberg’s words, a “fusion between image and prototype,” has 

always existed 23  Moreover, as Belting claims, “authentic images seemed capable of 

action, seemed to possess dynamis, or supernatural power.”24  This phenomenon, 

according to art historians Ernst Kris and Otto Kurz, has been termed “effigy magic,” an 

act of artistic creation, potentially dangerous and impious, that establishes a special 

bond between “art and theurgy.”25   Evidence, compiled by such scholars as David 

Stuart, and discussed at length in the next chapter, now suggests a Maya (and probably 

Mesoamerican) understanding of representation that is quite similar, making use of 

extendable essence shared between images and that which is portrayed.26

The relationship between western belief, and that of the Classic Maya, however, 

has always been tenuous.  Bishop Diego de Landa’s sixteenth-century narrative, 

Relacion de las cosas de Yucatan, focuses on Maya observance of space-time 

significances.27  This work offers a valuable Western/Catholic interpretation of Maya 

belief and activity during early colonialism. Due to differences in worldview, however, 

this text does not go so far as to indicate the significance of the Maya belief in the 

animacy of certain objects and artifacts, nor to their efforts to imbue their art work, 
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hieroglyphic writing, and iconography with an essence capable of re-presenting 

experience.  It seems probable that the Catholic belief in the performative ability of 

many of their sacred icons would not have been a trait the western clergy would have 

readily awarded the artifacts revered by members of the “uneducated, uncivilized” 

Maya culture.

Defining Experience and Authenticity as Expressed by Works of Art

Jennifer L. Dornan, in “Beyond Belief:  Religious Experience, Ritual, and 

Cultural Neuro-phenomenology in the Interpretation of Past Religious Systems,” 

acknowledges that, “there is growing agreement within anthropology and archeology 

that notions of ‘experience’ can contribute to our interpretations of the past.”28   She 

argues, however, for a need to incorporate further insight gathered from the fields of 

cultural phenomenology and cultural neuro-phenomenology into general 

anthropological understandings of cross-cultural religious experience.  Citing examples 

of archeologists’ recent attempts to construct more inclusive interpretations of past 

cultural systems based on notions of experience,29 cognition,30 emotion,31 identity,32

embodiment,33 and subjectivity,34 Dornan’s study shows how concepts of agency and 

intentionality aid in understanding the relationship between individual and cultural 

artifacts.  She notes that within anthropology there is a long tradition of interest between 

belief and experience,35 and contends that few modern scholars would argue that human 

experience, cognition, and action are either entirely culturally constructed or entirely 

biologically determined.36

Consequently, Dornan points out, both cultural phenomenology and cultural 

neuro-phenomenology have set out explicitly to explore these complex processes of 

meaning making and the internalization of cultural forms as instantiated within the 

individual.  In particular, both fields have focused on the complex interactions between 

biology, the individual, and material culture in relation to ritual and religion.  Both 

branches of the field look to the importance of ritual and religious practices, not only as 
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symbolic performances of culturally salient religious meanings, but also as the central 

mediator in a dynamic feedback loop between shared religious belief and subjective 

religious (embodied) experiences.  In other words, an individual’s faith in a state 

religion is based not only on their relationship to what is socially and/or institutionally 

sanctioned as sacred or transcendent, but also on their own subjective experiences and 

memories within that religious system.  

Roy Rappaport, in Ritual and Religion in the Making of Humanity, argues that in 

a cultural environment such that of the ancient Maya, religion is central to the 

continuing evolution of life.37  Whereas it initially appears counterproductive to apply 

modern scientific strategies to religious philosophies such as those that made up so 

much of the Maya worldview, a closer look at their own holistic approach to knowledge 

offers a viable entry.  Regardless of the fact that the Classic Maya represented a 

heterogeneous reality, they were unified in their view of the world regardless of their 

station in life. According to Freidel, Schele, and Parker, “A vision that embraces and 

accommodates social differences and inequalities has to be informed by a limited 

number of central ideas that everyone comprehended.”38   The relationship evident in 

ancient Maya culture between science, religion, politics, and economics, as promoted 

by the elite, creates a surprisingly lucid vision, based on relatively few core principles.  

The universal ideas that the Classic Maya adhered to allowed community 

members to conceive of themselves as belonging to one substance and tradition through 

their shared understanding of the nature of reality.  Christianity, Judaism, Islam, 

Buddhism, Hinduism, and Confucianism, the great cultural and religious traditions of 

our contemporary world, work in exactly this way.  Each culture, each sect, each 

community invents its own system of encoding.  The Pre-Columbian world of Middle 

America gave birth to a great universalizing tradition just as successful as that of the 

European Old World, and the Maya cultivated one of the most eloquent of its variants.  

Although religion has been displaced, in western philosophy, from its original 

position of intellectual authority by the rise of modern science, a foundation of moral 

beliefs, or values, continues to permeate even the most avant-garde society.   I suggest 
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that an interdisciplinary approach to our own cultural practices could inform 

interpretations of societal behavior and perceptions of experience, even in a thoroughly 

modern world.   These subjective experiences and memories reside in a place at once 

connected to and separated from the individual mind.

As mentioned in the Introduction , Michel de Certeau argues that history “is the 

product of a place.” 39   His work stresses the need for a performative understanding 

regarding the nature of representation, and provides many evocative examples of how 

place performs in the cultural arena helping to clarify the transition of spatial art into 

temporal performance.  In his discussions regarding space, place, and viewing distance 

as indicators of social relationships, de Certeau suggests that these attributes enable 

potential performative media to fulfill their responsibility to re-present experience. 

In line with de Certeau’s assertions, Joseph Roach argues that experience, 

consolidated by deeply ingrained habits, and reinforced by pragmatic systems of 

behavioral memory such as law and custom, re-creates itself in memory.  Reminiscent 

of Julian Barbour’s approach to a timeless universe offered in The End of Time:  The 

Next Revolution in Physics, and discussed in the next section of this chapter, Roach 

suggests that by employing the kinesthetic imagination witnesses can think through 

moments at once remembered and re-invented.  Kinesthetic imagination is, therefore,

not only an impetus and method for restoration of behavior, but also a means of its 

imaginative expansion.  

The kinesthetic imagination of the witness, as Roach defines it, exists 

interdependently, but by no means coextensively, with other phenomena of social 

memory, such as written records, spoken narratives, architectural monuments, and built 

environments.  Evidence that will be fully explored in Chapter Five describes how the 

hieroglyphic text inscribed in the Temple of Inscriptions, for example, tailored its 

message to incorporate not only the activities of the past and the present, but also 

activities of the distant future.  This device encouraged witnesses to expand their 

notions of reality to include a broad expanse of time as occurring in a perpetual present.  
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Technological invention, particularly architectural innovation and social 

organizations, create places, or sites of memory, from the spaces within the urban 

environment.  These “vortices of behavior,” as Roach calls them, are environments of 

memory, ludic spaces, or areas where culture can re-invent itself through the restoration 

of behavior.  These urban zones become the vortex for a kind of spatially induced 

celebration in which practices and attitudes may be legitimated, brought out into the 

open, reinforced, celebrated, or intensified.  This phenomenon defines one of the 

significant attributes of a ceremonial site such as Palenque’s Temple of the Inscriptions.  

There seems to be an almost magnetic draw, an archeo-allurement, designed into these 

places.

What is it about some structures that encourages—or on occasion demands—

that we take them seriously, that we engage them in committed conversation?  In what 

Lindsay Jones calls the “front-half of the ritual-architectural situation,” he points to

“identificatory allurement and invitations to participate as the instigation of architectural 

events.”40  Allurement, as Jones defines it, is based on self-reconciliation, the 

recognition of something familiar, reassuring, dependable, and relevant.  If, as Richard 

Buchanan suggests, in “Declaration by Design:  Rhetoric, Argument, and 

Demonstration in Design Practice,” architecture works like rhetoric, then the design 

argument has no chance of persuasion (or even alienating) its audience without first 

making this instigatory connection.41

Titus Burkhardt further describes this phenomenon as it addresses the trans-

conscious role of tradition.  He considers this akin to a secret force that works both in 

the original creation and in the subsequent reception of works of art and architecture.  

Yet, he admits that neither the artists themselves nor the subsequent witnesses entirely 

understand the force of allure ultimately present in the structure.  He wrote:

It is tradition that transmits the sacred models and the working rules, and 

thereby guarantees the spiritual validity of the forms.  Tradition has 

within itself a secret force which is communicated to an entire 

civilization . . . This force creates the style of a traditional civilization:  a 
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style that could never be imitated from outside is perpetuated without 

difficulty, in a quasi-organic manner, by the power of the spirit that 

animates it and by nothing else.42

Jones contends that the invitation to participate in shared experiences, from a 

structure constructed and framed in the appropriate way, is quite often an irrefutable

offer.  Particularly in the context of its ritual usage, Jones insists that such structures 

have the power to “yank people into involvement, to insist upon their participation, to 

coerce their serious consideration of the meanings and messages offered by that 

architectural event.”43  The utmost claim to attention exercised by structures such as the 

Temple of Inscriptions evokes a sense of urgency, mandatory compliance, and 

obligation.  As Jones suggests, “Passing by, withholding judgment, persisting on one’s 

routine course are no longer options.”44

The approaches and pathways built into the urban design, as Roach explains, 

participate in this task of allurement, guiding witnesses toward participatory structures.  

Even the alignment of these structures with specific cardinal directions becomes 

significant in the structure’s expression of itself as it enters into dialogue with its 

neighbors and human participants.  These characteristics reinforce the sites as 

destinations, centers of great significance, and active participants in monumental 

occasions.

Echoing Carlson’s implication that performative sites generate social and 

cultural meaning that helps structure the entire performance experience, Roach 

introduces “displaced transmission,” which constitutes “the adaptation of historic 

practices to changing conditions, in which certain behaviors are resituated in new 

locales.”45  According to Roach, when this happens “condensational events result . . . 

they gain a powerful enough hold on collective memory that they will survive the 

transformation or the relocation of the spaces in which they first flourished.”46  The 

temple/pyramid, for example, re-presents ritual activity conducted in, on, and by the 

original Sustenance Mountain of Maya mythology.  This mythic site of the birth of the 

Maize God, the discovery of maize suitable for planting and providing a food source for 
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humans, and ultimately the original creation and birth of humans from maize dough is 

re-presented in the ceremonial arena by the pyramid, a notion first presented by Evon 

Vogt in 1960.47  The pyramid, re-presenting the original holy place, provides a site for 

the re-emergence of collective memory and cultural ideology. It also becomes the 

location where the most elevated elite can once again enter into dialogue with the 

epitome of their faith in the figurative company of those inhabiting their Heavens.

Arriving here, a ritual participant could serve as intercessor between their constituency, 

the essence of the place, and the gods who reside there. It is not surprising that the 

various levels of the structural mountain becomes the places where political hopefuls 

could experience rites of passage required for entering divine kingship.  

As Roach argues, when a site of such significance is re-invented, re-constructed, 

or re-situated in another location, 

. . . much more happens through transmission by surrogacy than the 

reproduction of tradition.  New traditions may also be invented and 

others overturned.  The paradox of the restoration of behavior resides in 

the phenomenon of repetition itself:  no action or sequence of actions 

may be performed exactly the same way twice; they must be reinvented 

or recreated at each appearance.  In this improvisatorial behavioral space, 

memory reveals itself as imagination.48

The Classic Maya re-positioned surrogates (or more aptly, literal re-

incarnations) for sacred locations throughout their natural surroundings—re-

constructing them in sacred ceremonial centers within their urban environments.  

Specific examples are discussed at length in Chapters Three and Four.  These 

chapters focus on the invention of the city and the urban design of Palenque, and 

demonstrate instances in which the Maya awarded specific structures active roles in the 

presentation of Maya experience and authenticity. 

Further notions of authenticity and experience, as Andrew Parker and Eve 

Sedgwick point out when dissecting the arguments surrounding discussions of Austin’s 

“unhappy performative” in the introduction to Performativity and Performance, were 
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neither parasitic upon normal use as in the theatrical sense suggested by Austin, nor 

were they necessarily an exploration of the relation of speech to act.49   Instead, as 

Parker and Sedgwick point out, and as argued by Derrida (Margins and “Signature 

Event Context”) and Butler (“Burning Acts”), the implied predicates Austin considers 

hollow or void if used by an actor (much less an inanimate burning cross), rekindle 

memory and experience in the spatial and bodily/kinesthetic imaginations of individual 

observers, generating discernable effects.50

   Art’s capacity to continually repeat, or iterate, its performance contributes to 

performative visual forms’ capacity to not only illustrate the past, but also its ability to 

perform in the present and promise to be performance in the future.  The object’s 

potential to re-present experience and generate effects constitutes what Catherine M. 

Soussloff refers to as “art acts.” 51  In “Like a Performance:  Performativity and the 

Historicized Body, from Bellori to Mapplethorpe,” in Acting on the Past:  Historical 

Performances Across the Disciplines, Soussloff describes art’s unique capacity to 

continue to iterate and produce effects in the present, thus giving way to the 

performance of the past, consequently contributing to informed and unrestricted future 

portrayals.  

Catharine MacKinnon, in Only Words, argues that attention to the performative 

nature of visual images can prove paramount in undoing a history of overemphasis on 

the subject, and the relative lack of consideration of the context or consequences of the

performance.52 Maintaining that pornographic images do not “simply express or 

interpret experience,” but substitute for it, stand in for reality, and “say:  Do this!” she 

implies not only a full transposition of the visual into the linguistic, but also a full 

transposition of visual depiction into efficacious performance.  Although Judith Butler 

disagrees with MacKinnon’s argument that, in speaking, pornographic visual material 

brings about what it names, she does not argue that the pornographic text generates 

effects, exaggerated, insistent, and faulty as they may be.53

In addition to Sedgwick, Butler, and MacKinnon, Peggy Phelan approaches 

theoretical criticism of the performative visual form in “Uncovered Rectums:
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Disinterring the Rose Theatre.”54 As Phelan shows, the archeology of The Rose tells its 

own story, iterates cultural memory, and encourages the London community to preserve 

the relics of experience left behind.  The Rose Theatre performs its narrative in much 

the same way as the Temple of Inscriptions.  Unlike linear theories of Western 

performance, in which performance is thought to disappear in the very act of appearing,

relics of experience such as the Rose Theatre or the Temple of Inscriptions acquire 

permanence, and generate effects, through the inscription of memory embedded in and 

embodied by them, and the promise to be performance in the future.55

Defining the Significance of Mythology
In Constructing Experience

Mesoamericanists and art historians currently rely primarily on semiotics, 

linguistics, and structuralism—specifically the work of Claude Levi-Strauss—for

constructing their interpretations of pre-Columbian mythology as re-presented in their

culture and urban environment. Swiss linguist and father of semiotics, Ferdinand de 

Saussure made the fundamental assumption that all human activity is constructed, not 

natural or essential.  Levi-Strauss, building on Saussure’s work, emphasizes the system 

of conventions such orderings govern (the ways, for example,  that a culturally important

story is sequenced and told) over the specific content.  

With the publication of Levi-Strauss’s The Savage Mind, myth took on new 

resonances for cultural historians.  Myth, for Levi-Strauss, is a type of language—an 

abstract series of signs—that communicates thought.  The appropriate study of myth, he 

contends, should focus on its structure rather than content.  According to this view, 

myth attempts to mediate irresolvable paradoxes within cultures.  Myth (as re-presented 

in the architecture and expanded upon in the accompanying literature of the hieroglyphs 

and representation of the iconography) can be characterized, therefore, as mediator

rather than media (or even messenger, per se).   Mediation differs from traditional 

definitions in that rather than assuming something is absent (nature, Gods, eternity, 

reality), mediators attempt to close that gap between presence and absence.  
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This approach does not negate the function of Maya art, architecture, and 

iconography as a means to record history.  “I am not saying that primitive (sic) societies 

actually exist outside history,” Levi-Strauss argues, “or in some different temporal 

dimension.  Like any other society, they have a past that has played its part in shaping 

their present state.”56 As Levi-Strauss suggests, however,

A myth offers a grid that is definable only by its rules of construction.  

This grid enables one to decipher the meaning, not the myth itself, but of 

all the rest:  images of the world, of society, of history, which lie on the 

fringe of consciousness, along with all the questions we ask about them.  

A myth is a matrix of intelligibility.57

He further contends that non-Western art does not aim to represent things (in the 

way that a photograph does) but rather to signify them, in the manner of language.  

This, however, according to most leading Mesoamericanists, is not the way the Classic 

Maya viewed their art.  Rather than imply that Maya art signifies anything, it would be 

more appropriate to view their art as a re-presentation of actual experience.  Maya art, 

as will be shown later in this document, was originally intended to be a literal 

manifestation of exactly what it portrays.  Steeped in the supernatural, Maya art escapes 

representation (facsimile) in that the model always exceeds its image.  It becomes a 

perpetually performed metaphor for a larger contemporary experience than could be 

encountered at any given time by an individual.  

My approach to metaphor, as it relates to the mythology and history presented 

by the un-animated objects and artifacts in Maya culture, is that most prominent since 

about 1980—the cognitive (or conceptual) view.  Rejecting the assumption in many 

earlier theories of metaphor that the ordinary, normal use of language is literal, from 

which metaphor is a deviation for special rhetorical and poetic purposes, I pursue the 

notion that the ordinary use of language is pervasively and indispensably metaphorical.  

I propose that metaphor, as expressed in the art, architecture, and hieroglyphic writing 

of the ancient Maya, persistently and profoundly structured the way human beings in 

that culture thought and perceived reality.  It is in this way that we must read their 
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messages—messages that re-perform, on multiple levels, their belief systems and 

worldview.   Valuable tales help interpret visual images, but even more importantly, 

have shown that the ancient Maya not only believed that inanimate objects could 

contain essences of being, but also that these performative objects could be consulted 

and expected to provide commentary on their subject matter.  The possibility that these 

un-animated objects could re-enact tales of valor, and conquest, and genealogy, and 

then critique such re-presentations, casts an entirely new light on our interpretation of 

the Maya practice of mytho-historiography and the subsequent ritual activity initiated 

by witnesses.

Reception Theory and Reader-Response Theory, which investigate the 

relationship between the performer (text) and witness (reader), offers assistance in de-

mystifying this important intersection. Both disciplines are closely related to the 

philosophical Hermeneutics of Hans George Gadamer and the theory of 

Phenomenology of Martin Heidegger.  

Of particular interest to me in the development of this topic is the work initiated 

by Hans Robert Jauss involving the “horizons of expectation” with which a reader 

approaches any text.58  This knowledge and assumptions about the text are challenged, 

affirmed, and changed by the interaction of the witness or reader with the objective, 

describable features of a text.  A meaning emerges from this interaction, but the reader’s 

horizon, because it is historical, is subject to change.  Thus, meanings are also subject to 

the pressures of history as well as to the record of responses by previous readers.  Jauss 

is much less concerned with the response of a single reader than with the changing 

responses of readers over time.  For Jauss, the process of reading, like Gadamer’s of 

interpretation (the hermeneutic circle, indicating that we can only understand the 

present in the context of the past, and that we can only understand the past in relation to 

our existence in the present), is characterized as a “dialogue” between the text and the 

reader—a constant asking, affirming, and challenging of questions and presuppositions.

Reader-response deals with the extent to which a text circumscribes or directs a 

particular response, which aspects of a text may be considered and objective, and which 
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are reader-constructed and thus subjective.  Also important to reader-response criticism 

is an identification and description of the fundamental elements that inform a reader’s 

response to a text.  Such implications are explored by a number of prominent theorists 

and practitioners, including Susan Bassnett-McGuire, Susan Bennett, Peter Brook, 

Marvin Carlson, Jacques Derrida, and Stanley Fish.59

Returning to structural analysis, it is evident that most such scrutiny currently 

employed by Mesoamerican scholars does not investigate the art in question as a 

reflection of reality, or argue for meaning as an expression of the author. Instead, this 

analysis focuses on how a text means, rather than who created the meaning.  Art 

historians Erwin Panofsky, and George Kubler, as well as art history aficionado Paul 

Shellhas, all make use of semiotics and structural analysis in their discussions of

meaning in the visual arts, including the function of cultural objects within the specific 

geographic context and timeframe of the Classic Maya culture. 

I approach interpretations of the meanings indicated in the evidence through 

comparative symbology as practiced by anthropologist Victor Turner, Liminal to 

Liminoid, in Play, Flow, and Ritual:  An Essay in Comparative Symbology.60 The 

primary objective is to investigate the ways that texts function by identifying the 

semiotic codes and tropes by which all (or most) narratives are governed.  

As introduced earlier, as the Maya developed into the master builders of the 

Classic Period, pyramidal structures often replicate specific mountains as established by 

mythological precedents in pre-Maya history.  Returning to the issue of the pyramid as 

displaced transmission of the original Sustenance Mountain of mythology, we are 

confronted with the western view that no single pyramid structure could dupl icate this 

original location. Likewise, multiple re-presentations of this mythological site, from a 

western perspective, could not each be the mountain.  From the Classic Maya 

perspective, however, each example re-presented that original site, becoming a new 

home for gods who were believed to have originally inhabited this obscure site  of 

origin.61   As noted earlier, these fabricated mountains also re-present the site where the 

Maize God originally entered the world, the location where maize seeds were 
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discovered, and the whole notion of the creation of humans from maize dough at the 

original sacred site, reminding witnesses of their common origin and the sacred nature 

of corn within their belief system.  For the Maya, these re-presentations of sacred sites 

effectively became a reality, not simply a metaphor for some distant location.  It was the 

visions and interpretations of the shaman/artists that brought Maya reality into concrete 

material form.

Myth and Shamanism in the Re-presentation of Experience

Mircea Eliade, in Shamanism:  Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, describes 

shamanism as a very old, coherent, and broadly diffused mental paradigm.62  His studies 

indicate that shamanism (another contested term in Mesoamerican Studies) draws its 

powers of persistence from its capacity to organize knowledge about the world by way 

of a rather simple set of symbols and assumptions.  The most important premise of this 

belief system is that the spiritual force that every human being has personally 

experienced is ambient, of the world, of the cosmos and everything in it.  Eliade 

explains, for example, that the phenomena of birth and death are just especially overt 

examples of the capacity of spirit to move through material forms, as well as 

dimensions such as time and space. In Chapters Four and Five, I will show how this 

phenomenon is effectively re-presented by The Temple of Inscriptions.

Joseph Campbell, in his extensive studies of myth and shamanism, argues that 

Hero myths originate in encounters with a lost dimension of the mind and the world.63

His work insists that myths enable others to encounter those dimensions themselves 

through the journeys conducted and discoveries uncovered by the “Hero within.”

Examples of the Maya shaman/priest’s challenge, journey, and return to benefit 

humankind, leads to the ultimate revelation that all three phases are actually about the 

individual Hero’s own evolution, maturity and growth.  The shaman/priest serves, 

therefore, as a guide for other’s journeys, rather than an all-powerful mystic, elevated 

above the common person.  As shown in the following chapter, this notion coincides not 

only with the Maya urge to rediscover original sight stolen from them by jealous gods 
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at the time of creation, but also with the Maya belief that the individual is a 

microcosmic version of the larger universe.  

In The Masks of God series, Campbell defines a phenomena existing between 

Oriental and Occidental Mythology, each “masked” and reflecting the other in the effort 

and sacrifice necessary to insure and/or hasten rebirth.64  In Vol. I:  Primitive 

Mythology, Campbell elaborates on the significance of masks, or iconographic 

elaboration of architectural structures, in the understanding of cultural development and 

evolving belief systems.  (See Chapter Two for a detailed discussion of the 

significance of “face and head,” when defining structural masks, in expressions of Maya 

art and architecture.)  He argues that political and/or economic differences result from 

geographic and climactic variations, and yield the social and metaphysical diversity that 

their myths express.65 In a male stage of society, he suggests, hunters simply sought to 

kill or be killed.  In the subsequent female stage of society, planters discovered the 

immortality of the cycles of fertility, participated in communal activity, ceding their 

individuality and becoming bound by time and space.  Acts of sacrifice replaced 

indiscriminate killing.  

These sacrifices, defined through ecstatic vision, and presided over by specially 

prepared priests and shaman, represented acts of reciprocity for generous, and fearsome, 

gods.  In both stages of societal development, others must die (or sacrifice some portion 

of themselves) so that the community may live.  Campbell sees such a distinction as 

disguise, or “masks”—essentially a dualism rather than a binary opposition.   This 

important observation again enters the discussion in Chapter Two when discussing the 

evolution of the Maya culture, and their use of impersonation (both live and in 

monumental form) to fulfill the responsibilities of reciprocity undertaken by 

intercessors assigned to serve the greater public.



69

Time and Definitions of Performance of Experience in Space:  
Science Speaks

One of the beautiful things about physics is its ongoing quest to find simple rules that 
describe the behavior of very simple objects.  Once found, these rules can often be 

scaled up to describe the behavior of monumental systems in the real world.66

--Tim Berners-Lee, Weaving the Web:  
The Original Design and Ultimate 

Destiny of the World Wide Web

Time is a trick, a sleight of hand, 
a vast illusion in which figures come and go as if by magic.67

--Kenneth Wapnick, A Vast Illusion:  
Time According to A Course in Miracles

Physicist/philosopher Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li Masters, asserts that 

scientists discover and technicians apply.68  This distinction forces the question of 

whether or not discovery is actually an act of creation.  In many ways, ancient Maya 

scientists—as with their contemporary counterparts—actively questioning their 

universe, collecting data, and making discoveries, were in a class indivisible from poets, 

painters, and writers.  In fact, as may be the case today, these various practitioners seem 

to have all been members of the same family of people whose gift it is by nature to take 

those things which we call commonplace and to re-present them to us in such ways that 

our self-imposed limitations are expanded. 

As any student of Classic Maya history will acknowledge, theologians, 

politicians, and artists of that period were nearly obsessed with the notion of time.  

Beneath the myriad of applications evident in Classic Maya inscriptions, lies the 

creative scientist struggling with concepts that could aide his culture in both 

understanding and ultimately fulfilling its place in the culture’s cosmovision.  It is 

impossible to reconstruct the exact patterns of thought that led to the various Maya 

expressions of time, but a review of the concept of time as it has evolved in western 

philosophy is invaluable for identifying possibilities.  
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This section investigates some of the most important developments in the study 

of time as they have evolved over the course of fifteen centuries of western thought.  As 

time, and the interaction of time and space, is believed to be an essential element of 

performance, I initially approached the highly unlikely field of physics in an effort to 

understand what is really meant by time as it applies to performance. The deeper I 

waded into these evolving theories the more convinced I became that these same 

questions and discoveries were entertained by ancient Maya scientists/philosophers in 

their efforts to define their universe.  I was amazed to find so many viable connections 

between western thought and that of the Maya, as evidenced in their application of 

various, often contradictory, principles to their description and re-presentation of the 

cosmos, as they understood it.  The following is an attempt to share some of the links 

that have made an indelible mark on the development of this argument for performative 

visual forms.

The study of time, as we have come to understand it, has a history as long as 

western philosophy.  In defining time, Heraclites (a Pre- Socratic Greek philosopher of 

Ephesus, 535-475 BCE) argued for perpetual change.  His contemporary, Parmenides 

(b. 510 BCE), on the other hand, maintained there was neither time nor motion.  Little 

did they realize, I am certain, how closely their opposing theories would mirror twenty-

first century thought.  Nor, I am equally certain, did they realize how their opposing 

perspectives might help define performative visual forms in an ancient non-Western 

culture.  

Following the trajectory of the great revolutions in Western physics, it was not 

until the sixteenth century that Copernicus, followed by Johannes Kepler and Galileo 

Galilei, prepared the way for the next revolution:  the Newtonian.  In 1687 Isaac 

Newton published his famous laws of motion, the theory of universal gravitation, and 

introduced the science of dynamics.  Like most physicists of his generation, Newton 
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followed Heraclitan notions of time:  space as an infinite, immovable absolute, with 

time flowing uniformly through it without relation to anything external.  

Then came Einstein, and his general theory of relativity; space-time was made 

flexible, responding to the presence of matter, with the effect of gravity as a curving of 

space-time.  If we imagine a heavy bowling ball rolling across a soft rubber surface, 

causing indentions, and then observe light-weight marbles rolling into these valleys 

created by the passage of the large ball, we get a general idea of how Einstein imagined 

space-time and the effect of relative gravity on objects in the vicinity. He argued that 

what appears as space and what appears as time are inextricably linked, and that 

perception of them depends on the motion of the observer.  This theory describes the 

large-scale properties of matter and the universe as a whole, moving in linear fashion—

following a forward arrow or progression.  

Old physics, based in scientific objectivity, assumes that there is an external 

world that exists apart from us.  It further assumes that we can observe, measure, and 

speculate about the external world without changing it.  All this became questionable 

when quantum mechanics entered the field, describing the properties of light, especially 

lasers, and the microscopic world of atoms and molecules.  Quantum mechanics is the 

bedrock of all modern electronic technology, but its results are bafflingly counter-

intuitive and raise profound issues about the nature of reality.  

Theories of completely different structures are used to describe the nature of 

performance in the macroscopic universe (classical general relativity) and the 

microscopic (quantum mechanics).  The uni-directionability (linear progression) of time 

in space, as defined in either Newton or Einstein’s laws, is in sharp contrast to time as 

defined by quantum physics.  Rather than linear progression, quantum mechanics works 

equally well in both directions.  Rather than experiencing time, and the actions that 

seem to occur in natural, linear sequence within it—the way in which we have come to 

understand performance—the content of a performance as defined by quantum 

mechanics could be expected to move either forward or backward in time.  (For those 

who find this proposition intriguing, a closer look at both the theories of thermo-
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dynamics and Zeno’s Paradox—positions that present change as a contradiction, going 

so far as to deny the reality of change and plurality in the universe —should prove 

informative.69)

For our purposes, the leading question then becomes one of history and past 

performances we attempt to document.  Quantum physics is in sharp contrast to the 

study of history in any of its manifestations.  It can create the appearance of multiple 

histories.  What happens to the past?  How can we justify the available proof of two 

such contrasting theories?  Alternatively, are we simply observing a perpetual present 

rather than a linear progression of events?  Moreover, how does all this relate to the 

study of the performance of history as manifested by architectural structures in ancient 

Mesoamerica?

Princeton physicist, John Wheeler, explores the notion, described earlier in this 

document, of the Maya scribe/artist/historian re-performing the sacred role of the 

original creator-gods, and therefore participating in a timeless version of creation:

May the universe in some strange sense be “brought into being” by the 

participation of those who participate? . . . The vital act is the act of 

participation.  “Participator” is the incontrovertible new concept given by 

quantum mechanics.  It strikes down the term “observer” of classical 

theory, the man who stands safely behind the thick glass wall and 

watches what goes on without taking part.  It can’t be done, quantum 

physics says.70

If there are no observers—only participants—as argued by quantum physics, 

then anthropology may no longer be a viable avenue for interpreting culture.  Analysis 

from the field of archeology may be inconsequential if the scientist involved does not 

acknowledge his/her participatory role in the performance of the site.  Quantum physics 

abandons the laws that govern individual events, and states directly the statistical laws 

that govern collections of events.  Therefore, the relationship between consciousness 

and physical reality, between group and individual behavior, cannot be determined 

accurately (the uncertainty principle).  And yet, the relationship is there.  It is a 
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relationship between information processed by the rational part of our psyche and our 

irrational side. 

Physics Looks at Psychology and Phenomenology 

In 1927, a group of physicists working with the new physics met in Brussels, 

Belgium, the result being the Copenhagen Interpretation that marked the emergence of 

the new physics as a consistent way of viewing the world.  In a very pragmatic way, it 

does away with the idea of a one-to-one correspondence between reality and theory.  

The Copenhagen Interpretation concludes that, a la the American psychologist William 

James, it is not possible for the mind to deal with anything other than ideas.  Therefore, 

it is not correct to think that the mind actually can ponder reality.  All that the mind can 

ponder is its idea about reality.

This, of course, is a metaphysical issue.  As alluded to earlier, physicists are 

essentially people who wonder at the universe.  To stand in awe and wonder is to 

understand in a very specific way, even if that understanding cannot be described.  The 

subjective experience of wonder is a message to the rational mind that the object of 

wonder is being perceived and understood in ways other than the rational.  Therefore, 

whether or not something is true is not a matter of how closely it corresponds to the 

absolute truth, but of how consistent it is with our experience, our interpretation of 

perceived performances.  This view emphasizes contemporary analysis of right 

hemispheric thinking, and its application in the realm of scientific inquiry.  

The left side of our brain perceives the world in a linear manner, remembers 

how to speak and use words, and organizes sensory input into the form of points on a 

line.  It functions logically and rationally, and creates the concept of causality.  The 

right hemisphere, on the other hand, perceives whole patterns.  Although the ancient 

Maya may not have been known for split-brain surgery (as is used today to treat certain 

conditions, such as epilepsy), they seem to have understood the concept of two separate 

brains (an example of their belief in dualism versus duality).  
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The advent of “science” in the Seventeenth Century marked the beginning of the 

ascent of left hemispheric thinking into the dominant mode of western cognition and the 

descent of right hemispheric thinking into under-psyche status.  When Freud discovered 

the “unconscious” which, of course he labeled dark, mysterious, and irrational, he was 

actually defining the way the left hemisphere views the right.

The Copenhagen Interpretation was, in effect, recognition of the limitations of 

left hemispheric thought.  It was also a re-cognition of those psychic aspects which long 

had been ignored in a rationalistic society.  “Acknowledging intuitive perception 

through the right hemisphere,” Gary Zukav suggests, “assures us that it has not 

atrophied from lack of use.  Our skill in listening to it has simply been dulled by 

centuries of neglect.”71

As Zukav notes, “Wu Li Masters” (the Taiwanese term for physicists), in ways 

that I find increasingly similar to modes of inquiry evident in ancient Maya philosophy, 

“perceive in both ways, the rational and the irrational, the assertive and the receptive, 

the masculine and the feminine.  They reject neither one nor the other.  They only 

dance.”72

Recognizing the Life in Signs of Life

Life is not a limited mechanical concept which applies to self-reproducing biological 
machines.  It is a quality which inheres in space itself, and applies to every brick, every 
stone, every person, every physical structure of any kind at all, that appears in space.  

Each thing has life.73

Christopher Alexander, The Nature of Order:  An Essay 
on the Art of Building and the Nature of the Universe, 

Vol. I, “The Phenomenon of Life,” Introduction

Scientist/philosophers of this ilk can ask question such as "what constitutes 

life?"  They allow themselves to question whether or not life can be defined as the 

ability to react to stimuli.  Their observations are surprising, and contribute to this 

study’s search for adequate definitions of signs of life in un-animated objects.  
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We know by watching time-lapse photography that plants often respond to 

stimuli with human-like reactions.  They retreat from pain, advance toward pleasure, 

and even languish is the absence of affection.  The only difference is that they do it at a 

much slower rate than we do.  To test this theory, even using time-lapse photography, 

on material such as stone, however, would take millennia.  Contrary to the belief that 

this phenomenon cannot be observed in relation to inert matter, however, it can be 

easily verified that most chemicals (which usually come out of the ground as rocks) do 

react to stimulation.  Under the right conditions, for example, sodium reacts to chlorine 

(by forming sodium chloride—salt), iron reacts to oxygen (by forming iron oxide—

rust), and so on.  Does this then mean that definitions of “life” should be broadened?  

Are signs of life indicative of more than may have been originally assumed?

Nonsense, we western realists say!  This idea of a universe in which everything 

is somehow alive, connected, and functional is contrary to rational Western thought as 

developed since the 1600s.  “Nonsense,” according to Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li 

Masters, however, “is that which does not fit into prearranged patterns that we have 

superimposed on reality.  There is no such thing as nonsense,” he argues,

apart from a judgmental intellect which calls it that.  The mark of a 

creative mind is the ability to venture boldly into nonsense—in fact, this 

is the creative process.  It is characterized by a steadfast confidence that 

there exists a point of view from which the nonsense is not nonsense at 

all—in fact, from which it is obvious. 74

This concept, as I believe implemented by the ancient Maya, translates into 

contemporary scientific theory.  Whereas the ancient Maya did not have the tools 

necessary to conduct experiments on subatomic particles, or to explore the seemingly 

unrelated functions of the right and left hemispheres of the brain, their philosophies 

anticipate thought processes, and conclusions, that have only recently made their way 

into contemporary Western science.  New physics theory helps us explain the 

Taiwanese translation of the term Wu Li, or physics, to include reference to patterns of 
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organic energy in much the same way as the Maya seem to have regarded what we 

would ostensibly refer to as inorganic matter.  

How can we translate this information regarding the activity of subatomic 

particles (quantum physics) to the signs of life perceived in un-animated structural 

objects constructed by the ancient Maya?   Moreover, what are the ramifications of this 

distinction when considering the performative nature of such structures? Are human 

responses to stimuli as rigidly pre-programmed as those of a chemical?  

We do not know.  Regardless of our awareness of the highly complex processing 

of information humans undergo prior to enacting an appropriate response to stimuli, we 

currently have no viable means with which to test this hypothesis on inanimate objects. 

According to Zukav, however, we also “have no way to dispute this argument.”75

Contemporary scientists agree that the only difference may be that human programs are 

enormously more complex.  We may not have any more freedom of action than stones 

do, although, unlike stones, we deceive ourselves into thinking that we do.  There is an 

arbitrary quality to our prejudices.  “We would like to think,” he continues,

 that we are different from stones because we are living and they are not, 

but there is no way we can prove our position or disprove [that offered 

above.]  We cannot establish clearly that we are different from inorganic 

substances.  That means that, logically, we must admit that we may not 

be alive.  Since this is absurd, the only alternative is to admit that 

‘inanimate’ objects may be living.76

Obviously, the distinction between living and nonliving is not so easy to make.

A phenomenon that the ancient Maya seemed to have taken for granted—that their un-

animated structures possessed a form of life allowing them to perform within their 

cultural environs—no longer seems a conceptual prejudice, but one that becomes even 

harder to maintain as we advance into quantum mechanics.  

Is organic possibly the key term here?  Something is organic, according to

traditional definitions, if it can respond to processed information.  The astounding 

discovery awaiting newcomers to physics is that the evidence gathered in the 
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development of quantum mechanics indicates that subatomic “particles” constantly 

appear to be making decisions!  More than that, the decisions they seem to make are 

based on decisions made elsewhere.  Subatomic particles seem to know instantaneously

what decisions occur elsewhere, and elsewhere can be as far away as another galaxy.  

The key word is instantaneously—not milliseconds (as in physical acts such as hailing), 

nor centuries (as communicating through space from one galaxy to another).  In fact, 

quantum phenomena may be connected so intimately that things once dismissed as 

occult could become topics of serious consideration among physicists.

Subatomic particles are not really objects, nor can they be pictured as a thing at 

all, but rather “tendencies to exist” or “tendencies to happen.”77  We must, therefore,

abandon the idea of subatomic particles as things and look at them instead as quanta (a 

quantity of something).  What that something is, however, remains a matter of 

speculation.78 Quanta are related with other quanta in a dynamic and intimate way that 

coincides with our definition of organic.  

As Zukav points out,

Some biologists believe that a single plant cell carries within it the 

capability to reproduce the entire plant.  Similarly, the philosophical 

implication of quantum mechanics is that all of the things in our universe 

(including us) that appear to exist independently are actually parts of one 

all- encompassing organic pattern, and that no parts of that pattern are 

ever really separate from it or from each other.79

If this contemporary definition of the workings of the universe, from the subatomic

level up, seems to coincide with the holistic worldview of the ancient Maya, it is no 

coincidence.  

It is possible, for example, that with regard to their macroscopic observations the 

ancient Maya designers understood the concept known today as elementary particle 

theory.  In designing and constructing a city center (universe) with buildings of all 

shapes and sizes, these designers were aware that they completed their construction 

with only a few different types of bricks (particles or quanta).  In the process, however, 
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they seem to have also considered probabilities. Similar to contemporary scientist’s 

inability to adequately identify subatomic particles or quanta, many of the concepts 

built into ancient Maya structures defy conceptualization and are impossible to 

visualize.  

Rather, these intuitively sensed truths appear in what may seem an irrational 

manner to the Western thinker.  It is in this realm, however, that the Maya 

scientist/philosopher/artist functioned in the role of intercessor between the people and 

their gods (or a higher order of reality than immediately apparent in human cognition).  

The Maya designer created sacred matter through discovery, and assumed this central 

position in creation as the result of a broader conceptualization of universal 

communication than we have previously thought—never presenting him or herself as 

the sole originating power.  

As architectural theorist and practitioner Christopher Alexander argues, in the 

quotation that opens this section: “Life is not a limited mechanical concept which 

applies to self-reproducing biological machines.  It is a quality which inheres in space 

itself, and applies to every brick, every stone, every person, every physical structure of 

any kind at all, that appears in space.  Each thing has life.”80  Throughout the course of 

his work, Alexander investigates a wide range of evidence for an expanded 

understanding of the vital capabilities of un-animated objects.  Author of the 

enormously popular architectural treatise, A Pattern Language (Oxford University 

Press, 1977,) Alexander has recently completed his magnum opus:  The Nature of 

Order:  An Essay on the Art of Building and the Nature of the Universe.81  In this four-

volume work, Alexander explores what he calls “first principles,” or the essence of life 

itself.  Alexander describes 15 structural features—fundamental geometries of order—

that signal vitality in plants, animals, and objects.  The collection advocates a cure for 

what Alexander envisions as an architectural mass psychosis in contemporary society—

one that introduces a point of view that “has no common sense and no bearing on any 

deeper feeling.”  Alexander proposes a return to architecture based on what he calls an 

“objective science of beauty.”82
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The first volume, “The Phenomenon of Life,” became available in May, 2003, 

and lays out Alexander’s view that beauty is a matter neither of taste nor opinion, but 

rather an inherent attribute of living things.  In his continued search for archetypal 

patterns, Alexander investigates deeply rooted arrangements noticeable in the very 

nature of things, recognizable as a part of human nature, as much 1000 years ago as 

they will be 1000 years from now.  “If these fundamental geometries of order are 

respected by architects and developers,” he argues, “these features—which include 

strong centers, alternating repetition, and levels of scale—would result in a built world 

that is both beautiful and alive.”83  It is in this way, employing Alexander’s unique and 

hardly standard definition of life, as well as other natural geometries, such as the 

mathematical phenomenon of Phi, couples with proposals from the field of physics, that 

we can begin to think of architectural structures as un-animated yet vital objects—not 

simply the result of one culture’s faith.84

Design elements that bear an even subliminal resemblance to phenomenon 

occurring in nature and other life forms empower the structure with a degree of 

familiarity that encourages its use as a pneumonic device capable of communicating 

information even at the subconscious level.  Structures employing these design elements

are capable of communicating to those around them.  They are able to enter into 

meaningful dialogue with both structural and human ritual participants, to reinforce 

stasis, initiate change, or re-perform public memory embedded in walls and hallways. 

What happens once the architectural-event is underway:  What work is done?  

What meanings and information transacted?  What is changed?  And what produced?

Christian Norberg-Schultz, in Intentions in Architecture, suggests:

Perhaps the most important function of art is to create new objects . . . It 

manifests possible, not yet experienced life-situations, and it requests 

perceptions of new kinds, experiences which become meaningful 

according to their relationship with the already existing world of objects.  

Thus, the work of art may change man and his world.85
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For a ritual-architectural event to be productive and transformative—for there to 

be, in Hans-Georg Gadamer’s terms, “an increase of being”—the requisite component 

of conservatism and familiarity must be counterpoised by an element of disorientation 

and deviation from predictability.86  Once initiated, the dialogue between pilgrim and 

pyramid must be dialogue about something:  the pilgrim must come to know something 

he had not known before, or perhaps be something he had not been before.  The 

consequences of stifled expectations, planned uncertainty, and intended irregularity lead 

to hermeneutical productivity.  The work of art can concretize a possible complex of 

phenomena that is a new combination of known elements.  

If architecture’s success in transacting meaning or disseminating information 

depends on the cultivation of some sort of crisis or challenge, then the experience of 

architecture can be hermeneutically productive only in those cases in which observers 

are willing to accept the challenge—to make an investment and to put themselves at 

some measure of risk.  This makes the process seem rather dangerous, but the 

mechanism of architecture involves spiritual awakening, or fresh ideas—events that 

eventually contribute to the mechanism of human understanding.  

Physics’ Attempts to Unify Notions of Time, Experience, and Life

Physics has long struggled to unify Einstein’s general theory of relativity with 

quantum theory, two opposing theories that each celebrates scientific proof.  Stephen 

Hawking, in his 1979 inaugural address as the current Lucasian Professor at Cambridge, 

announced the imminent end of physics—an end to be marked by a theory of 

everything, created by a double unification of all the forces of nature, and of Einstein’s 

general theory of relativity with quantum mechanics.  

Approaching this unification, physicist Julian Barbour, in The End of Time:  The 

New Revolution in Physics, investigates the yet un-bridged chasm between classical and 

quantum physics.87  Barbour aligns himself more closely with the original postulations 

of Parmenides, denying the existence of time or motion. He suggests that time—the 

hypothetical dimension that regulates our assessment of an experience as 
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performance—may not exist at all, but rather be an illusion of dynamic and temporal 

activity created in the mind.  If time, indeed, does not exist—is only a vast illusion 

humans learn, and hence interpret—how does that impact the potential for study of 

performance, much less the performance of inanimate objects?   

In line with his explanations of a theory of time emerging from a timeless 

universe—how we have come to understand experienced time (and therefore 

performance)—Barbour explains that there is no difference between images preserved 

in works of art and what we believe to be literal movement through time.  Barbour 

defines the most important property of experienced time as the appearance that instants 

can all be laid out in a row.  We currently believe performance to be linear, having 

duration, and being progressive or moving forward from past to future.  Barbour

explains, however, this type of phenomenon as nothing more than the human need, and 

capacity, to create order out of chaos.  

Barbour’s work was founded on echoes of the work of Paul Dirac (then 

Lucasian Professor of Physics at Cambridge—a position once filled by Isaac Newton, 

and currently held by Stephen Hawking).  He joins Dirac in arguing against that most 

wonderful creation of twentieth-century physics—the fusion of space and time into 

space-time—indicating that it may, indeed, be erroneous.  Barbour argues that illusions 

of change, or the passage of time, are more adequately represented in what he calls 

instants of Now.  He proposes that instants of Now exist without the necessity of 

belonging to something that flows relentlessly forward, but rather as configurations that 

are perfectly static and timeless, yet experienced as dynamic and temporal.  How these 

experiences are defined, manipulated, and understood by witnesses determines the 

degree to which they can be considered performative.

According to Barbour, our perception of performance, as sequences in time 

comes from an entirely different source.  Like the human ability to perceive the 

appearance of action in film through the experience of persistence of vision, Barbour 

contends that what we actually experience are instants of Now rather than motion.88  We 

then use our memory and kinesthetic imagination to connect them to other remembered 
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or imagined experience, and thus convince ourselves that we see action, movement, or 

performance.  He likens these instants to a three-dimensional snapshot, knitting together 

what is seen, touched, smelled, heard, and/or tasted.  Within this unity Barbour locates 

an ordering (being aware of many things at once) within space (the “glue,” or set of 

rules, that binds them together).  Memories of the past and educated guesses about the 

future define the direction of what we experience as performance in time.  

Hence, time, according to Barbour, and other contemporary physicists exploring 

unification theories, is not concrete—its existence is merely a perception.  Performance 

is inferred from things witnessed in our snapshots of memory.  It is only by denying the 

existence of time that the notions of linear performance, relative progression of events 

through space, plus a unification of the macroscopic universe (classical general 

relativity) and microscopic atoms (quantum mechanics) can be achieved.  Specific 

examples of how this theory works in practice, when analyzing ancient Maya art, are 

discussed at length in the next chapter in which we confront instances of time made 

material in the urban arena.  The following section examines several of the precedents, 

gleaned from the literature, that begin to explore the possibility of the performative 

visual form.

Precedence for Architecture as Actor

Awareness elicited by architectural monuments, allowing the structure to fulfill 

not only the role of storyteller, but also actor in the communication of cultural 

expression, is not unique to Palenque or the Temple of Inscriptions.  There is academic 

precedence for defining the pyramid as an active teller of tales.  David Carrasco, in City 

of Sacrifice: The Aztec Empire and the Role of Violence in Civilization, offers concrete 

examples from the Mesoamerican past that compliment Roach’s theory of vortices of 

behavior and displaced transmission put into practice in ancient Mesoamerica.89

Carrasco’s specific study of the performative nature of the great Aztec city of 

Tenochtitlan (later to become Mexico City and the performance of Colonial Mexico),
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and the Templo Mayor, serve as a model for interpreting the Temple of Inscriptions and 

its environs at Palenque.

Carrasco outlines myths as incorporated into history and then translated into an 

early urban landscape that mirrored the surrounding natural geography.   As will be 

discussed in Chapter Three, his work further defines the pyramidal structure’s 

performative responsibility in the Mesoamerican urban landscape.  To lend further 

specific personality to these architectural players, they were awarded proper names, 

assigned “birth” dates, and, if applicable, dates of “termination.”   Carrasco’s work 

shows that by resituating history and mythology from the site of its original occurrence 

to a constructed area within the confines of an urban arena—into ritual centers, through 

un-animated replicas of distant mythological locations—the ancients re-present original 

sites and performances as metaphors for cultural experience.   

In another century, on another continent, the Genbaku Dome in Hiroshima’s 

Peace Park, marks the world’s first use of the nuclear bomb as a weapon of war.  But 

the Atomic Bomb Dome, as it is now called, is not a simple symbol of peace.  As 

Japanese writer Okamoto Mituso has said:  

The A-bomb Dome accuses the Japanese [for their militarist aggression 

during World War II], even as it accuses the Americans [for dropping 

the bomb].  It accuses science and it accuses mankind.  And just as the 

cross on which Jesus Christ died became a symbol of human salvation, 

the A-bomb Dome, as the symbol of the city that rose from the ashes, 

will become a symbol of world peace. (my emphasis)90

These accusations, initiated by the skeletal shell of this pre-war structure, generate 

effects and elicit response from witnesses, hopefully initiating change.  The A-Dome’s 

presence re-presents the horrors of war, yet will continue to accost witnesses with its 

plea for peace as long as the structure stands.  

In addition to examples of  the performance of objects offered by Sedgwick, 

Butler, and MacKinnon (as noted in the previous chapter), Peggy Phelan approaches 

theoretical criticism of architecture as a performative visual form in “Uncovered 
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Rectums:  Disinterring the Rose Theatre.”91 Phelan shows how the archeology of The 

Rose also tells its own story, iterates cultural memory, and encourages the London 

community to preserve the relics of experience left behind.  The Rose Theatre performs 

its narrative in much the same way as the Aztec Templo Mayor or the Maya Temple of 

Inscriptions.  

The drama of the Rose’s excavation, complete with world famous actors 

jumping in and climbing out of the grave-like pit (and in their zealousness almost 

destroying the remains they wanted to preserve), heated arguments in Parliament, and 

unhappy demands by ambitious building contractors, threatened to make death in the 

contemporary city too visible.  As Phelan notes:

The disinterment of the Rose Theatre (1989) raised a question about the 

place of play that contemporary culture accords death itself.  The 

architectural challenge inaugurated by the Rose necessitated a shift in the 

notion of architecture itself, a shift whose causes and implications are 

much larger than the local challenge of the Rose.  The story of the 

Rose’s remains is a significant one because it dramatizes an art—

architecture—for inverting its ontological paradigms in response to a 

past that continually irrupts into the present.  The Rose forced 

architecture to abandon its customary notion of itself as a spatial art, and 

to reinvent itself as a temporal one.92

In tying the witness to the object—offering evidence for how communicated 

messages, provided by un-animated objects, generated effects—we can map instances 

in which living organisms react emotionally to different objects and architectural 

events, and gain some appreciation of effects generated by a given object.  Such 

performance capabilities as these mentioned above will be augmented later in this work, 

reinforcing the argument for the timelessness of performative visual forms.
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Summary

Most studies of art and architecture view material objects as static, historic, and 

inanimate.  Contemporary studies of performance, on the other hand, emphasize 

movement, linear progression, and animacy.  Both disciplines assume an understanding 

of time—a basic ingredient in the performance equation—uncomplicated by modern 

scientific theories or contrary evidence offered in ancient Maya structural expressions 

of experience. Assumptions are always dangerous things.  Physics alters the equation.  

Outlining various alternative definitions of time and notions of performance, the hard 

sciences allow a broader view of philosophies evidenced in the creation and function of 

performative visual forms.  This broader view allows us to gracefully change our minds, 

relieving ourselves of the burden of outdated, preconceived ideas, and to proceed to 

examine old evidence from a new and exciting vantage point.

The humanities contribute vast amounts of information applicable to the study 

of potential performative visual forms.   It is within this realm of deep scientific and 

philosophical studies of time (the temporal) and notions of space (the spatial), however, 

that concrete notions of performance are rooted, and performative visual forms take 

shape and action.   An understanding of time and its relationship to space is central to an 

understanding of performance—the actual or perceived movement of events, or 

performance of the narrative, through space via the dimension we call time. The 

physical sciences provide interesting explanations for the various ways the ancient 

Maya understood, and subsequently portrayed, time and performance in their spatial art 

and architecture.  Modern physics removes some of the discussion from the theoretical 

to the practical by offering exciting probabilities (and often hard evidence) to support 

the various possibilities suggested by humanities scholars.  

In the next chapter, I introduce the reader to the ancient Maya, their belief 

systems and ideologies as determined by Mesoamericanist scholars, art historians, 

archeologists, linguists, and epigraphers. Based on the evidence for performative visual 

forms included in this chapter, it appears that the Classic Maya anticipated modern 
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thinking in several important areas, including their conception of time and space, and 

their understanding of performance.
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Chapter Two:

The Performance of the Archeology:
The Ancient Maya in Stone

Just as there are sermons in stones and books in running brooks, to take Shakespeare's 
view, there are indeed messages being transmitted by inanimate, man-made, objects 

which can be read by anyone capable of seeing what he is looking at.1
George Nelson, Design Within Reach

The Classic Maya culture flourished from 250-909 CE.  At this point, a 

complicated and yet undefined series of events conspired to initiate a cultural collapse.  

The population scattered, leaving major city centers vacant.  Only small communities, 

having survived for centuries unaided by the sophisticated document making techniques 

perfected by the Classic elite, remain in the contemporary Maya area.  In many cases, 

unable to construct adequate ethno-histories, today’s scholars must rely on information 

gathered from the material evidence left behind in order to initiate study of this culture’s 

extraordinary contributions to cultural evolution.

The material evidence left behind, however, is eloquent.  Genealogies of royal 

families, obsessive recording of dates and time-periods, brief statements regarding 

warfare (successes, as well as axings), and an elite propensity for enacting certain ritual 

activities appear in the now largely translatable hieroglyphic texts found on various 

structural and monumental remains.  The ideological reasons for creating such detailed 

descriptions of so few topics, however, remain unclear.  Minutely crafted iconography 

offers stunning examples of portraiture devices that seem to be attempting to 

communicate more than is currently understood, but much of the symbolism is lost to 

the contemporary observer.  In addition, huge stone structures, although suffering from 

centuries of disuse, offer hints regarding surrounding settlement patterns as they loom 

over the central areas of long-abandoned cities.  In the midst of this splendid but spotty 
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evidence, a lens through which to view ancient Maya experience could elude

researchers.  Yet, their silent attempts to convey their spatial messages are the very 

performances through which we gain a more comprehensive view of the belief systems 

and monumental contributions of this ancient culture.

In my attempt to shed additional light on contemporary interpretation of a 

largely silent past, I suggest that, through an analysis of the performance of the 

archeology, informed observers can resurrect many of the same memories and 

experiences that once inspired the Classic Maya ritual participant.  Most of the material 

evidence scrutinized by contemporary scholars relates in one way or another to ritual 

practices of this ancient culture—practices closely associated with not only spiritual 

beliefs, but also social and political ideology. 

The cityscape, a visible portrait and perpetual performance of the collective 

Maya experience, served as an integrated system for re-presenting history, myth, and 

vision, as well as evaluating social performance and initiating cultural evolution.  The 

resulting evidence for Classic Maya experience, communicated directly by the relics of 

their urban environment, re-surfaces in surviving architectural design devices.   

Culturally constructed expressions of experience, viewed as an intricate multi-

dimensional use of spatial codes, assume active roles in cultural expression when 

critiqued through the lens of performance.

In this chapter, I introduce the performance studies reader to currently held 

convictions regarding the Classic Maya and their art, establishing  a foundation of 

evidence for what Mesoamericanists believe to have been dominant ideologies of this 

ancient culture. It was a desire to promote and perpetuate these evolved ideologies that 

led the Maya to seek permanent, even monumental, media for their documentation and 

communication. I argue that, through spatial codes embedded in structural design, 

iconography, and hieroglyphic writing, these political, economic, and spiritual beliefs 

translated into experience. During the seventh century, contemporary witnesses 

resurrected these experiences from individual memories and societal imprinting 

acquired from living and learning in their specific cultural environment.  (Figure 2)
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In the following pages, I outline what I believe to have been the philosophical 

reasons behind the ancient Maya decision to designate elements of their monumental 

cityscape as performative players in the perpetual execution of the activities they 

describe.  I investigate the Maya use of an integrated textual system—synthesizing 

architectural design, detailed iconography, and hieroglyphic writing—exploring the 

Maya concept of spatial art as it applies to both their urban design and iconography.  I 

define the creation of art as experienced by the ancient Maya, and introduce an aesthetic 

value that coincides with their performance practices.  Although I address the 

significance of hieroglyphic writing, I define this form of linguistic expression, as 

practiced by the ancient Maya, as a spatial form far more comprehensive than western 

systems designed for conveying the notion of speech made visible.  Moving beyond the 

long-held western view regarding the supremacy of verbal-linguistic intelligence, I 

research the concept of writing beyond words.  Along these lines, I investigate specific 

examples in which the Classic Maya recognized the significance of appealing to the 

senses when attempting to communicate ideas.  I also cite contemporary theories of 

emotional design that seem to have also appealed to the Classic Maya.  

Placing architectural design, detailed iconography and hieroglyphic writing 

within the context of human perception of performance, I then turn to a discussion of 

ways in which the Classic Maya structured time and mythology and explored them 

through performances and communicative capabilities of various structural devices at 

their disposal.  I reveal instances in which performative structures communicate a type 

of perpetual myth-history and subsequently enter into dialogue with each other.  

Through specific examples, I am able to lead the reader into the next chapter on the 

development of the city as a performative entity. 

Mayanists, who carefully scrutinize the material remains dating from this period, 

aware that they are witnessing instants of Now, evidence of monumental occasions, or 

art acts, can cautiously construct a deeper, more fulfilling identity for the ancient Maya

than is currently available in studies lacking theories of performance.  
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Who Were These Ancient Maya?

Contrary to popular belief, the ancient Maya culture represents a very 

heterogeneous reality.2  Modern linguistics scholars have identified over 31 distinct 

Maya languages, all belonging to the same family, creating a definable linguistic 

relationship among those who inhabited and continue to live in southeastern Mexico 

and western Central America.3 Beyond this relationship, however, the Maya culture 

was, and is, found in radically different environments:  in very different landscapes, 

climates, biota, and hydrospheres.  Therefore, this broadly defined culture is often 

represented in equally varied subsistence and settlement patterns. The diversity 

attributed to Maya culture, however, is not only the product of the great environmental 

variability in which it developed as has been astutely outlined by Pulitzer Prize winning 

geographer Jared Diamond in Guns, Germs, and Steel, among others.4  It is also an 

historical product.  

As pointed out by Mesoamerican scholars Linda Schele and Peter Mathews in 

The Code of Kings:  The Language of Seven Sacred Maya Temples and Tombs, even 

within the broad diversity of Maya sub-cultures each city represents its own distinct 

form of Maya-ness.  Practices were shared through political, social, and economic 

interactions, and adopted or discarded as felt appropriate or necessitated by conquest.5

Yet, over the course of centuries of cultural development, Maya history was profoundly

transformed.  This history was expressed in very distinctive forms, depending on the 

prevailing political atmosphere within its different communities.  

As indicated earlier in this document, historiography, as practiced by the Classic 

Maya, was not a rigorous accounting of the past in the Western sense.  Rather this 

culture’s expression of myth-history represents an effort to re-present a utopian vision 

of cultural and political perfection through the manipulation of evidence, with the 

ultimate goal of subsequently fulfilling that vision in the present.  
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The Classic Maya believed that the world was written/painted/sculpted into 

existence by their ancient god Itzamnaaj (or, as some Maya polities may have believed, 

Hun B’atz’ and Hun Chuwen, the monkey gods of the Popol Vuh).  Material items, both 

organic and inorganic, were illustrated and named, thus giving them dimensions

perceivable by mortals.  

Maya mythology further contends that, upon successful completion of the 

creation of the earthly environment and its human inhabitants, the gods realized they 

had given too much power to their mortal creations. Human beings, initially created in 

the image of the gods, possessed all the creative and destructive power of their creators; 

they were able to practice a type of deep seeing that went beyond human ability to 

perceive the material world in only three dimensions.  The jealous gods attacked the 

first humans and damaged their sight so that they could no longer have god-like 

knowledge.  

At this point humanity, in an effort to once more adequately communicate with 

and perform alongside their gods, began its relentless quest to regain a type of vision

extending beyond that of the earthly senses.  Through various spiritual practices (such 

as the creation of art and design), shamanistic journeys, and intellectual pursuits (such 

as the profound study of time and space), the ancient Maya sought a broader, deeper, 

and more comprehensive understanding of the original perfection of the cosmos.  

Depictions of their visions, believed to be glimpses into the original divine sight denied 

them shortly after creation, constitute many of the re-presentations offered on their 

selected media.

Although there remains no ancient description of subsequent artistic creation, it 

seems plausible that the Maya artist/scribe/shaman/historian assumed the role of these 

original creator gods.  As discussed in the Introduction, the very act of constructing a 

structure, describing an event in hieroglyphic writing (oral history made visible), or 

reproducing images of historical personages and mytho-historical events in sculpture or 

mural form, could be deemed a sacred act of creation. 
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I suggest that highly trained sacred scribes of the Classic Period, assuming the 

creator role of their divine forebears, collaborated with their holy medium through the 

act of inscription.  Entering into dialogue with their divine predecessors locked in the 

stone, they called forth the essence and creative powers of the entrapped gods.  They 

then created their art.  As with various Christian icons, a portion of the spiritual essence 

of the subject of the inscribed art (a god, member of the ruling elite, or other 

iconographic subject re-presented in the inscription), was transferable to the image in 

the artwork. Upon inscription, the essence of the subject entered into direct dialogue 

with the sacred spirit trapped in the medium at the time of its creation.  By releasing the 

divine essences housed in their medium, while transferring a portion of the subject’s 

essence to the inscription, the artist thereby allowed the resulting media to perform from 

this altered state.  An activation of the combined essences of the god within and the 

subject of the inscription occurred at the time of carving or painting, creating a form of 

perpetual presence in which the subject, and his message, was continuously revitalized 

by the god residing in the medium.  The resulting inscriptions revealed, in the inscribed 

material, either the god’s images and/or their spiritual imperatives as communicated by 

human mediators.

All Classic Maya historiographers employed, for the most part, documentation 

techniques and communicative devices similar to those evident at Palenque:  a unified 

methodology utilizing encoded spatial design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed 

iconography, each element intended to compliment or reinforce the others.  I propose 

that various examples of conveying messages through this multilevel technique seem to 

indicate that the ordinary population accepted that the elite—the artist/scribe/historian 

entrusted with urban design—were assuming the role first undertaken by humanity’s 

divine creators.  

The Tools of the Sacred Scribe’s Trade

The ancient Mesoamerican use of symbol systems (including those embedded in 

architectural design) to communicate their messages demonstrates a clear distinction 
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between the desire to represent and to re-present.   Rather than standing for, denoting, 

and/or symbolizing another object or activity, Maya art and design functioned through 

the media’s perceived ability to serve directly as the objects, individuals, or activities 

portrayed.  Initially intended, at the time of its creation, to assume an active, 

performative role in the communication of meaning between various social strata and 

language groups, much of Maya visual art enters into a sort of spatial dialogue with 

both human witnesses and nearby structures, further defining the performative event.

Using an intricate system for defining time—a central component of the Maya 

belief system discussed at length later in this chapter—Classic Maya historians initiated 

a program in which their art could remember the future, while anticipating the past, 

placing all Maya experience within the realm of an eternal present. This multilevel 

technique for initiating a performance of the ancient Maya experience utilized artistic 

techniques and communicative devices such as structural design, hieroglyphic writing, 

and iconography in what appears to have been an effort to define, metaphorically, the 

balanced universe envisioned in this culture’s worldview.6

These artist/historian s exploited various media, including particularly significant

walls, spaces and pathways of their spatial urban environment.  Within this 

microcosmic version of their universe, they incorporated various culturally recognizable 

communicative devices to re-present their combined experience and, therefore, validate 

the position of the Maya community within the larger cosmos.  These communicative 

media, embellished with hieroglyphic writing and detailed iconography, demonstrate an 

effort to further impart complicated philosophies and ideologies.  In this way, the media 

became the message.  Further, as messengers, these players form the cast of characters 

that continue to re-present the ancient Maya experience to educated observers.

Charged with interpreting the cultural beliefs eventually built into ancient Maya 

structures—notions and values that often defy conceptualization and are impossible to 

visualize—some Maya scientist/philosopher/artists fabricated intercessors (stelae) to 

mediate between the people and their gods (or a higher order of reality than 

immediately apparent in human cognition).  The Maya designer fashioned sacred matter 
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through discovery (as discussed in Chapter One), and assumed a central position in 

creation as the result of a broader conceptualization of universal communication than 

previously thought.  Over time, the results of their work created a deep generational 

assemblage of such intercessors. 

Performing together in such sites as Tikal’s “forest of kings,” these often huge 

stone re-presentations of deceased kings combine their efforts to maintain connections 

with the gods, fulfilling regal responsibilities for the maintenance of universal balance.

The layering of supernatural power—accomplished by generations of additions to the 

stone population of the ritual center—demonstrates the Maya belief that the interactions 

of generations of intercessors created a more refined and powerful sense of balance than 

could be performed by a single individual or unit of time (i.e. the present).  By 

incorporating historic/mythic information into their contemporary activities, and placing 

it in continuously performing media, the Maya assured the perpetuation of this balance 

throughout all time.  Continual re-performance of activities and highly interconnected 

events portrayed by these re-presented personages re-focuses the culture on the 

paradigm of the past, effectively erasing the errors of existence perpetrated by human 

foibles. 

The individual Maya, as participants in ritual endeavor worldwide, may have 

been driven by desires to experience the sacred directly.7  As shown in succeeding 

chapters, however, this participation in experience within the Classic Maya worldview 

was traditionally mediated by the performances of specific intercessors in direct 

communication with the gods.  Depictions of these intercessors, and the sacred activities 

in which they engaged, captured on the walls of the mammoth structures and 

monumental sculpture of the ancient Maya ritual centers, embodied and re-presented 

memories and imaginative re-creation of these experiences.  Images of elite or sacred 

personages (or even ambiguous concepts) also adorned the monumental architecture of 

the ceremonial arena.  Such a venue provided an ideal nexus for the dynamic process of 

feedback between shared cultural symbols, the individual, and subjective experience.  

The architectural actors provided a direct link between the nature of individual 



100

experience, the relationships between religious experience and shared systems of 

knowledge, and the larger cultural structures of power and ideology within which that 

knowledge is constructed, maintained, or altered.

These experienced and re-experienced cycles and realities eventually coalesced 

through shared participation in ritual into a coherent cosmology that then acted as the 

basis for shared aspects of Maya religious and ritual systems.8   Returning to Jennifer 

Dornan’s argument for the inclusion of phenomenology (presented in Chapter One) in 

the establishment of recognizable systems for communicating belief, she suggests: 

These shared experiences and interpretations of the world also provided 

the foundation on which the rising elite built an institutionalized 

religious system . . . From as early as the first century CE, this religious 

system and the manipulations of its symbolic power within ritual played 

a central role in the rise and legitimization of societal inequity in the 

Maya region.  The Maya belief in ritually-induced access to non-visible 

layers of the universe through portals such as mirrors and smoke, mind-

altering dancing, drumming, enemas, and body piercing, demonstrates 

that Maya ritual tapped heavily into embodied aspects of ritual 

experience.  This embodied nature of much of Maya ritual, and the more 

general Maya emphasis on the human senses point to the importance of 

ritually-induced religious experience in the maintenance of the shared 

Maya religious belief system.9

Translating Richard Schechner’s theory of “doubleness” to explore the 

possibility of a performative potential inherent in un-animated architecture, we can 

consider Classic Maya stone edifices as assuming, through Roach’s “displaced 

transmission,” the idea-cum-reality of sacred sites relocated to the urban ceremonial 

arena.10  These players, the embodiment of an idea as well as a specific location, 

function as actors, restoring, through witnesses’ kinesthetic imagination, the stories of 

the power or behavior of the mythic, sacred sites, as well as the gods who inhabited 

them.  Temples, recognized as way stations for Maya ancestry, also serve as un-
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animated actors, recognizable in their portrayal, and believable in their perceived 

message.  The codes they wear capture and communicate, for contemporary or future 

witnesses, the reality of the ancient Maya experience in the shapes and forms of the 

environment left behind. The architectural relics of experience are present in their 

roles.

The performative capabilities of specific aspects of visual, symbolic, gestural 

art, discussed in greater depth in the following pages, make it clear that performance 

and performativity of visual art and architecture was a device intentionally incorporated 

into the historiographic methodology practiced by the Maya (and other Mesoamerican 

cultures).11  The complex content of the messages recorded, such as those that embellish 

the Temple of Inscriptions (and which will be closely examined in later chapters), 

clearly indicates that this methodology served the needs of a culture continually seeking 

to approach divine perfection, completely perceivable and jealously guarded by their 

pantheon.

It was the function of ritual life performed in and by the embellished ceremonial 

centers to help fulfill the human responsibility for regulating, restoring, and maintaining 

balance between the earthly plane and the divine.  Periods of time, anniversaries, spatial 

directions, colors, ancestors, the gods, astronomical occurrences, and war all 

contributed to the complex message inspired by the embellished structures and 

associated artifacts.   Perishable costumes and masks worn by human actors, banners, 

musical instruments, sacred  tools, and other ritual paraphernalia combined with the 

spatial structures to refine ideological interpretations of the re-enactments of such myth-

history.  

In summary, various approaches to the effort toward restoration, regulation, and 

maintenance of balance perpetually re-present themselves, not only in hieroglyphic 

writing, but also in the art and architectural design of the Classic Maya urban centers.  

Sought through depiction of the detailed interaction of births, deaths, ritual journeys, as 

well as acts of sacrifice, war, and reciprocity, the re-presentations offered by these 

sacred locations do not appear intended as mere description of a Maya past.  Nor do 
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embellished structures seem intended as simple backdrops for human activity.  Rather, 

it appears that they correspond to an understanding of Maya reality and spiritual 

experience. Aligning contemporary experience with mytho-historic events, these 

embodiments provided a spatial venue for an un-animated performance of the past and 

the often-distant future as expressed in a perpetual present. 

The Aesthetic Goal of Maya Art

I now suspect that the overarching reality for the Maya—the thing that colored 

every aspect of their lives, defined their goals, and determined the final destiny of their 

souls could be described as a sense of terrible beauty.  This attribute is a kind of beauty 

that, through a combination of savagery and splendor, evokes feelings of awe, holy 

dread, and supernatural wonder. This concept, hidden in yet un-decoded glyph symbols, 

provides the rubric into which Maya art falls—the aesthetic goal sought by Maya 

artist/scribes in defining their community’s collective experience.

The spiritual belief system of the ancient Maya, as expressed through this 

concept of terrible beauty, was dramatically different from most of the world’s other 

religions.  Most of the faiths originating in the Near East, India, China, and Europe 

subscribed to one form or another of dualism.  Profound paradox, on the other hand, 

was built into the deep seeing sought by the ancient Maya shaman—a paradox that 

dramatically expressed the core Maya concept of cosmic duality. 

Judeo-Christian and Muslim traditions have roots of dualism going back into the 

ancient pasts of our civilization, originating in ancient Persian spirituality and 

expressing itself in Greek thought.  In the dogma of dualism, the forces of creation and 

life are irreconcilable enemies of the forces of destruction and death—good versus evil, 

morality in opposition to immorality, darkness as the enemy of light.  

On the other hand, duality, or complementary dualism, as practiced by the 

ancient Maya, focuses on paradox rather than a dependence upon binary opposition.  

Driven by spiritual beliefs that sought a balance or improved sight regarding their 

perceived present, the ancient Maya endeavored to re-present the original perfection of 
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their universe.  In this vision of terrible beauty, creation and destruction, life and death, 

remain locked in mortal combat creating a balance.  Characteristics Westerners view as 

good or evil blur in such a quest.  A triumph of goodness, creation, and life seems far 

from certain.  Deadly contestants are ultimately two sides of the same mysterious, 

underlying reality.  Exposing good, for example, as possessing the germ of evil within 

it, and evil miraculously giving birth to good, this philosophical view depicts death and 

decay as ultimately providing a breeding ground for new life.  Within all things 

dreadful, ugly, or evil there resides the element of beauty, joy, and goodness.  

The climactic ideal of terrible beauty (balance), rather than the good, was not an 

amoral acceptance of evil in the human soul and in human actions.  For the ancient 

Maya, the aesthetic ideal of terrible beauty instead reflects the highest value and the 

purest and more powerful expression of the gods in human life.  This philosophy of 

balance stands in stark contrast to the religions of dualism that emphasize morality as 

the highest value and most important quality of Divine Being. 

Maya art indicates that the Maya believed that Divine Being (in any of its 

various manifestations) was the very soul of all things—animate and inanimate—and 

that the world was the materialization of Its exuberant drive to express Itself in a 

kaleidoscopic multiplicity of forms and entities. When, in imitation of this divine 

creative ecstasy, the Maya shaman/artists produced their own works of art, they 

believed they were participating in the ongoing creation of the cosmos, giving birth to 

God, and guaranteeing their own eternal lives.  

The ancient Maya lived within such a vision of terrible beauty every moment of 

their lives, and recognized it in every aspect of the creation in which they found 

themselves.  They believed that the Underworld with all its horror—and its promise of 

new life—lay just beneath the surface of this world.  It was always pushing upward, 

searching for a portal, a way up onto the earth plane where it could work its dark and 

exuberant magic.  If the goal of Maya art was to reveal unearthly life dwelling behind 

everything—to break the mirror of life so that we may look being in the face—it also 

represented a way of seeing as the gods saw.   This type of vision allowed the ancient 
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Maya to peel back the layers of reality until the Otherworld core, which also bore the 

possibility of resurrection, emerged through the portal they had opened.      

Just as the Maya urban centers re-presented a microcosmic view of a larger 

universe, the ancient Maya considered every human being to be a tiny model of the 

immense cosmos.  This aesthetic morality affirmed that all human beings are the artists 

of their own lives and that all those seeking eternal life need to become educated, 

courageous, and passionate co-creators with the Divine Being.  

The gods and demons lived in the mysterious hidden realm beneath the surface 

of the skin just as they lived beneath the surface of the earth.  The Underworld with its 

fascinating beauty and its death-and-life-bearing monsters rose from the depths of every 

human soul.  Sacrifice, whether practiced through ritual blood-letting or ceremonial 

decapitation, opened a portal to that figurative underworld, and unleashed the terrible 

beauty that dwelled at the core of a Mystery before which all created things reeled in 

wonder and terror.  Yet, the process of sacrifice also unleashed the promise of continued 

life and prosperity through the sacred essences contained in blood.

Classic Maya art and architecture expressed this aesthetic ideal.  These material 

objects articulated a deep morality of their own that put them on the side of the 

victorious god of life, while at the same time engaging his dark, death-dealing aspect 

with complete realism.  Architectural articulation of Classic Maya spiritual beliefs was 

highly variable and appeared in different forms of expression even within a single city 

or polity. Yet, all evidence of information communicated by the Classic Maya’s 

various symbol languages re-presents an integrated interpretation of that original reality.  

Even the variations of this belief system, made contemporary by inserting the names, or 

images, of contemporary participants, reflect the age- old narrative.  This phenomenon 

occurs not only in examples of hieroglyphic inscription, but in spatial design and 

iconography as well.  

Within this concept of terrible beauty, the three types of inscription 

(architectural and urban design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed iconography) shape 

an integrated system for conveying messages, communicating knowledge, and fulfilling 
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reciprocal responsibilities practiced throughout the Maya world. In addition to 

perpetually re-presenting and solidifying the ideal of the past, Maya art and architecture 

served as continual reminders to pay heed to areas in which the culture may have

deviated from original divine law.  Subsequent interpretations of these original 

directives, fueled by memory and kinesthetic imagination, also indicated areas in which 

evolved practices could further validate or improve upon the original conceptions.

Tz’ib

According to Mesoamerican ceramics specialist, Dorie Reents-Budet, art, as an 

explicit category, does not exist in the Chorti language favored in Classic Maya 

inscription. It appears that in this culture’s worldview all forms of spatial inscription 

(from hieroglyphic writing to architectural design) fall loosely under the rubric of tz’ib

(“to write” in all Maya n languages).12 Alternatively, David Stuart proposes, 

“Semantically, the root tz’ib is best understood as a term for ‘make lines, draw, write,’

or even ‘to shape.’  It is really the act of putting a linear image down on a two-

dimensional surface.  The Classic Maya distinguished this from ‘carving, incising, 

etching,’ that was identified through a different, and still unknown, word.”13

Pending the discovery and de-coding of elusive glyphs for specific categories—

aware that such new information could distort the broader definition of tz’ib—most 

Mesoamericanists continue to regard this verb stem as reflecting little linguistic or 

semantic differentiation between the western words for various forms of inscription.14

For my purposes, tz’ib serves as a figurative expression, a metaphor for the act of 

shaping various types of performative inscription as practiced by the gods at the time of 

creation.  Tz’ib then serves as a broad umbrella covering a variety of ways in which 

humans attempted to imitate the actions of their creators in the elaboration of ideology 

through design programs. 

Classic Maya concepts of art can be viewed in much the same way as their 

belief systems.  It can be said that the Maya culture practiced no religion, but rather a 

spiritual way of life reflected in their understanding of a living cosmos, encompassing 
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both the animate and the inanimate.  Likewise, their concept of art reflects their 

understanding of the capabilities of utilitarian devices to serve as media for 

communicative strategies, while at the same time re-presenting the experience 

inscribed.  Regardless of our Western need to classify, it is apparent that for the Maya,

art—from ceramics to weaving, sculpture to painting, architectural design to 

hieroglyphic writing and the creation of codices—seems to encompass all items created 

by humanity, each reflecting and reiterating some aspect of humanity’s place in the 

larger cosmos. 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, a number of Mesoamerican 

gods served as the patrons of writing.15  These Scribe/Gods wrote material items into 

existence at the time of creation (3114 BCE).  By creating images or words on a page, 

wall, or monument, human artist/scribes who continued this tradition were, in fact, re-

creating, re-performing, a sacred role from the creation myth script.  Through their 

actions, they continued to function as both creator and preserver/perpetuator of the 

cultural performances of their universe.  

As introduced earlier, Maya mythology, as interpreted by Karl Taube, in Aztec 

and Maya Myths, also asserts that the inscribed medium contained the essence of gods 

who sacrificed themselves at the time of creation for the benefit of the newly created 

human race.  Following that initial self-sacrifice, these gods no longer walked the earth, 

but only reappeared in inscribed material.16  Through the act of inscription (with or 

without words), the sacred scribe collaborated with this holy medium, called forth the 

essence and creative powers of the entrapped gods.  As with various Christian icons, a 

portion of the spiritual essence of the subject (that of a god or ruling elite, or 

iconographic subject re-presented in the inscription), was believed to be transferable to 

the image in the art. An activation of these combined essences occurred at the time of 

inscription or painting, creating a form of perpetual presence in which the subject was 

continuously revitalized by the god residing in the medium.  This transformation 

allowed the subject to perform the activities outlined in the text and iconography in 

perpetuity.
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In further defining art as practiced by the Classic Maya, Reents-Budet, in 

Painting the Maya Universe, points out that there is a significant distinction regarding 

these types of textual composition—design, sculpting, painting, drawing, and writing—

that requires further alteration of western views of ancient Maya inscription.17 “The 

making of images” in the Maya worldview, she argues, be they painting, drawing, or 

writing, (and, I would suggest the inclusion of sculpture and architectural design) “was 

born from the brush.”18   She defines this significant attribute as follows:

 The distinction between painting and drawing is an occidental feature 

probably stemming from the two kinds of implements, the stylus and the 

brush, with which those of us from the Western tradition make marks on 

paper, and from a conceptual distinction between inking characters that 

represent language versus brushing on pigment to create an image. 

Be it writing, drawing or painting—or, I assert, the incorporation of images and spatial 

codes designed or sculpted into architectural structures—the various methods of spatial 

inscription used by the ancient Maya were, as Reents-Budet says, “technically and 

conceptually, all the same creative activity,” in that they seem to have been intended as 

images rather then strictly verbal language.19

Comparing Maya hieroglyphs, for example, with the techniques used to produce 

Chinese calligraphy demonstrates the broad philosophical differences between the 

symbolic phonetic/logographic characters of Maya script and the use of the purely 

figurative Arabic alphabet of the West.  The uniquely ideographic nature of the Chinese 

script, as Michael Sullivan notes in The Art of China, “charges each individual character 

with a richness of content and association the full range of which even the most 

scholarly can scarcely fathom.”20   For example, the Taiwanese translation of “physics” 

(Wu Li) into Chinese calligraphy means, among other things, “patterns of organic 

energy.”21  This translation suggests a living quality in the objects of scientific research 

that compliments our discussion of the performance capabilities of un-animated objects 

within the Maya worldview.  Because this concept, as with ideas represented in 
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hieroglyphic writing of the ancient Maya, does not make use of a figurative alphabet to 

relay its meaning, multiple patterns, and a variety of possible meanings, emerge.22

We can refer to this method of creating inscription with symbols of ideas rather 

than alphabetic marks as resulting from a sense of deep seeing lacking in Western 

writing that results from the stylus.  When discussing brush-inspired inscription, David 

Keightley goes so far as to suggest that, in the process of producing this type of 

inscription, an artist “absorbed with writing was absorbed not just with words but with 

symbols and through the art of writing with the brush, with a form of painting and thus 

with the world itself.”23  This philosophy, as it applies to the ancient Maya, emphasizes 

the scribe’s seeking to regain the divine sight and subsequent creative capabilities stolen 

by jealous gods shortly after creation.  Inscription for the Maya, as for the Chinese, was 

a journey rather than a destination. 

Ancient Maya Writing and Literacy

Elizabeth Hill Boone, in Writing Without Words:  Alternative Literacies in 

Mesoamerica and the Andes, also argues that art and writing in Pre-Columbian America 

was largely the same thing, or more precisely served much the same purposes,

exploding assumptions about writing as involving a reliance on modern alphabetic 

scripts.  She defines writing in ancient Mesoamerica as the composition of a graphic 

system that “keeps and conveys knowledge . . . that presents ideas.”24

Walter D. Mignolo echoes Boone’s findings, and expands on them, noting:

. . . in Mesoamerica the writing systems in place [at the time of the 

conquest] did not distinguish writing from painting, as they did not 

consider writing a surrogate or a tool for controlling the voice, even if in 

Maya writing phonetic instructions were part of their logograms. 25

Mignolo points out that the Colonial missionaries believed that Amerindians did 

not have a language sufficient to explain the mysteries of the Holy Catholic Faith.  He 

argues, however, that these missionaries did not consider the possibility that their own 

language was equally insufficient to account for Amerindian matters including the uses
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and conceptualization of painting, carving, and weaving (as examples of record 

keeping) and the role that these played in society.  As indicated by Boone and Mignolo, 

architectural design and detailed iconography can be included among the various 

inscription devices employed across ancient Mesoamerica.  They served as media as 

well as forms of record keeping.  

Among the wide variety of cultures that developed in Mesoamerica, only the 

Maya and their immediate predecessors (i.e. the Olmec) developed broadly usable 

systems of phonetic script that could both re-present spoken language and convey 

figurative messages.  They used it sparingly and usually in conjunction with illustration, 

or some distinctive architectural device such as stairways.  The Classic Maya’s assorted 

media for preserving recorded history, mythology, and ideology reflects this inclination. 

Hieroglyphic inscriptions are generally brief and to the point. 

As a case in point, the tablets located on the Temple of Inscriptions constitute 

the second longest text of any Maya inscription, and the longest intact inscription.26

Although 620 glyphic spaces are used, each approximately 6” square, only 617 are 

actually included in the text as the introductory glyph is four times the normal size.  The 

surface translation of this text can be produced in Arabic script in little more that a few 

paragraphs.  The difference, of course, reflects back to Reents-Budet’s assertion that the 

hieroglyphic texts, originating from the brush, intended as images rather then strictly 

verbal language, are consequently capable of relaying deeper meaning in multiple 

patterns, and a variety of possible translations.  It was more of the world than the mind.

When considering the development of hieroglyphic writing by the Maya, Jared 

Diamond, in Guns, Germs, and Steel (reading earlier scholars such as Ignace Gelb, 

Denise Besserat, and Walter Ong),27 for example, explains what he believes to have 

been the ultimate cause—corn!  He argues, “History followed different courses for 

different peoples because of differences among people’s environments, not because of 

biological differences among peoples themselves.”28  He points out only five areas of 

the world could boast the natural availability of seeds capable of domestication. The 

Fertile Crescent (parts of modern-day Israel, Turkey, Syria, and Iraq), China, 
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Mesoamerica, the Andes Mountains in South America, and the eastern United States, 

due to the availability of these domesticatable seeds, initiated agricultural food 

production.  Population densities, created by the availability of surpluses from these 

domesticated crops, led to sedentary, stratified societies with excess goods and classes 

of people who had time and impetus to invent and develop tools and ideas.  

Of the five areas who developed the first farming societies, the idea of writing 

developed in only the Fertile Crescent and southern Mexico.29  These highly developed 

agricultural societies, according to Diamond, had evolved over thousands of years to 

support larger populations, and specialized classes of workers.  Among these 

specialized workers were scribes, fed on surplus food, allowing them to dedicate their 

lives to developing writing systems.  

Diamond, and his predecessors, believe that the need for bureaucracies to 

control and manage food surplus was often directly behind the development of systems 

of writing.  In fact, most of the earliest Western written material uncovered by 

archeologists involves topics such as taxation and royal accounts.  Early examples of 

Western writing appear intended for an elite group who recorded assets and material for 

kings rather than for the masses.  The same, however, does not appear to be the case in 

available evidence for the development of hieroglyphic writing by the ancient Maya. 

Although we can never be certain what types of material were recorded in the 

long lost codices, available evidence suggests that unlike Western examples, Classic 

Maya writing, as preserved in stone throughout the Maya region, appears to have

originated in an effort to connect the past with the present through an intricate web 

joining myth-history and contemporary events.  It served to glorify and legitimate kings 

rather than record taxation and assets.  It also functioned as a communicative device 

between king, gods, and selected nobles.  Other examples, such as those recorded in the 

codices, indicate a profound interest in astronomy, divination, agriculture, but all reflect 

the ritual activities and social prominence of the elite.  Maya hieroglyphic writing was a 

form of elite expression, writable, and possibly readable, only by a select group of 
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scholars, priests, and royalty. Notably, writing often appears in a dialect decidedly 

different from the language spoken by residents of any given area.

Bishop Diego de Landa’s Inquisition burned hundreds of Maya books (codices, 

considered “works of the devil”) during the early colonial period. Even more books, 

considered animate by their creators and protectors, succumbed to the effects of decay 

and erosion in the tropical climate.  One can only speculate on the range of subject 

matter contained in those absent volumes.  Without access to these documents, it is 

difficult to determine exactly why such a writing system developed only among the 

Mesoamerican Maya (and possibly their immediate predecessors), or to identify the 

types of information they would choose to include in their hieroglyphic inscriptions.  

What has been defined as writing (and hence, historiographic record keeping) 

has, in the Western perspective, been considered from an evolutionary perspective. 

Western culture has long privileged the word (over the image), alphabetic writing, and 

the book for the recording and dissemination of history and cultural ideology. 

Accompanying this Western view is the understanding, rooted in the legacy of Greek 

and Roman historians who set down their narratives alphabetically; that alphabetic 

writing was the only means for accurately preserving memory.  “European intellectuals 

and men of letters [of the Renaissance], understood writing to have reached its 

evolutionary pinnacle in the alphabet,” according to Elizabeth Hill Boone, art historian 

and specialist in Mesoamerican codices.  She points out, in Writing Without Words:  

Alternative Literacies in Mesoamerica and the Andes, that these scholars “believed 

[alphabetic] writing to have been a major factor in what they saw as the political and 

social supremacy of the West; alphabetic writing was a component and agent of 

advanced civilization.”30

As we reflect on the various forms and apparent uses of Maya inscription, we 

are tempted, due to our own cultural conditioning, to presume that hieroglyphic writing 

occupied a loftier hierarchal position than other forms of documentation within the 

Classic Maya culture.  By privileging European texts and perspectives, I argue that 

these early scholars, as well as our contemporary counterparts, have tended to minimize
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the symbolic (and performative) nature of constructed edifices, monumental sculpture, 

and iconography as viable means of intentional, active textual communication.  They 

have instead contributed to the historical and critical literature that helps form modern 

(and postmodern) Western discourse about Others.

Due to the complex nature of Maya hieroglyphic writing, it has long been 

argued that the transfer of knowledge from one human to another in the ancient Maya 

culture must be viewed as largely oral and visual.  Consequently, from a Western 

perspective, the Classic Maya culture appears to have been largely illiterate.  Yet, 

“literacy” is, as we say in the vernacular, a loaded term.  In “Literacy among the Pre-

Columbian Maya:  A Comparative Perspective,” Stephen Houston asks many pointed 

questions:

Is there a universal definition of literacy, or should literacy be defined in 

highly variable and culturally determined ways?  How does reading 

depart from writing—that is, to what extent does a text record a complete 

message, to be studied at leisure in a setting divorced from the oral 

recitation of that message?  By their nature, do certain writing systems, 

particularly those of a logo-syllabic kind, inhibit the growth of 

widespread literacy and reflective mindsets?  And, how many could read 

and write in the ancient world?31

Acknowledging the difficulty in answering these questions due to the nature of 

available evidence and inadequate sampling possibilities, Houston argues: 

 an acceptable definition [of literacy] is neither binary (literate vs. 

illiterate) nor inflexible, such as a definition insisting on substantial 

numbers of people engaged in the habitual reading of literary material.  

Rather, literacy varies along the dimensions of reading and writing, and 

in ways delimited not by universal standards, but by the standards of 

individual scribal traditions.32

Discussing evidence that suggests the prevalence of recitation literacy in the pre-

Modern world, Houston continues his deconstruction of the term literate by pointing 
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out the merits of permitting the non-literate to participate in what otherwise would have 

been a partial account.  Rather than viewing written texts as the compact, canonical, and 

authoritative image we have today, often, he suggests, “Recorded texts serve as points 

of departure for performances or further elaboration of their messages.”33  Writing, 

therefore, according to Houston, is only one part of an overall system of 

communication.  “If a script is read, its message fleshed out by oral disputation and 

elaboration, then it can be a more efficient, more complete transmission of that message 

than if the script were to stand alone in silent ambiguity.”34

Focusing on Maya literacy, Houston examines four possible sources of 

evidence:  1) comparative information, which gives us a range of possibilities and 

perspectives; 2) comments by Colonial observers about writing in Mesoamerica and the 

Maya region; 3) historical linguistics; and 4) hints from the Pre-Columbian period, 

particularly the Classic period, when, to judge from the number of texts, literacy was at 

its height.35  Houston concludes that script, as such, far beyond the carrying capacity of 

human memory, does signal an advance in human communication.  He believes, 

however, that Maya writing and perhaps reading were still restricted to a relatively few 

people. He points out great regional differences in the social and political contexts, 

represented by the volume (or lack) of such texts from one polity to another.  In some 

cases, he believes that monumental writing was under close political control; “at the 

pleasure of the overlord, texts were meted out in small doses to subordinates in 

subsidiary locations.”36

In this discussion of literacy among the Classic Maya, however, reading and 

writing cannot be equated.  Obvious errors in monumental inscription (as well as 

erroneous inscriptions on Classic era pottery), demonstrate that the ability to write 

cannot necessarily be equated with the ability to read.  In some cases, glyphic symbols, 

meaning nothing and simply incorporated as a design element, attempt to give the piece 

a false sense of elite intellectualism.  On the other hand, maintaining the pictorial 

features of the writing—that is, preventing the move toward abstraction that 



114

characterizes Chinese logographs—may indicate that the Classic Maya recognized a 

need to preserve superficial reading ability among a larger group of people.  

The rich trove of graffiti, at sites such as Tikal and Rio Bec—most non-

glyphic—although coming from a much later historical period (circa 850-900 CE), does 

indicate that the common Maya understood the significance and symbolic nature of 

inscription, and a deeper, more commonly useful understanding of iconographic 

elements, handed down from Classic (and possibly even pre-Classic) predecessors.  

Worded texts, as evidence of the elite expression of cultural practices of the 

ancient Maya, are one aspect of this culture’s efforts to accumulate and record 

knowledge, belief systems, and social organization.  Evidence for this type of 

documentation is available in the texts located in Palenque’s Temples of the Cross 

Group or the Quirigua’s Stela C. 

Anthropologist and epigrapher Nikolai Grube, in “Speaking Through Stones: A 

Quotative Particle in Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions,” shows that rather than 

representing the essential loss of the implicit in live performance, these re-presentations 

counter disappearance and offer us direct dialogue through documentations of restored 

behavior.  As Grube points out, “Inscriptions were not only the physical ground on 

which a text was carved or painted.  They embodied the text in a permanent medium 

and continuously spoke it.  Thus for the Maya, hieroglyphic inscriptions still represent 

ongoing speech acts.”37 Grube’s suggestion of perpetual performances of certain 

objects and artifacts, is based on in-depth translations and interpretation of the ways the 

ancient Maya conceived of their ability to make speech visible. The performative 

capabilities of hieroglyphic writing he identifies augment the potential power of non-

human performance in the ceremonial arena.  His work, and that of David Stuart (1996), 

expands our ability to understand the messages encoded in the Maya hieroglyphs as 

they relate to the other symbol systems used, most often simultaneously, to 

communicate knowledge and make meaning. 

Furthering his argument for the performative nature of the un-animated, Grube’s 

decoding of the che-hen glyph (1999) offers an intriguing message to Western scholars 
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of the literary text.  This glyph, found on media as diverse as massive stone stelae and 

delicate ceramic vessels, serves as a “quotative particle” that identifies the speaker of a 

designated text in the first person.38   Its presence affirms that un-animated objects were 

actually re-presenting the indicated speaker, and performing the recitation of the 

information contained in carved or painted glyphic and iconographic representations 

inscribed on their surfaces.39  David Stuart independently arrived at the same reading 

for this glyph and its role as a quotative particle in his study of the alter in front of Stela 

63 in Copan’s Papagayo Structure in which K’altuun Hix’s (Ruler 4) oration is re-

presented as still occurring in the present.40

The de-coding of the che-hen glyph represents a specific, and yet common, 

characteristic of the Classic Maya employment of performative writing.  According to 

primary textual references as to the performative nature, and suggested intent, of these 

documentations, recent epigraphic work notes a significant lack of verb tense, in favor 

of aspect, and use of linguistic nuance.  These characteristics of the texts suggest that 

the essence in the stone is alive and speaking directly to its audience in the present, and 

that the singularly important physical actions described, as well as oratorical content, 

survive in continuous performance by the subject. 

In 1996, Stephen Houston found research into the use of aspect and deixis in 

Classic texts sufficient to tentatively reconstruct general narrative patterns.41  Through 

detailed analysis of Maya glyphs that illustrate the use of such markings to sequence 

and delimit events in narrative, Houston suggests that rather than representing an event 

completed in the past (as we would expect from our own narrative practices), Maya 

glyphs alternate between the incompletive and the completive.  According to analyst 

Rene K. Givens, Wayne State University, this practice allowed Maya scribes to record, 

not only events as completed in the past, but also as ongoing events occurring at the 

time of the telling.42  The shifting time line seems odd in consideration of the Western 

linear convention of historical accounts, but as Houston argues, “exhibits the nature of 

the Maya view of time,” and is in agreement with the Maya temporal and spatial 

framework.  
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Through this analysis, Houston recognized instances that suggest the probability

of oral performance of these texts. Although the events were concluded in the past, their 

re-telling, or re-presentation, takes place in the present.  The story is, therefore, both 

complete and incomplete, both past and present, thus shifting the time line.  The 

inscription as a record of the past provides cues for communicating the story orally in 

the present, and remains as a perpetual opportunity to re-present that history in the 

future.  The presence of these performative characteristics allow Houston to conclude

that Maya glyph narratives employ a “shifting now,” which includes a “historical 

incomplete” that resembles, to some effect, the European historical present tense.43

Additional evidence for interpreting Classic Maya ideology as expressed 

through hieroglyphic writing are available in rare examples of documentation on semi-

permanent surfaces—wood, cloth, paper, etc.  Because there are so few extant examples 

of Classic Maya documentation available on these semi-permanent surfaces, it is often 

necessary to rely on documents that are more recent in order to corroborate information 

and discern what may have constituted the Classic Maya belief system.  Extant book 

length testimonials produced by the indigenous Maya of the Post-Classic period express 

variations of ancient knowledge, beliefs, and social organization.  These works have 

long been consulted in attempts to define the earlier manifestations of the Maya 

culture.44

The Popol Vuh, for example, is an indigenous source of mythology documented 

from oral histories of the Quiche-Maya of Guatemala at the end of the pre-Hispanic 

period.  It is one of the few book-length sources for these important stories that are key 

to my interpretation of the messages performed by Classic Maya architectural structures 

in general, and the Temple of Inscriptions in particular.45   Many of the mythologies and 

mytho-historical narratives outlined in this seventeenth century text find similar 

expression in the architectural codes of the Classic Maya (and even appear in pre-

Classic sources such as the recently discovered murals at San Bartolo).  Almost all 

recorded Classic Maya history, including not only documentation provided by the 

hieroglyphic inscriptions, but also that encoded into architectural design and various 
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examples of iconography, contains references to a mythological past as outlined in the 

Popol Vuh.

The Chilam Balam, a collection of indigenous, early colonial Yucatec 

documents from Mexico’s eastern peninsula, are of great value in calculating the 

transition of Classic Maya ideology into that produced by members of the Post Classic, 

and carried forward into the colonial era and beyond.  In this study, however, the

various available versions of the Chilam Balam prove particularly helpful when 

calculating the significance of celebrated k’atun endings highlighted in so many of the 

hieroglyphic texts, including that of the Temple of Inscriptions.

 The Popol Vuh and the variations of the Chilam Balam, along with only four 

extant codices (books)— the Dresden, the Madrid, and the Paris (each named for the 

city in which they now reside,) and the Grolier—complete the list of indigenous book -

length documents available for scholarly research.46 The surviving codices display an 

apparent obsession with the cycles of agriculture and heavenly bodies, as well as a 

focus on the meaning of sacred time and sacred place.   

The Interaction of the Spatial Language of Iconography 
With the Hieroglyphic Message 

As discussed in detail later in this document, other methods of recording and 

communicating ideology are available in the surviving architectural and/or iconographic 

record.   Symbolic languages used by the Classic Maya in the construction and 

development of their urban centers, and the effects generated by these spatial elements, 

remained a part of the common language of the ordinary people of the society.  It would 

not have been a primary concern, for example, that the ordinary citizen may not have 

been able to decipher all of the glyphs included in any given hieroglyphic inscription.  

What matters, for the purpose of this argument, is that that same citizen witnessed a 

sacred performance. In a largely illiterate Classic Maya community, or one filled with 

illiterate community members, foreign language speaking visitors, and/or war captives, 

hieroglyphic writing functioned as performative iconography, re-presenting the sacred 
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nature of speech made visible.  In addition, if understood as examples of ongoing 

speech acts, the significance of these types of inscriptions becomes even greater.  

As alluded to in the last chapter, evidence, compiled by such scholars as David 

Stuart, now suggests a Maya (and probably Mesoamerican) understanding of 

representation that makes use of extendable essence shared between images and that 

which is portrayed.  The act of carving, modeling, or painting creates a semblant surface 

and transfers the vital charge conferring identity and animation to the original.  The 

Early Classic Stela 1 from El Zapote illustrates this essential sameness—between image 

and subject—as experienced in Maya belief.47  A deity with his name in his headdress 

(an identification device I will return to later) appears on the front side of this stela.  

Hieroglyphic references, located on the back and sides of the monument, testify to the 

monument’s erection, initially indicating that the “big stone” was “set into the ground.”  

Yet, as Stephen Houston and David Stuart documented in “The Ancient Maya Self:  

Personhood and portraiture in the Classic period,” the final passage of the text hints at 

an equivalence between the god and the depiction of the god, between the image 

reproduced in stone and the original subject.  In this later restatement of the 

monument’s placement and dedication, the name glyph for the deity occurs in place of 

the “big stone” glyph.  Now it is the supernatural who is “set into the ground.”  This 

fusion of identities, transposed or shared, is evidenced by recent discoveries regarding 

the ancient Mesoamerican concept of “soul,” as well as translations of the glyphic 

expression u-ba[h], u-ba-hi, or ba(h) (“his, her, its self”).48

The phenomenon of incorporating historic/mythic personalities into 

continuously performing media, as it occurs on monumental sculpture, meant to be 

viewed at public distances ( as defined in Edward T. Hall’s The Hidden Dimension, 

discussed in depth in Chapter Three), has been referred to by art historian/epigrapher 

David Stuart.  In his article “Kings of Stone:  A Consideration of Stelae in Ancient 

Maya Ritual and Representation,” Stuart defines such portraiture as an “extended 

representation of self.”49 Stelae, the massive stone monuments that populate the 

ceremonial arenas of ancient Maya city centers, are inscribed representations of nobility 
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or gods, most often containing hieroglyphic text to accompany the iconography.   

Beyond exploring the ideas and meanings underlying the production, placement, and 

intended use of these examples of Maya art, using evidence from the hieroglyphic texts, 

Stuart suggests “rather than being simply a medium for the commemoration of royal 

deeds and other events, [this type of art] played very direct and active roles in ancient 

Maya ritual life.”50  They served as active participants in the ceremonial landscape.  The 

textual and iconographic information inscribed on the examples he investigates

elucidates ancient Maya notions of portraiture and representation, and the manner in 

which these complex notions bear on the ancient display of political authority.

Discoveries, such as those noted above, lend credence to my assertion that 

perpetual performances occurred in the ceremonial arena with or without the presence 

of human actors.  Further examination of the interaction between the spatial languages 

of architectural design and iconography with the hieroglyphic message, revealed in the 

following chapters of this study, track the communicative aspects incorporated in the 

development of the Maya city, cite specific performative aspects of Palenque’s 

ceremonial center, and define explicit responsibilities and art acts accomplished by the 

Temple of Inscriptions.  

Saving Face

Jill Furst has written extensively about the Central Mexican soul and the notion 

of the extendibility of personhood.51  Her studies indicate that the ancients believed that 

the self comprised many parts.  Among them are the tyolia that helped animate and 

define personal identity.  This essence could survive death, and tended to represent the 

senses.  An ihiyotl, on the other hand, can be understood as a vaporous spirit, and the 

tonalli, a destiny linked to an individual at or near birth.  Of the three, the tonalli was 

lodged in the head and was associated specifically with name or reputation.  It could 

become detached from the body and might even be shared by twins.  The tonalli could 

be evaluated by holding someone over a reflective surface.  According to Furst, “Even 

the image of gods, and nobles on stone monuments, or in screenfold manuscripts, were 
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thought to present shadowy, insubstantial doubles of deities and ancestors.”52   In 

addition, the well-documented Mesoamerican belief in way or “companion spirits”—

aspects of the person, usually in animal form, which could separate from the body and 

function independently—lends further credence to the multiple ways in which the 

ancient Maya defined being.53

Although these theories of multiple aspects of self, first expounded by Edward 

Tylor in his studies about the origin of religious concepts in the Mesoamerican area, are 

quite plausible, they remain inherently un-provable unless linked to theories in 

contemporary physics as discussed earlier.54  The existence of human essences that 

could move independently of the body, while maintaining shared bonds within time (or 

the absence of it) and space offer insights into realms outside the experience of the 

earthly senses. Yet, their existence mirrors philosophical conjectures touted as early as 

classical western antiquity.  

If the representation of a person shares its essential identity, then personhood 

must exceed the boundaries of the human body—biological and cultural entities no 

longer occupy exactly the same space.55  Through this device, the Maya replicated both 

the image and substance of self and began a grandiose enterprise on behalf of the lords.  

By reproduction in stone, such images achieved an enduring permanence that would be 

impossible in the physical body.  Such representations operated not only as memorials 

of matters of record and of participants in them but as embodiments or individual 

presences of the ruler, who thereby affected the extraordinary trick of being in several 

places at the same time.  The depictions could be approached, supplicated, and 

venerated when it was not physically (or temporally) possible to do so in front of the 

physical person of the ruler.  Through royal representation, the lord transcended the 

strictures of time and space and instituted a fixed, desirable state of being.56

This phenomenon extended to antagonists as well.  By their very depiction, 

captives groveling in abject misery would remain forever in that unhappy state.  Far 

more than an expression of scorn, the compulsion to destroy images would subvert this 

intended, long-term program.  In addition, the extension of personal identity into spaces 
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beyond the body introduces a novel spin to William Hank’s discussion of corporeal 

field, the embodied frames of reference that situate Maya interaction in time and 

space.57

The extendable self enlarges and complicates the range of such fields.  Implicit 

here is a critique of Joyce Marcus’ views that Classic Maya sculpture was mere self-

glorification and propaganda manipulated to persuade trusting underlings.58  The 

situation was far more subtle than that, relating not to twentieth-century perceptions of 

nefarious state control, but to pre-Columbian concepts of personhood.59

Although we cannot recover original observations, or document subsequent 

deductions of meaning through comparative analysis, we can deduce the patterns of 

thought that led to such convictions in the ancient Maya community. Returning to 

Furst’s outline of essential segments of “self,” paying particular attention to the concept 

of tonalli and its location in the head, we begin to recognize a pattern of essence 

location and re-presentation in art.

Beginning with costuming re-presented in Maya art, the broad use of symbolism 

and metaphor becomes apparent.   As discussed earlier, more than mummery or 

costumed drama, royal performances in deity costume permitted rulers and certain non-

elite figures not only to re-enact mythic pasts, but also allowed the Maya kings to share 

in the divinity of gods.  Rather than pursuing a western framework in which scholars 

such as Goffman propose a superimposed identity, fashioned for purposes of social 

utility, and disconnected from underlying identity, Raymond Fogelson offers an 

alternative explanation.  He proposes, for example, that masks and masking traditions in 

ancient cultures do not so much fulfill “role-playing or play-acting” as they represent 

“temporary incarnation[s] of cosmic reality.”60  “The self,” he points out, “by way of 

the mask, can directly experience the properties of its most significant other,” and vice 

versa, in a reciprocal transposition of attributes.”61

In Maya art, name glyphs frequently occur in the headdresses of lords (or as the 

headdresses themselves, as indicated in the example of the El Zapote Stela 1 mentioned 

above), further emphasizing the head or face of the figure.  Such emblematic devices, 
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ranging in use from the ancient Olmec to the Aztec, display in tangible, concrete form 

an aspect of individualization, an announcement of one’s personhood.  

Combining this information with recent advancements in epigraphy provides 

additional evidence supporting a notion of Maya belief in the transferable quality of 

essences.  Delving into complex issues of language and epigraphy necessary to justify 

their position, Houston and Stuart offer a precise translation of the key Mayan 

expression of (u-ba[h] or u-ba-hi), expanding on the notion of “self,” showing that the 

term u-ba-hi also references “person” and “face” or “head.”62   As these 

anthropologist/epigraphers’ analysis indicates, translations of the phrase from Tzotil and 

Yucatec Maya define bah and its lexical derivations as aspects of appearance, a 

recognizable “visage,” or overall mien.  In one of the most significant breakthroughs in 

Maya epigraphy during the last several decades, this translation sheds new light on the 

way in which ancient Maya conceived and re-presented self in the material arena.  

Houston and Stuart maintain that there is a deeper notion operating in these re-

presentations of ancient Maya faces and costume elements.  They argue that not only is 

that visage transferable to an “image” or “portrait,” a “thing similar to another thing,” 

but the term’s presence in the text also signals the application of the Maya belief in the 

animacy transferred to inert objects.63

The self extends visibly to other representations, yet essence transfers 

along with resemblance; the surface, the “face,” does not so much mimic 

aspects of identity as realize them.  In terms of being, an image embodies 

more than a clever artifice that simulates identity; it both resembles and 

is the entity it reproduces.64

Houston and Stuart agree, “It is perhaps for this reason that facial mutilations, or 

lacerations of carved eyes, are so common in Maya sculpture.”65  Most Classic Maya 

figural images, including those in the Bonampak murals, show such systematic  

scarring.  This scarcely represents a casual form of destruction, but instead bespeaks an 

attitude about the vital nature of Maya portraiture and the facial locus of identity.  By 
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pecking out eyes, the vandal destroys the field-of-view of a person and the vigilant gaze 

of a god-king, not an inert thing.66

As alluded to earlier, the ancient Maya believed that the Underworld with all its 

horror and its promise of new life lay just below the surface of this world.  Likewise, 

the gods and demons lived in every human being (each considered a tiny model of the 

immense cosmos) in the mysterious hidden realm beneath the surface of the skin just as 

they lived beneath the surface of the earth.  The Underworld with its darkly fascinating 

beauty and its death-and-life bearing monsters arose form the depth of every human 

soul.  The pervasive presence of the Underworld was always pressing upward, 

searching for a portal, a way up onto the earth plane where it could work its dark and 

exuberant magic.  Hacking off the terminated one’s head (as with the original Twins of 

Maya mythology) opened just such a portal, and through it, the Lords of the 

Underworld poured their dangerous soul-stuff—their ch’elel.  Using the victim’s own 

blood, they fertilized the dusty earth with their itz—the sticky, slippery substance that 

carried their divine energies throughout the universe.  With apologies for becoming a 

little grisly, through the preservation of the decapitated head of an enemy, the captor 

participated in or absorbed the identity of someone else.  It is through the prism of 

personhood and its signifiers, through an understanding of terrible beauty and the divine

essences in blood, that Classic decapitation may best be understood.

Based on what we now know about the ancient Maya views of portraiture and 

representation, as well as their beliefs in the animacy of their monumental architecture, 

it is of little surprise that many of these structures exhibit almost human attributes.  The 

thatched roof of the temple structure re-presents hair, great gaping entryways represent 

eyes and mouth, long stairways serve as noses, etc.  Similar scarring of the 

temple/pyramids “killed” the structure as surely as decapitation destroyed the mortal.

Divine essences, preserved within the structure were released to once again wreck 

havoc on the cityscape as it simultaneously initiated a new order out of chaos.

Houston and Stuart’s argument for expanded understanding of personhood and 

portraiture during the Classic period offer an opportunity to extend our understanding to 
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include expressions of embodiment in un-animated objects as well.   If the essence of an 

individual is transmutable into stone, stucco, or painted images, as their evidence 

shows, then it follows that the stone, wood, or paper media assumed these vital 

essences, and the media literally became both the message and the messenger.  

Furthermore, the ancient Maya personified aspects of their landscape (caves, mountains, 

reedy marshes, etc), and awarded animacy to certain objects (mortuary bundles, serpent 

bars, ritual paraphernalia, the three-stoned hearth, etc.).  It also follows, therefore, that 

re-presentations of these locations and objects in stone or other media served to 

maintain the same essence and vitality of the original.  

Following Houston and Stuart’s suggestion that, in ancient Maya belief, the vital 

essence of a being is located in the face or head, heads and faces appear as integral parts 

of some of these objects (i.e. the serpent heads emanating from either side of the regal 

staff of office, or serpent bar).  Even dreams, hallucinations, or divinations—often 

depicted as a frightening vision serpent—take the form of supernatural, yet animate, 

beings when re-presented in ancient Maya art.  As we view, and interact, with these 

relics of experience, we are literally faced with a re-enactment of past.

The Appeal to the Senses 

As discussed earlier, examples of Maya historiography are metaphoric 

extensions of the activities they describe.  The messages are highly concrete, and 

continue to activate evolving idea s through the recovery of memories of individual 

interpretation of these reflections.  In some cases the messages go so far as to simulate 

sensations such as sight, sound, and smell, by showing them as tangible yet invisible 

phenomena, influencing observing subjects by literally simulating physical sensations 

and encouraging interaction.67

Examples of how this theory of the performance of the un-animated was

understood and put into practice by the Classic Maya (long before Gardner set down the 

means by which this skill can be measured)—appear in Stephen Houston and Karl 

Taube’s recent article, “An Archeology of the Senses:  Perception and Cultural 
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Expression in Ancient Mesoamerica.”68   These Mesoamerican scholars contend, for 

example, that a cross modality occurs in graphic media when something seen by the eye 

as an object or design conveys parallel sensations to other parts of the brain that 

interpret non-visual stimuli such as smell, sound, or physical movement.69  Such signs 

(Figure 3) signal the presence of those sensations that ordinarily can only be received 

by sensory organs other than the eye, and are culturally coded rather than neurologically 

triggered.  The modality of sight gleans signs that are intended to carry meaning, sound, 

scent, and physical sensation.  

Signs and graphemes (graphic representations) make visible that which is 

invisible, and are indicative of one way in which the un-animated mimic live 

performance. These indicators affect an observer as if the actions and physical 

sensations were actually present rather than simply indicated by the sign systems.  

Interrelated sign systems provide the structure through which the inert or passive is 

transformed into a series of devices thought, as proposed by Houston and Taube, to 

“speak or sing through vocal readings or performance.”70  All the senses were equated 

with the act of knowledgeable perception, leading in turn to judgment.  The act of direct 

perception, higher-order cognition, and the decisions that result from them were 

indistinguishable.  

According to Houston and Taube, not only did the artifacts serve as metaphors 

for experience, but they were also imbued with sensory triggers that I believe further 

demonstrate the active nature of the un-animated object.  Houston and Taube explain 

their findings as follows: 

As conceived anciently, the senses were projective and procreative, 

involving the notion of unity and shared essence in material and 

incorporeal realms.  Among the Maya, spaces could be injected with 

moral and hierarchical valuation through visual fields known as y-ichnal.  

The inner mind extended to encompass outer worlds, in strong parallel to 

concepts of monism.  From such evidence arises the possibility of 

reconstructing the phenomenology of ancient Mesoamericans.  Sight 
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sound, touch, and smell are not ordinarily the concern of archeologists, 

art historians, or literary theorists, since the senses do not leave vestiges 

that can be readily accessed.  Far more approachable are the ways in 

which art and writing encode or activate the senses.  Taken as an 

example of performance, such signs and devices reveal ancient beliefs 

about the interaction of body and external world.71

The ancient Maya and other Mesoamerican peoples showed an intense interest 

in invoking the senses, especially hearing, sight and smell.  The senses were flagged by 

graphic devices of synaesthetic or cross-sensory intent; flowery ornaments indicated 

both scent and soul essence, writing and speech scrolls triggered sound, and sightlines 

the acts and consequences of seeing.  By means of graphic devices such as speech 

scrolls, the Maya and other Mesoamericans communicated the presence, nature, and 

semantic content of sight, smell, and hearing, to an extent unparalleled in most parts of 

the ancient world.

The techniques employed by Maya artists and scribes were culturally 

constructed, and the resulting sensations, while neurologically triggered, were the result 

of observer-awareness of the intent and capabilities of these devices.  Synaesthetic 

communication (the release of one sensation through another, or cross-modality 

experience)—coupled with the employment of multiple intelligences to recognize and 

make meaning from an interaction with the surrogate actor in its un-animated form—

constitute performance at its most basic level.72  Yet, there is also evidence that 

contends that sensory devices performed beyond creating the cross-modality experience 

of these basic sensory capabilities.  In some cases the techniques used in the 

iconography (as will be discussed in the exploration of iconographic devices employed 

by the Temple of Inscriptions and the Great Sarcophagus Lid), and often described in 

accompanying glyphic text, were invitations to directly address what would seem to be 

more than a surrogate for the subject of the monument.
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Expanding on the notion of sensual appeal encoded into material objects, 

Donald A. Norman, in Emotional Design, outlines three levels of design:  visceral, 

behavioral, and reflective.73 Although Norman’s important set of definitions will be 

more broadly explored later in this document, it is interesting to briefly scan them at this 

point.  Each aspect helps us define apparent Maya strategies in developing their various 

symbolic languages recognizable in their spatial art. Visceral design, Norman argues, is 

what nature does.  It is how we humans become exquisitely tuned to receive powerful 

emotional signals from our surroundings and interpret automatically at the visceral 

level.  Behavioral design, on the other hand, is concerned with ultimate use of a material 

object.  What matters here are the four components of good behavioral design:  

function, understandability, usability, and physical feel.  Reflective design, Norman 

concludes, is all about message, about culture, and about the meaning of an object or its 

use.  

In addition to utilizing the communicative capabilities of each of the three levels 

of design, the Maya utilized color symbolically, and acquiesced to the cardinal 

directions (geomancy) to further define intention.  They made performative use of 

natural light and shadow, and made things happen simply due to encoding in systems 

recognizable by informed witnesses.  Each of these attributes, among others, surfaces in 

the structural design and embellishment of buildings in the ancient Maya urban 

environment, and contributes to their ability to perform their role in re-presenting the 

collective Maya experience.  Specific examples will be presented during the discussions 

of structural use of emotional design devices in Chapters Three and Four, as well as 

the Temple of Inscriptions in Chapter Five.

Classic Maya communication devices and encoded systems, coupled with the 

cultural memory embedded in various forms of media, combined to define the Maya 

identity as performed by the urban environment.  In much larger terms than any 

individual symbol system alone could have accomplished, this integrated presentation 

technique showed how local reality related to the larger cosmos surrounding members 
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of the ancient Maya community. The resulting performance of myth-history and cultural 

ideology was, and remains, a perceivable reality to initiated observers.

As the previous evidence, and accompanying theoretical proposals, has shown, 

the Maya culture of ancient Mesoamerica was, to borrow a phrase from contemporary 

theory, a visual culture—one that gave precedence to various encoded spatial systems 

other than traditional verbal- linguistic models.74  Likewise, our modern world is 

witnessing the decline of the significance of the written word, and the rise of the use of 

images to disseminate information. 

The Classic Maya—again anticipating contemporary practices—awarded 

noteworthy significance to spatial ways of making meaning as is evident in their 

architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, and iconographic texts. Taking this 

realization one-step further, and placing these spatial devices in a temporal grid, 

accentuates the ramifications of considering this spatial art as a performative visual 

form.  

The Structure as a Vital Participant 
in the Presentation of Narrative

Various examples of evidence underline the complexity of meaning in Maya 

architecture.  As Stephen Houston notes in “Symbolic Sweatbaths of the Maya:  

Architectural Meaning in the Cross Group at Palenque, Mexico:”

Metaphors abound in Classic buildings.  The Maya observed conceptual 

similarities between stairways and successions of kings (Houston 1994) 

and linked structures to hills and doorways in stone buildings to the 

entrances of caves (Schele and Freidel 1990: 70-73) . . . Buildings may 

evoke like things and convey different levels of meaning; the 

configuration of the human body can form a template for understanding 

the house, levels of a building may correspond to levels of the cosmos, 

the act of construction replicates primordial creation.  The building itself 

becomes a means of establishing and reinforcing order, especially when 
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its shape and function couple events and beings of the distant past with 

actions carried out in the present.  Some of these multiple metaphors 

may have been known to all; elite architecture simply preserved evidence 

of them better than the perishable constructions of non-elite members of 

society.  But perhaps the esoterica of architectural metaphor resulted 

equally from a need to maintain a sense of mystery or epistemological 

privilege, in which . . . deeper knowledge remained the preserve of a 

‘tight-knit group of elders and priests” . . . distinguishing noble from 

non-noble.75

Houston cites an Africanist, S. P Blier, whose studies of vernacular architecture 

among the Batammaliba in Benin and Togo demonstrate the performative capabilities 

of architecture in much the same way as do Maya examples.76  Blier shows that 

buildings embody symbols with “the ability . . . to carry multiple meanings 

simultaneously,” and, that through metaphor, Batammaliba architecture not only exists 

in the present, to be used and activated by ritual, but recalls acts of creation and “highly 

abstract and remote realm of the larger cosmos.”77 I argue that this attribute—the 

ability to re-present both tangible and symbolic dimensions over time, to re-present 

narrative from the past as occurring in a perpetual present, and to promise to continue to 

offer evidence for such occurrences in the future—constitutes a variation of 

performance vital to the adequate interpretation of cultural evolution and praxis.

In the ancient Maya world, architectural devices, coupled with hieroglyphic 

inscriptions and strategically located iconography, provided not only a setting for ritual 

performances, but also offered spatial narratives of their own.  Adorned with their own 

masks, these structures, like their human counterparts, shared in the divinity of sacred 

locations and provided alternative ways of presenting the mytho-historical past of the 

community.  Assuming essences of figures adorning their surfaces—reproductions in 

iconography, often with textual allusions—these embellished examples of Maya 

architecture “point directly,” as Houston and Stuart note, “to the transcendent merger of 

supernatural and human identity.”78  As noted in Chapter 3, further linkages with 
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community deities—as seen in the various examples of iconographic technique used 

on/in the Temple of Inscriptions—emphasize the structure’s performative relationship 

with the temples and deities residing in the Cross Group, as well as the mundane 

activities carried out in the Palace. 

Nonetheless, the interaction  between image and human, or suggested dialogue 

between various structures, can only be taken so far.  Patently, art and writing cannot 

communicate with people in a sustained, reciprocal fashion.  Instead, they choreograph 

settings that happen to exploit humans as props.  The intended audience is the one 

viewing such tableaux, although audience cannot be smoothly distinguished from 

participant.  Viewers could have functioned as components of an overall tableau, to be 

appreciated in turn, as suggested by Houston and Stuart, by some hypothetical meta-

audience.79 Yet, the contention that such images (and the surfaces they inhabit) are 

more than inert, inanimate objects fits with the interactive properties of some Maya 

sculptures.  

These exciting performative visual forms exhibit a capacity for carefully staged 

dialogue with flesh-and-blood actors.  The sculptural ensemble around Palenque’s 

Tablet of the 96 glyphs (possibly a throne composed of several parts), for example, 

incorporates two panels on sloping balustrades to either side of the throne. Although it 

is now recognized that this reconstruction is in error, it does not change the 

performative nature of the sculpture. Linda Schele and Peter Mathews describe both the 

Tablets of the Orator and Scribe (named for the Orator’s speech scroll and the supposed 

stylus held by the Scribe) as exhibiting kneeling figures.  The figures on the panels, 

when in place, each looked across the throne (or some other centrally located object), 

presumably at its occupant.80  As Houston and Stuart point out, the fact that the “figures 

are addressing someone on the throne or the stairway on which it rests is implied by 

their kneeling position and symmetrical arrangement; the perforated clothing and 

submissive gestures underscore their subordinate status.”81

In each case the glyphic phrasing, or hieroglyphic text, accompanying the 

figures employs the rare second-person ergative pronoun a-, or “your.”  The speech 
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scroll on the Tablet of the Orator accords with the second-person references and 

accentuates the intimate oration directed to living actor by sculpted image.  The scribe, 

on the other hand, could have completed the image referred to in the text (“It was seen 

your self/image, Matawil Lord, his ? are your penance, your darkness . . .”).82

La Amelia Hieroglyphic Stairway serves as another prime example of 

iconographic interaction with human players.  As noted earlier in this document, 

stairways have many functions in Maya ritual, yet Mary Miller and Stephen Houston 

uncover a specific interaction between text and image on this stairway in their study 

focusing on the display of captives.83 Individuals periodically stationed on the La 

Amelia stairway fulfilled the role of metaphorical ball, in perpetual threat of being 

struck by the ballplayers (sculptures) to either side.  Yet, as Houston and Stuart note,

the essential point is that these images communicate with human 

participants.  This takes place not so much through a Eucharistic 

theology of transubstantiation, which converts one substance into 

another, but rather the engagement rests on shared ontological properties, 

in which sculpted stone attains vitality commensurate with that of living 

actors.84

That stone lives or contains vital essence—that it contains the self of something 

else—helps explain the animation of Maya hieroglyphic elements.  Although we can 

revisit contemporary physics and chemistry for empirical evidence of this phenomenon, 

the “animation” mentioned above follows a few distributional patterns. Signs in the 

script frequently convey certain vitality, ranging from basic signs with a facial profile to 

“full-figure” forms that interact vibrantly and kinetically with other signs around them.  

Generally, animated glyphs occur in less public settings (i.e. inscriptions within 

structures).  Some buildings, such as the stuccos of Temple XVIII at Palenque, teem 

with examples of facial animation, with glyphs contoured by human profiles.  Usually, 

full-figure animation accompanies other examples of the same; full and partial 

animation rarely, if ever, coexist within the same text.  Yet it would be a mistake to see 

animation as evidence of blurring categories of text and image.  Unlike iconography, 
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the glyphs still obey a linear sequencing determined by the language they record.  What 

is different is that they have adopted the characteristics of living beings, enjoying a 

vitality attested in the ensembles at Palenque and La Amelia.85

Design as Inscription, and its
Contributions to the Architectural Narrative

The ancient Maya ceremonial arena is a mammoth inscription, composed of a 

myriad of components, each element contributing to the overall participatory experience 

of the environment.  Pyramids, for example, reflect the cultural notion of struggle to 

attain the heights inhabited by the gods as elite personages strive, through life events, to 

attain divinity.  Embellishment of these massive edifices helps the structure re-tell, as 

with the Templo Mayor in ancient Tenochtitlan, mytho-historical tales of battle and 

valor, of life, death and resurrection.  These structures re-center the ritual participant in 

the original site of the creation of humanity, and bring important events of the past into 

contemporary experience.  The specific design attributes of temples allow them to be 

readily identifiable as earthly residences for gods and revered ancestors.   Ballcourts, on 

the other hand, recreate, through recognizable design devices, the terrifying gateways to 

Xibalba, the Maya underworld, and reinforce notions of terrible beauty  emanating from 

this watery abyss.86 Pathways and specially constructed saceobs linking one structure 

to another, as well as forming a network between outlying communities, indicate further 

communicative connections in the carefully structured urban design.  

The architectural codes incorporated into Maya architecture are augmented with 

detailed iconography often conveying messages retrievable not only through spatial

intelligences, but also through bodily-kinesthetic intelligences such as sounds, smells 

and tactile memories.  In addition, and integral to the codes employed by these spatial 

devices, is a complicated hieroglyphic script, ripe with iconographic elements, which 

addresses both spatial and verbal-linguistic intelligences of the observer.  The effects 

generated by the interaction of these various forms of inscription occur in the same way 
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as J.L. Austin’s theories of performative writing and the declarative performative as 

outlined in How to Do Things with Words.87

Few regions of the ancient world used visual art so intensively to express 

complex religious concepts as ancient Mesoamerica.  Multifaceted systems of 

Mesoamerican iconography, present by the Early Formative Olmec, antedate actual 

writing.  Moreover, writing never replaced iconography.  In the Classic Maya area, the 

complexity of the hieroglyphic inscriptions is entirely matched by the attendant 

iconography, the texts and the pictorial images conveying different qualities of 

information.  Unlike the specificity of writing, the power of Mesoamerican iconography 

lies in its subtle ambiguity and ability simultaneously to express different levels of 

meaning.  In a single scene, a richly costumed king can be regarded as a deity 

impersonator, an actual god, or both.  In terms of metaphoric expression, the 

iconography comes alive.  Lightning can appear as a burning serpent, blood as writhing 

snakes or gouts sprouting sweet flowers, and a mature maize ear as a human head 

awaiting decapitation from the stalk.

Anthropologist and Mesoamericanist John Monaghan, in his article “The Text in 

the Body, the Body in the Text:  The Embodied Sign in Mixtec Writing” (1994), goes 

so far as to suggest that: 

We are beginning to see performance not just as a framework for 

understanding how Mesoamerican people used these texts, but also as 

integral to our understanding of the texts themselves: the forms in which 

they exist, their internal structures, and even the kinds of things they 

record.  These texts cannot be understood apart from their performance.88

According to Monaghan, manuscripts served in a capacity similar to other un-

animated objects in the Maya worldview—not solely as archival documents, which a 

reader would have silently consulted to discover some item of information, but as 

scripts either to be performed or performances to be witnessed.  This view serves my 

purposes of expanding on definitions of performance as I investigate the records 

preserved in the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque.
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The added dimension of readable, performative pictorials—iconography that

can, in one image, reflect a distinct number of specific activities—adds to the linguistic 

structure used by the scribe to perpetuate actions outlined in the worded text itself, and 

expands Western notions of performativity to include what we would term inanimate 

objects. The iconography, as well as the physical configuration of structures, forms

symbol systems understandable by the ancient Maya as inscription.  The iconography 

that accompanies the hieroglyphs alternatively expands on the hieroglyphic text and 

offers additional information, often seemingly unrelated to the worded text.  It 

represents an alternative symbol system used to communicate ideas across the many 

language barriers that existed in the ancient Maya cultural community.

Performing Time and Space

An hour, once it lodges in the queer element of the human spirit, 
may be stretched to fifty or a hundred times its clock length; 
on the other hand, an hour may be accurately represented 

on the time-piece of the mind by one second.  
This extraordinary discrepancy 

between time on the clock and time in the mind 
is less known than it should be, 

and deserves fuller investigation.89
Virginia Woolf, Orlando:  A Biography

As mentioned in the Introduction, “the sacred metaphysics of time and space 

were the ‘soul’ of ancient pre-Columbian culture and thought,”90 or, as Stuart believes, 

a major foundation of Mesoamerican religio-political thought.91  Their system for 

calculating time, or the illusion of it, remained the world’s most accurate until the 

development of the modern computer.  The sophisticated intricacy of their vesigimal 

(base 20) mathematical system, and their ability to calculate time in space—a topic 

which finds its way into virtually all their recorded documentation—tells us much about 

their ideological priorities. References to time appear in nearly all Classic Maya 

inscription.  The calendar systems devised to record time form one of the most 

significant unities observed in Mesoamerican ideology, and are an aspect explored in 
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depth by most Mesoamerican scholars. Yet, interpretations of Maya time are still very 

much in flux.  

Prior to the 1960’s most Mesoamericanists regarded examples of Maya 

hieroglyphic writing as timekeeping devices, placing time and its renewal at the center 

of ancient Maya ritual life.  This overarching notion, dismissed in the 1960s, was 

replaced with the acceptance of the historicity of Maya inscriptions.  The seminal 

contributions of Proskouriakoff and Berlin, heralding a period of rapid-fire 

advancements in the decoding of the glyphs, overturned previous notions that Maya 

inscriptions treated the passage of time and little else.

Stephen Houston, Oswaldo Mazariegos, and David Stuart, in The Decipherment 

of Ancient Maya Writing, reaffirm the fact (well established by late nineteenth century 

research) that chronological statements occupy a significant portion of most Maya 

texts.92  They concur that many dates of the Classic period exist to frame dynastic 

records.  Contemporary epigraphers and scholars acknowledge this dynastic character 

of many Classic texts, and, since the mid twentieth century have placed increased 

emphasis on historical content.  Yet, at the same time, they also continue to recognize, 

as has been shown by Barbara Tedlock, in Time and the Highland Maya , the deep Maya 

preoccupation with divinity and astronomical aspects of chronology—concerns very 

much evident among Postclassic and modern Maya.93

This apparent dichotomy leads to many fascinating questions regarding the 

Maya understanding and use of time as related to their cultural experience.  Were Maya 

conceptions of time cyclical, contributing to something Clifford Geertz calls a “steady 

state” and “motionless present,” as he contends for Bali,94 or to the deep fatalism 

detected by Grant Jones among the Itza Maya?95  Did they have a strong linear 

component, emphasizing the continuity of royal families, as speculated by Nancy Farris 

in “Remembering the Future, Anticipating the Past:  History, Time, and Cosmology 

among the Maya of Yucatan”?96  Did both linear and cyclic conceptions co-exist, with 

one necessarily dominating the other, as Farris further suggests,97 or is it a spurious 
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Westernism to insist on a clear division between the two, as noted by Leopold Howe in 

a 1981 article, “The Social Determination of Knowledge”? 98

Bearing in mind the Maya emphasis on duality, rather than dualism, there is 

good reason to think that both cyclicity (repetition) and linearity (irreversibility) formed 

an integral whole in Maya ideology.  Mesoamerican peoples conceived of time and 

space—the temporal and the spatial—as thoroughly intertwined and perceivable from a 

number of vantage points.  Nancy Farris, in an analogy I find particularly intriguing, 

recognizes this possibility by likening some notions of Maya time to the looping curves 

of a “Slinky” toy or helix.99   Within the spiral are segments of what appear to be linear 

thought, but these segments are always part of a larger cyclical model.

Questions about Maya models of time are useful in the sense that they force us 

to consider the political and social uses of time, which can be mobilized for the purpose 

of “apologetics,” (as posited by Richard Davis in “The Northern Thai Calendar and Its 

Uses”) less for predicting the future than for rationalizing the past.100  Yet, they are 

misleading in another way.  According to Houston, Mazariegos, and Stuart, some 

epigraphers are now shifting to a general perspective in which time does not, for the 

Maya, exist as an abstract framework, into which shamans (non-institutional specialists) 

or priests (institutional specialists) plugged events and astronomical or zodiacal 

patterns.101  Rather, as suggested by John Watanabe and Anthony Aveni, days 

manifested divine forces, and time itself could be a living, essential force.102

In 1996, David Stuart published a masterful initiation of a reconciliation of the 

two points of view.  In “Kings of Stone: A consideration of stelae in ancient Maya ritual 

and representation,” Stuart suggests that we may have been too eager to adopt an either-

or position regarding the significance of time as a component for almost all Maya 

inscription—dismissing timekeeping as a primary objective of the ancient Maya and 

embracing historicity.  Through numerous specific examples from a wide variety of

archeological sites, Stuart shows that the two views, dynamically fused, offer a more 

realistic view of ancient Maya belief.  



137

Central to understanding the connections between tuns (stones/days) and the 

self, for example, is the belief that rulers were themselves permanent embodiments of 

time and its passage—a role that was fundamental to the cosmological underpinnings of 

divine kingship.  These ancient royals, as “embodiments of time,” Stuart argues, “were 

fused under a common identity.”  Not only were these elite re-presented on/as tuns that 

served as extensions of the royal ‘self,’ but they also carried the ahaw title (a day-name 

appellation) that served for both calendrical and political rulers.  Such conceptual 

equations, constantly expressed through ritual stelae and altars, constituted a powerful 

political and religious statement of royal authority.103

Stuart shows that the “dedicatory texts often aimed to explain and contextualize 

the very stones upon which they were inscribed.  In effect,” he continues, “the medium 

was an essential part of the message.”104  Developing the tack for his ultimate argument, 

Stuart continues by demonstrating how these monuments, intimately tied to the practice 

of timekeeping, also served as media for the display of portraits of people, gods, or 

other entities.  These re-presentations, he argues, provide uncontroversial evidence that 

identify “ancient Maya kings as embodiments of time itself, seen as extra-somatic 

manifestations of individual identities or personas.  That is to say, Mesoamerican 

images realize their subjects in a very literal sense [suggesting an] essential 

correspondence between depiction and depicted.”105

Many of the ceremonial activities enacted by these monumental stelae and their 

accompanying altars also involved specific architectural structures that participated in 

the ritual event.  These structures, serving as homes for ancestors or divinities, as well 

as sacred entities in their own right, participated in the ritual dialogue initiated by the 

episode depicted.  Evidence offered by leading Mesoamerican scholars from J. Eric S. 

Thompson to David Stuart, Stephen Houston, Nikolai Grube, Michael Coe, David 

Carrasco, Miguel Leon-Portilla, and others, indicates that the result remains an extended 

enactment of the monumental occasion and perpetual performance of the narrative.

The narrative’s re-production in art, writing, and architecture demonstrated an 

inseparable bond to the space and the understanding of the type of time in which the un-
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animated performance occurred, and to the belief system it portrayed.106  Based on 

rigorously constructed evidence, Stuart, for example, is able to outline the phenomenon 

as follows:

The [image] renders the ruler present . . . the ruler’s bah [self/essence] is 

manifested by a stone as existing in a perpetual state of ritual action . . . 

Portrait stelae stand quite literally as rituals in stone . . . In narrative 

terms, the action is ongoing.  If my interpretation I correct, these and 

similar stone images, all bearing dates and descriptive text captions, do 

not simply commemorate past events and royal ceremonies but serve to 

perpetuate the ritual act into eternity.107

This concept may be difficult for clock -conscious Westerners to grasp.  Yet it 

accurately reflects many non-Western cultures’ (as well as contemporary physicists’) 

understanding of time as a relative or even non-existent phenomenon.108 Ancient 

Mesoamerican encoding of the activities of specific characters, and the usual manner in 

which this task is tackled in modern Western history, requires a comparison of 

figurative and literal interpretations of time and space.

Edward T. Hall, in The Dance of Life:  The Other Dimension of Time, equates 

time with culture, suggesting how it is consciously as well as unconsciously formulated, 

used, and patterned in different cultures.109  He argues that time means differently in 

different cultural contexts—it is not a fixed scientific model applicable to all.  An 

underlying patterned sets of unspoken, implicit rules of behavior and thought control 

actions and beliefs for any specific group.  Hall points to culturally specific, hidden 

cultural grammars that define the way in which people view the world, determine their 

values and establish the basic rhythm and tempo of life.  Therefore, the specific 

grammar of time employed by any given community, he posits, “has everything to do 

with how a culture develops, (as well as) how the people of that culture experience the 

world.”110  Using culturally specific concepts of time as a means of gaining insight into 

the culture itself, Hall views language as secondary in the way in which a culture 
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functions within its implicit level, resulting in the division of communication into 10% 

word - 90% behavioral model.111

The differences that manifest themselves among various cultures (with relation 

to their innate understanding of time) make it clear that most of what is currently 

written approaches Time from a decidedly Western perspective.  Hall seeks to explain 

this difference through an examination of externalized, linear logic (introduced by fifth 

century Greek philosophers, and culminating in Western philosophy and science) and 

the inward looking, circular of Eastern traditions.  

Pre-Columbian conception of time, although employing a mundane calendar that 

records linear time, goes beyond linear calculation and incorporates the circular, noted 

by Hall as Oriental.  For the ancient Maya, cyclical revelations, witnessed and 

experienced on the level of the 360 day year (with its five “dead” days at the end), could 

only be explained based on the information obtained from the sacred 260 day calendar.  

Primarily used for divination, the sacred 260 day calendar supposedly represented the 

wisdom accessible from the world of the gods.  This wisdom was transmitted to humans 

in the form of ultimate divinations and subsequent prophecy though an intersection of 

the two systems referred to as the Calendar Round.   

The Long Count, an accounting of days from the onset of the current creation, 

introduces most hieroglyphic texts.  But these too can appear cyclical if placed on a 

large enough scale.  The year 3114 BCE was not the first creation (there is evidence in 

the Popol Vuh, supported by iconography on countless ceramic vessels, that the Maya 

believed in at least two creations prior to the present one).  Nor will 2012 CE mark the 

end of the world as some apocalypse theorists would like to believe.  Evidence of much 

older dates, as well as dates reflecting time far into the future, exist on many Maya 

monuments, including the Temple of Inscriptions.

These, and other Maya calendar systems such as the lunar progression and the 

Venus calendar, meshed like the cogs of a machine to provide an amazingly accurate 

reflection of all temporal aspects of their cosmovision.  The particular characteristics of 

each Maya community’s unique version of the pattern for documenting history on 
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architectural edifices and monumental sculpture rely heavily on the manipulation of 

time.112  Each day in their calendar appeared loaded with celestial and divine influences 

that determined the inner character and destiny of private individuals.  In the more 

public arena, various closely observed cycles dictated certain actions required at 

specific times—from the planting of crops, or cultivating of bees, to bloodletting and 

ritual warfare. 

Memory, always experienced in harmony with these calendars, could be 

instantly retrieved, providing the Maya with what they believed to be accurate 

descriptions of events the gods indicated would occur on certain days, as well as actual 

events that could hence be interpreted based on the place in time in which they 

occurred.  Their multiple calendar systems, developed to demonstrate the connections 

between mundane and sacred time, evidenced the spiraling, repetitive nature and 

relativity of time within space.  

The calendar’s ritualized representation and enactment also allowed Maya kings 

to determine when and where to perform certain rituals. Acknowledging the Maya 

concern for time suggests that intentional tactics regarding the development of their 

media would more adequately define Maya cultural, political, and spiritual activity, and 

reflect the reciprocal requirements of humans and gods within the natural environment 

they inhabited.113

The pattern of timekeeping exemplified by the various calendar systems appears 

in the Dresden Codex, a ritual almanac depicting the detailed intimacy of humans, 

deities, the earthly realm, and celestial bodies.114 In addition, the work of Leon-Portilla

(Time and Reality in the Maya Worldview) and George Kubler (The Shape of Time:  

Remarks on the History of Things) theoretically apply Classic Maya practices to the 

reunification of the temporal and the spatial.115 This reunification results in perpetual 

performance as defined by Stuart, and evidenced in un-animated objects throughout the 

Maya ceremonial landscape, defines a single system of transformation and renewal.  

This reunification is often indicated by carefully timed ritual ceremonies establishing 
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the four directions as indicated in the Dresden Codex (pp. 55-58) and on the much older 

murals recently excavated at San Bartolo.

Returning to the discussion of physics, and various concepts defining time, from 

the last chapter, I suggest that the search for a theory that unifies time and experience 

into a single category capable of housing performance also intrigued ancient Maya 

scientist/philosophers.  The ancient Maya practice of creating instants of Now through 

their art and architecture allowed for the perpetual and simultaneous performance of 

their history, present, and future. Performances on the earthly plane (whether in human 

ritual or un-animated form) attempted to communicate the knowledge available from 

the heavenly plane in a manner the restricted human mind could comprehend.  

As physicist John Bell points out, “we have no access to the past.  We have only 

our ‘memories’ and ‘records’—our own particular viewpoint for assuming 

experience”116  Our only evidence for the past is through present records, as noted by 

historian Greg Dening at the beginning of this document.  If we have memories and 

records, Barbour argues, the actual existence of the past is immaterial.  It will make no 

difference to what we know.  Hence, there is no need whatever to link successive 

configurations of the world into a continuous trajectory.  Our memories, and our 

kinesthetic imagination, make us present in what we call the past, and our anticipations 

give us a foretaste of what we call the future.  Each individual witness is just the totality 

of things seen from their own particular perspective in the present.

Cautiously following Barbour’s strategies, and viewing the object through an 

educated eye, I have been able to translate the instants of Now, preserved in the images 

of the Maya art and architecture, into their corresponding performances of stories and 

mythologies as evidenced in instances of experience for the seventh century Maya.  

Based on contemporary theories in physics—defining these instants recorded in ancient 

Maya art as no different than the snapshots of experience we currently perceive as 

motion through time—allows me to suggest a broader basis for defining performance as 

exemplified by codes embedded in objects.  Instants in static form (such as works of art) 

as described by Barbour in his theory of a timeless universe, are perceived as 
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performative at the will of the witness.  Rather than a spatial image, Maya art and 

architecture become performative visual forms, functioning as temporal narrative 

processes in the absence of the necessity for linear progression.  The kinesthetic 

imagination can adequately fulfill the human need for expression of that dimension.                                                   

The notion of timelessness, which forms the basis of an understanding of 

performative visual forms, surfaces in not only visual art and architecture, but even in 

the manner of celebration of central and transitional days (perceived units of time) in 

the ancient Maya’s various recorded cycles.  As noted by Mesoamerican scholar and 

epigrapher, Linda Schele: 

the Maya celebrated their holidays with no less enthusiasm than we 

celebrate Christmas, Hanukah, New Year’s, of the Fourth of July.  For 

the Maya, however, what happened on such days was not merely a 

remembrance of days past.  It was as actual reiteration of the essential 

events that had happened, continue to happen, and would always happen 

on those days . . . For the Maya, history affected the structure of time just 

as ritual affected the nature of matter.117

I suggest that within these configurations rests the basis for the application of 

the timelessness required for shamanistic travel between various planes of existence 

within space and time, as well as the apparent access of contemporary community 

members to ancient ancestors.  If so, timelessness, as defined by Barbour’s instants of 

Now, would also allow the static image to be perceived as performance, or a viable re-

presentation of being.

To summarize, with their intense interest in defining time, the ancient Maya 

were obviously aware of the possibility of time flowing in a linear manner from cause 

to effect as is shown by their use of the Haab, or 365-day long count that begins on 

August 11, 3114 BCE, and ends on December 23, 2012 CE.  It also seems likely that 

they understood the potential for time to flow on a curve (relativity), affected by events 

or material it encountered as is shown in the Tzolkin, or 260-day calendar.  This 
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calendar relies heavily on the significance of twenty day signs and thirteen numbers that 

join only once in each 260-day cycle, making each of the 260 days particularly 

important for divination and prophecy.  Rather than a true linear progression, this 

calendar circles back on itself, allowing the characteristics awarded to certain days to 

repeat themselves once every 260 days—in essence, the past appears to repeat itself.  

The gear-like combination of these two types of calendar systems forms the 52-year 

cycle known as the Calendar Round.  (Figure 4)

The probability exists, moreover, that the additional conception of timelessness 

also existed in ancient Maya philosophy (as we have seen it did among both the 

Classical Greek, as well as contemporary theorists).  The Maya calculated time based 

on the needs of the community.  Such cultural construction indicates the likelihood that 

they also perceived (as did their Greek predecessor, Parmenides and Zeno, his student), 

the possibility that time and motion were constructions of the human mind.  Various 

metaphysical destinations not associated with linear progression, relativity, or quantum 

mechanics, were the domain of the shaman/priest/philosophers of the Maya culture.

Deep Seeing and the role of Myth:
Moving from the Interpretational to the Experiential

The myth, whatever its nature, is always a precedent and an example, not only for 
man’s actions (sacred or profane), but also as regards the condition in which nature 
places him ... it is “true” on a variety of planes ... exemplar history which can be 

repeated, and whose meaning and value lie in that very repetition.118
Mircea Eliade, The Mythmakers

Throughout this document I have repeatedly referred to the explicit Maya desire 

to reclaim an ability to practice deep seeing, denied humans at the time of creation.  

Their search for god-like vision is well documented.  Barbour explains that, as the Maya 

deduced, humans are unable to see configuration space (the innumerable static and 

timeless images that make up all time) or history highlighted as a path in it.  Instants of 

Now become examples of divine sight sought by the Maya since the earliest days of 
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their pre-history.  This god’s-eye view is denied our senses, but fortunately (as Roach 

suggests), not our imaginations.  

Recalling Donald Hoffman’s comments on the limitations of consciousness (see 

Introduction), we are reminded that, “It is unlikely that the contents of our interface 

[with what we might call reality] in any way resemble that realm.”  It is “evolutionary 

pressure,” he argues, that “dictate(s) our species-specific interface.”  He suggests that 

this world of our daily experience is actually a radical simplification, “selected not for 

the exhaustive depiction of truth but for the mutable pragmatics of survival.” 119 The 

ancient Maya artist was completely capable of illustrating the world of their daily 

experience—humans, weapons, tools, articles of clothing, and ritual paraphernalia.  

When exploring the often indescribable and un-seeable configurations of space and 

time, however, these same artists often employed what initially appear as mythical, 

magical, fantastic, and frightening images—it was, after all, the unknown that they were 

attempting to make visual.  These complex examples of iconography serve as a 

counterpart to the graphs and charts fashionable within the contemporary scientific 

community.  

Contemporary theorists in physics hardly consider their discoveries as 

manifestations of superstitions.  If we can consider contemporary imagination—the 

creative foundation for discovery—as resulting in more than religious images requiring 

faith in order to believe them, then we must offer the same courtesy to the ancient Maya 

intellect attempting to convey their own, highly similar, complex theoretical positions.  

We cannot continue to read, with the left-brain, contributions accomplished by the 

creative/scientific right brain of the perpetrators. 

Employing myth-history as a matrix of intelligibility, the ancient Maya created a 

model for conveying theory and philosophy—their intangible, often in-articulable 

worldview—and through such manipulations, emphasized their belief in duality, a 

mystical oneness and absorption of the individual into the whole, as they moved from 

the interpretational to the experiential in their expression of affiliation with their 

cosmos.  
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Viewing the Maya experience through the lens of culturally constructed 

mythology nurtures a sense of their belief in belonging to the world and to the cosmos:  

they position themselves as a part of a shared history and life force that belong to all 

material forms.  This worldview celebrates a way of conceiving the world that lived in 

the hearts and minds of the first human inhabitants of this hemisphere and continues to 

guide us in rethinking the challenges of our relationship to the life system that spawned 

us all.  

Valuable tales from Maya mythology help us interpret visual images in which 

obviously historic personages appear to be re-enacting events from the mythology. The 

Maya use of culturally constructed myth, metaphor, and the significance of space-time 

in their expression of history helps define this ancient culture’s understanding of the 

physiological means through which humanity can make meaning. As opposed to 

legends, which are generally assumed to have a stronger basis in historical fact, a myth 

is a story within a set of stories (a mythology) that at one time functioned to explain the 

ways of the world, establish rituals, or provide justification for the observance of 

rituals.120

The content of these tales also show that the ancient Maya believed that 

inanimate objects could contain essences of being. The possibility that un-animated 

(alive but static) objects could narrate tales of valor, and conquest, and genealogy casts

an entirely new light on our interpretation of the Maya practice of mytho-historiography 

and their subsequent ritual activity.  Unselfconsciously incorporated into historical 

accountings, elements of mythology reflect re-presentations of ancient gods, mythical 

demons, and larger-than-life hero figures, and references to the natural environment.  

As I will show in the next chapter, all were artistically translated into elements of urban 

design.

In addition to the dualism described by Campbell in his search for the human 

behind the mask of cultural performance, issues of blurred gender in examples of art 

also contribute to current understanding of how the ancient Maya perceived reality, 

subsequently performed as myth-history by their embellished architecture and 
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iconography.  The blurring of gender boundaries of many of their deities, as well as 

their shaman/priests and elite, is fully explored by Rosemary A. Joyce, in Gender and 

Power in Prehispanic Mesoamerica—the first comprehensive description and analysis 

of gender and power relations in Prehispanic Mesoamerica.121 Patricia A. McAnany 

and Shannon Plank, in “Perspectives on Actors, Gender Roles, and Architecture,” in 

Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya, also explore these hazy areas as presented through 

architectural embellishments, incorporating the use of multi-gendered embodiments as

communicative devices for defining myth-history and time.122

Joyce examines the fluidity of gender in the practices of shaman/priests and 

elites in Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica from the Formative Period Olmec (ca. 1500-500 

BCE) through the Postclassic Maya and Aztec societies of the sixteenth century CE.  

Her study shows that although childhood training seems to have shaped gender roles, 

evidence regarding ritual activity proves that adult gender roles were not set.  Maya 

iconography reveals many instances of Maya deities, shaman/priests and ruling elite

presenting themselves as embodying the entire range of gender possibilities—from male 

to female, as well as a complex integration of both—through the wearing of blended 

costumes and playing of male and female roles in state ceremonies.  Joyce explores how 

Mesoamericans created human images to represent idealized notions of what it meant to 

be male or female and to depict proper gender roles.123 She then juxtaposes these 

images with archeological evidence from burials, house sites, and body ornaments, 

which reveals that gender roles were more fluid and variable than stereotyped images 

suggest.  

The shaman/priest or ruling elite, capable of being absorbed into a larger whole 

than that offered by mundane reality, becomes the creative Hero, rather than simply the 

protagonist of Hero myths.  It is his/her responsibility to interpret myth both 

microcosmically and macrocosmically by stressing dreams and connections with the 

unconscious and dream-like logic.  Moving from interpretation to experiential, the 

shaman strives to move through various levels of the cosmos, opening each one 

successively, in his/her ascent to perfection (the stage Campbell famously referred to as 
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“bliss”). Blending of gender roles is only one way that this move from interpretation to 

experiential is accomplished on the level of visual re-presentation or spatial art.

Carlos Castaneda, in The Wheel of Time:  The Shamans of Ancient Mexico, 

Their Thoughts about Life, Death, and the Universe, also discusses the alternative 

cognitive system used by the ancient shamans, and his own eventual quasi distrust in an 

otherwise implicit acceptance of the cognitive processes of our daily world.124

Although most of his assertions rest in invented or fictional contexts, I believe that 

Castaneda offers what could very well be a valid and intuitively processed view of the 

world of the shaman.  He contends that shamanic practitioners judged the world from 

points of view that were indescribable to our conceptualization devices (i.e. the free 

flow of energy in the universe called seeing).  This example of practices heralded 

centuries later by the Copenhagen Interpretation, discussed in Chapter One, champions 

right brain imaginative creativity and insight so avidly sought by the ancient Maya 

attempting to regain their birthright of god-like sight.  Through extensive training and a 

broad series of ritual activities (coupled, it would seem, with an appropriate bloodline 

and the occasional assistance of hallucinogenic drugs administered in enemas), Maya 

kings and other significant elite were able to conduct what they believed to be such 

journeys.  Often, the shaman’s visions became the illustrations that prove so compelling 

in Maya iconography.

Shamanism, particularly the significance of journeying between various plains 

of reality and returning to the earthly plain to share accrued knowledge, became a

primary source of information regarding the perceived reality of the universe in which 

the ancient Maya lived.  The Maya believed that written language, structural replication 

of natural forms, and iconography depicting other-worldly images obtained through 

shamanistic journeys or similar ecstatic spiritual experience, were ways in which human 

beings painstakingly reclaimed their original divine sight.

For the shaman/artist, the created world became the aesthetic manifestation of 

their ecstatic vision—an imitation of that divine vision employed by artist/gods at the 

time of creation.  Ancient artists and scribes attempted to translate the visions of these 
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shamanic time-space travels into legible narratives, aptly inscribed on these relatively 

permanent surfaces, for the primary purpose of legitimizing their ruling elite (which, in 

turn, legitimized the culture as a whole).  

The resulting broad corpus of mythology formed the basis for Maya ideology 

and spiritual beliefs, and created the narrative foundation for their performative 

histories. Viewed as instants of Now, these inscriptions and spatial designs could be 

expected to reference the past while projecting their mytho-historic performances into 

both the present and future. 

Summary

The role of un-animated objects participating in Classic Maya ritual 

performances—of generating effects and demanding participation of witnesses in the 

performative event—operates similarly to visual material as defined by MacKinnon (see 

Chapter One).  In this definition, we are reminded, she advocates certain types of 

visual imagery as not only a full transposition of the visual into the linguistic, but also a 

full transposition of visual depiction into efficacious performance.  Structures

comprising the ancient Maya urban landscape, re-presenting—continually becoming—

the reality of distant sacred sites and ritual activities, called for compliance with divine 

will.  They too say “Do this!”  

Patricia A. McAnany and Shannon Plank, in “Perspectives on Actors, Gender 

Roles, and Architecture,” in Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya, have gone so far as to 

note:

It is probably not debatable that the Maya regarded and continue to 

regard buildings as animate entities (Stuart 1998a: 395; Houston 1998; 

521).  Buildings as impersonators of sacred or mythological places 

would be a natural extension of this idea.125

Architecture, reinforced and augmented by the discrete yet supportive narrative 

presented by the architectural codes embedded in the structure itself, was costumed, or 

masked, with hieroglyphic inscriptions, and the iconography that adorned their walls, 
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stairways, and entrances.  The performative presence of these embellished structures—

that complimented the efforts of elaborately, and highly symbolically, costumed human 

impersonators—helped construct the meaning of the ritual performance.  It is through 

this culturally awarded capability to generate effects and re-present experience that 

many ancient Maya structures continue to perform today, even in the absence of human 

actors. 

In the integrated system employed by the Maya for detailing and conveying 

ideology, the art and architecture of this ancient culture evidenced much the same 

results as Austin’s definition of performative writing—bringing about that which it 

names.  The practice of placing structural design, hieroglyphic writing, and detailed 

iconography in dialogue with each other and their witnesses, in what will be discussed 

later in this document as monumental occasions, mirrors the Classic Maya’s profoundly 

interconnected concept of the universe.  Their application of the arts as experiential 

devices translates into perpetual performance, rather than mere reflections or 

descriptions of the past.

Revisiting the current understanding of Pre-Columbian art production and 

history, there is evidence to support the notion that many monumental structures and 

objects were intentionally created by the Classic Maya to identify, transform, and 

perform notions of authenticity and experience for their audiences.126   The ability of 

ancient urban developers to incorporate various textual systems and encoded devices, 

intended to compliment and reinforce the animate capacity awarded inanimate objects 

in this culture, not only served to embellish the structure, but also aided in achieving the 

goal of providing a site of perpetual performance. Continually re-performing cultural 

identity, the artifact becomes not only a functioning portrait, given to posterity, 

capturing and communicating the experience of this culture for future witnesses in the 

shapes and forms of the environment left behind, but also establishes itself as a 

participant in the dialogue of cultural evolution. 

The various systems used for communicative purposes by the Classic Maya to 

create instants of Now appear, to the untrained Western eye, as highly symbolic or 
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metaphoric texts.  It is well recognized within the field of Mesoamerican studies, 

however, that representation in Maya art was, and continues to be, exactly what it 

depicts.  Whereas the Maya worldview refers to ideational configurations, I suggest that 

the shapes and forms of the urban environment were not artistic depictions of ideas or 

images of reality, but the reality itself, preserved in instants of Now.  This broader 

understanding of art objects as literal and active performative realities for the ancient 

Maya is reinforced by modern theories in physics.  

This perspective also serves as a reminder of the firmness and solidity of 

collective constructions of the total society, or of one of its specialized groups (i.e. 

shaman/scribes), corroborated by the consensus of contemporaries.  

History’s reproduction in Maya art, writing, and architecture demonstrates an 

inseparable bond to the space and time in which the history appeared, to the language 

and physical activity recorded, but also to the belief system the narrative portrayed.  The 

structures and their embellishments created not only a performative environment—one 

that could function in concert with human performers—but also one that could be 

expected to perform independently in perpetuity.  This environment allowed for a 

performance situation that revealed time as a relative interaction of experiences 

occurring on multiple levels of existence.127

In the next chapter I will narrow my focus to specific aspects of ancient 

Mesoamerican urban design, from the inception of the city as a microcosm of the 

perceived ancient Maya universe, through its evolution, and into that evident at the 

height of its power.  Referring always to the expressions of experiences left behind in 

structural re-presentations, I will explore how these ancient civic and ceremonial center 

designs provide evidence not only for dynamic performance venues, but also identify 

destinations for monumental occasions.  I will then turn to an investigation of certain 

types of architectural construction, evident in most ancient Maya cityscapes, and 

discuss the roles each played in the dramatic narrative that was the Maya city.  I will 

show how each of these unique structural styles re-present specific narratives from 
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Maya mythology, and enter into dialogue with each other, as I expand on the concept of 

the performance of the archeology.
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Chapter Three:

Ancient Mesoamerican Architecture and Urban Design:
The Legacy of Maize, Ancestor Veneration, and the

Eventfulness of Sacred Architecture

Architecture, among all the arts, is the one that most boldly tries to reproduce in its 
rhythm the order of the universe, which the ancients called “kosmos,”

. . . since it is like a great animal on whom there shine
 the perfection and the proportion of all its members.1

Umberto Eco, The Name of the Rose

Of all the arts, none is more fundamental to the way a culture lives and evolves 

than architecture and urban planning—the physical, spiritual, and cultural environment 

occupants design and inhabit.  Landscape historian John Brinckerhoff Jackson reminds 

us that “since the beginning of history humanity has modified and scarred the 

environment to convey some message.”2 A synthesis of form and function, 

architectural programs define culture, reiterate ideology, and continually express the 

most significant beliefs, traditions, and dreams of the cultural group they re-present.  As 

indicated in the quote from Umberto Eco that opens this chapter, the structured urban 

environment is constructed landscape re-presented as powerful emotional narrative, in 

which humanity’s story unfolds before our eyes.  Architectural interpretations, hence, 

remain spatial narratives for the culture for which they speak—performative visual 

forms that ably translate spatial representation into the temporal through the culturally 

embedded codes incorporated into the design. 

The role of architecture in performing a new civilized landscape is essentially a 

question of human recognition of significant cultural codes and creation of structures 

capable of re-presenting them in the urban environment.  The pattern of the Maya city, 

its specific structures, and the encoded monumental art that embellished those structures

combined to re-present the holistic view of the Maya universe and provide a 
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performative experience that captured and communicated identity to ancient Maya 

audiences. 

In this chapter I investigate how and why an urban environment such as those 

that made up the Classic Maya world is born, how it takes shape and evolves into an 

independent region, and what the subsequent archeology of a long silenced culture can 

tell us regarding the ethical and political ideology of the groups involved in the 

construction of such an environment.  As I explore the possible origins of elements of 

urban design, and how these elements translate into performative representatives for 

cultural ideology and belief systems, I give concrete examples of how structures

incorporate mythology, history, and communal memory of observers into performative 

experience.  In addition, I demonstrate that, much more than a mere backdrop for 

human activity on the cultural stage, structural elements of the Maya urban center 

literally enter into dialogue with other ritual participants, delivering intelligible

narratives that complement and enhance human activity.  

As I move past the evolution and presentation of the urban environment, toward 

an in-depth discussion of ancient Palenque, and a single structure (the Temple of 

Inscriptions) within that urban environment, I begin to introduce the manner in which

each structure’s positioning within the urban design of the city augments its ability to 

perform its role.  Establishing how one structure enters into dialogue with other 

buildings and landmarks in the manufactured urban environment, I uncover a 

performative milieu explicable to educated observers.  The message of community 

identity is delivered through the embedded symbol systems encoded into structural art 

of the environment as a whole, and these sensual codes are internalized, interpreted, and 

acted upon by informed witnesses.  Through this interactive process, the performative 

visual forms (Barbour’s instants of Now) continue to execute their responsibilities of 

cultural identification to contemporary observers, even in the absence of the original 

human ritual participants.

Urban Design from the Inside Out
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A striking landscape is the skeleton upon which many early cultures constructed 

their socially important myths. A distinctive environmental image gives its inhabitant

an important sense of emotional security with which to establish a harmonious 

relationship between self and the outside world.  Indeed, a legible environment not only 

offers security but also heightens the potential depth and intensity of human experience.  

Structuring and identifying the environment is a vital ability of all mobile 

animals.  Many kinds of cues are used:  the visual sensations of color, shape, motion, or 

polarization of light, as well as other senses such as smell, sound, touch, kinesthesia, 

sense of gravity, and perhaps electrical or magnetic fields.  These techniques of 

orientation, evidenced in such diverse activities as the polar flight of a tern to the path-

finding of a limpet over the micro-topography of a rock, are described and their 

importance underscored in an extensive literature.3  Psychologists have studied this 

ability in man, although rather sketchily or under limited laboratory conditions.4 This 

phenomenon could be called way-finding.  

Systems of orientation such as abstract and fixed directional systems, focal 

points, identification with landscape, landmarks, or highly charged sacred areas, 

indicate that way-finding may have been one of the original bases of the environmental 

image, and the foundation on which its emotional associations may have been founded.  

But the image is valuable not only in the immediate sense in which it acts as a map for 

the direction of movement; in a broader sense it can serve as a general frame of 

reference within which the individual can act, or to which she can attach her knowledge.  

Despite a few remaining puzzles, it now seems unlikely that there is any mystic 

human instinct of way-finding.  Rather there is a consistent use and organization of 

definitive sensory cues borrowed from the external environment.  This organization is 

fundamental to the efficiency and to the very survival of free-moving life.  The strategic 

link is the environmental image, the generalized mental picture of the exterior physical 

world that is held by an individual.  This image is the product of immediate sensation 

and of the memory of past experience, and it is used to interpret information and to 

guide action.  As architectural theorist Kevin Lynch points out, 
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the need to recognize and pattern surroundings is so crucial, and has such 

long roots in the past, that this image has wide practical and emotional 

importance to the individual . . . like any good framework, such a 

structure gives the individual a possibility of choice and a starting-point 

for the acquisition of further information.  A clear image of the 

surroundings is thus a useful basis for individual growth.5

The landscape serves as a vast mnemonic device (or system of devices) for the 

retention of group history and ideals.  The symbolic organization of the landscape may 

even help to assuage fear, to establish an emotionally safe relationship between men and 

their total environment.  Indeed, the very naming of specific landmarks and 

distinguishing of the environment vivifies it, and thereby adds to the depth and poetry 

of human experience.  Once the various elements of the natural environment are named, 

and become familiar to all, the locale furnishes material for common memories and 

symbols that bind the group together and allows them to communicate with one another.  

“Environmental images,” Lynch contends, “are the result of a two-way process 

between the observer and his environment.”6   The environment suggests distinctions 

and relations, and the observer—with great adaptability and in the light of his own 

purposes—selects, organizes, and endows with meaning what he sees. In this way the 

urban environment, approximating its natural counterpart, is like a body of belief, or a 

set of social customs:  it is an organizer of facts and possibilities.  This interface 

between man and his environment is the essence of performer/audience inter-action.

The natural world—perceived by most early societies as a sacred realm that was 

subject to divine law and capable of a response to prayer and petition—became the 

model for future urban development.  Building techniques emerged as a nomadic 

hunter-gatherer lifestyle gave way to a settled way of life based on agriculture. While 

architecture arguably began as a response to the need to seek shelter from the elements 

and wild beasts, its development within a culture forms the closest bond between 

humanity and its environment.



163

Not only did the relocation of facsimiles of scattered power points from the 

natural environment create a sense of familiarity and well-being among the inhabitants 

of the more centrally located urban environment, it was also soon discovered that a 

vivid and integrated physical setting, capable of producing a sharp image, played a 

social role as well.  It furnished the raw material for the symbols and collective 

memories of group communication.  Potentially, the city became the powerful symbol 

of a complex society deriving much of its design from familiar shapes, colors, and 

sensory elements located in the surrounding natural environment.  Two examples of 

how this phenomenon was practiced and understood by ancient Mesoamericans are 

evident in the architecture:  the monumental pyramids became Sustenance Mountain 

(the mythological location where the gods obtained maize used for fashioning the first 

humans), and the Ballcourt was the entrance to the underworld.  According to Maya 

belief, these structures—once constructed and animated—literally became (and remain)

the sites and locations of these important portals and power points.

In the same way humans learn to distinguish hidden forms in their natural 

environment, they eventually imagine and organize large scale artificial environments

in their new functional units—the metropolitan areas.  It is in compliance with the 

presumed demands of these spiritual and political power points that early humans 

relocated and reconstructed significant natural phenomenon within their developing 

urban environments. 

When natural environmental images are reconstructed in the urban arena, the 

image necessarily limits and emphasizes what is seen, relying on individual knowledge 

and memory to reconstruct full identity. Continuing the long biological and cultural 

development that has gone from the contact senses to the distant senses, and from the 

distant senses to symbolic communications, however, humans became capable of

developing an image of the environment by operation on the external physical shape as 

well as by an internal learning process.  The resultant signs and invested codes allowed 

powerful civilizations to begin to act on their total environment.
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The conscious remodeling of the large-scale environment allows urban planners 

to form a total scene easy for the observer to identify and structure into a whole.  The 

urban design and the architecture within it take its cues from the natural environment 

and the scientific knowledge accumulated within the culture. Together they create what 

Suzanne Langer has defined as “the total environment made visible.”7

The significance of the environment on the development of culture and urban 

dwelling societies has been long been investigated by literally hundreds of scholars in 

what has been widely acknowledged as the “Neolithic Revolution”—a phenomenon 

which has occurred all over the world.8 Jared Diamond, one of the many to detail 

theoretical evidence for this phenomenon, contends that early man’s primary goal was 

survival, and that the search for ultimate causes for urban development all starts with 

food.  In areas of the world that proved hospitable (providing both domisticatable seeds 

and rich soil for growing them), hunter-gatherers evolved into sedentary farmers.  

In what Diamond identifies as the five original areas of the world where farming

definitely began (the Fertile Crescent, China, Mesoamerica, the Andes, and the eastern 

United States), farmers settled to live near their crops.  Compared to nomadic peoples, 

these agrarian communities could support a higher birthrate, because they did not have 

to limit their families to the number of babies that could be easily carried between 

hunting grounds.9

Farming societies, according to detailed scientific research conducted by 

Diamond in his pursuit of this theory, tended to have larger, denser populations, which 

in turn forced them to develop better techniques, cultivate more land, and produce more 

food.  In addition, as these cultures domesticated a variety of naturally occurring plants, 

they also proceeded to domesticate suitable animals, which further lightened the work-

load of the individual.  These cultural developments allowed for the production of 

surplus that preceded the ability of a culture to allow for independent specialization in 

areas such as politics, economy, and the development of communicative practices such 

as architectural design, hieroglyphic writing, and sophisticated and detailed 

iconography.
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Princeton University professor of Near Eastern Studies, Michael Cook, in his 

recent Brief History of the Human Race, is another prominent scholar investigating this 

phenomenon by tackling humanity’s past.10  As in Diamond’s account, geography and 

climate are shown to make indelible imprints on the development of cultures, offering 

possibilities, foreclosing opportunities, and creating strange imbalances of cultural 

power.  Farming, he asserts, led to new kinds of social organization, the design of 

pottery for storage, the domestication of animals, and an increasing sense that the world 

could be shaped to human needs.  Drawing on genetic research by scientists such as

Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza, and invoking sophisticated linguistic genealogies, Cook 

traces the migrations of these cultures in their varied struggles for power and resources.  

Both Diamond and Cook show that as they established urban sites that would 

become their cities, would- be farmers took with them many of the natural images of 

former hunting grounds, ancestral burial places, and other sacred sites that supported 

their mythology, general sense of comfort, and identification.  They carried their 

cultural memories as baggage, and this baggage served as the basis for the invention of 

their new urban environments.

The City Invented

The city is a construction in space, but one on a vast scale, a thing perceived 

only in the course of long spans of time.  City design is therefore a temporal art, but it 

can rarely use the controlled and limited sequences of other temporal arts like music.  

On different occasions and for different people, the sequences are reversed, interrupted, 

abandoned, cut across.  The city is seen in all lights and all weathers.  At every instant 

there is more than the eye can see, more than the ear can hear, a setting or a view 

waiting to be explored.  Nothing is experienced by itself, but always in relation to its 

surroundings, the sequences of events leading up to it, the memory of past experiences. 

While the image itself is being tested against filtered perceptual input in a constant

interacting process, the image of a given reality may vary significantly between 

different observers.   To arrive at coherence this image must gain identity and 
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organization through long familiarity, presumably as the observers are grouped in more 

and more homogeneous classes. 

Lewis Mumford, in his work defining The City in History, elaborates on how 

ancient cultures made choices of location for new urban environments. Mumford 

argues, for example, “the city of the dead” came about before “the city of the living.” 11

According to Mumford’s theory, the nomadic peoples of the remote past ritualized the 

burials of their dead and returned from time to time to the graves of their ancestors.

Eventually these sacred sites attracted more permanent settlements, the conjunction of 

the living and the dead proving crucial in defining the status and significance of a 

community.  As is supremely evident in the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque, far 

from emphasizing the termination of life, the ancient Maya celebrated the continued and 

pervasive influence of their ancestors on the daily lives of their citizens from kings to 

farmers.

Patricia McAnanay, in Living with the Ancestors, also explores this probability

concerning the earliest Maya.12 Although the importance of royal ancestor veneration 

is expressed unambiguously in Classic Maya architecture, scripts, and iconography, 

McAnany suggests, “the genesis of ancestor veneration is in formative and non-elite 

agrarian contexts.  Furthermore, the agrarian-linked practice of ancestor veneration 

persists through the Classic period alongside the highly derived and politicized elite 

form.”13 Communing with deceased progenitors was not a religious experience 

divorced from political and economic realities.  McAnany argues it was “a practice 

grounded in pragmatism that drew power from the past, legitimized the current state of 

affairs, and charted a course for the future.”14  Ancestors, she believes, resided at the 

critical nexus between past and future, and their presence, both materially and 

symbolically, lent credence to the claims of their descendents.

McAnany further suggests that this behavior “was extremely reverential and 

indicative of the continued interaction of the Maya with their ancestors and the places 

where ancestors were interred.  The perpetual cycle of death and inheritance (rebirth) 

was,” she argues, 
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played out in the pattern of burial interment and structure remodeling.  In 

this way, Maya monumental architecture was very different from the 

Western tradition of large commemorative shrines that, once constructed, 

tended to become fossilized in time . . . Monumental architecture of the 

Maya had plasticity and flexibility and the sanctioned potential to change 

and grow as the array of ancestors changed and expanded through time.15

A specific example of this phenomenon exists with the Templo Mayor of Aztec 

Tenochtitlan.  This dual pyramid, dedicated to Huitzilopochtli and Tlaloc, re-creates 

Coatepec, the hill of Huitzilopochtli’s birth.  At the same time, the offerings deposited 

in the two temples suggest that the temple also re-presents one of the mountains 

dedicated to Tlaloc.  The deposit of cremated ashes of noble predecessors demonstrates 

that such pyramids were also centers of ancestor veneration for powerful lineages. 

Furthermore, the practice of preserving ancestral remains for the benefit of 

contemporary generations was not limited to elite structures.  As Freidel and Schele 

have noted in A Forest of Kings:  The Untold Story of the Ancient Maya, the convention

of interring ancestors under the floors of residential structures is rooted in the Formative 

and is temporally antecedent to any known pyramid-temple complex.16  In residential 

contexts, the expression of these practices tended to be more subdued, particularly in 

reference to archeological remains.  Two- or three-meter-tall shrines and sub-floor 

burial pits replace towering pyramids; hieroglyphic texts and carving or painting of 

complex iconography is absent; and ancestors of non-elite lineages tend to be buried 

with shell necklaces, modest amounts of jade, and a few treasured ceramic containers. 

The small size of the immediate family group contrasts with the large-scale 

public gatherings that undoubtedly accompanied the interment and commemoration of a 

royal ancestor buried in a funerary pyramid in the epicenter of Classic Maya cities.  

With population estimates for these cities and their immediate hinterlands ranging from 

ten thousand to sixty thousand, rituals enacted in memory of royal personages were akin 

to large public performances or “state theatre.”17 The architectural geometry of the city 

epicenters, in which steeply sided mortuary pyramids that are akin to stage scaffolding 
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flank large plazas capable of accommodating thousands of people, suggests that Maya 

public ritual had a strong performance aspect.18

Positioning of monumental structures within the city’s epicenter was certainly 

no accident.  Organizing the construction of burial shrines with respect to the principles 

of directionality, solar cycles, and primal forces such as wind probably existed among 

the Classic Maya. Scholars, such as John B. Carlson, in “A Geomantic Model for the 

Interpretation of Mesoamerican Sites:  An Essay in Cross-Cultural Comparison,”

investigate this attention to the phenomenon they term geomancy.19 Wendy Ashmore, 

in “Deciphering Maya Architectural Plans,” expands on the significance of this way of 

defining the ancient Maya city when she notes four “Maya-flavored” expressions that 

infer cosmological bases for the broadly shared symbol-pattern evident in architectural 

expression in Mesoamerica.  These tenets include:

(1) conceptions of a multilayered universe, with a many-tiered heaven 

above, wherein the ancestors reside, and a similarly stratified 

underworld, home of various other supernaturals and the scene of 

primordial ordeals involving the legendary Hero Twins; 

(2) unification of these layers in time via cyclical movements of the sun, 

moon, Venus, and other deified entities through the upper- and under-

worlds; 

(3) explicit vertical connectors in space between the earth and other 

cosmic domains, such as the four bacab deities holding up the corners of 

the sky, mountains mediating between sky and earth, and caves linking 

earth with the world below; and 

(4) a horizontal division of the world into four cardinal quarters (plus a 

center), each with color and life-form associations.20

Although some scholars argue Ashmore’s premise,21 recent studies in Mesoamerican 

“cosmovision,” conducted by Karen Bassie-Sweet, are among those that reveal an 

exercise of the homology priority at virtually every scale of pre-Columbian 

architecture.22
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Joyce Marcus has also hypothesized a regionally homologized scheme among 

the Classic Maya.  Although these schemes changed over time, due to social, political, 

and/or economic developments, she defines Tikal as at one point the grand ceremonial 

capital, the “center of the world” in Classic Maya perception. Tikal, in turn, had 

dynastic links with four regional capitals, geometrically placed to correspond with the 

four divine brothers (bacabs) of Maya mythology.  She indicates that these bacabs bore 

the sky respectively in the west (Palenque), east (Copan), north (Calacmul), and south

(Tikal).23  These cosmographic locations do not represent geographical reality, but 

rather what Marcus postulates as the way the Maya interpreted the positions of these 

cities.  

At the scale of individual sites, besides numerous four-quartered pre-Columbian 

cities of the sort featured in urban geographer Paul Wheatly’s seminal work, there is 

ample evidence for the arrangement of four principal entrances, often guarded by four 

balams, or jaguars, in both pre- and post-Hispanic Maya villages.24 Likewise, 

individual buildings, interpreted in a number of Maya sites as “mini ature models of the 

universe,” are among other references to geomancy in Maya architecture that seem more 

favorable to Ashmore’s position.25   These references, cited by Marcus, include 

Ricketson (1928) in reference to Group E at Uaxctun, and Kubler (1958) in analysis of 

design space in Maya architecture.  Hartung (1977) also discusses geometry and 

geomancy in Maya architecture.26

Interestingly, McAnany notes two parallels between cosmological systems of 

China and pre-Columbian Mesoamerica:  “the quadripartite pattern of the cosmologies 

and the interactive role of ancestors or ancestral deities in the lives of men. With good 

reason,” she continues, “the North Acropolis of Tikal (plus Temples I and II; Coe 

1990), Mundo Perdido of Tikal (Laporte and Vega 1986), the Temple of Inscriptions at 

Palenque (M. Coe 1965; Ruz Lhuillier 1973), and El Gerupo May of Oxkintok (Rivera 

Dorado 1990) have been interpreted as important ancestor-mortuary complexes.”27

From Palenque to Copan, the significance of these structures to royal ancestor 
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veneration is demonstrated by virtue of associated hieroglyphic texts, iconography, 

richly furnished burials, and by the monumental scale of building construction.

Associated Fields of Study Pursued by the Ancient Maya 
and Reflected in Their Architecture

Anthropology, art history, epigraphy, and iconography contribute much to our 

current understanding of the ancient Maya.  I would be remiss, however, if I did not 

also reference the importance of the physical and mathematical sciences that influenced 

Maya thought, and are reflected in their architecture.  The Maya’s extensive capabilities 

in astronomy and mathematics, their deep and varied ways of defining space-time, and 

the relationship of logical-mathematical pursuits to Maya methods of instigating 

cultural development and communication are evident in all their architectural design.

Much of the information now deemed reliable in interpreting the Maya understanding of 

their place in the cosmos comes from these hard sciences, including the emerging field 

of archeo-astronomy. 

As noted earlier, the Classic Maya had a profound interest in their calendar 

system.  Much of this system was based on their knowledge of astronomy and 

mathematics, including geometry.  Archeologist David Freidel and art historian, 

epigrapher Linda Schele, have exposed evidence linking the ways in which the Classic 

Maya constructed their urban environments, as well as their art, to their knowledge of 

the heavens.28  These scholars show a profound crossover between astronomy and 

astrology, between hard science and divination, both in accordance with their 

interlocking calendar systems.  The Maya knew not only when it was appropriate to 

plant maize to insure a healthy crop, but also what days proved propitious when giving 

birth or naming a child.  They knew when to perform ritual ceremonies and when to 

wage war.  Moreover, it seems that much of their mythology can be directly related to 

celestial configurations and events.
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Archeo-astronomer E.C. Krupp, Director of the Griffith Observatory in Los 

Angeles, however, hesitates to call Maya astronomy and calendrical mathematics 

amazing. He disputes some details of Freidel, Schele, and Parker’s discussions of Maya 

astronomy presented in Maya Cosmos:  Three Thousand Years on the Shaman’s Path, 

especially the adoption and identification of a “zodiac.”29 “Their achievement is, of 

course, extremely interesting and certainly unique in the New World,” he says, “but not 

so far from what we would expect a society at that level of complexity to institute.”30

According to Maya mythology, the sacred landscape of Maya Creation 

originated when the gods planted the three stones of the heavenly hearth and raised the 

sky.  The indentations, left on the earth by the heavenly bodies of stars and planets, 

formed a landscape of mountains, lakes, and forest that became the environment in 

which the god’s new creatures would live.  Some believe that the three-stone hearth in 

even contemporary Maya homes is a re-presentation of this mythology.  

Krupp advises caution, however, when addressing the process of 

recapitulation—when considering the assumption that activities on earth, for example, 

reflect those occurring in the sky. He suggests, for example, “The Maya housewife does 

not really imitate the stars of Orion, or even the actions of the gods” when she arranges 

her three-stone hearth in the center of her home. Krupp instead contends that

the gods behave like people would expect them to behave. When they 

put the cosmos in order, they determined how the culture understands 

things are put in order. Mortals say the gods did it first, of course, but 

human beings are ever projecting behavior onto the gods and recognizing 

analogies in the sky. Therefore, the homemaker does not imitate the 

three stars in Orion. Orion looks like what is fundamental in the culture 

and so is appropriated for symbolic use. 31

Although Krupp advises caution, it has been suggested that the Cross Group of temples 

also re-presents the three-stone hearth, making it the center of the Maya universe as 

interpreted by Palenque scientists/scribes/architects.
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In 1993 Christopher Powell, then an MA student at the University of Texas at 

Austin, uncovered a system by which not only the ancient Maya, and their 

contemporary counterparts, but according to Maya mythology, the creator gods detected 

and generated symmetry in their world.  Accompanying his work on how the 

contemporary Maya designed their architecture and controlled its proportions, Powell 

discovered the use of a simple measuring cord that has been used by Maya builders for 

centuries, apparently borrowed from the gods, to apply pleasing symmetry to their 

constructions.  Powell noted that not only the ancients (as evidenced in the 

archeological remains of red chalk lines on the temple floors and tunnels under the 

Acropolis at Copan), but also, as indicated in Maya mythology, the creator gods used 

this simple tool to establish symmetrical harmony in their creations.  

According to Maya mythology, which defines the way the gods first measured

out the cosmos, first the cord was stretched to form a square, making sure that both 

diagonals were equal.  Once they had formed the square, the gods (just like their human 

counter-parts in the present) halved the cord to find the center of the side.  They then 

stretched the cord up to a corner swinging down to create the baseline of a rectangle.  

This rectangle has the famous proportion known as the golden mean, which is found in 

art around the world and throughout history.  (Figure 5) In addition, it permeates 

nature in the growth patterns of creatures like the nautilus shell.  Powell told Schele that 

his contemporary Yucatec teachers told him, “Using the cord makes their houses like 

flowers because of the inherent relationship of their proportions.”32  To Schele, 

however, the most revealing thing about Powell’s discoveries was:

This means of measuring things and the proportionality it naturally 

generates does not require special knowledge, like abstract geometry, to 

use it.  The cord gave a harmonious proportionality to everything the 

Maya did in their art and architecture, and it joined their human-made art 

to the symmetries that permeate the natural world.  To create harmonies 

of the cosmos, the gods used the same method to measure as the weaver, 
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house builder, and cornfield maker.  Cord measuring also revealed the 

innate symmetries of nature.  Maya art and daily life harmonized with 

cosmic symmetry without the necessity of conscious design.33

Contemporary work on the use of cords is currently underway by Washington 

architect, Falken Forshaw.  Forshaw defines many intriguing connections between 

structures based on the use of cording devices.  These connections show relationships 

among structures, as well as possible avenues of communication between, for example, 

certain windows in one structure and specific iconography in another.  It will be 

interesting to follow his work and see what new mathematical connections surface in 

existing urban plans. 

Mario Livio, in The Golden Ratio:  The Story of Phi, the World’s most 

Astonishing Number, offers a revolutionary approach to mathematics that influences the 

way in which I perceive Classic Maya dependence on the logical-mathematical 

intelligence to communicate ideology.34  Livio discusses this branch of the sciences as a 

culturally constructed phenomenon, lending insight into the Maya’s possible use of their 

mathematical and astronomical knowledge.  Reflecting a caution such as that exhibited 

earlier by Krupp, Livio suggests that if mathematics can indeed be defined as a 

culturally constructed phenomenon, it helps define the purpose for the Maya use of 

mathematical and astronomical knowledge.  It shows how this knowledge could be 

manipulated to support their ideology, and, furthermore, explains how and why it may 

have been incorporated into their architectural and art program to communicate this 

ideology to audiences.  

According to Livio, cultural philosophers, like the Maya, developed an ideology 

and then proceeded to prove it through mathematical manipulation.  The Maya’s 

accumulated knowledge and skill with logical-mathematical concepts (the real

properties of mathematics, albeit, according to Livio, imposed upon the culture due to 

its culturally constructed nature) could contribute to an understanding of Classic Maya 

conceptual perception of reality within their universe.  Complex tables regarding 
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planetary movements, for example—as outlined in the Dresden Codex and defined 

using mathematics—served as a numerological basis for divination, and justified 

speculation, in this highly myth-based culture.  Not only cultural activity, but also their 

architectural program, according to Livio, mirrored this invented reality.  

Places of Performance and Performance of Places

The Classic Maya performance milieu, located within the Maya urban 

environment, could be compared to Marvin Carlson’s description of 

theatre/performance spaces in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance—a period

nearly synonymous with Maya cultural development in Mesoamerica.  It is here, 

Carlson explains, that public performance “existed as an important part of urban life 

without any specific architectural element (an invented theatre structure, for example) 

being devoted exclusively to its use.”35  In other words, just as there seem to be no 

specific cathedrals or temples devoted exclusively to an encompassing worship of the 

entire pantheon of Classic Maya gods (each structure within the Maya community 

celebrating some aspect of Maya worldview), there were, in the late Middle Ages and 

early Renaissance, no structures devoted specifically to theatre performances.  

Carlson continues to explain that “a situation (existed) allowing those producing 

a performance to place it in whatever locale seemed most suitable.”36  This apparent 

freedom meant that performers could incorporate the embedded messages encoded in 

spaces to augment their own particular point of view.  They could also make use of the 

contextual position, or placement of the structure within the city to reinforce their 

specific message.  Such a dynamic was particularly congenial to the medieval 

worldview, which delighted in the discovery of correspondences, and in building rich 

symbolic structures by relating various systems of signs to each other—a cultural 

characteristic that also seems to typify the Classic Maya.

This pursuit seems to reflect an archetypal human need to construct edifices 

within an urban environment that reflect the ideology of the community, around and 
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within which culture performance could occur.  A famous passage in Hugo’s Notre

Dame de Paris further considers the cathedral, for example, as the central repository of 

signs for its culture.37  Legend, allegory, doctrine, the whole sum of medieval 

knowledge of the world, divine and human, were unashamedly captured in painting, 

sculpture, stained glass, and space of this cathedral.  But, Hugo goes beyond simply 

reflecting on the spatial design as descriptive of the cultural worldview of the time.  He 

also considered the setting of the performance as a “silent character” in the great 

historical dramas—re-presenting experiences that combine to more fully express a 

currently held worldview.38  Hugo points out that, beyond the artistic embellishments of 

the cathedral, even the location and specific design of the structure carried encoded 

messages for members of a society who served as congregations for religious services 

and performances.  

In another example of architectural criticism, Hegel, in a section of his 

Aesthetics, contrasts the architectural symbolism of the Greek temple with that of a 

Romantic church.  The former is “gay, open and pleasing to the senses,” a place “in 

direct communication with the world of external nature,” while the latter is wholly shut 

off from “external nature and all the diverting occupations and interests of finite 

existence”—a place “for an assembly of persons to concentrate their numbers in one 

spot shut off from the rest of the world.”39

As pointed out in the Introduction, evidence similarly suggests that, while the 

bulk of Maya performance occurred in the open-air plaza and patios of the urban center,

important Maya ritual was often practiced privately, out of view of the general public.40

Stephen Houston, in “Symbolic Sweatbaths:  Architectural Meaning in the Cross Group 

at Palenque, Mexico,” discussed in depth in Chapter Four and Five, defines such 

locations as intimate, houses within houses, secret places of transition that both 

conceptually and materially invoke varied meanings and metaphors.  

More global ideas, intended for the general viewing public, were transmitted 

directly through sight, sensations, and resurrection of memory and experience made 

available through spatial representation visible from the great plazas.  Memory, myth, 
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history, and ideology were (and continue to be) embedded in, embodied by, and 

ultimately transmitted by walls, spaces, and pathways, as well as the various art objects 

that made up the urban Maya environment.  

 “Through performance (a site) will inevitably take on certain of the semiotic 

expectations” of a structure specifically designated as a theatre or performance space. 

According to Carlson, it will “also bring to the [performance] experience its own spatial 

and cultural connotations, which the sensitive producer will seek to draw upon to 

maximum effect in the work presented to the public.”41   These spatial and cultural 

connotations are the very elements that allow the structure to continue to maintain a 

presence in the long (humanly) deserted avenues of the Classic Maya urban arena.

While any city may be stable in general outlines for some time, it is ever 

changing in detail.  Only partial control can be exercised over its growth and form.  

There is, at least in the builder’s eyes, no final result, only a continuous succession of 

phases.  In ancient Mesoamerica, architecture serves as more than a mirror of times 

gone by—a diary written in mud and timber, brick and stone.  Monumental buildings

and carefully planned public spaces of ancient Maya cities reflect not only the Maya

spiritual and intellectual heritage, but also reflect who they had become and suggest

what they anticipated as their future.  

These structures do much more than serve as stages for human activity.  Great 

buildings and structures are more than powerful works of architecture and engineering:  

they capture the zeitgeist and continue to narrate and re-enact these significant moments 

for today’s visitors. 

How Architecture and Urban Planning 
Create a Performative Environment

According to psychologist R.L. Gregory, ancient Mesoamerican buildings were 

configured according to sensory properties that can be understood through culturally 

bound ideas about sight and its creative and ratifying qualities.42 The binocular and 

peripheral vision that comes naturally to humans was, for the Maya at least, given a 
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moral valuation that informed their views of space as an inter-actional field.  Such 

mind-generated assertions about reality do more than simply suggest the use of 

descriptive pictures, re-define natural shapes, or indicate the probable application of 

various sensory abilities or multiple intelligences; they also annex background 

information that gives meaning to the perceived object.  

Nearly a century ago Paul Stern discussed this attribute of an artistic object, 

which he called apparency.43  While art is not limited to this single end, he felt that one 

of its two basic functions was “to create images, which by the clarity and harmony of 

form fulfill the need for vividly comprehensible appearance.”  According to Stern, this 

was an essential first step toward the expression of inner meaning.  Within the 

constructed physical environment, apparency emphasizes physical qualities (such as 

shape, size, and color) which relate to identity and structure in the mental image.  

Similarly, imageability, a descriptive coined by Kevin Lynch, in The Image of 

the City, is the arrangement of these recognizable physical qualities which, in turn,

facilitates the interpretation of visually identified, powerfully structured, highly useful 

mental images of the environment into meaningful concepts for the viewer. 

Imageability, according to Lynch, does not necessarily connote something fixed, 

limited, precise, or regularly ordered, although it may sometimes have these qualities.  

Nor does it mean apparent at a glance. Imageability is that quality in a physical object —

or, as with urban design, a grouping of such objects—that gives it a high probability of 

evoking a strong, even emotional, image in the mind of any given observer.  It might 

also be called legibility, or perhaps visibility in a heightened sense, where objects are 

not only seen, but are presented sharply to the senses, which, in turn, make meaning 

from their presence.  As discussed earlier in this study, imagery, created as a reminder 

of the firmness and solidity of collective constructions, was presented to the witness in 

the form of culturally constructed symbols.  For the Maya, these symbol systems were

not images of a reality but the reality itself expressed in metaphorical terms.  The 

validity of a perceived reality is based on the consensus of the total society, or of one of 

its specialized groups, validated by the consensus of contemporaries.  
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In her work, An Alchemy of the Mind:  The Marvel and Mystery of the Brain,

Diane Ackerman defines the body’s pattern recognition machine as “a five-star 

generalizer—a pattern-mad supposing machine that given a little stimuli, proceeds to 

divine the probable.”44  Through spatial and bodily-kinesthetic intelligences, as defined 

earlier by Howard Gardner, the mind of the witness simplifies and organizes, reducing a 

deluge of sensory information to a manageable sum.  

Familiar patterns lead to acts of conviction.  If there is not much for the senses 

to report, or if craved patterns seem lacking or confusing to the witness, the brain

imagines the rest.  Information that initially takes shape in the left temporal lobe, meets 

the limbic system—that expressionist painter—that daubs the perception with emotion, 

rewarding a mind seduced and yet exhausted by complexity.  In reactions similar to 

those forecast by the sub-atomic probabilities recognized in quantum mechanics, the 

human brain establishes its perception of reality and instructs the body to react 

accordingly.  

Objects are presented with the intent to access some deep emotional or 

intellectual knowledge, and to generate effects through action chosen by the witness.  

These images enter the human brain through one or more of the senses, are processed, 

and directed to the area of the brain responsible for translating the information into 

meaning.  It is here that the human witness creates a mental image—through the 

snapshots of time retrievable from human memory—of the performance of the object by 

acting upon the effects generated by that performance. Through the kinesthetic 

imagination, the witness combines observations to actively create a perceived reality, or 

re-create an interpretation of communal memory.  Faced with this newly formed 

perceived reality, the witness can then exercise his ability to function in accordance 

with established parameters, or initiate change suggested by a newly perceived reality.

The variability that typifies the Maya and their mytho-historiographic practices 

applies most recognizably to its cities and urban centers.  A highly imageable (apparent, 

legible, or visible) city in this particular sense would seem well formed, distinct, 

remarkable, and highly expressive; it would reflect the specific community identity in 
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ways that would immediately identify it as unique among its neighbors.  Such an urban 

arrangement would invite the eye and the ear of residents to greater attention to their 

city’s cultural trajectory, as well as a sense of participation in this evolution.  The 

perceptive and familiar observer could absorb new sensuous impacts without disruption

of the basic image.  Each new impact would be apprehended over time as a pattern of 

continuity with many distinctive parts clearly interconnected, allowing the observer to 

remain well oriented and yet highly aware of evolving messages being communicated 

by various elements of their urban environment.  

What are the origins of this type of evolving perception of the visual/spatial 

significance of the urban environment, and how does it help define the city as 

performative and the individual structures and spaces as actors?  To answer this 

question we must first explore the characters these structures portray.

Monumental Occasions

Lindsay Jones’ The Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture:  Experience, 

Interpretation, Comparison lays out in clear terms the crucial issues which must be 

navigated to take advantage of debates in several fields that he believes too often ignore 

one another’s best efforts:  architecture, interpretation theory, history of religions, art 

history, semiotics, philosophy, and studies of ritual and performance, to name a few.45

Jones, cutting through these debates in an effort to relate architecture more closely to 

ritual and the unfolding of special events, re-defines monuments as monumental 

occasions, and transmutes architecture into eventful encounters between specially built 

sacred environments and human actors in time.  

According to Jones, the special powers that one encounters in architecture range 

from supernatural beings and universal events of nature to the powers that under- gird 

political history and the inner forces that shape the self.  All these fundamental 

influences, he argues, are revealed and concealed in a special way through architectural 

design codes, and through the events and relations made possible because of 

architecture.  Sacred architecture, his work shows, gathers within and around it a 
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superabundance of experience that yields a superabundance of interpretation.  These 

experiences and interpretations are the edifying moments of culture, the occasions in 

which culture is constructed.  Throughout the course of this, and succeeding chapters, I 

will be returning often to notions introduced in Jones’ interpretative framework, or 

morphology of ritual-architectural events, ranging from orientation to commemoration

and presentation in the context of performance as outlined below:

A Morphology of Ritual- Architectural Priorities

I.  Architecture as Orientation:  The Instigation of Ritual-Architectural Events

A.   Homology:  Sacred architecture that presents a miniaturized replica 

of the universe and/or conforms to a celestial archetype.

B.   Convention:  Sacred architecture that conforms to standardized rules

 and/or prestigious mythicohistoric precedents.

C. Astronomy:  Sacred architecture that is aligned or referenced with 

respect to celestial bodies or phenomenon.

II. Architecture as Commemorative:  The Content of Ritual-Architectural Events

A. Divinity:  Sacred architecture that commemorates, houses, and/or 

represents a deity, divine presence, or conception of ultimate reality.

B   Sacred History:  Sacred architecture that commemorates an important 

mythical, mythicohistorical, or miraculous episode or circumstance.

C.  Politics:  Sacred architecture that commemorates, legitimates, or 

challenges socio-economic hierarchy and/or temporal authority.

D. The Dead:  Sacred architecture that commemorates revered ancestors 

and/or other deceased individuals or groups.

III. Architecture as Ritual Context:  The Presentation of Ritual-Architectural

Events

A. Theater:  Sacred architecture that provides a stage setting or 

backdrop for ritual performance.
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B. Contemplation:  Sacred architecture that serves as a prop or focus for 

meditation or devotion.

C. Propitiation:  Sacred architecture and the process of construction 

designed to please, appease, and/or manipulate “the sacred” 

(however variously conceived).

D. Sanctuary:  Sacred Architecture that provides a refuge of purity, 

sacrality, or perfection.46

All aspects of Jones’ morphology apply to the various types of monumental 

architecture evident in ancient Mesoamerican urban environments such as Palenque.

These ritual-architectural priorities lead, in every instance, to monumental occurrences 

involving a dialogue between the structure itself and its witnesses.  The endless flux 

between buildings and their meanings—what Jones contends has always been an 

occasion for a curious and essential kind of double reflection (investigating not only 

sites, but also the inner process of culture and human imagination)—takes us to the 

heart of memory, habit, and commemoration.  It, thereby, allows us to eavesdrop on the 

dialogue between architecture and human participants in the monumental occasion.  

Such expressions of identity, revealed in architectural and urban design, according to 

Jones, often reveal the logic and effectiveness of homologized building schemes 

dependent upon a “cosmological conviction,” a confidence in an encompassing world 

order.47

Urban Design and Eventfulness in Architecture 

Much is to be learned from the architect and urban planner about how humans 

perceived their world, or, perhaps more accurately, how it was hoped that this world 

would be perceived.  Art and design as a clue to perception is discussed at length in 

Edward T. Hall’s The Hidden Dimension.48  Space and distance, he suggests, for 

example, serve as indicators of social relationships.  The significance given intimate, 
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personal, social, and public distances within the artist’s particular culture can 

immediately be distinguished in artistic representations created within the perceptual 

confines of that culture.  Hall defines these distances in practical artistic production 

terms as follows:  

1) Intimate—actual touching to a distance of 3’—the distance within 

which sculptural art is accomplished and most appreciated, 

2) Personal—4’-8’—the range within which portraiture is undertaken 

and most commonly viewed, 

3) Social—8’-13’—the realm of landscape art including non-specific 

representations of unidentified human subjects, and 

4) Public—13’ to include all that can be comprehended at a glance—the 

category into which architecture and urban design fall.49

In the development of any urban plan, the degree of representational specificity 

awarded any individual example of architecture, sculpture, or portraiture, indicates the 

culture’s practices, beliefs, and degree of perceived significance regarding space and 

distance.  These pre-determined dimensions demonstrate that the architect or urban 

planner “is not only a commentator on the larger values of the culture but on the micro-

cultural events that go to make up the larger values.”50  Spatial orientation, as a cultural 

way of knowing, is further indicated in the degree of specificity awarded detail in 

sculptural objects versus painted surfaces and portraiture.

Hall argues, for example, that if the remains of a culture seem to indicate a more 

profound interest in monumental architecture—such as is apparent in much of the 

archeological remains of ancient Mesoamerica—than in highly defined and realistic 

portraiture, this would suggest that more cultural attention was paid to the exterior 

living environment and public distance.  Such cultures emphasized the connection to its 

universe and their perceived place within it rather than to individuality and personal 

uniqueness. Mesoamerican art immediately tells us that, in most instances, intimate (as 

exemplified in sculptural renditions of bodies and objects) and public distances (as 
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demonstrated in architectural artistry) took precedence over the personal and social of 

highly developed portraiture or emphasis on inner space.51

According to Hall, monumental architecture, and its adherent sculpture,

communicates a culture’s ability to live comfortably, in close proximity to one another, 

within an environment constructed to mirror their significant surroundings and/or, as we 

shall see, their utopian vision.  These concepts and their ramifications are deeply rooted 

in the social memory of members of a given community.  Consequently, if the architect

successfully represents his world, and if the viewer shares that concept of culture, the 

viewer can replace what may appear to be missing in the design with details imbedded 

in the social memory of various individuals that inhabit that particular cultural 

environment.  The architect, conscious of the unspoken spatial languages known to their 

audience, as well as the common social memory of the group members, provides 

properly selected cues that are not only congruent with the events depicted, but 

consistent with those unspoken languages. 

However, according to Jones, echoing theoretical positions already presented by 

Carlson, Roach, et al, the inscription of these initial intents does not remain static.  

Meaning fluctuates and evolves as a varied assortment of witnesses and ritual 

participants encounter the structures—the “occasions in which specific communities 

and individuals apprehend specific buildings in specific and invariably diversified 

ways.”52 Rather than a foraging expedition after the original design intentions of 

architects and ritual choreographers, this study represents a series of hermeneutical 

inquiries into the various ceremonial occasions in which a work of architecture has been 

an integral participant.  

The mytho-historical narrative defining the ancient Maya experience is encoded

on their cities—in the design of interiors and exteriors of structures, and the spaces that 

joined them.  It is reinforced by hieroglyphic texts—performative biographies of the 

great men and women, as well as gods, who continue to be manifestations of the Maya 

spiritual core.  Murals and monumental sculpture further embellished and elaborated 
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these narratives.  Such examples of iconography offer a visual, tactile, even sensual

aspect to the specific narratives replayed at each site.  

Aside from the obvious creation of man-made mountains (pyramids) and 

underworld portals (the ballcourt) within the urban environment, an example of how 

this phenomenon may have worked can be seen in the effect generated on an informed 

witness by the iconographic image of blaring conch-shell trumpets such as those used 

during events in the Maya ritual calendar. These images conjured up memories of 

specific sounds (rather than specific instruments), linked with specific activities, closely 

associated with specific emotional reactions chosen from communal memory.  The 

probable effect of the image of conch-shell trumpets (and the subsequent remembered 

trumpeting on the auditory senses) on the ancient Maya witness, could have signaled the 

opening of the portals to the Otherworld.  

These trumpets, cast up by the Otherworld ocean and fashioned into portal-

opening instruments by the shaman-artist, were often elegant works of art. When the 

shamans blew the sacred conch-shell trumpet in bloodletting ceremonies and funerary 

rites, and as their armies went into battle, the unearthly sound announced the arrival of 

the death state, enlightenment, and the approach of the Underworld. The eerie notes 

tore the fabric of normal space and time and heralded the eruption of the Divine Life 

onto the earth plane. 

Other examples of the art’s direct confrontation with various human senses, as 

discussed in Stephen Houston and Karl Taube’s recent article, An Archeology of the 

Senses:  Perception and Cultural Expression in Ancient Mesoamerica and presented in 

the last chapter, further clarifies the use of iconography to stimulate sensual memories 

of sound, smell, and texture.53

These embedded memories—the highly specific texts of historical revelation—

make meaning known through a re-presentation of being, which is the very definition of 

performance. Moreover, this performance is dynamic—a ritual-architectural event—

initially defined by the interactive communication between the structure, the supporting 

cast of human actors, and its audience.  These re-presentations of experience appear in 
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ritual-architectural reception histories that chronicle the philosophical uses and 

apprehensions that any substantial work of architecture is certain to engender.  Works of 

architecture are multi-vocal, and their meanings are fluid, situational, and transient. Yet,

through active interaction between people and buildings, the dynamic ritual situations 

imprinted on the structure do continue to present themselves for our edification. They 

offer opinions and suggestions for interpretation, rather than dictates.

When the public art  of architecture is combined with the private arts (poetry, 

painting, sculpture, and, most probably, music), the result is highly expressive, although 

inorganic and abstract.  As emphasized by the early Renaissance Florentine architect 

Leon Battista Alberti, design serves as more than a decorative addendum.  He regards it 

as inseparable from the act of building as a whole.54  The task of architectural design, 

wrote Alberti, was to “appoint to the edifice and all its parts an appropriate place, exact 

proportion, suitable disposition and harmonious order, in such a way that the form of 

the building should be entirely implicit in the conception.”55  As Roger Scruton, in The 

Aesthetics of Architecture, further explains, the urban planner and architectural 

designer’s work is a process through which such aesthetic values permeated the whole 

enterprise.56

Sharing Alberti’s view, Scruton characterizes architecture as a “special class of 

the activity of design.” Arguing that it “derives its nature . . . from an everyday 

preoccupation with getting things right, a preoccupation that has little to do with . . . 

artistic intentions” of a personally expressive nature.57 By “getting things right,” 

Scruton means designing a building appropriate to its purpose, and to its physical and 

cultural context, including a desired “style of life.”  Like other things which give us 

aesthetic pleasure, Scruton emphasizes, architectural structures help remind us of the 

kinds and quality of our human aims and pursuits.58

We have already discussed how significant getting things right was for the 

ancient Maya.  In the midst of normal, mundane concerns involved in the building 

process, these early architects and urban planners skillfully wove cultural ideology, and 



186

the expression of spiritual values or emotional states, into their creations, awarded them 

animacy, and trusted the structures themselves to proceed from there.

The Performance of the Archeology

Christopher Alexander et al, in A Pattern Language (1977), define the basis by 

which towns and buildings become alive through the structure of a network.  According 

to these architects and designers from the Center for Environmental Structure, the 

University of California at Berkley, humanity always relies on certain languages that 

allow for articulation of an infinite variety of designs within a formal, cohesive, 

system.59 Architectural structures and designed spaces grow to be directly related to 

other edifices and their environs; they seem to communicate certain ideologies to each 

other, reinforcing the significance of each:  it is as if they converse among themselves 

creating a long centuries-old murmuring, an imperceptible dialogue between one 

monumental construction and another.  

The urban environment evolves into a living thing, a receptacle of powers not to 

be ruled by a human mind.  It becomes a treasury of secrets evolved through the 

imaginative processes of many minds, surviving the death of those who produced them 

or had been their conveyors.  Each element of design helps to generate the next, 

ultimately creating recognizable patterns that can be considered a part of human 

disposition, and human action, as much 1000 years ago as they are today, or will be 500 

years from now.   But, how do we learn to read, interpret, and/or critique the 

communicative moments portrayed between these immobile actors?

At the onset, one fundamental truth is imperative.  As with a book, monumental 

architecture and its various adornments and inscriptions are not made to be believed, but 

to be subjected to inquiry.  The Temple of Inscriptions in Palenque, for example, 

initially appears to be simply a monumental tomb for a respected leader.  However, on 

closer inspection, it is evident that this structure served in many more ways, as 

discussed at length in Chapter Five. When we consider an inscription, for example, 

whether offered in structural design, written language, or in iconographic form, we 
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mustn’t ask ourselves what it says but what it means—what effects its presence 

generates.  

Roland Barthes, in his work on semiology and urbanism, argues, “A semiotic of 

the city, should view the city as a text created by human beings in space, spoken by and 

speaking to those who inhabit it, move through it, and observe it.”60  Barthes suggests 

that an analysis of the city as text is produced by investigating the oppositions, 

alternations, and juxtapositions of the elements within that urban environment.  

Structuralist strategies for pursuing the sort of urban analysis Barthes proposes are 

offered by French sociologists Sylvia Ostrowetsky (“De l’urbain a l’urbain,” 1972) and 

Richard Fauque (“Pour une nouvelle approche semiologique a la ville,” 1973).61

Ostrowetsky proposes a consideration of urban semiotics on three levels:  morphemes, 

the individual elements of a building such as specific types of doors, windows, and 

decoration; architectural signs, such as the size, shape, and design of a single building; 

and urbemes, higher integrated units such as a planned pathway composed of aligned 

buildings converging on a plaza. Both Ostrowetsky and Fauque believe that the 

meanings of elements on each of these levels are based on opposition and context; 

larger and higher elements, for example, tend to suggest value and power, as do central 

versus peripheral locations within districts.  

Clarity or legibility is, therefore, of special importance when considering

individual structures within environments at the urban scale of complexity.  In 

considering the temporal quality of long abandoned cities such as Palenque it is 

advisable to concentrate on the apparent clarity or legibility of the cityscape in order to 

recognize and reconstruct its parts, and organize them into a coherent pattern.  

Recognizing the human need for identity and structure in the perceptual world 

illustrates the special relevance of this quality to the complex, shifting urban 

environment that evolved into the ancient Mesoamerican city as we see it today.  To 

understand this we must consider not just the city as a thing in itself, but also the city as 

perceived by its inhabitants over time. 
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Moving elements in a city, and in particular the people and their activities, are, 

of course, as important as the stationary physical parts.  Humans are not simply 

observers of this spectacle of urban development, but are also a part of it, on the stage 

with the other participants.  Perception of the city, furthermore, is not often sustained, 

but rather partial, fragmentary, mixed with other concerns.  Nearly every sense, 

however, is in operation, and the image is the composite of them all.  In the case of 

long-deserted city-centers, however, it is necessary to turn to the archeology for clues as 

to how this dialogue between humans and their structural environment may have 

occurred.

The Role of Structural Actors in Ritual Circuits and Coronations

Research by Michael Coe, in “A Model of Ancient Maya Community 

Structure,” demonstrates how Maya civic center designs also provide evidence for 

dynamic performance venues.62  Kathryn Reese-Taylor expands on this argument in her

discussion of ritual circuits conducted for a variety of political or religious purposes.63

Reese-Taylor’s article deals with the archeology of performance, describing ritual 

circuits as featuring human “movement from one location to another during the course 

of a political or religious ceremony.”  Movement from one host locale to another, she 

notes, is “usually by means of a formal procession of (human) actors.”64  What interests 

me, however, is her reference to the fact that, “the movement is punctuated by stops to 

perform ritual acts at stations, specific locals along the circuit.”65

According to Reese-Taylor, ritual circuits and their attendant processions have 

been an integral component of Maya liturgical performance since at least 300 BCE.66

The material objects and specific structures participating in the event, however, are 

rarely considered performers in the ethnographic, ethnohistoric, or Prehispanic 

literature.  Instead, the accounts focus on the human actions performed at the specific 

stations within the overall circuit.  Nevertheless, the detailed and varied descriptions 

available suggest that each procession was part of a specialized rite performed to a 
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specific end.  As a consequence, the processional routes within a ritual circuit were 

unique, designed to fulfill the needs of specific ceremonies.67

In her discussion of ritual circuits, and based on the ethnographic and 

ethnohistorical descriptions of processions, Reese-Taylor outlines three definitive 

functions in which these venues for public performance served the diverse needs of a 

complex society:  ritual circumambulation, periphery/center circuits, and base-to-

summit-of-mountain circuits.68

Circumambulatory processions were primarily practiced to define and claim 

space, honor specific shrines and their keepers, as part of initiation ceremonies for 

certain religious positions such as daykeepers, priests, and shaman.  But, a ritual 

procession couldn’t start or finish at just any building that happened to be in the way.  

Human participants could not perform ceremonies at random structures along an 

improvised route.  It appears that it was necessary to move among the structures in a 

defined pattern as each station assumed the role of a specific historical, mythological, or 

spiritual location borrowed from the Maya memory.  

These un-animated stations performed the role of specific mythic and historical

sites, as well as the residences of gods exercising a will requiring acknowledgement.  

Their presence was necessary for the fulfillment of the ritual segment.  The contextual 

information, embedded in their structural design, defined the sacred locations that 

served as destinations for the human performers.  The stories and mythologies behind 

the ceremony were expanded, defined, and made specific through the addition of 

hieroglyphic writing and/or symbolic iconography.  The various structures took on the 

role of specific geographic locations that originally marked the boundaries of the newly 

created world.  Their presence as literal locations brought the history into the present.  

These structures served as actors in the performance of the drama being enacted.  

Without the un-animated, structural, actors providing the definition for the performance, 

the processional ritual would have been hollow, if not non-existent.

The second type of ritual circuit described by Reese-Taylor involves processions 

from the periphery to the center, often featuring actors who carry staffs, banners, or 
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other ceremonial objects.  It appears that this type of ritual circuit serves as a 

mechanism to strengthen integration and social solidarity within towns or villages 

comprised of dispersed settlements.  They have also been recorded to identify Year 

Renewal ceremonies, and episodes in heir-designation ceremonies such as those 

depicted in Structure I at Bonampak. (Figure 6) Bannerstones, or banner holders, seem

to be located at the convergence of sakbeob (white paths) at the epicenter of major 

settlements—pathways that lead out to peripheral shrines and shrine groups.69  They 

connected the heart of urban centers such as Tikal with the outer limits of the 

ceremonial precinct, and just like on Cozumel Island, they all lead to religious 

structures.  Again, the structures themselves, including the sakbeob, interacted with the 

sculptures designed as standard bearers.  In the concise arena of the urban center they

defined the ritual and direct the movements of the human participants as they 

figuratively re-trod paths, re-created from memories of ancient historical locations.

The prominent sakbeob (raised, wide, white roads that led from outlying areas to 

the city center) served as processional pathways connecting the origins and destinations

to one another, as indicated by the Maya sense of directionality.  They performed the 

journey, and continue to do so through the kinesthetic imagination of contemporary 

witnesses.  But, these sakbeob were not prima donnas.  In addition to performing the 

sacred journeys, they also participated in less glamorous civic programs, such as the 

sophisticated water catchment systems in Cerros.  The additional civic responsibilities 

assumed by the sakbeob continually remind ritual participants of their own civic 

responsibilities beyond ritual involvement.  As Reese Taylor notes,  

a group of raised plazas in the north of the civic center directs the water 

runoff to the south of the site where it is captured in a reservoir system 

formed by several sakbeob.  This sophisticated system not only provided 

water during the dry season for the raised fields located in the southern 

periphery of the settlement but also caused a large swampy area to form 

in the southern portion of the main civic center, especially during the 

rainy season.  This dichotomy between the north, an elevated area with a 



191

concentration of human-constructed mountains (and often royal burials), 

and the south, a depressed area, is the expression in the physical 

landscape of two important mythic locations:  Xibalba in the south, 

which lies under the waters of the underworld, and the heavens in the 

north, where spirits of the deceased ascend to live in perpetuity.70

Various forms of ancient architecture interacted with human participants to 

define ritual activity.  Their role in the performance of Maya myth-history remains a 

reality today.  Whereas a sakbeob, for example, may have functioned as an elaborate 

dam as part of a city’s water conservation system, it also is embedded with memories of 

the great processions that joined the city’s periphery with the sacred center.  The 

memories of the flapping of the great banners, the trumpeting of the conch shells, the 

beating of the drums, and the marching of sacred and regal feet is still present in the 

archeological remains.  

The deep significance of the ritual ballgame and the processions through its 

center still conjure cultural memories of violent battles with the lords of the underworld, 

and the celebration of humanity’s victories at the time of creation.  Moreover, were a 

pyramid not a mountain, kings would not have been able to ascend to the realm of the 

heavens to become gods.  The presence of these mountains, assuming the role of (or 

literally becoming) a distant, sacred peak, coupled with the physical activity of the lord, 

combined to make the god-king.  One could not have existed without performative 

dialogue with the other.  The task today remains to use this remaining message—the 

performance left behind in these relics of experience—to assist in defining ancient 

human performance.

The third type of ritual circuit is the one that will concern us the most in 

discussions of the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque.  This type proceeds from the base 

to the summit of a mountain (or surrogate mountain, as the temple pyramids have come 

to be regarded).  “As actors ascend from one level to another,” Reese-Taylor notes,

“they symbolically progress from the underworld through the human world and into the 
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heavens.”71 Throughout Mesoamerica this type of procession, according to Reese-

Taylor, unites the three realms of the Maya cosmos.  

Richard Leventhal, in a 1999 paper delivered at the University of California, 

discusses how the Maya incorporated base-to-mountain-summit circuits into their site 

plans.  He points to processions on the staircases of structures, a proposal supportive of 

this third type of ritual circuit.  He proposes that “the processions of Maya rulers up the 

staircases of large temple structures at Xunantunich,” for example, “symbolized the 

transformation of the king from human ruler to god.  The transformation was done 

before an audience and was based in the precept that the ruler was simultaneously 

human and divine.”72  Surely divinity could not be achieved by just climbing any 

mountain, or ascending any set of stairs.  The temple/pyramid assumed a very specific 

role and communicated all the information necessary for the audience to understand its 

unique significance among mountains.

Whereas the exact human activity involved in any of these three types of ritual 

circuits remains speculative at best, many of the participating stations remain as a part 

of the archeological record.  What of the current role of these stations in the 

performance of Maya history?  

As will be discussed in depth in Chapter Five, Pakal’s Temple of Inscriptions at 

Palenque celebrates the West, the setting sun, death and the potential for resurrection.  

Plank (following David Stuart), on the other hand, defines Copan’s Structure 22 

(dedicated with a fire ceremony in 695 CE) as a celebration of the East, the rising sun, 

the re-birth of the maize god in the body of the king.73  Regarding the architecture as a 

set of static, sacred symbols, she defines Structure 22 as having been designed to signify

“a sacred mountain cave of creation from which the city’s patron gods were born, and 

from which the ruler-as-sun eternally emerges.”  Clifford Geertz defines these symbol 

systems as capable of inducing “moods and motivations, and general conceptions of the 

order of existence.” 74 Such expressions of experience, and evidence for performative 

characteristics of the structure, do not need to be reinforced through ritual.  
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 I argue that the very fact that this structure could elicit such feelings and 

resurrect such memories of cultural experience indicates an instance of performance—

an act carried out between the structure itself and witnesses, even to the exclusion of 

human actors.  This structure did not signify a sacred cave of creation, but rather, 

through displaced transmission, became that site for witnesses and ritual participants, 

and performed all of the mythical and historical responsibilities associated with that 

location.  Providing the context for the important accession ceremonies of the k’ul ajaw, 

Structure 22 also re-presented, in perpetuity, the social structures and psychological 

processes re-enacted by human participants during important ritual events.  

Rather than award the structure performative capabilities of its own, most 

current scholarship retreats to a description of a background space—“a locus for the 

performance of state-supporting origin stories”—a site for the ritual construction of 

political identity on historical, mytho-religious, and cosmic levels.75 The structure, 

even without the assistance of human participation, can “express the world’s climate 

and shape it,” in perpetuity.76

Relying on a translation of Richard Schechner’s discussion of the living 

relationship between performer and spectators that allow for such instances of 

communal performance, or habitus, as defined by Pierre Bourdieu in his work on 

“practice theory,” we are, however, able to avoid true distinction between audience and 

performers, and focus, instead, on an interaction that makes both elements 

participants.77  Paul Connerton has distinguished habitus, or culturally determined 

knowledge, resulting from socialization, from personal or cognitive memory, placing 

“habit memory” within the larger context of “social memory.”78  By suggesting a 

context, imbued with meaning through ritual, these scholars propose that architecture 

achieves meaning through practice.  As Michael Pearson and Colin Richards explain, 

“Space is practice (our everyday actions); it is also symbol, and we might 

conceive of architecture as symbolic technology.”79   The meanings awarded 

specific places and the spatial order they infer are not f ixed or invariant signs but 

often invoked from the original context of practice and may evolve through 
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recurrent usage.  Meanings may originate for a spatial frame , one that can 

absorb significance through human activity, but the implications of its presence 

are not diminished by the departure of human participants.  The relic of 

experience remains to communicate significances in perpetuity.

Structure 22 has been described as a 

cosmic diagram writ in stone, a decorated diagram that functioned as a 

performance space, an elaborate stage for human activity and ritual . . . it 

marked the quincunx (the four corners and center of the universe), the 

three vertical levels of the universe, and the ruler’s role in maintaining 

this space/time order within cosmic, mythological and historical 

space/time.80

While Shannon Plank contends that in order to elicit such understanding, the 

“building had to be spatially activated by the experience of the subject’s body,”81 I 

argue that once these experiences become embedded in the structure itself—once the 

un-animated object is thus activated—the walls and passageways assume the role of 

relics of experience.  As such, they become capable of eliciting memory and re-

presenting, through a temporal narrative process, a perpetual performance of both the 

context and the ritual event.  They assume an active, performative presence in the 

ceremonial arena. The building assumes the responsibility of performing, not only the 

context, but also the ruler and his subjects as embodiments of concepts of space, time, 

history, and social order that define ancient Maya experience. 

While the attention to the archeology of performance is of considerable 

importance, studies of this kind often ignore the temporal significance of the structures 

themselves as actors in the overall performance—what we might call the performance 

of the archeology.  They also often fail to recognize that this performance of memory 

continues into the present day.
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Empirical Evidence and Enlightenment

Empirical evidence for this argument, and avenues for interpretation, comes

once again from the field of physics.  The general theory of relativity shows us that our 

minds follow different rules than the real world does.  A rational mind, based on 

impressions that it receives from its limited perspective, forms structures which 

thereafter determine what it further will and will not accept freely.  From that point on, 

regardless of how the real world actually operates, this rational mind, following its self-

imposed rules, tries to superimpose its own version of what must be on the real world.  

In 1900 Max Planck’s work on processes of nature, specifically energy 

radiation, changed all that when he unintentionally fathered quantum mechanics with 

the disturbing discovery that the basic structure of the universe is not continuous but 

granular—discontinuous—consisting of discrete increments or energy packets that 

showed signs of consciousness (reacted to stimuli).  Since that time numerous scientists, 

including Niels Bohr, Henry Srapp, E.H. Walker, Werner Heisenberg, and others have 

added significantly to our understanding of the possibilities and probabilities implied by 

this enlightened manner of thought.   Physicist John Von Neumann’s discovery, 

outlined in The Mathematical A Foundation of Quantum Mechanics, shows, for 

example, that our thought processes (the realm of symbols) project illusory restrictions 

into the real world.82  David Finkelstein’s contribution, “Beneath Time:  Explorations in 

Quantum Topography,” describes a theory of process in which space, time, mass, and 

energy are secondary qualities that originate, not from physical matter, but from the 

basic subatomic events of the universe such as thought.83

Powerful awareness lies dormant in these discoveries; an awareness of the 

hitherto-unsuspected powers of the mind to mold reality, rather than the other way 

around. Quantum mechanics negates current assumptions regarding linear progression.  

Its tenets seem to contradict common sense, and yet reflect the Maya understanding of 

an ability to assume a participatory role in creation in the company of their creator gods, 

and of the shamans’ ability to effortlessly, and instantaneously, travel through 

dimensions of time and space to record (or create) events that will affect their 
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community member’s lives. The celebrated Maya calendars, continually predict 

outcomes, assert probabilities, and affect reality if certain participatory acts are 

practiced.  The monumental structure stands as a perpetual participator seeking only to 

re-enter into dialogue with the human element. 

To help provide empirical evidence for this assumption, E.H. Walker speculates 

that building block as small as photons may actually be conscious. 

Consciousness may be associated with all quantum mechanical processes 

. . . since everything that occurs is ultimately the result of one or more 

quantum mechanical events; the universe is “inhabited” by an almost 

unlimited number of rather discrete, conscious entities that are 

responsible for the detailed working of the universe.84

It is difficult to relinquish the sense of security that comes from a long and 

rewarding acquaintance with a particular worldview, but in our efforts to think like 

Maya, it is increasingly interesting to me that ideas they espoused over 3000 years ago 

are just finding their way into the western corpus of thought.  How many other 

enlightened ideas can the ancient Maya share through relics of experience left behind in 

the decaying city centers?

What does physics have in common with enlightenment?  Physics and 

enlightenment apparently belong to two separate realms.  One of them (physics) 

belongs to the external world of physical phenomena and the other (enlightenment) 

seems more appropriately situated in the internal world of perceptions.  A closer 

examination, however, reveals that physics and enlightenment are not as incongruous as 

we might think.  First, there is the fact that only through our perceptions can we observe 

physical phenomena.  In addition to this obvious bridge, however, there are more 

intrinsic similarities.

Enlightenment entails casting off the bonds of concept (veils of ignorance) in 

order to perceive directly the inexpressible nature of undifferentiated reality.  Although 

undifferentiated reality is the same reality that we are, and always have been, a part of, 

the difference between our own rational prison and enlightenment rests in our 
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perception.  As everyone knows (?), words only represent something else.  They are not 

real things.  They are only symbols.  According to the philosophy of enlightenment, 

however, everything (every thing) is a symbol.  The reality of symbols is an illusory 

reality.  Nonetheless, it is the one in which we live.

Although, as Zukav notes, “undifferentiated reality is inexpressible, we can talk 

around it (using more symbols).”85  The physical world, as it appears to the 

unenlightened, consists of many separate parts.  These separate parts, however, are not 

actually separate.  According to the new physics, anticipated by mystics from around 

the world, each moment of enlightenment reveals that everything—all the separate parts 

of the universe—are manifestations of the same whole.  It’s all the same event. As the 

ancient Maya demonstrated in their practice of a holistic worldview, we now are 

presented with physical evidence that there is only one reality, and it is whole and 

unified.  

We have already discussed quantum physics, and the fact that it requires a 

modification of ordinary conceptions.  The next step shows that physics may require a 

more complete alteration of our thought process than we ever conceived—in fact, than 

we ever could conceive.  We saw previously that quantum phenomena seem to make 

decisions, to know what is happening elsewhere.  In fact, quantum phenomena may be 

connected so intimately that things once dismissed as occult could become topics of 

serious consideration among physicists. In short, both in the need to cast off ordinary 

thought processes (and ultimately to go beyond thought altogether), and in the 

perception of reality as one unity, the phenomenon of enlightenment and the science of 

physics have much in common.

Enlightenment is a state of being.  Happiness, as another broad example, is a 

state of being.  It is a common misconception to mistake the description of a state of 

being for the state itself, but like all states of being, neither is describable.  Both 

examples—enlightenment and happiness—exist within the realm of experience.  Both 

belong to the realm of abstractions, or concepts.  A state of being is an experience.  A 
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description of a state of being is a symbol.  Symbols and experience do not follow the 

same rules as is evidenced in both quantum logic and Bell’s Theorem.

Quantum logic calls us back from the realm of symbols to the realm of 

experience.  Bell’s Theorem (developed in 1964 by CERN physicist J.S. Bell) tells us, 

as does ancient Maya philosophy and scientific documentation, that there is no such 

thing as separate parts.  All of the parts of the universe are connected in an intimate and 

immediate way previously claimed only by mystics, shamen, and other scientifically 

objectionable people.  What’s up?   Has civilization, and intellectual achievement, come 

full circle?  

Within this enlightened framework, Maya architecture and urban design 

continues to play its various roles.  Its presence guides the eye along ritual paths, 

teasing the ear for sounds, buried in genetic memory, of the ritual activity performed 

there.  It offers visual and spatial articulation of smells. Through the symbols encoded 

in their design, ancient architecture tells and re -tells stories of creation and human 

existence and experience—providing perpetual opportunities for re-experience from 

within the memories and kinesthetic imaginations of contemporary witnesses. For the 

educated observer, these structures and designed spaces continue to serve as the 

mythical pathways, the sacred mountains, and the terrifying gateways that were such a 

great part of the Maya cosmovision—their symbolic attempts to describe the state of 

being we call experience.  How fortunate we are to still have these un-animated actors 

to help us define the human thought that took place in their embrace. The work of the 

ancient architecture, however, does not stop there. 

The Architectural Structure as an Active Participant
in the Performance of the Urban Environment

In his work on aesthetic form, Paul Stern acknowledges Winston Churchill who 

went one step further in describing the significance of the constructed environment.  

Rather than simply creating images, which by the clarity and harmony of form could 

fulfill the need for vividly comprehensible appearance, Churchill emphasized the power 
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of architectural structures in urban settings, reminding us that we shape our buildings 

and then they shape us.86

This phenomenon is evident in the architecture of the ancient Maya.  The 

temples, pyramids, and palaces demonstrate the ability to simultaneously record and 

reiterate the past while helping create the present and usher in the future. The very 

presence of these monumental structures within the Maya urban environment teaches, 

reminds, prods, and/or questions issues of ideology promoted by this culture.  In their 

immobility these architectural structures, arranged in the highly significant symbology 

of the ancient urban setting, have the power to maintain ideologies employing myth, 

metaphor, and a unique understanding of time-space, or to change things through a 

natural evolutionary process based in the same beliefs and cultural understandings.  

As cited earlier, theorists such as Paul Connerton, How Societies Remembers, 

Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History:  Les Lieux de Memoire,” Jacques LeGoff, 

History and Memory, and Peggy Phelan, Mourning Sex:  Performing Public Memories,

suggest that the space of performance may contribute to the meaning of the ritual 

experience conducted there.   Bearing in mind that their research also indicates that such 

spaces can embed and embody memories of those experiences, we begin to appreciate 

how these structures alter the representation into a temporal narrative process that can 

be re-played in the initiated viewer’s imagination long after human performers have 

departed. 

David Carrasco, in City of Sacrifice:  The Aztec Empire and the Role of Violence 

in Civilization, argues eloquently for an expanded view from the city as a performance 

space to that of performer.  Citing complex sets of performances that animated cities, he 

became increasingly aware that cities were religio-political performances themselves.  

He notes that it became evident in his observations that “ performance spaces and 

cultural performances did not just represent city values but also functioned to re-

generate and re-make the cities as meaningful landscapes.87 Carrasco sees the city as 

performance—as much a metaphysical force in our lives as a material one.  Citing Italo 

Calvino (Invisible Cities), who argues that “the city says everything you must think, 
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makes you repeat her discourse . . .,” Carrasco points out that, on the one hand, the city 

has the power of redundancy, reiteration, and re-creation for it inhabits our minds.88

He does not believe, however, that these repetitions exhaust the power of cities to re-

create meaning or open ways to incorporate new meaning, stories, and power.  

The capacity of cities and the structures within them to perform culture, 

communicate cosmo-magical meanings, and direct processes of social, political, and 

symbolic change and metamorphosis is illuminated in Carrasco’s specific study of the 

performative nature of the great Aztec city of Tenochtitlan. This discussion of the site, 

which was later to become Mexico City and the performance of Colonial Mexico,

serves as a viable model for exploring the performative nature of the Temple of 

Inscriptions and its environs at Palenque. 

In his discussions of Tenochtitlan’s Templo Mayor pyramid, Carrasco outlines 

myths as incorporated into history and then translated into an early urban landscape that 

mirrored the surrounding natural geography.   His work further defines the pyramidal 

structure’s performative responsibility in the Mesoamerican urban landscape.

According to Carrasco, the Templo Mayor pyramid re-presented and re-performed a 

specific event occurring during the Aztec migration from Atzlan (their mythological 

place of origin):  the creation, and subsequent adoption, of the violent Huitzilopochtli as 

patron god of war originally occurred on the mountain of Coatepec located near distant 

Tollan (Tula), the capital of the Toltec empire.  The Templo Mayor, as noted by 

Carrasco, is 

the architectural image of Coatepec . . . Just as Huitzilopochtli triumphed 

at the top of the mountain, while his sister was dismembered and fell to 

pieces below, so Huitzilopochtli’s temple and icon sat triumphantly at 

the top of the Temple Mayor with the carving of the dismembered 

goddess far below at the base of the steps.89

As with this example, the ancients re-present original locations and performances as 

metaphors for cultural experience by resituating history and mythology from the site of 
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its original occurrence to a constructed area within the confines of an urban arena—into 

ritual centers constructed as literal replicas of distant mythological locations.

Evidence shows that in addition to designing monumental structures to re-

present sacred locations, the Maya painted most pyramidal structures red indicating life, 

and even named them, thereby awarding them animacy and personality.   These un-

animated, yet living, structures could then be ritualistically killed on a pre -determined, 

cyclical basis, making room for new structures that were built on top of the old.  This 

practice allowed the new structures to take advantage of the sacred powers invested in 

the site, and possibly some of the accumulated divinity of the old structure.  Such 

practices make it difficult today to determine exactly how far to excavate any particular 

structure.  Which story—which performance—do we want to make available again to 

informed witnesses?  Unfortunately, these decisions are often tempered by the need to 

create viable tourist attractions that will help subsidize the local economy.

Another type of structure, common across Mesoamerica, and identifiable in 

ancient urban environments from the Olmec to the Aztec, was the ballcourt or symbolic 

entrance to the underworld.  As Michael Whittington, Curator of The Mint Museum in

Charlotte, North Carolina, points out, the ballcourt was not an actual gateway, but rather 

re-presented that mythical site. This is not to say that the ancient Maya did not believe 

that the ballcourt functioned as a literal portal between worlds.  The game that was 

played there was a re-enactment of the mythical events that, according to Maya 

mythology, occurred at the time of creation in the Underworld site of Xibalba.90

Carried to their extreme, these games involved human sacrifice, and served to release 

the powerful life-giving energy of human blood to regenerate the earthly plane.  

These games were played as a form of jousting and a substitute for armed 

conflict.  As Johan Huizinga speculated in his imaginative book, Homo Ludens:  A 

Study of the Play Element in Culture, 

war may find its origins in the sense of play.  War, or the substitute ball 

games, were waged with limiting game-like rules between equals, or 

antagonists with equal rights.  Warfare in many early societies was 
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conducted according to a way of thought that was deeply concerned with 

fate, chance, judgment and contest as different expressions of the 

sacred.91

The ballcourt is the legendary arena where, as recounted in the Popol Vuh, the great 

creation story of the Quiche-Maya, the legendary Hero Twins defeated the evil Lords of 

the Underworld in the quintessential battle for power and survival.  The court thus 

becomes the supernatural realm itself. 

The Great Ballcourt at Chichen Itza, for example, as defined by Freidel, Schele, 

and Parker, would be the place of the celebration of the myth of the Hero Twins, Jun 

B’atz and Jun Chuen, who lived in the world of the third creation.  Jun B’atz was killed 

and buried in the ballcourt, and Jun Chuwen’s father, Jun Junapu, was decapitated by 

the Lords of Xibalba as a punishment for having disturbed them while he was playing 

ball with his twin brother.  His headless body was buried with his brother’s in the 

Xibalban ballcourt.  As an added humiliation, Jun Junapu’s head was hung in a ceiba 

tree.  According to Maya myth, in an act of defiance Jun Junapu impregnated Xkik’, the 

curious daughter of one of the lords of the underworld, by spitting in her hand when she 

stopped by the ceiba tree to investigate the head hanging there.  Unable to remain in 

Xibalba, the pregnant Xkik’ escaped her angry father and took refuge in the upper 

world of humans, and ultimately gave birth to a second set of twins. 

This second set of twins, Junapu and Xbalanque, became the first mortals to 

have both human and divine ancestry.  Their subsequent ball playing activities also 

angered the lords of the Underworld, and they too reported to the Xibalban court to 

enter into a game to the death.  After cleverly defeating the gods of the underworld

through a series of tricks, thus managing to expel the gods of Xibalba from the world of 

humans, they rescued the remains of their father and uncle, buried in the ballcourt, and 

retrieved the skeletal, gourd-like head which they miraculously reattached to their 

father’s body. The decapitated father was eventually revived and reborn as the maize 

god while Junapu and Xbalanque become the daytime and nighttime suns.92
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Subsequently, urban kings, who claimed the title of maize god, also often listed 

ball player among their various titles of office.  Dennis Tedlock believes that their Ajaw

title may represent the decayed and skeletal head of the uncle, Jun Junapu—honored as 

a dead ancestor capable of speaking.93

It was in the Mesoamerican ballcourt that this mythological event was 

repeatedly carried out, and the king, through sacrifice of opponents, was continually re-

validated as heir to the twins’ legacy. Each ballcourt seems to have been an arena where 

the primordial power struggles were ritually reenacted, to demonstrate repeatedly the 

supremacy of the king among his contemporaries.94  Kings could stage fixed games; 

defeating peers already captured in battle, and thereby deal them the final mortal defeat.  

Ballcourts also served as boundary markers, points of transition or of 

integration, including the juxtaposition between the world of humans and the dark 

supernatural world.95  As with the great pyramids, the ballcourt structures, and their 

associated iconography and hieroglyphic inscriptions, continue to re-present this 

significant mytho-historical event for witnesses.  

Priests and elite members of a shamanistic order served as the human conduits 

with the world of the divine; those charged with interpreting the mythology and acting 

on it as deemed necessary for the sake of community balance and reciprocity.  Proof of 

their activities, sacrifices, and successes are recorded—and perpetually re-present 

themselves—in the architecture, hieroglyphic inscriptions, and iconography found 

throughout the urban arena.  

The Monumental Performance of
Temples and Temple/Pyramids in the Maya Experience 

In preparation for the in-depth study of the architectural plan for the urban 

environment of Palenque (Chapter Four) and the Temple of Inscription (Chapter 

Five), located there, I will now take a few pages to discuss the differences in structural 

forms designated as buildings and those designated as monuments.  This dichotomy 

appears in architectural practices of both contemporary settings and the ancient Maya 
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city.  In the Western sense, whatever expressive purposes they may also serve, buildings 

are perceived as created, first, and foremost, to provide a sheltered space and facilities 

for domestic activities, or for such pursuits as industry, business, recreation and 

religion.  In the ancient Maya world, however, in which so much activity revolved 

around use of exterior spaces, many architectural structures, although used to a limited 

degree for shelter or their interior practicality and function, more closely resemble the 

Western notion of monument.  In the Classic Maya culture monuments and memorials 

are not designed as private shelters (except for the gods,) or as public buildings for 

worship, administration, or entertainment, but to enshrine communal memories.  Their 

value lies in the strength of their historical, spiritual, and national resonances.  

Some monuments, located throughout the ancient world, commemorate 

individual deaths:  The Terracotta Warriors (Xian, China), for example, provide a vast 

underground honor guard protecting an emperor, and the Taj Mahal  (Agra, India) was 

erected in memory of an emperor’s wife.  Others, like the Egyptian or Maya pyramids, 

also represent a concentration of the wealth and social organization of the people who 

built them, expanding the significance of the monument from the loss of an individual 

to the expression of a culture.  

There seems to have been a human tendency the world over to personify cultural 

well-being through monuments:  to construct triumphal arches to commemorate war

(such as Rome’s Arch of Titus or the Parisian Arc de Triomphe), to celebrate 

mysterious shrines from long-forgotten religions (such as the temple of Ramesses II at 

Abu Simbel in Egypt), or reflect the institution of a national religion (such as the Great 

Buddha at Nara, Japan) interrelated with the unification of Japan.  

Not all monumental structures are immediately recognized as resonant of 

cultural ideology.  The Eiffel Tower, for example, originally thought by some critics to 

be an insultingly large and ugly industrial object in the heart of France’s elegant capital, 

was under the threat of demolition when first erected for an international fair in 1889.  

However, as we have seen, communicative capacities evolve with time and cultural 

perception.  A century later, Paris would be almost inconceivable without its tower.
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The Genbaku Dome in Hiroshima’s Peace Park, whose performance is described 

earlier in this document, provides another example of initial critical negativity, 

memorializing the world’s first use of the nuclear bomb as a weapon of war.  As noted 

in Chapter One, the performance of the Atomic Bomb Dome has evolved into a simple 

symbol of peace, even as it accuses the world of destructive and in-human activity.  

The Vietnam Veterans’ Memorial, is another example of an evolving 

performance, initially feared defeatist in it minimalist design, which has come to 

represent a place of healing.  Maya Ying Lin, in her conceptualization of the design 

explains:  

I thought about what death is, what loss is.  A sharp pain that lessens 

with time, but can never quite heal over.  A scar.  The idea occurred to 

me there on the site.  Take a knife and cut open the earth, and with time 

the grass would heal it.96

Visitors describe their experience of the memorial as contemplative, solemn, 

cathartic, heart-rending, even sublime.  John Wheeler, chair of the veterans’ group that 

raised the seven million dollars to build it, suggests, “It has to do with the felt presence 

of comrades.”97   As evolving performances of cultural ideology, the Classic Maya 

temple/pyramid also ties the monument to the earth and communicates history through a 

felt presence achieved through the memories and kinesthetic imaginations of witnesses. 

Both these ancient and modern constructions are excellent illustrations of the 

characteristic that is common to all monuments and memorials—that their meanings 

and values are not static, but change over time and with cultural perception.  

This brings us to a discussion of fabricated mountains, such as those constructed 

by the ancient Mesoamerican urban designers—stable forms that resist destruction in a 

land prone to earthquakes.  The earliest pyramid in Mexico, the earthen mound at La 

Venta from c. 800 BCE, is roughly in the form of a fluted cupcake and may well be an 

effigy of a volcano, although its unusual contours may simply be the result of natural 

erosion of a four-sided structure.  In the rolling plain of the Peten, the great pyramids of 

Tikal appear like man-made mountains, cresting above the canopy of the tropical rain 
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forest, allowing residents to feel closer to their original point of origin as depicted in the 

mythology.

Natural rises are used to elevate some pyramids, such as the Temple of 

Inscriptions at Palenque, while others are constructed on a man-made base platform.  In 

these instances, Maya pyramids, unlike those found in Egypt, were constructed on a 

raised base which consisted of rubble piled up and given a stone facing to provide the 

desired shape. The entire exterior is covered with stucco, and usually painted a vibrant 

red.  Once constructed, many of these facilities grew by accretion.  Every 52 years the 

Maya added layers to many of their exiting temple facilities and monumental structures, 

often completely covering the old buildings.  Although this practice does not apply to 

the monumental tomb known as the Temple of Inscriptions, several of Palenque’s larger 

Late Classic structures conceal earlier phases as was the practice when terminating a 

building and concealing its remains, and power, within the walls of a newly born 

edifice.98  This definition of the evolution of the temple-pyramid is not unique, but 

rather exhibits performative characteristics evident in most other examples of 

architectural design throughout ancient Mesoamerica. As noted in Chapter One, these 

structures were born in elaborate dedication ceremonies, named, dressed, and fed, 

through ritual activity, throughout their performative existence, and subjected to 

termination ceremonies that ended their particular performances, initiating transference 

of vital energy to the next incarnation of the structure or object in question.   

The sites chosen for re-presentations of ancient Mesoamerican myth-history 

correspond to examples of Roach’s theory of displaced transmission, re-presenting 

sacred sites from the surrounding landscape.  The Temple of the Moon at Teotihuacán, 

for example, has often been associated with Cerro Gordo, completing the notch at its 

summit, and establishing the location of the city within the shadow of its sacred 

mountain.99 In other cases, the original site was actually relocated to a re-defined center 

of the Maya universe within the ceremonial city centers. According to the proposal of 

David Freidel, Linda Schele, and Joy Parker, in The Blood of Kings:  Dynasty and 

Ritual in Maya Art, the nine-tiered pyramid of the Castillo at Chichen Itza—which has 
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corners oriented toward the sunrise on the summer solstice and sunset at the winter 

solstice, with its four stairways and its feathered serpents at the base of the balustrades 

on the North side—would be the mountain where Xmucane, the First Mother, molded 

the first human beings of the fourth, and last, creation from maize dough.100

Although not all scholars agree with the preceding interpretation, the context of

the pyramidal structure does provide clues for initiating interpretation of cultural 

ideology.101  The great plaza of the Chichen Itza Castillo, for example, as interpreted by 

Freidel, Schele, and Parker, would be the primordial Sea of Creation, the body of water 

that, according to the Popol Vuh, the gods emptied in preparation for the emergence of 

the earth.  The Venus platform, opposite the northern access to the Castillo, would 

precisely mark the “four divisions made by the gods at the beginning of the world,” 

separating the sky, the sea, the earth, and the underworld.102

Stairways were sometimes constructed on all four sides, and sometimes on only 

one or two sides of these monumental pyramids.  They may be very narrow or fill half 

the width of the pyramid.  “Stairway risers are usually of greater height than the width 

of the tread.  In some places the riser is about a foot high while the tread is only four to 

six inches deep—well suited to bare feet or sandals but not to modern footgear” as the 

very steep steps often have a pitch of  55 to 65 degrees.103  Stairways were often 

provided with balustrades only a few inches high and one or two feet wide.  The bottom 

of the balustrades sometimes terminated in a serpent’s head, as at Chichen Itza.  These 

pyramids generally rise as a four-sided form (the obvious exception being the ovoid 

Temple of the Magician at Uxmal), and usually support a temple on a broad, flat 

summit.  The number, and location, of stairways included in the design acknowledge 

not only degree of access to the summit, but also reflect specific ritual uses of the 

temple based on the performances of the various cardinal directions, and/or the initial 

intent of the structure in question.

These elevated temples, as constructed by the Classic Maya, had quite specific 

religious/political functions, and many were dedicated to particular cult deities.  The 

temples included in the Group of the Cross at Palenque, for example, were constructed 
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on elevated ground and were dedicated to specific deity cults emphasizing links 

between the birth of the Palenque Triad gods, the genealogy of rulership, the ascension 

of Kan B’alam II, and the establishment of a model for future kingship at Palenque.

Many Maya pyramids, and the temples that crowned them, were dedicated to 

ancestors.  When kings and other high-ranking officials died, their tombs were placed 

within existing pyramids, giving broader significance to the structural message.  Temple 

1 at Tikal, for example, served as the burial site for Ruler A, and the Temple of 

Inscriptions at Palenque (unique in that it was initially planned as a tomb) held the 

mortal remains of Pakal.  From the time these pyramids, with their respective tombs, 

were completed, they embodied great kings, the notion of the significance of ancestral 

lineage, and acted as the central character in the re-performance of their memory and 

legacy.  

The Maya temple/pyramid is currently viewed through a Western lens as an 

example of the traditional paradigm of history—essentially concerned with politics, the 

state, a narrative of events viewed from above (always concentrated on the great deeds 

of great men, political leaders, generals, and, in the case of the Maya, religious leaders).  

The pyramid of the Temple of Inscriptions, for example, is most often viewed as history 

based on the perceived need to anchor Palenque’s past in official records such as those 

outlined in the inscription panels.  This hieroglyphic information, largely decoded and 

readable by Mesoamerican epigraphers, is often considered objective, or as the German 

historian Leopold von Ranke (1795-1886) put it –“how it actually happened.”  The fact 

that the structure serves as a tomb further seems to validate the documentation on it as 

history as we of the West understand it.  

But, there are problems inherent in sources and methodology.  As noted 

previously, the sacred and the mundane were linked for the Maya by circular 

(reciprocal) relationships.  Ritual activity (as evidenced in the iconography, further 

examined in Chapters Four and  Five), originally employed to define and refine these 

connections—to explain and participate in perpetuating this balance— gave way to 

mythic narratives that informed contemporary behavior. In the real sense, both 
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variations, the functional structure and the monument, are site-specific—neither 

variation is an entity complete in itself but one that exhibits site determined features and 

characteristics.  

“Art Acts” in the Urban Environment

The evolving “art acts” of the urban environment, such as those defined by 

Carrasco, Whittington, Freidel, Schele, and Parker, re-present the totality of external 

relations or contextual situations (actors and audience in tension and conflict with other 

shrines of power) in relationship to historical time. As discussed earlier, architectural 

theorist Edward T. Hall, in The Hidden Dimension, discusses art and design, as clues to 

perception.104  Space and distance, he suggests, serve as indicators of social 

relationships.  The significance given intimate, personal, social, and public distances 

within the artist/designer’s particular culture, for example, can immediately be 

distinguished in structural and artistic relationships represented within the perceptual 

confines of that culture.  The degree of representational specificity awarded any 

individual example of architecture, sculpture, or portraiture indicates the culture’s 

practices, beliefs, and degree of perceived significance regarding space and distance.  

Definitive examples of this phenomenon appeared in the last chapter regarding the 

capabilities of stelae to re-present living mortals when viewed at public distances, and 

the ideological significance of their placement.  

This theory of art and design as clues to perception demonstrates, as Hall notes, 

that art and design serve not only as “commentator[s] on the larger values of the culture 

but [also] on the micro-cultural events that go to make up the larger values.”105  This 

theory weighs heavily in my interpretation (Chapter Five) when dissecting the 

structural attributes, sight lines, alignment, urban placement, and other architectural 

codes embedded on, and in, the Temple of Inscriptions.

Once formulated in line with cultural practices of perception, memory and 

political agency were embedded in, and ultimately transmitted through, the media

selected to carry their messages—objects awarded animacy in ancient Mesoamerican 
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worldview.   “Art acts,” as they are reflected in contemporary urban theory and 

architectural design, provide a foundation for investigating the various physical media 

that made up the ancient Maya city.  Each of these architectural devices for containing 

and communicating messages shows what must have been an intentionally constructed 

tactic selected to encourage interaction between the various elements, designed to 

communicate information to the audience from as many physiological angles as 

possible.  

Due to its contemporary popularity, it almost goes without saying that the design 

device so well-known at Chichen Itza—in which clever manipulation of light and 

shadow on the Castillo allow the re-presentation of the great serpent to creep down the 

temple steps precisely on the spring equinox—constitutes one of the most obvious art 

acts in the Mesoamerican architectural corpus.  In addition to the shadow work at play 

in the Castillo’s identification of itself, there is also an equally impressive audio 

phenomenon that certainly would have aided ancient Maya priests in the presentation of 

ritual performed at this site.  If one stands at the summit of the pyramid, and claps their 

hands, the echo returns to witnesses and ritual participants as a scream from the scared 

quetzal bird rather than the anticipated sound of hands clapping.  Also, the acoustics are 

so refined that a person standing on the top step can speak in a normal voice, and be 

heard for some distance by those at ground level. This quality is also shared by another 

Maya pyramid at Tikal. Even if extraordinary occurrences, these phenomena certainly 

constitute evidence of the Maya desire to include their architecture in the cast of ritual 

participants.

Investigating spatial devices evident in Classic Maya architectural design, 

writing, and iconography, exposes a variety of culturally constructed and physiological 

triggers that combine to encode messages in  symbolic forms.  These systems  result in 

communicative devices that can be understood as art acts—device use that literally and 

figuratively conveys messages to human observers through a variety of human 

intelligences, as discussed earlier in the overview of Howard Gardner’s work at 

Harvard.106  By targeting the multiple intelligences of the witnesses, the Maya urban 
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designer demonstrated that his role integrated not only court recorder and historian, but 

also priest and shaman, educator and journalist, as well as creator of performance art 

and acoustical physicist.  The structures he designed became more than architecture.  

They provided for the experience of memory.

The modern Maya can claim their past because it lives in their present, 

perpetually performing a heritage still evident in contemporary Maya languages and 

practices.107 The ancient arts of the Maya forbearers communicate in ways that are only 

recently finding their way into our Western philosophy or our sciences.  These 

revelations offer us the gift of expanded knowledge that allows us to broaden our own 

understanding of the ways in which our world may function, and apply our sciences to 

this new knowledge.

Summary

In summary, contemporary archeology shows that the lowland Maya began 

raising sacred mountain-pyramids to replicate their natural environment as early as 600 

BCE.  By around 300 BCE Maya master builders were decorating their human-made 

mountains with extraordinary cosmic images.  Lengthy texts inscribed on some

structures, often documenting entire histories, were to come later, but Classic-Maya 

builders faithfully retained the strategic symbolism of early Maya builders, allowing us 

to extrapolate the meaning of these symbols and images backward into the Preclassic 

Maya world with considerable confidence.108

The relics of experience that remain animate the skeletons of ancient structures, 

albeit stripped of almost all of their original stucco coating and brilliant colors. 

Examples of hieroglyphic text, often eroded by time or defaced by unidentifiable 

vandals, and likewise time-damaged or defaced stucco or carved iconography 

containing hundreds of en-coded messages, seem to cry out in their effort to identify 

themselves and relay their vital messages.  Occasional discovery of dedication caches, 
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weathered mural art, evidence of ritual artifacts, and even graffiti, complete the 

elements available to us for use in interpreting the function of the urban environment in 

such ancient cites as Palenque.

At the heart of the Classic Maya worldview is a tangible experience of the 

spiritual and magical:  ancestors literally affect the fate of the living, beings can 

transform into their animal counterparts, and ritual transforms space and objects into 

powerful conduits for energy transference.  As discussed in the Introduction, to write 

about the ancient Maya, therefore, is to accept the significance of this culture’s 

supernatural reality and learn to play by the rules of this alternative reality’s own 

internal logic.  I must practice scientific strategy and methodology, on the one hand, to 

refer systematically to concrete and material patterns—specifically those defining the 

Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque, investigated in depth later in this document.  I am 

obliged, however, if I am true to the internal logic of a culture much different from my 

own, to treat this archeology as skeletal remains of an entity awarded animacy within 

the culture of the ancient Maya.  

This chapter has attempted to unpack the ancient Maya need to mimic what they 

perceived as a utopian environment in their fabricated urban centers.  Highlighted is the 

significance of human activity imprinting memory on the physical walls and pathways 

of such an environment.  As informed observers, we soon become painfully aware that 

the Maya city is attempting, with every ounce of its being, to perform its cultural 

responsibility of identifying itself.  

In the next chapter I will continue my argument for performative visual forms 

by focusing on the urban environment and the ancient city of Palenque, and specific 

monumental occasions that occur as a result of an interactive dialogue between various 

key structures in the central area of the city. Focusing on the significance of the 

physical orientation and proximity of the various structures and plaza spaces, I show 

how such an arrangement articulates the many ways of understanding time and 

interpreting animate actions reflected in the worded text and artwork that grace the 

stairways, walls, and interiors of these monumental structures.  By providing a history 
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of the development of the urban design of Palenque, I provide a context for the Temple 

of Inscriptions and the detailed case study to follow.
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Chapter Four:
Monumental Occasions:

The Lively Urban Environment of the Ancient City of Palenque:

Shifting the focus from built forms [with pre-determined and static definitions 
and meanings] to the grand and modest “monumental occasions” in which built forms 

participate, does, I argue, make a profound difference.1
Lindsay Jones, The Hermeneutics of Sacred Architecture:  

Experience, Interpretation, Comparison, 
Vol. II, “Hermeneneutical Calisthenics:  

A Morphology of Ritual- Architectural Priorities” 

David Webster contends that ancient Maya performance, as depicted on Classic 

ceramics, “in virtually all cases, [focuses] on the actors and relationships between them 

rather than on the setting.”2   Whereas this may be true for small portable vessels whose 

audience is usually a single individual, this study shows that performance involving  

architectural structures assumes a decidedly different  stance.  Performing before a 

multitude of witnesses, and with a carefully designated group of ritual participants, the 

setting becomes the focal point for monumental occasion, and remains to offer re-

presentation of the architectural event long after the human actors have exited the scene.  

The urban planning and architectural development undertaken in seventh 

century Palenque serves as an example of design practices similar to those found in the 

archeology across early Mesoamerica.  How something came to be where it is found, 

how found objects (including structures) relate to each other behaviorally and 

chronologically, what cultural processes form the patterns recovered, and how 

meaningful these revelations are in re-constructing the past remain prime objectives of 

contemporary archeologists.  Fortunately, buildings tend to be recovered precisely 

where they were built, and spatial configurations derive clearly from ancient intentions.  

There remains, however, an inherent plasticity in the Maya built environment due to the 

ancient’s practice of destroying, altering, abandoning, or re-creating structures in new 
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locations.  The progressive narrative offered and reflected in the development of the city 

center of Palenque, therefore, reaffirms the architecture as expressive, temporal art.  

In this chapter, following a brief history of Palenque’s discovery and revelations 

regarding its genesis and early development. I then concentrate on the types and 

arrangements of structures located in the central architectonic group, or ceremonial 

arena, of Palenque at the height of its power.  During wars with neighboring Calukmul, 

these enemies of Palenque de-faced the city’s patron gods, disrupted the hierarchy and 

progression of dynasty at Palenque, and rendered it ineffective.  In this section I 

highlight the contributions of K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I and his heirs in the development 

of a master plan to restore the city to its original prominence. I explore design features

and placement strategies evident in the Palace Complex, various temples, and 

temple/pyramids, as well as the main ballcourt, uncovering both locally inspired and 

foreign influenced innovations and communicative devices.  A closer look at the 

organization of the various structures, located within specifically themed areas of the 

city, aids in the identification of unique belief systems held by the Maya who inhabited

Palenque.  This investigation also emphasizes the interaction between structures, and 

the various roles played in the overall urban performance of seventh century experience

in this ancient city. 

Approaching the argument for the Temple of Inscriptions as an actor, whose 

monologue (as well as dialogue with neighboring structures) is discussed in Chapter 

Five, the information offered in this chapter weaves a context for presenting this pivotal 

structure as a key member of the cast, perpetually defining and re-defining experience 

in an ancient Maya community. 

A History Grafted in Stucco and Stone

Palenque, a site that Merle Greene Robertson, in The Sculpture of Palenque, 

calls “the jewel of the Maya realm,” is located in the contemporary state of Chiapas in 

south-central Mexico. 3  Although the earliest occupation of the site dates to about 100 

BCE, real growth in the area began about 430 CE with the accession of K’uk’ B’alam I.  
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Palenque became a major population center around 600 CE, at which time the city-state 

may have played an important role as the western regional variant of Classic Maya 

civilization. All major construction at the site ceased by about 711 CE, and most of the 

archeological remains of Palenque re-present urban experience  during that brief 100 

year period  (600-700 CE).  

The city blossomed in a humid lowland tropical forest, near the eastern edge of 

the Rio Usumacinta Basin in the foothills of the Sierra Oriental de Chiapas.  At an 

elevation of slightly less that 3000m, Palenque looks out on a low coastal plain

extending to the Gulf of Mexico about 130 km. to the north.  Nestled in a lush tropical 

jungle, Palenque’s temples and palaces are tucked among the trees along the five rivers 

near or within the city:  the Otolum, the Murcielagos, the Picota, the Motiepa, and the 

Balunte.  The larger Chacamax also runs nearby.  These waterways, on which travel and 

trade flourished, meander through the fertile Tulija, Chacamax, Xupa, Misolja, and 

Bascan valleys, placing Palenque in an ideal ecological as well as economic location.  

These material attributes, however, do not over-shadow the city’s natural beauty.  This 

great lady has truly aged gracefully.  Frequently shrouded in a comforting fog, 

reminiscent of a Doris Day photograph, the ruins of Palenque are among the most 

aesthetically impressive in Mesoamerica.  

David Stuart and Stephen Houston discovered that the ancient Maya referred to 

this city as Lakamha’ or “Big Water.”4  Nikolai Grube and Simon Martin further 

suggest that in ancient times, the kingdom that this city supervised was B’aakal or 

“Bone.”5  The ruins now visible are the heavily restored remains of the ceremonial 

center of a more extensive settlement surrounded by residential areas and agricultural 

fields.  According to Robertson, the excavated remains of Palenque account for only 

about one-fifth of the actual size of the city in ancient times, which in continuous 

occupation would have covered an area five kilometers in length and extending three 

kilometers along the side of the Palenque Mountains and its foothills.  The city, at its 

height, she explains, would have occupied an area of at least fifteen square kilometers.6
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In The Sculpture of Palenque, Robertson describes the modern discoveries and 

accountings of the remains of the ancient Maya civilization in Palenque, transporting 

her readers to a world once all but lost in tropical rainforests, over grown by gigantic 

mahogany, ceiba, sapodilla and zapote trees, entwined and strangled by lanai vines.7

(Figure 7) Her account highlights the adventures of Ramon Otdonez y Aguiar, 1773; 

Jose Calderon and the artist Antonio Bernasconi, 1784-85; Captain Guillermo Dupaix, 

1807; and Don Juan Galindo, 1833.  She pays special attention to the1840 explorations 

as recorded in the accounts of John Lloyd Stephens (published in1841 and 1949), and 

accompanied by the exquisite lithographs of his companion, Frederick Catherwood.

Another explorer, featured in the interpretation of the Temple of Inscriptions in 

Chapter Five, was Antonio del Rio who visited the site in 1787.  This colorful 

adventurer’s discoveries led to the first publication, in 1822, of any Maya ruin.  

Over the centuries, the art and architecture of this city, which Robertson defines 

as “constituting one of the great art styles of the ancient world,” were ironically both 

destroyed and preserved by the vegetation that surrounded the ruins at the time of their

initial discovery.8  In the 1840’s enormous trees grew out of the rooftops of the temples, 

and in many cases the very roots of those destroying trees were all that held the vaults, 

roofcombs and building stones together.  As the early explorers described in 

Robertson’s work began the tedious task of cutting back the encroaching jungle, relics 

of experience of this ancient city began to surface from beneath the leafy tropical 

blanket.

Contemporary archeologists, anthropologists, and historians continue to greet

the return of these ancient messengers, as different archeological ventures continue to 

uncover new and exciting information.9 Work on the excavations of Palenque over the 

last ten years reflects projects undertaken by Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de 

Anthropologia y Historia (INAH).  Within that organization’s framework, efforts of the 

Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute (PARI) account for various specific excavations, 

such as those of Temples XIX and XX.  In addition, special interest groups such as the 

Center for the History of Ancient American Art and Cultures (CHAAAC), at the 
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University of Texas, sponsor continued excavations such as that of Temple XX.  These 

projects are multidisciplinary efforts, staffed by an international group of archeologists, 

epigraphers, restoration specialists, and other consultants in the study of the ancient 

Maya.  Their efforts encourage the structures to emerge, to tell their stories, and to 

perform their cultural responsibility of identifying themselves for the edification of 

modern visitors, scientists, and scholars alike.

Internal and External Influences 
on the Architectural Development of Palenque

The development of an architectural plan, and the significance of each of its 

elements in communicating local identity, represents a compilation of both internal and 

external influences.  Older Maya cities, steeped in tradition, constructed their 

environments based on common belief systems and well-known formulae.  Most of the 

architectural structures evident in Palenque are similar to those of other Classic sites.  

Pyramids, temples, ballcourts, and civic structures dot the landscape in surprisingly 

formulated arrangements.  

Exceptions, unique to Palenque, include the great Palace Complex, the obvious 

intent of the construction of a tomb within the Temple of Inscriptions, and the 

noticeable lack of monumental stelae dedicated to elite individuals and ritual 

performances.  A discussion of the significance of these standing monumental 

sculptures as represented, or lacking, in the urban landscape appears later in this

chapter.  

A vibrant red paint, embellished in extravagant, multicolored figural and floral 

motifs, once covered the blanched stonework seen today in Palenque.  Maintenance of 

the almost baroque magnificence of these structures required continual refurbishing of

the fragile stucco shell in order to keep the images pristine and awash in their brilliant 

colors.  Mesoamericanists agree that the embellishments never acted as mere decoration 

in the Maya worldview. Rather, these additions to the physical structure served to 

identify and elaborate on the important narratives each structure was originally intended 
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to convey—each carefully planned addendum a part of an over-all performance of 

Palenque identity and experience inseparable from the whole.  One gets the feeling that 

these structures were “pampered ladies,” lovingly refurbished, probably in a ritual 

manner.10

Scholars are divided in their beliefs as to whether or not the visual and spatial

attention to the design development of Palenque reflects interests similar to that evident 

in the archeological remains of Teotihuacán, a city whose influence permeates the Peten

during the height of the Maya civilization.  Much of this influence seems to have 

occurred due to an awareness of cultural development in Tikal, a Maya superpower

directly influenced by Teotihuacán as the result of the entrada (a term that refers to both 

physical arrival and the formation of new dynasties) in 378 CE.  

Although Linda Schele once advocated a strong political and economic tie 

between Palenque and Tikal, which would have accounted for many similarities in 

cultural expression, few other scholars currently share her views.11 The fact remains, 

however, that Maya communities did not exist in isolation.  Multiple examples, 

providing evidence for contact, exist among the remaining documentation, and sharing 

of ideas, concepts, and manners of expression would have been a natural result of such 

interaction.

Siyaj K’ak, the Entrada, and Mexican Influence in the Maya Area

As mentioned earlier, each Maya city maintained its own distinctive brand of 

Maya-ness.  However, close political alliances, common enemies, and the influence of 

superpowers such as Mexican Teotihuacán may have radically affected de sign choices 

made at the local level.  One such alliance existed between Palenque and Tikal, and 

events occurring in Tikal in 378 CE had a profound effect on the architectural and 

political development of the younger city.  Although evidence of foreign influence is 

discernable in Tikal as early as 250 CE (i.e. the Mundo Peridido ceremonial precinct of 

Preclassic Tikal), as Martin and Grube point out, 
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Few, if any, events had such a transforming effect on the Maya lowlands 

as the arrival at Tikal of a lord called Siyaj K’ak’ (‘Fire Born”) on 31 

January 378.  This episode would bring not only Tikal, but [also] a 

whole swathe of the Central Area much more directly into the political, 

cultural and economic sphere of Teotihuacán, then at the height of its 

powers.12

As noted by Geoffrey E. Braswell, The Maya and Teotihuacán:  Reinterpreting 

Early Classical Interaction, the nature and consequences of interaction with 

Teotihuacán are still very much a subject of debate.13  David Stuart, Braswell points 

out, divides different perspectives into two broad camps:  “internalist” and “externalist” 

models.14  Stuart defines “externalists” as including “those who advocated Teotihuacán 

as the cause of the development of ‘secondary’ states in the Maya area, and posit an 

“overt and disruptive Teotihuacán presence in the Maya lowlands during the late Fourth 

Century CE associated with military incursions if not political dominance.”15  In 

contrast, “internalists” propose, according to Stuart, “that Teotihuacán styles and 

material remains in the Maya area might better be seen as a local appropriation of 

prestigious or legitimating symbolism and its associated militaristic ideology” offering 

little evidence regarding actual power relationships.16  Internalist perspectives emerged, 

in part, as a dynamic reaction against the stasis of externalism.  

Scholars continue to argue the degree of impact that Teotihuacán had on the 

Maya, the duration of political, social, and economic changes stimulated by the 

interaction, and the extent to which the Maya should be considered passive recipients or 

active participants in that interaction.  For our purposes, it is not necessary to adopt an 

“either-or” model of Teotihuacán -Maya interaction.  It is important only to note that 

neither camp denies that interaction took place.  

As art historian Janet C. Berlo recognized as early as 1983, central Mexican 

imagery on censors from Pacific and highland Guatemala pertain to a warrior cult that 

originated at Teotihuacán—censors that appear to serve the needs of a resident colony 

of soldiers and merchants.  At sites such as Tikal, however, she argues, “ Teotihuacános 
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met sophisticated cultures on an equal footing.  Teotihuacán artistic and cultural 

influence [was] absorbed into already living traditions.”17

The New Order established in Tikal had far-reaching influence throughout the 

Peten, possibly including the western site of Palenque—influence that may have 

extended from as early as the entrada well into the crucial times during which Pakal 

sought to re-establish his city’s prominence . As we will see in the presentation of Pakal 

and his heirs into Palenque rulership, it seems to have been necessary to establish a 

foundation of dynasty before the heir could assume responsibilities designating him first 

legitimate king.  Both Spearthrower Owl, of Tikal, and much later Pakal, regardless of 

their power within their communities, served as the foundation, or father of the 

dynasty—not as the first divine king of either Tikal or Palenque’s new dynasties.  This 

honor was reserved for the heir—first inaugurated with full genealogical backing.  

Following the initial entrada into Tikal, a spurt of new dynastic foundations 

occurred in the Maya heartland.  New dynasties emerged in Palenque, Copan, Quirigua 

(and possibly Seibal) during this important period of history.  According to Martin and 

Grube, “These sites share either inscriptions or stylistic links with Teotihuacán or Tikal 

and seem to reflect a specific movement to exploit underdeveloped regions under their 

patronage.”18

A mature city, Tikal would have had many Maya stylistic habits (such as the 

broad use of the monumental stelae) solidly in place at the time of the entrada.  But, 

Siyaj K’ak’ brought with him many cultural innovations including evidence of the use 

of the talud-tablero (Figure 8) style of architecture, believed to have been popularized 

in Teotihuacán.  This architectural innovation, although recognized in structures as 

early as the Mundo Perido from the second century CE, enjoyed a resurgence of 

popularity in the fourth century.19  This design device, coupled with a surge in other 

foreign styles and artifacts, surfaces regularly in the archeological remains of Tikal.  

Mexican costuming and symbolism grace a group of monuments dated to this period.  

More traditionally Maya forms of cultural expression existed, for a time, side-by- side 
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with the new styles initiated after the arrival of the Teotihuacános and the establishment 

of a new dynasty.

Following the lead of what may have been mentors in Tikal, the elite of 

Palenque adopted styles and practices of their large northern neighbor as deemed 

necessary to add prestige to the community or legitimate its ruling class.  Reference to 

Siyaj K’ak’ on a seventh century panel from Palenque suggests that the dynasty’s 

foundation related to events that grew out of the Mexican entrada of Tikal.   According 

to information available on the panel, events that occurred in Palenque 53 years after 

the arrival of Teotihuacános in Tikal show that Palenque invested a founding dynasty 

with a “Tokan Lord,” a reference to an unknown location, but presumed original home 

of the dynasty.  This would establish Palenque’s first dynastic genesis (431 CE) during 

the rule of Siyaj Chan K’awill II (411-456 CE) at Tikal—a period coinciding with

Teotihuacán’s greatest influence in the Peten, but also a period that reflected Tikal’s 

desire to absorb foreign traits and re-invent its culture based on continuity and tradition.  

Close political alliances continued between Tikal and Palenque, and invite 

comparisons of site plans and architectural endeavors, as well as local histories.  Such a 

comparison demonstrates significant similarities including a hiatus in monument 

erection that existed in both Tikal and its sister city, Uaxactun , between 557 and 700

CE—a period encompassing the height of the Palenque civilization—during which no 

stelae were erected. Relying instead on metaphorical compilations of encoded symbols 

to indicate the city’s status in the Present, the “monumental occasions” defined by the 

city’s architecture emphasized this status as established through re-enactments of the 

Past. 

The absence of monumental stelae across the Peten during this period could

reflect the demise of the great Mexican power from the north, whose influence had so

heavily dominated the Peten since the entrada of 378 CE. The rise of such regional 

powers as Calakmul, however, also took its toll.  An increase in warfare, and 

simultaneous decline in monument erection, may reflect an inability of antagonistic 

communities to allocate human-power, funds, and resources to local building programs.
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The relationship between Tikal—one of the recognized Maya superpowers

(along with Calakmul)—and Palenque seems to have continued, however, and is 

reflected in the architectural program initiated by K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I (615-683 CE), 

and continuing through the reign of K’inich Ahkal Mo’Naab’ III (721-736 CE).  Such 

influences on the architectural program at Palenque emphasized absorbing foreign traits 

and re-inventing a culture based on a culturally constructed continuity and tradition. 

In Palenque, local philosophical, stylistic, and political influences permeate 

urban design choices as they mingle with traditional Maya styles.  The desire to re-

establish prominence through a resurrection of tradition, however, forms the basis for 

the performance outlined by the foundations and development of the city of Palenque.  

Mapping Palenque’s Development 
Through Its Architectural Remains

Architectural structures, evident in most Maya sites, including both Tikal and 

Palenque, include the great ballcourt, various temples that serve to house gods, 

temple/pyramids that often serve to encase tombs and ultimately house a dynasty’s 

ancestry, and various other civic structures.  Each of the four major types of architecture

assumed significant roles in the re-presentation of Maya experience within the 

microcosm of the city center, some marking processional destinations or locations along 

ritual circuits as described in Chapter Three.  As with other Maya urban designs, both 

Tikal and Palenque’s residential dwellings and various industrial and military barrios 

make up the next ring, with agricultural facilities circling the outside.  The art and 

architecture of both cities primarily communicates the issue of ancestry and dynasty as 

emerging from a mythic past. 

Most strongly linked through explicit statements of hierarchy, elite family ties, 

and diplomatic contacts with Tikal (and probably Dos Pilas), Palenque also had 

significant interaction (primarily antagonistic) with Calakmul (Tikal’s arch-nemesis), 

Tonina, Piedras Negras, and Yaxchilan.  (See Figure 1) The associations made with 

ancient gods and mythological characters, and reflected in the architecture, however, 
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provide a base for the emergence of power that would typify Palenque during the 

seventh century.

Retrospective hieroglyphic texts produced at the end of the seventh century 

provide information regarding Palenque’s early dynasty.  These texts combine to trace 

the city’s royal line through a list of historical kings and back to their mythical 

precursors.  The first ruler to occupy normal historical time, and thus the individual 

considered to be the founder of Palenque’s Classic dynasty and initial urban builder, 

was K’uk’ B’alam I (“Quetzal Jaguar,” 431-435 C.E.).  According to Simon Martin and

Nikolai Grube, K’uk’ B’alam’s name glyph combines the two great emblems of Maya 

royalty, using the head of the quetzal bird fixed with a jaguar’s ear, to identify his 

heritage.20  The original home of the dynasty seems to have been an unknown location 

referenced in K’uk’ B’alam’s title of “Toktan Lord.”  

As noted earlier, evidence for the origin and development of the Palenque 

dynasty reflects the fact that during K’uk’ B’alam’s brief rule Teotihuacán exerted its 

greatest influence in the Peten.  The significance of possible political, familial, and 

ideological connections with Tikal and Teotihuacán does much to counter the once 

widespread belief that “Palenque’s early rulers were lowly village chieftains magnified 

by their descendants.”21   As if proving this notion of dynastic origins true, the resulting 

architecture and urban planning of Palenque eventually reflected many similarities in 

design, as well as purpose, to those in the larger site.  When Siyaj Chan K’awill II (411-

456 C.E.) sought to absorb these Mexican traits and re-invent Tikal as a “flagbearer of 

continuity and tradition,” we recognize an inauguration of the restoration of ancient 

tradition in Palenque.22

We can be fairly certain of the list of Palenque rulers from K’uk’ B’alam I (431-

435 C.E.) through the end of recorded history in the early ninth century, as seen in the 

Palenque King List in Figure 9.   We have learned much regarding Palenque’s 

relationships with its neighbors, but an archeological understanding of Palenque’s early 

architectural development is, by contrast, extremely meager.  Important areas of the 

ruins remain untouched by excavation.  Based on the information currently available, 
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however, we are able to establish a kind of mapping based on Marvin Carlson’s 

theories, in Places of Performance, in which he discusses the implications of the 

physical aspects surrounding human performance, and shows how these physical 

attributes reflect social and cultural concerns and suppositions of their audience.23

Carlson’s analysis utilizes semiotic theory—the overarching approach to interpreting 

the processes by which any cultural artifact is given meaning(s) by its society—the 

pragmatic aspect of theatre, and the contribution of the spectator (Prague School, 

Saussure, Peirce, and Barthes.)  He offers interesting reflections from Buyssens 

(operatic performance,) Krampen (“repertory of architectural objects,”) Eco 

(architectural object as sign composed of a signified and a signifier,) Lynch (structuring 

and identifying the environment—city as “text,”) and Ostrowetsky and Fauque 

(architectural meaning based on opposition and context.)  

This mapping helps determine how individual structures within an overall plan 

serve to stimulate or reinforce within audiences certain ideas of what performance 

represents within their society.  Based on the events occurring on two significant dates 

in Palenque history, the architectural plan at Palenque became radically focused.  Maya 

innovators created, from necessity, new and beautiful structures in Palenque, 

incorporating the ideology of Teotihuacán similar to that absorbed into Tikal’s image of 

itself.  These innovations melded with traditional Maya views in constructing the New 

Order in the west. 

The Great Tragedy

The hieroglyphic stairway located in House C of the Palace complex at Palenque 

records an “axing” of Lakamha’ on April 21, 599.  This assault, apparently the sacking 

of the city by Calakmul, resulted in the throwing down of Palenque’s Triad of patron 

deities and most likely a despoiling of the kingdoms sacred idols.24   Then, on April 4, 

611, Lakamha’ was penetrated and sacked for the second time, again at the hands of 

Calakmul.  The shattered Palenque regime, its patriline destroyed, was ripe for the 

investiture of the young K’inich Janaab’ Pakal who would eventually restore Palenque 
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to its position of prominence.  This re-establishment, through a New Order, required a 

master plan, including the erection of sacred stone structures and monuments that took 

generations to accomplish.  Once completed, this master plan restored Palenque’s Triad 

of Gods, as well as its sacred dynasty, and effectively confirmed its influential position 

amid world affairs.

Figure 10 is a site plan of the central architectonic group of Palenque as we 

know it today.  It marks the orientation of the urban center as a whole, as well as the 

proper context of various structures that make up the ceremonial center.  This plan will 

assist the reader in locating the various structures discussed in the next section of this 

document, judging approximate sizes of the most significant structures, as well as 

estimating one structure’s proximity to another.  It also reflects many of Carlson’s 

notions on how interpretations of such performances integrate with the rest of a 

community’s social and cultural life.  The innovative architectural devices incorporated 

into this master plan alter the re-presentation of the city’s identity and experience from 

that of a defeated polity to an emerging New Order.

The Introduction of Innovative Architectural Devices
To Accentuate Palenque’s Return to Prominence

Unlike many studies of ancient cultures, scholars do not use political or 

economic advances to indicate transitional periods in ancient Maya history.  Robertson 

and other Mesoamericanists acknowledge that it was architectural innovations, along 

with the carving of dated monuments and the manufacture of polychrome pottery, 

which marked the transition (250-300 CE) from the Preclassic to the Classic period. 

Palenque architecture and urban design undertake the complicated task of mating 

beauty with utility, creating a performative environment in which the ideology and 

spiritual beliefs of Palenque’s population are perpetually re-presented. Innovative 

devices used in ancient Maya construction included the Maya arch, the roofcomb, and

the use of pier construction.  The fact that the innovations incorporated into the design 

of Palenque’s urban landscape initiated contemporary classification emphasizes the 
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ability of sacred architecture to generate effects and helps define their performative 

nature.  

The Maya arch, as employed at Palenque, was constructed by layering stone 

slabs, one on top of the other, each one projecting a little further than the one below it.  

Upon completion, this arch spanned the space between supporting walls on either side 

of corridors, and allowed for the tremendous weight of towering roofcombs above.  

The corbel vault has no keystone, as European arches do, making the Maya vault appear 

more like a narrow triangle than an archway. (Figure 11) Some current scholarship 

suggests that this unusual form exists because the Maya never mastered keystone 

technology.  I would argue, however, that since there is some evidence for the use of a 

true arch in Maya construction, the lack of the keystone was deliberate.  The Maya vault 

always has either nine or thirteen stone layers, the same number as the nine layers of the 

Underworld in Maya mythology or the thirteen layers of the Maya heavens.  A keystone 

would have created a tenth or fourteenth layer, outside the Maya cosmology, 

consequently failing to allow the structure to convey the spiritual beliefs of the society

they communicated.

Palenque’s architects used a variety of weight saving innovations to widen the 

span of its corbelled vault or Maya arch.   These innovations allowed sloping ‘mansard’ 

roofs to support heavy lattice-built roofcombs, while producing spacious and well-lit 

interiors, quite unlike the gloomy chambers common elsewhere.   This insight is first 

brought to the attention of scholars by Gillette Griffin in the Memorias de la Primera 

Mesa Redondo de Palenque, 1973.25

The Palenque Palace complex, in close approximation with the city’s royal 

burial sites and sacred temples, also featured the inclusion of observatories, courts, 

throne rooms, administrative offices, and residential suites, decorated with breathtaking 

examples of mural painting and fine stone or stuccowork.  These decorative 

embellishments, actually examples of additional symbolic codes designed to emphasize 

and elaborate on the significance of the structure itself, offer us insights into the 
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emphasis placed on form and skill among Maya artisans as they re-interpreted their 

contemporary cultural experience in art. 

The earliest known vaulted building at Palenque is the Olvidado Temple. 

Constructed prior to the city’s great flourishing, within a smaller group of ceremonial 

buildings, the Olvidado is located .5 km southwest of the Palace Complex, indicating

the location of the old city—the original seat of the Palenque dynasty.  This temple, 

originally dedicated in 647 CE under the direction of Palenque’s most prestigious ruler, 

K’inich Janaab’ Pakal, was constructed a few years after the death of his parents, and 

contains the earliest inscription referring to Pakal’s reign. According to Martin and 

Grube, “this fine stucco text is the first contemporary record we have of any kind since 

the travertine bowl of Casper from some 160 years earlier.”26

This structure has special significance in the ultimate master plan for 

architectural development in seventh century Palenque. Not only does this temple re-

present the initiation of Pakal’s reign, reference his dynastic links to mythical and 

ancestral precursors, and establish his position in Palenque hierarchy, it also serves as 

notification of the onset of the community’s blossoming as reflected in the city’s 

evolution.   This structure signals continuity with the past and re-centering ultimately 

expressed in the architecture of the new city center to the east.  

Marking this significant evolution—not only in urban design, but also in the 

unquestionable establishment of Pakal and his heirs as legitimate heirs to divinity and 

the reins of Palenque culture—the Olvidado’s twin rests at the top of the Pyramid of 

Inscriptions.  This new structure would herald Pakal’s passing, mark the end of his 

reign, house his mortal remains, and, with the assistance of divine ancestors, facilitate 

his resurrection.  It would also participate in and ultimately announce the succession of 

Pakal’s son, Kan B’alam, as divine king. The Olvidado and its twin, therefore, serve as 

a structural performance of transformation, accentuating the significance of cyclical 

reckoning of time by bringing the past into the present for ancient Maya witnesses and 

ritual participants.
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The corbelled vaults, such as those introduced in the Olvidado, and reflected in 

the temple atop the Pyramid of Inscriptions, support massive masonry crests 

(technically called a roofcomb) that crown the temple structures.  These roofcombs 

serve as grand billboards for the display of religious and political imagery.  Visible 

from great distances, the monumental sculptures that adorned these roofs and 

roofcombs would have been spectacular, in brilliant reds, yellows, and blues.  These 

monumental sculptures invited witnesses into the ritual activity of the ceremonial arena, 

and provided them with information necessary to allow them to become participants in 

the monumental events.

The lack of exterior walls is another architectural innovation, apparent in 

temples such as the Olvidado and its twin atop the Temple of Inscriptions, which 

differentiates Palenque from other contemporary Maya cities.  Rather than walls at the 

front of buildings, Palenque has sculptured piers separated by wide, open spaces.  This 

innovation made it possible for Palenque buildings to be light and airy inside as 

opposed to other sites, such as Tikal, where temples have extremely thick walls (14 ft. 

at Temple IV) to support the massive roofcombs.  Rooms, in sites such as Tikal, were 

dark, narrow, and small, by necessity, usually having only one doorway.   Activities 

conducted within these rooms were decidedly private. Palenque’s architecture, on the 

other hand, invited participation. The transitional spaces created opportunities for 

dialogue between architectural and human participants in ancient Maya ritual, 

translating even space into sacred place in Maya understanding.

We cannot be entirely certain why Pakal chose to relocate the city center to an 

area further to the east, but can speculate that the eastern landscape offered a natural 

environment closer to the mythic needs of the communicative requirements for the 

cultural center. In The Sculpture of Palenque, Merle Greene Robertson notes that in 

ancient times “the view from the North Group building would have been of densely

covered tree growth hiding meandering waterways and swamps.  It was not until the 

very end of Palenque’s history,” she continues, “that any building was undertaken on 

this plains area, and then only in distantly scattered hamlets and small habitation 
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centers.”27 The North Group, which contains the Palenque ballcourt, borders the higher 

elevations awarded the Palace Complex and various temples, but, as an architectonic 

sub-group of the city center as a whole, reflects the low-lying, marshy area to the North.  

This configuration is another example of issuing a call for necessary actors, relocating 

them in appropriate areas within the new Palenque city center, and mirrors the Maya 

understanding of the location of both the underworld and the heavens. It establishes, in 

the new urban arena, the basic premise for the architectural narrative intended for the

structures in the completed master plan.

Perhaps most significant, the Cross Group, and its close proximity with the 

spring of Lakamha’, further defines the city as the original center of the Maya universe 

(similar to beliefs held in Teotihuacán regarding its sacred cave of origin).  This sacred 

spring was the mythological site of the appearance of the sacred cosmic alligator (a 

feathered serpent type creature also featured on the Palenque throne).  This 

supernatural, inscribed alligator (or Starry Deer Caiman) was responsible for both the 

birth and the inauguration of God GI of the Palenque Triad.  

Beginning with the original selection of the present site of the ceremonial center 

of Palenque, Pakal, and his heirs, undertook significant new construction and renovation 

projects ultimately conceived to create the performance of origins, continuity, and 

divinity we see today.  

The Performance of Community

The ceremonial center of Palenque, as it appears today, may be divided into 

three major areas masterminded by Pakal and completed by his heirs. (Figure 10)

These three areas re-present the urban experience at the height of Palenque’s power.  

The first is an open area bounded by the Pyramid of the Inscriptions, the west facade of 

the Palace and the unexcavated mound Temple XI.  The second area, separated from

Area One by the canalized, partly vaulted, Arroyo Outlook, is located at a significantly 

higher elevation and features the Temple of the Sun, the Temple of the Cross, and the 

Temple of the Foliated Cross, as well as the recently excavated Temples XIX and XXI.  
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The third major area of the ceremonial center is located to the North at a somewhat 

lower elevation than Area One, and includes the Ballcourt, the Temple of the Count, 

and various other temple structures called the North Group.  The north facade of the 

Palace, Temple X, and the North Group form the boundaries of this area.

The structural artifacts—relics of ancient Maya experience located within these 

precincts—provide evidence that they participated in, and continue to re-present, the 

monumental occasions described by Lindsay Jones in The Hermeneutics of Sacred 

Architecture.  The architecture served as orientation devices for human ritual 

participants. Not only are the structures oriented to the four cardinal directions, as well 

as astronomical phenomenon such as the Milky Way, but also their positioning adheres 

to cultural practices regarding higher and lower elevations.  The ball court, for example, 

located in the North Group, reflects a lower elevation (as seen over the escarpment to 

the north) than the temples that houses the patron gods (in the Cross Group).  

Surrounded by water, and originally a relatively marshy area below the city center site, 

the ballcourt’s location provides an effective re-presentation of the entrance to the 

underworld.  The elevated temples, on the other hand, conform to standardized rules 

and prestigious mytho-historical precedents by placing the residences of the gods on 

mountaintops.  Aligned or referenced with respect to celestial bodies or phenomenon, 

the sacred architecture of Palenque also demonstrates the practice of geomancy in the 

Classic Maya urban arena.  

Urban design, reflecting cosmo-grammatical construction, or the ideal of earthly 

paradise as re-presented in the cityscape Palenque, is also similar in intent to that 

evident in the Palace of the Alhambre (Granada, Spain).  One of the most serenely 

sensual and beautiful buildings of Europe, this Palace is the place where Moorish art 

and architecture reached its pinnacle.  It re-presented the Muslim ideal of earthly 

paradise as a place of “pavilions beneath which water flows.”28   Just as the community 

of Palenque strove to define their city as a cosmogram for their extended universe, so 

this Muslim palace defines a culture’s utopian beliefs and translates them into structural 

form.  The design elements and individual structures of both this Muslim mini-city and 
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the organization of the ancient urban center of Palenque, create a microcosmic 

reflection of the macrocosm, and captivate witnesses aware of the relationships.  The 

richly encoded structures of urban environments such as these encourage ritual 

participants to retrieve embedded memories of ideological ideals. 

In Palenque, this practice results in the city’s presentation of itself as a 

miniaturized replica of the Maya universe, conforming to a celestial archetype.  It 

allows the three areas (the Palace complex, the North Group, and the temples of the 

Cross Group) to communicate with each other as they define the Maya cosmos and the 

position of humanity within it, thereby instigating ritual-architectural events.  (Figure 

12) In doing so, they generate effects that trigger emotions and feelings that lead to 

decisive actions by the human witness and ritual participants. 

The commemorative responsibilities of the architecture form the basis for the 

content of these ritual-architectural events. As will be shown in the following analysis, 

each structure, whether housing and/or representing a deity, divine presence, or 

conception of ultimate reality, commemorates an important mytho-historical episode or 

circumstance in the city’s presentation of itself.  This sacred architecture legitimates—

or challenges—the socio-economic hierarchy and/or temporal authority, helping to 

maintain the sought after balance of Maya society.  Additionally, commemorating 

revered ancestors and/or other deceased individuals or groups (such as will be noted in 

the in-depth discussion of the Temple of Inscriptions), plays an important role in re-

presenting instants of Now  that dominate ancient Maya notions of cultural stability.

The Architectural Contributions of K’inich Janaab’ Pakal and his Heirs

According to art historian and epigrapher Linda Schele’s elaborate (and 

unusually eventful) analysis of Palenque, the first three rulers of the Late Classic era—

K’inich Janaab’ Pakal, K’inich Kan B’alam II, and K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II—were 

not simply all-powerful sovereigns.  They were “protagonists of a mythology of 

kingship” that established the pattern to which all later rulers were obliged to adhere.29

Their contributions to what appears to have been a master plan for the architectural 
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development of a new ceremonial center at Palenque incorporate numerous innovative 

devices now recognized as structural messengers of ideology.  Additional contributions 

of K’inich Ahkal Mo’Naab’ III (721-736 CE), another relative of Pakal, have recently 

been interpreted by David Stuart, shedding further light on the significance of the 

master plan for restoring Palenque to its rightful position as a literal place of origin for 

the Maya.

In addition to providing a setting or backdrop for ritual activity, or establishing a 

focus for meditation or devotion, sacred architecture, and the process of construction, 

were designed to please, appease, and/or manipulate the sacred. Under the leadership of

Pakal—who assumed power in 603 C.E. at the age of 12, and ruled for 68 years until his 

death in 683 C.E.—the city rose from a minor ceremonial center to that of a major 

western power.  Accomplished largely through the provision of a variety of 

architectural refuges for perceived purity, sacrality, or perfection, the positioning of 

elements necessary to restore the original balance of Palenque’s place in the cosmos 

creates a site capable of engaging monumental occasions and enduring art acts.

Architecturally, Pakal is associated with renovations to the Palace Complex 

(then somewhat less extensive than its final form), including underground galleries 

beneath corbelled passages. Stucco reliefs of masks on tablero adorn the west end of the 

north façade of the Palace.  These reliefs, and figures with well- defined facial features 

on columns on the north façade, also celebrate Pakal's ancestry. The Palace, on a large 

artificial terrace rising 33 ft. above the plaza floor, was the center of activity and the 

focal point of the site during most of Palenque’s history between 600-700 CE.  This 

structure’s essentially horizontal design is reminiscent of the Ciudadela at Teotihuacán, 

designed to focus the power and authority of the city, and its ruling individuals, in a 

central location.  Imagery and texts referencing specific sacred areas of the surrounding 

area, such as the reference on the throne to the cosmic alligator (or Starry Deer Caiman)

of Lakamha’, as well as references to Pakal and his lineage, reiterate the most important 

features of the city, and its dynastic leadership, drawn together in this important central 

location.
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Pakal’s other contribution to the Palace Complex seems to have been the 

addition, in 654 CE (9.11.2.1.11), of a number of monuments to the last buildings of its 

original Early Classic level, while laying a new higher platform across the central part 

of the complex.30   According to the construction history reiterated by Martin and 

Grube, 

the first structure here, House E, was completed later the same year.  Its 

name was sak nuk naah, the ‘White Skin? House’ (and indeed, this was 

the only structure in the palace painted white, the others being a uniform 

red).  This became the setting for the Oval Palace Tablet depicting 

Pakal’s accession and a throne room that saw the inaugurations of at 

least three later kings.31

In addition to presiding over construction of House E, Pakal is also associated 

with the adjacent House C, dedicated in 659 (9.11.6.16.11).32 (Figure 13) This 

structure, together with House B (added at about this time) and House A, dedicated in 

668 (9.11.15.14.19), defined a new East Court.33  Designed as a grand arena for 

presentation and reception, this spacious courtyard was suitably adorned with 

impressive images of humbled captives and texts lauding Pakal’s military 

achievements.  A detailed description of features of the Palace Complex, and this 

structures perceived role within Palenque’s definition of itself, appears later in this 

chapter.

Pakal also supervised construction of the Temple of the Count (so named 

because a rather eccentric count chose to take up residence there during his excavations 

in the early years of Palenque exploration).  This large pyramidal structure is located 

near the North Group.  The North Group, all range-type palace groups of small 

buildings, is situated north of the Palace and at the edge of the escarpment overlooking 

the Palenque plains below and to the north.  This group, according to Robertson, could 

have been fairly early in what is referred to as the Murcielagos period.  It is interesting 

to note that, while on a smaller scale, like Tikal, several broken and discarded blocks 

from a discarded frieze, created in an earlier era, find their way into the building 
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material for the structures in the North Group.  Monument destruction and re-use was, 

of course, routine at Maya sites, but the possible reasons for such destruction present 

interesting questions.  This practice at Palenque could reflect warfare with Piedras 

Negras, but could also reflect an interest in eliminating references to old ways, and

bringing the city more in line with efforts to establish a re-defined place in the cosmos 

as outlined in Pakal’s master plan. Within this North Group complex is the great 

ballcourt of Palenque aptly situated at a site overlooking low-lying area close to the 

Otulum River—a site reflecting the watery location of the portals to the underworld, 

and bringing it into the ceremonial center. Just like the Olvidado (as the site housing 

the immediate ancestors of the newly developing dynasty) was drawn into the 

compacted area of the new (developing) ceremonial arena, the ballcourt placement 

represents a reflection (drawing in) of the marshy area that once existed to the north, 

over the escarpment and closer to the river.34  The ballcourt is thus located exactly 

where it should be, based on the natural geography of the larger scene.

Pakal also initiated construction of the Temple of Inscriptions, which was to 

become his tomb, the site of his resurrection, and way station (between the spirit world 

and the earthly plane) for the spirits of his sacred ancestry.  As future evidence will 

show, however, this temple/pyramid also serves to legitimate Kan B’alam II as Pakal’s 

heir and new king of Palenque.  Pyramids located adjacent to the Temple of Inscriptions 

also house tombs—that of the “Red Queen” in Temple XIII possibly housing the 

remains of Pakal’s mother.  

There remains some question, however, as to the dating, regal construction 

instigator, and the ultimate purpose of the as yet unexcavated Temple XI located in the 

center of the great plaza, flanked by the Palace Complex on the east and the Temple of 

Inscriptions to the south. In lieu of further evidence, it is impossible to even offer 

conjecture as to when Temple XI was constructed, what may have been the significance 

(if any) of its apparent E-W axis, per the suggested location of a single stairway on the 

east side, or how it interacted with the performances of the Palace Complex and the 

Temple of Inscriptions.  Approach to the temple’s summit, however, would suggest an 
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interest in the west.  One can almost hear the frustrated, ghostly stage manager of ritual 

performance in the central plaza: “I've got an actor here, possibly attempting dialogue 

with the Palace and the Temple of Inscriptions, and can't hear a word it is saying.”  I 

share his pain.

It is interesting to note, however, that a plan of the central zone of Palenque 

indicates a triad of the Temple of Inscriptions, the Palace, and this elusive Temple XI.  

This triad appears as a mirrored (or reversed) reflection of the Cross Group arrangement

to the east. Was the urban design an attempt to mark (thus offering an opportunity for 

the performance of) vertical levels of the universe on a horizontal plane similar to the 

intuitively popped-up examples in the codices? A three-stone place for gods, three-

stone place for mortals—the top and the center of this mythological site—with the 

ballcourt located below the mountains, or figurative heavens, that serve as a backdrop 

for both groups.  Favored by many Maya scholars, this east-west, up-down emphasis, in 

the interpretation of what westerners would call the cardinal directions, is explored at 

greater depth later in this document.35

Architectural Contributions of K’inich Kan B’alam II

When K’inich Kan B’alam II inherited the throne of Palenque in 684 CE, he was 

already 48 years old, deep into late middle age for the seventh century Maya.  

Hieroglyphic records indicate that he had to wait nearly five months following Pakal’s 

death (from August 28, 683 until January 7, 684, 15 days after the winter solstice) 

before participating in his own ascension ceremonies.  It is unclear whether there were 

contestations regarding his ascension:  Kan B’alam was not born until his parent’s 

marriage was ten years old, suggesting that there may have been older heirs who may 

have attempted to block the ascension.  Other theories, explored later in this document, 

suggest temple completion and/or astrological events as possible reasons for the delay.  

Yet another hypothesis purports that Kan B’alam could not step into divine kingship 

until it was evident that Pakal had been resurrected as a god, making the lineage divine. 

Nevertheless, it seems that Kan B’alam was the designated heir, a part of a grand plan 
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to restore definitive legitimacy to the ruling elite of Palenque and the house of Pakal, 

and that the delay was intentional.  

Among Kan B’alam’s first tasks as king were to preside over the entombment of 

his father, K’inich Janaab’ Pakal and to complete his mortuary temple.  Initially Kan 

B’alam was responsible for the completion of the Temple of Inscriptions atop the 

pyramid/tomb initiated by Pakal.  As mentioned earlier, this temple recreates the 

Olvidado in a new location, thereby completing the symbolic effort to re-center the 

urban environment around the presence of divine ancestry.  As discussed in Chapter 

Five, the addition of the three great hieroglyphic tablets and the stucco sculptures that 

graced the four outer piers of the temple reflect Kan B’alam’s genealogy and resultant 

divinity, and refer more directly to the divine birthright of the heir and his legitimacy, 

than to a eulogy for the deceased king.  

Following completion and dedication of the Temple of Inscriptions, Kan B’alam 

then continued his father’s architectural program by ordering the construction of a 

group of three pyramid temples:  the Temple of the Cross, the Temple of the Foliated 

Cross, and the Temple of the Sun.  Dedicated together in 692 C.E., these temples, while 

providing a spiritual focus for each of the Palenque Triad of gods, effectively fixes Kan 

B’alam’s “patriline within the great supernatural narrative of the kingdom’s 

foundation.”36 The temples of the Cross Group serve as residences for the patron gods 

of Palenque (fondly known as GI, GII, and GIII), providing a spiritual focus for the 

community.  Blending the mythical and the historical in what Martin and Grube define 

as a “dizzying range of materials, formats and settings,” a highly coordinated program 

of immense iconographic and textual complexity adorns each temple.37 It seems that 

Kan B’alam’s primary emphasis here is to bring the gods home, while defining his 

personal association with each of them.  

These structures stand atop pyramidal bases, and echo the shapes of the distant 

mountains.  The temples of the Cross Group, like the Temple of Inscriptions, are all 

constructed from scratch and have no earlier buildings located under them.  The 

multiple voices of the temples of the Cross Group re-present a perpetual conversation 
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between the patron gods of Palenque and the ancestors of the ruling house re-presented 

in the iconography and stylistic design devices employed in the construction of the 

Temple of Inscriptions.  The god’s recognition of the validity of these ancestors 

corroborates Kan B’alam’s claim to the throne, and perpetuates the now fulfilled 

requirements for sacred dynasty in Palenque.  These structures, in turn, communicate 

with the mundane human activities conducted in the Palace complex, while 

acknowledging the underworld elements further to the north.  Masterpieces of Maya 

architecture, these structures read on many different levels and tell us much about how 

the Maya perceived their world.  

Inside each Cross Group temple, for example, is a small inner sanctum called a 

pib na (underground house or sweatbath).  As with structural performance of the 

ballcourt, discussed earlier in this document, the incorporation of the symbolic 

sweatbath in the temples of the Cross Group also helps demonstrate that performance, 

as a goal, was not unique to a few structures, but consciously built in to most edifices 

that made up the Maya ceremonial landscape.  In a detailed discussion in “Symbolic 

Sweatbaths of the Maya:  Architectural Meaning in the Cross Group at Palenque, 

Mexico,” Stephen Houston questions why the Maya would apply hieroglyphic terms for 

“ovens” and “sweatbaths” to structures within the temples of the Cross Group that 

scholars have labeled “sanctuaries.”  His research shows, through a close study of 

thematically linked features of sweatbaths in ancient, colonial, and modern sources, that 

“Mesoamerican sweatbaths possess a polytheistic ‘package’ of attributes, some 

conceptual and some material.”38

Although there is no evidence that the sanctuaries at Palenque were ever used to 

generate heat or contain steam, the attributes of sweatbaths that they do have are enough 

to support conjecture that they were recognized symbolically as such.  In line with Kan 

B’alam’s responsibilities to restore the Palenque Triad, it was necessary that each god 

be re-born, and subsequently cared for through strict adherence to prescribed ritual 

activity.  Houston’s in-depth study of various examples of sweatbath use throughout 

ancient Mesoamerica reveals that the sweatbath sanctuaries in the Cross Group 
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symbolize “natal” sweatbaths. In the more mundane household version of the same type 

of facility, pregnant women were isolated, purified and protected, children were born, 

and afterbirth was buried.   According to Houston, the child traditionally exercised the 

opportunity to return to this “living extension of himself,” and enjoy the recuperative 

powers of the sweatbath, as needed for purification.39   Ultimately, as Houston 

concludes, “the sanctuaries in the Cross Group exist in both tangible and symbolic 

dimensions, as places linked to divine birth and purification within the architectural 

setting of a sweatbath.”40

Participants in sweatbath ceremonies are either nude or only partially clothed.  

The elaborate dressing of images of the gods, in preparation for ritual sweatbath 

rejuvenation, particularly at k’atun ending ceremonies, is addressed in detail on the 

immense tablets of the Temple of Inscriptions, establishing a precedent for future 

celebrations of this ritual event.  Kan B’alam’s role in these various architectural events, 

according to the instructions inscribed, and therefore re-presented on the monuments,

was three-fold: 

1) protection and care for the divine ancestors presiding over these 

rituals,

2) maintenance of the facilities both between and during k’atun ending 

ceremonies, as well as

3) seeing to the needs of the gods during the symbolic sweatbaths and 

the accompanying rejuvenation rituals celebrating k’atun endings. 

The inscribed instructions also outline various rituals during which Kan B’alam (or his 

heirs) would be expected to assume the persona of various deities and move between 

spaces and places in the ceremonial arena, conducting important rituals involving the 

participation of a number of sacred structures.

The tablets within the pib na contain symbols re-enacting the birthing of the 

gods only a few hundred years after the creation of the Maya universe. The Temple of 

the Cross, for example, provides a narrative introducing the progenitor of the Triad, GI, 

(as an aspect of the maize god—note gender references) and delineates the 800 years 
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between the god’s inauguration and his birth (an interesting, timeless view of seemingly

out-of-order occurrences).  As with the Great Goddess of Teotihuacán, this progenitor 

(single handedly) established the position to be filled by a Sun-related god, and then 

gives birth to that god.  As shown in Chapter Five, this Palenque goddess is possibly 

associated with Pakal’s mother (assuming the role of First Mother/First Father and 

aspect of the Maize God), establishing not only a restoration of the great deity (GI), but 

also providing an indisputable  foundation for Pakal’s rejuvenated patriline.

In addition to providing instructions for the proper care and feeding of these 

important deities, the pib na tablets also define the required transportation of effigies in 

ritual circuits.  This practice is well-attested in even contemporary traditional Maya 

communities, further defining examples of the Maya practice of facilitating dialogue

between structures.  Of specific interest to this study is evidence for ritual 

circumambulation that mirror textual accounts from the inscriptions available in the 

Temple of the Cross.  In this temple’s hieroglyphic text, for example, the laying of 

directions is explicitly recorded. As Reese-Taylor points out, 

In this passage, First Father, as the Maize God, dedicated or laid out Six 

Sky, Eight House Partitions place by ‘circumambulating’ space.  Then, 

according to the Tablet of the Cross, after space was organized, he turned 

or spun the Raised-Up-Heart-Place, a metaphorical reference to initiating 

the passing of time (Freidel et al. 1993).41

As pointed out by Reese-Taylor, Matthew Looper (1995c), and argued most recently by 

David Freidel and Barbara MacLeod (2000), this textual account records a mythic 

circumambulation ritual.  By placing specific instruction for duplicating an instance of 

sacred creation on the walls of specific temples, Kan B’alam associates himself and his 

surroundings with mythic origins, and establishes a perpetual performance, with himself 

(or his successors) as lead actor in the re-presentation of this significant event.  

Reese-Taylor shows how various architectural complexes at such sites as 

Cerros, Uaxactun, Tikal, and contemporary Zinacanteco, also serve as settings for acts 

of creation, re-creating, through urban design, a vigorous cosmic geography wherein 
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rulers could re-enact the actions and re-actions of gods.  In each instance the ruler, or 

leader, as First Father, was marking his domain—the land lying within the cardinal and 

inter-cardinal directions—moving between various significant structures proclaiming to 

his audience “these are our lands.”42   The setting, composed of architectural players re-

presenting sacred locations within the Maya cosmos, would, in turn, perform its 

responsibility of identifying itself for the further edification of participants.

Carved stone panels, located on the rear walls of each sanctuary, each also 

display two carved stone images of Kan B’alam (one as the mature king, the other as a 

child) venerating the particular icon that gives each temple its modern name.  These 

exquisite examples of detailed iconography are flanked by long hieroglyphic texts 

relating the Maya story of creation, announcing the birth and installation of the patron 

deities.  

Early iconographic interpretations of these panels define the smaller figure as 

the resurrected Pakal (now assuming the identity of the Maize God) awarding symbols 

of office to his heir from the portal designating the entrance to the underworld, outside 

normal time and space.  In this argument, Schele and Freidel have associated the twisted 

scarf around the smaller figure’s neck with burial wrappings signifying his recent 

journey through death and resurrection.43 In the world of Mesoamerican studies, you 

did not want to upset Linda.  Consequently, when Floyd Lounsbury, and later Karen 

Bassie, initially argued that both figures re-presented Kan B’alam, their arguments were 

somewhat veiled.  David Stuart concurred with their suppositions in 1988 when it 

became evident that the glyph caption above the younger figure firmly identifies Kan 

B’alam, and not Pakal.  For the purposes of this argument, I am indebted to Lounsbury 

and Bassie for their unwitting contribution to my argument for performance.  Their 

evidence demonstrating Kan B’alam’s maturing from a child to an adult within the 

same image, reveals an intentional Maya manipulation of time in space.  Defining what 

happens, from this point in time to that point in time, the image serves not only as an 

instant of Now, but also as a re-presentation of events occurring simultaneously, yet 

across linear time.  
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The interpretation of these panels (as re-presenting Kan B’alam both as the heir 

and as king) continues to evolve, assisted by the newly discovered inscriptions and 

iconography of Temple XIX.  This iconography, recently interpreted by David Stuart, 

shows a seated figure wearing a twisted scarf around his neck similar to that worn by 

the smaller figure in the iconography found in the Cross Group. Stuart has suggested 

that the accoutrement’s connection with the verb k’am (in the hieroglyphic inscriptions 

of Temple XIX) refers to “receipt,” and further to “some pre-accession ritual involving 

young kings-to-be in a cord-taking ritual.”44  This cord-taking responsibility reflects 

imagery, also shown on the Palace Tablet involving the reception of sacred objects of 

office, is similar to imagery of the serpent deer way entity (spirit companion or animal 

co-essence) such as that described by Schele (1990) or Nahm and Grube (1994:693).  

Could the snake, or snake effigy, worn around the heir’s neck hearken back to a 

Teotihuacáno reverence for the Feathered Serpent as an induction device into royal 

manhood?  

In addition to re-iterating myth-history, images in these three temples re-present 

qualities the Maya believed their kings should possess.  On the panels located in the 

Temple of the Cross, Kan B’alam (the elder) and Kan B’alam (the youth) stand on 

either side of the World Tree—thus locating both aspects of the man, and Palenque 

itself, firmly in the center of the Maya cosmos.  Beyond the depiction of divine lineage, 

the World Tree signifies the king’s ability to move beyond the earthly realm in order to 

communicate directly with the deities and ancestors.  In the Temple of the Foliated 

Cross, a giant maize plant replaces the World Tree while human heads replace the 

maize cobs.  This reflects the creation story (recounted in the Popol Vuh) in which the 

gods used maize flour when forming the first people.  The maize plant, while relating 

the king’s lineage to the foundation of creation, also suggests that, by fulfilling his 

responsibilities as intercessor between his people and the gods, the king could ensure 

the continued rewards of good harvests and material prosperity for his community.  A 

third panel, in the Temple of the Sun, shows the heir and the new king on either side of 

a war shield decorated with the head of the jaguar-sun and a pair of crossed spears. The 
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shield and spear are a reference to prowess in battle and fulfillment of the reciprocal 

arrangement with the gods; humans agreed to provide blood offerings for the gods’

well-being in return for continued protection.  

These rich iconographic narratives, located on carved stone panels on the rear 

walls of each sanctuary, flanked by detailed glyphic texts describing certain events from 

the creation of the earthly world, feature the birthing and installation of the Triad gods, 

and the responsibilities of the Pakal dynasty in maintaining this newly re-established 

order through mandatory ritual activity.  

Such rituals, as performed in the past, are highlighted on the Temple of 

Inscription panels.  Both Pakal’s 615-glyph inscription located in the Temple of 

Inscriptions, and the panels on the rear interior walls of all the temples of the Cross 

Group, contain texts teeming with bravado regarding Pakal and his ancestry, while 

purporting to legitimate Kan B’alam’s divine right to the throne.  They also immortalize 

in stone certain ritual responsibilities, as performed in the past, which must be fulfilled 

by the current and future divine kings. The complex, yet recognizable, narratives 

offered by these structures, and their obvious relationship to each other and their 

surrounding neighbors, emphasize the cooperative effort necessary between elite 

humans, divine ancestors, and gods to fulfill ritual obligations in order to maintain 

balance and ensure continued prosperity.

Intended to show the life-long dedication of the new king to the patron gods, as 

well as reiterate his own sacred heritage, each magnificent artistic display on and within 

the temples of the Cross Group emphasizes one aspect or another of the series of ritual 

events required for the establishment and maintenance of legitimate kingship in 

Palenque.  This objective, accomplished in part through the selective construction of 

sacred architecture, placed each structure in dialogue with the others to re-emphasize 

the mytho-historical narrative of the sacred origins of Palenque’s ruling family.

Positioning this ruling family in direct accord with its founding ancestors—accessible 

through the portal created by the Temple of Inscriptions—and the Palenque Triad of 

patron gods residing in the temples of the Cross Group, assured that instructions for 
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maintaining the line intact (and the world in order) were accessible for later generations 

occupying the Palace Complex. (Other specific examples of dialogue conducted 

between the temples of the Cross Group, the Temple of Inscriptions, and the Palace 

Complex, appear in subsequent sections of this and the next chapter.)

Detailed narratives, such as these, communicate with the other major structures 

in the immediate vicinity.  The Temple of Inscriptions provides a site for Pakal’s 

resurrected spirit, and those of other significant ancestors re-presented in the structure’s 

hieroglyphic texts and iconography, to return for consultation with the new king and 

conferences with the patron gods, housed in the openly symbolic structural symbology 

indicated by the pib na design devices of the Cross Group.  The Palace Complex, in 

turn, houses the iconography of the Palace Tablet that subsequently shows Pakal and his 

wife (both long dead) mystically bestowing the drum major crown, and flint and shield 

war emblems, to Kan B’alam’s brother and successor K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II who 

ascended in 702.  The transfer of these significant objects—sacred artifacts originating 

with the gods residing in the Cross Group—occurs between ancestors entering from the 

portal created by the Temple of Inscriptions and living heirs presiding over affairs in the 

earthly realm of the Palace Complex. 

It is evident that a consensus existed among residents of Classic Palenque 

stressing that only interaction between the gods, ancestors, humans, and sacred places 

could provide the necessary ingredients for assuring continuity and balance. And, only 

through sophisticated interaction between design devices, iconography and hieroglyphic 

writing could sacred places assume a vital, life-like personality and perform their 

assigned roles.  Interpretation such as this is only possible through the combined 

knowledge of trends in seventh century architecture and iconography, coupled with 

close readings of Maya epigraphers.  The rich semantic play between the various 

elements of this integrated system of communication reveals itself on increasingly 

deeper levels as scholarship such as that described above progresses.
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Architectural Contributions of K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II and Beyond

K’inich K’an Joy Chitam II, the younger son of Pacal, succeeded his older 

brother in 702 CE at the age of 38 and ruled for 23 years. He continued remodeling 

projects in the Palace, adding rooms, galleries and courtyards with finely detailed bas-

relief slabs. Under his direction the Palace assumed roughly its present form, including 

T-windows (also present in other structures at Palenque and at other sites). The T-form 

also appears in the Ik day glyph, translated as ‘wind’ or ‘breath,’ and might be taken as 

a metaphor for ‘life,’ adding credence to my supposition that the sacred architecture of 

Palenque was an intentional site of performance featuring un-animated objects.45 This 

symbol is additionally significant due to the special emphasis given the day 9 IK in the 

iconography and hieroglyphic records of myth-history in Palenque, particularly with 

relation to GI.  The Palace Complex, speaking for human endeavor in the Maya 

universe, could now assume its role in the dialogue conducted between the temples of 

the Cross Group, the Temple of Inscriptions, and the ballcourt. The Palace Complex 

became the mediator between the gods, the ancestors and the contemporary community.

Palenque was, of course, not the only city that communicated its mythology and 

legendary past through its architecture. Just as Palenque’s urban design communicates 

its connection to a mythological identity through the performance of its architectural 

remains, the ruins of the stronghold of King Agamemnon (described in the epic poems 

of Homer—the Iliad and the Odyssey—as well as Aeschylus’s Oresteia) convincingly 

fit the Greek legend.  Both the Citadel of Mycenae and the ceremonial arena of 

Palenque express their mythological and historical past through their architecture and 

attendant art, especially if understood as a merging of stories from various periods.  

The urban design of Palenque revolves around the Palace Complex—a group of 

independent structures contributed to over a period of 100 years by Pakal and his heirs.   

The scared performances defined by the temples of the Cross Group and the divine 

lineage housed in the Temple of Inscriptions were all directed toward facilitating human 
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activities conducted in K’an Joy Chitam II’s re-furbished Palace Complex.  This 

extremely large (318 x 240 ft) and multi-faceted maze of galleries, chambers, 

courtyards, stairways and tunnels stands alone among the great Classic period capitals 

in the pivotal position it awarded its royal court.  The unique attributes of this enormous 

complex provide important clues as to how the various structures of the ceremonial 

arena communicated with each other, and exactly what their conversation entailed.  The 

messages conveyed by the Temple of Inscriptions and the Cross Group, for example, 

are directly related to the responsibilities a king would be expected to fulfill in the 

Palace Complex, and indicative of Palenque's inhabitants’ interest in the establishment 

and perpetuation of power wielded by the ruling family.  

The Palace Complex at Palenque is so named, by Western cultural 

anthropologists, due to its lack of fortification, and its possibly having served as the 

primary residence of Pakal and his descendents.46  It served as the center of power 

within the urban landscape of Palenque, and could be compared with the Imperial 

Palace at the heart of the Forbidden City (Beijing, China).  It is probable, as in the 

Forbidden City, no one except the king and his immediate family members were 

permitted to live inside the Palace complex.  Inside, the king would have met with his 

most trusted advisors, held audiences for his subjects, and received tribute from foreign 

states.  Similar to the American White House, various administrators and minor nobles 

would have most likely had access to certain areas of the facility in order to conduct the 

business of the city.  

The Palace, therefore, rather than the cathedral (specific tombs or structures 

dedicated to specific ancestors or gods), represents the heart and soul of Palenque.  

Whereas the gods and spirits of deceased royals were offered earthly housing atop

massive mountains, and their needs attended to by the priestly class, the intellectual 

efforts of the people to understand and discover the meaning of their own lives and 

define the culture in which they existed, was centered in the massive complex of the

royal Palace.  
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The Palenque Palace was originally built upon the same sort of elevated 

platform (this one measuring 33 ft in height) as many pyramids, indicating that the 

activities within were also of great importance to the culture, and deserved an elevated 

status.  They were constructed on these raised platforms to allow for the buildings of the 

palace complex, their facilities and occupants, to be elevated above the mundane level 

of solid earth, as is the case with the houses of the gods.  Although never built as high 

as the temple pyramid, this platform did support a much larger building, covering as 

much as four times the ground space of the largest temple pyramids.  

The Palace complex itself, as rejuvenated by K’an Joy Chitam II, was actually 

more a collection of independently designed and constructed facilities than a single 

structure.  These separate facilities were arranged around large patio and garden areas 

designated for specific uses and the particular interest areas of the inhabitants.  

Additions to the palace were made by adding additional stories to existing buildings, or 

by spreading out from the original complex in a somewhat organized, if rather 

sprawling manner.

The Palace facility was a multi-purpose structure designed by and for the needs 

of Pakal and his heirs. It could have served as a model for later Aztec palaces (such as 

that of Nezahuacoyotl of Texcoco) providing the city center with everything from 

tribute warehousing facilities to university-like centers of learning, from athletic 

gymnasiums to libraries, art galleries and nurseries, from botanical gardens and 

scientific laboratories to gourmet kitchens, artist’s studios, guest facilities, and music 

halls.  The king, as the central figure of the local culture, made his home there, and had 

easy access to all the important activities conducted within its walls.  

In essence, the Palace represents a microcosm of the ancient Palenque culture—

all aspects of their way of life represented within its walls. This Palace, of cultural 

necessity, incorporated both religious and military/economic aspects, but, in addition to 

the obvious political ramifications of throne rooms for inaugurals and high level 

diplomatic or political conferences, seems to have placed much emphasis upon the more 

intellectual pursuits and the development of arts within their culture.47 The horizontal 
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design of the Palace Complex, relating it to earthly endeavor as focused on the 

leadership of an individual, make Palenque’s innovative palace, and its inherent

activities, unique in the Maya world for its comprehensiveness and intellectual 

elevation.  

Areas for artwork, highly prized and of great significance to the structures, were 

created in the Palace with the inclusion of the tablero and talud (Teotihuacáno inspired

design devices), as well as piers, lintels, walls, corbelled vaults, and hallways.48

Takeshi Inomata and Stephen Houston, note, for example, in Royal Courts of the 

Ancient Maya, that “the iconography of rulership” lies at the heart of the Palenque 

Palace.49  They describe two separate throne rooms that each celebrates installation in 

office and attendant rituals.  According to these Maya scholars, the performance of 

ascension and kingship is embedded in House E, a structure dated to the reign of Pakal, 

with the installation of the throne and Oval Palace Tablet.   This tablet provides an 

example of Maya hieroglyphic notation that depicts Pakal’s accession to the throne.  

The use of the Bicephalic Monster (or Lakamha’ Starry Deer Caiman) over the doorway 

that links House E to the northeastern court of the Palace, and marks the transitional

(liminal) location between the house of accession, and the courtyard of war and 

sacrifice.  This iconographic element was a symbol of rulership, representing “sky” and 

the “sky umbilicus,” an ecliptic path across the sky, which connected kings to their 

supernatural power.50  The performances provided by transitional locations, such as this 

doorway, complete with specific symbolic codes to emphasize and/or elaborate on 

them, furthers the notion of Maya art and architecture as indicative of movement and 

activity through time and space.  

House E provides another opportunity to analyze architectural performance. 

Inomata and Houston argue that, “House E,” a structure that replicates aspects of a 

thatch building, particularly in the finish of the mansard roof, “signaled a humble origin 

of Maya rulership in its exterior form.”51  I would agree, however, with Merle Greene 

Robertson, The Sculpture of Palenque, that the more important, grander, and larger 

colonnades that grew up around this section of the Palace, refer to the agricultural origin 
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of a remote ancestral god associated with corn, rather than humble origins of members 

of the dynasty.52  The pattern that Andrea Stone has demonstrated, in which Maya lords 

sought to identify with their agriculturalist deities during rituals of accession, may also 

hold true for the structures of accession, in which they may have been sought to call 

upon the iconography of peasant agriculture.53   The Maya use of humble peasant 

identification at the time of accession symbolizes their hereditary association with the 

maize god of their mythology (just as the later Aztecs identified themselves with 

hereditary hunters/gatherer, warrior gods) invoking the mythological past in order to 

affirm continuity—divine authority, rather than humble, beginnings.  As Inomata and 

Houston point out, however: 

What is preserved in stone at Palenque may in fact be a clue that the 

architecture of accession may frequently have been a perishable 

structure, and the thatched features on the upper margins of some 

accession stelae may be further indication of this practice, as seen at 

Copan Stela J or Mayapan Stela 1.”54

Like many a perishable structure of the Maya, the exterior of House R appears to have 

been painted white (and then adorned with painted flowers) throughout its history, 

unlike the rest of the palace, which was painted red.55

Based on evidence available in the archeological remains of the Palace 

Complex, palace life in Palenque proceeded in strict adherence to established religious 

dogma.  Human invention and creativity, perhaps in imitation of those same supreme 

beings they worshiped, reflects a rigor reminiscent of a European Renaissance.  Earlier 

histories were studied in depth, and classical ideas and ideals incorporated into the 

existing structure.  A reverence for intellectualism is evident in the areas of study 

emphasized in the expression through arts and sciences (i.e. the famous 

tower/observatory located in the center of the complex), exhibited within the court 

itself. As new knowledge from old resources was incorporated into the over-all culture, 

and creative new philosophies and depths of understanding uncovered by the scholars 

and artists of Palenque, great strides were made in the resultant available body of 
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knowledge and ensuing cultural growth.  Re-presentation of this knowledge, as 

evidenced in later construction projects undertaken by Pakal’s heirs, Kan B’alam II and 

K’an Joy Chitam II (primarily Houses A and D), strove to continue and improve upon

existing knowledge.  Serving as a kind of hub for the activities and ritual occurrences, 

the cultural information embedded in the walls, doorways, pathways, courtyards, and 

halls of the Palace constitutes a portion of the dialogue conducted with additional 

structures surrounding it.

Although Martin and Grube suggest that the idiosyncratic Palace Tower was 

probably built by K’uk’ B’alam II (764-783),56 it is another architectural feature often 

attributed to K’an Joy Chitam. Although the exact timing of its construction within the 

master plan is significant, the ultimate message it carries to contemporary observers 

remains the same.  It is thought to have functioned as an astronomical observatory; a 

theory supported by the presence of a Venus glyph on a landing of the interior staircase

supported by wooden lentils.  If it functioned strictly as an observatory, the tower’s 

presence reaffirms the ancient Maya interest in astronomical orientation and 

mathematical computations, as ultimately reflected in their urban environment.  It also 

demonstrates the human desire to regain original divine “sight” by scientifically 

defining their universe.  But, if its purposes extended to structural communication, the 

tower provided for a convenient reception point, discussed further in Chapter Five, for 

messages received from not only the Temple of Inscriptions and the Cross Group, but 

also the structures of the North Group—messages of divine genesis, sacred ancestry, 

and perpetuation of ideology.

Another structure credited to K’an Joy Chitam is Temple XIV.  This structure

was apparently deliberately constructed to block, guard, or control access to the Group 

of the Cross.57 The performance of this structure could also re-present a mediator 

between the gods housed in the Cross Group, the ancestors re- presented in the Temple 

of Inscriptions, and the human participants toiling in the Palace Complex.  Regardless 

of its initial performative intent, however, it has long been believed that Temple XIV

was a culmination of the master plan, initiated by Pakal, to formulate the mythology of 
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kingship, described earlier by Linda Schele, in a performative array of architectural 

devices.58

Another Tragedy

Building programs came to an abrupt halt in 711 CE.  It was in this year that 

K’an Joy Chitam’s counterpart, K’inich B’aaknal Chaak of Tonina, made the 

unfortunate Palenque king a prisoner of war.  Eventually, after years of imprisonment,

B’aaknal Chaak ordered K’an Joy Chitam’s decapitation.  Though the occupation of 

Palenque continues until 799 CE, Palenque’s subsequent leadership concentrated their 

efforts on restoring royal traditions, interrupted or lost, to the kingdom when K’an Joy 

Chitam died leaving Palenque with no surviving heir.  

In the midst of the political fiasco that followed, the architecture of the 

ceremonial center provided the guidelines for restoring balance.  Relics of experience, 

communicating through design devices incorporated into the master plan initiated by 

Pakal, provided explicit instructions as to how to regroup in times of special trouble.  

As Schele and Freidel indicated in 1990, “the orientation of the buildings . . . is 

designed to repeat the mythological pictures of the ascension and death events.”59

According to Martin and Grube, the “strange Palace Tablet seems to reflect special 

measures adopted by the Palenque nobility to preserve a symbolic kingship in the midst 

of renewed crisis.”60  Consequently, most of the architectural ruins presently visible 

represent construction prior to the death of K’an Joy Chitam, each a part of the master 

plan to assure continuity and balance even in times of great trial.  

Two important temples, raised under the direction of K’inich Ahkal Mo’Naab’ 

III (721-736 CE), completed and accentuated the master plan. Recent investigations 

conducted by David Stuart, indicate that efforts of Ahkal Mo’Naab’ also contributed to, 

or perhaps offered closure to the overall effect of the Cross Group, and consequently to 

the overall architectural plan for Palenque.  Assumed to have inherited royal blood from 

Lady Tz’akb’u Ajaw (a wife of Pakal) through his father Batz Chan Mat (either a third 

son of Pakal, possibly the eldest, or a brother of the queen), Ahkal Mo’Naab, was either 
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a nephew or a grandson of the dynasty’s founder.  Temples XIX (excavated in 1998) 

and XXI (excavated in 2002) were both built and dedicated by Ahkal Mo’Naab’.  Both 

face the Temple of the Cross from their position in front of the sacred cave from which 

the spring of Lakamha’ erupts— a location made explicit in Palenque mythology as the 

place of divine sacrifice and original creation.  (This positioning verifies Kan B’alam’s 

intent to bring the gods home—to allow them to face their birthplace from their homes 

in the temples of the Cross Group.)  

On a panel from Temple XXI, Ahkal Mo’Naab, in the company of  a large 

rodent, hands a sacred bundle to Pakal.  Pakal, of course long dead, in turn, returns in 

the guise of two very early Palenque kings, and hands a large stingray bloodletter back 

to the rodent.  Significantly, the passage of sacred objects is the primary function of the 

ritual.  Such practices of sacred impersonation, or the fusing of identity by assuming the 

embodiment of ancestors in order to accomplish the transfer of sacred objects, blurs

time yet represents the epitome of the way kings explained their relationship to the 

gods.  

In addition, the evidence for the inauguration of GI, as re-enacted on a fine 

platform located against the wall in Temple XIX, indicates that the god is seated in 

kingship prior to his birth or the creation of the new order.61  In complicated 

arrangements such as these, relationships are recreated and re-defined; ideologies are 

identified and reformulated, personified, outside of linear time.  Ahkal Mo’Naab’ and 

his coterie of progressive thinkers, once again pre-dated contemporary notions of 

physics and a timeless universe, while providing perpetual performances of the 

foundations of Palenque spirituality. 

Summary

As we have seen, the first three rulers of the Late Classic era—Pakal, Kan 

B’alam II, and K’an Joy Chitam II—were not simply all-powerful sovereigns:  they 

were “protagonists of a mythology of kingship, which established the pattern to which 

all later rulers were obliged to adhere.”62  The major constructions of these 
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primogenitorial rulers—the Temple of Inscriptions, the Group of the Cross, and The 

Palace complex—functioned as texts that articulate the pragmatic mechanisms for the 

exercise and transference of royal power.  These structures combine to re-present 

Palenque’s mythological past as it manifests itself in the culture’s present, and to outline 

the required activity necessary to provide continuity for future generations of Maya 

kings. This re-presentation is not a linear re-presentation, nor necessarily one that relies 

on human supremacy, but one that merges various histories in order to more adequately 

justify the present, reminding us of Barbour’s theories of timelessness and the 

structure’s (or object’s) capability of reflecting multiple perspectives of “history” in a 

single image.  The important contributions of K’inich Ahkal Mo’Naab’ III serve to 

perpetuate the ideology re-presented in the architectural programs of Pakal, Kan B’alam 

II, and K’an Joy Chitam II, allowing the past to incorporate itself into the present and 

promise to continue far into the future as an instant of Now. 

Each of the structures located within the central area of Palenque, dominated by 

designs and constructions initiated by Pakal and completed by his heirs, communicate 

with one another in a number of ways.  These examples of ancient performative 

architecture can serve as destinations on ritual circuits or as a location for summit 

pilgrimages designed to change the status of something.  They can serve as examples of 

a fabricated cosmogram highlighting the pivotal directions and humanity’s place within 

such a framework, or they can effectively re-present sacred birthing as with the pib na

of the temples of the Cross Group.  Each re-presents continuing chapters in the narrative 

of the Maya belief system and the culture’s expression of identity and experience. All of 

Palenque’s structures are a part of the story initiated by the Temple of Inscriptions, the 

Cross Group, and the ballcourt area, and defined within the Palace Complex.  This is a 

story that goes back to the beginning of time and traces the Pakal genealogy from the 

initial creator gods through the city’s relationship with its patrons, the three gods of the 

Palenque Triad.  

Such an arrangement of the re-presentation of Maya history in the urban 

ceremonial arena resurrects emotional responses from deep within the witnesses’ or 
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participant’s psyche. Palenque’s design choices for constructing an architectural 

environment serve to identify and perpetuate the experience of its inhabitants.  As we 

begin our task of peeling the onion of meaning that evolved into the final vision we 

have for Palenque, and specifically the Temple of Inscriptions located within this 

particular urban environment, we become aware of a unique aspect of performance 

attributable only to the un-animated actors—permanence, perpetual performance, and 

instigation and subsequent reflection of cultural evolution.

In the next chapter, I will investigate the structural design elements of the 

Temple of Inscriptions and the impact of detailed hieroglyphic writing and the 

iconography that embellish the structures various messages.  I will show that done well, 

with obvious intelligence, and thematic and cultural integrity, these visual languages 

have the power to interact with structural elements providing the context for their 

presentation, and do what any art aspires to—generate affects among witnesses.  

One never has the feeling that the hieroglyphs or iconography are layered on 

gratuitously merely to add beauty to the structural message; these added codes and 

symbol systems, as will be seen in the following chapter, synthesize with the spatial 

design, flesh out the intended message, and amplify the theme of cross-cultural 

connection.  There is no rerouting of the message required using priests, orators, or 

translators explaining, reading, or defining the intricacies of the temple’s codes—

although such live performances probably existed at the height of Palenque’s power.  

As I will show, the Temple of Inscriptions can readily accomplish these communicative 

requirements for identifying itself on its own, and continues to do so to this day.
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Chapter Five:

Case Study:
The Temple of Inscriptions—When the Stage Becomes an Actor

Art works do not arise spontaneously; they arise because they have work to do.1
--Kathleen Berrin and Esther Pasztory, 

Teotihuacan:  Art from the City of the Gods

It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to attempt either to improve on the 

detailed archeological work begun by Alberto Ruz Lhuillier in 1973, or the most recent 

site plans and interpretational data available through the Palenque Project headed by 

Merle Greene Robertson.2 I will not flatter myself that I can rival the discoveries of 

Linda Schele, David Stuart, Nikolai Grube, Stephen Houston, and others in

archeological, epigraphic, or Mesoamerican art historical analysis.  My work on 

performative writing does not un-do that of J.L. Austin, nor will my understanding of 

time and space challenge that of the world’s leading physicists.  

Rather, I am attempting to show in this chapter how the collected data, 

combined with heretofore un-investigated avenues of interpretation, may shed new light 

on old evidence.  This case study investigates explicit instances in which a single 

temple/pyramid re-presents a complex narrative—characterizing experiences of a 

specific group of people—contextualized within an ancient ceremonial arena.  It is an 

effort to initiate discussion regarding extended communicative capabilities of spatial 

design, and architecture in particular, recognizable in a variety of situations and 

available for use in a multitude of applications.

My primary purpose in selecting the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque as a 

case study for my assertions regarding the capabilities of performative visual forms is 

the availability of evidence coupled with a broad interdisciplinary range of empirical 

substantiation. When the empirical data and theoretical philosophies of the sciences 

enter into dialogue with those of the humanities, the resulting synthesis allows for 
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identification of effects generated by this performative visual form.  The re-

presentations offered by the un-animated Temple of Inscriptions emerge as a temporal, 

narrative process encompassing the social (performative) and the aesthetic (spatial).

This fusion results in monumental occasions, or art acts, capable of perpetually re-

presenting an evolving enactment of experience. The kinesthetic imagination of the 

witness identifies vortices of behavior, accepts displaced transmission, and translates 

these observations into generated effects available for study.  Supporting interpretation 

through multiple human intelligences, relics of experience such as the Temple of 

Inscriptions provide access to the past beyond mere description.  The structure’s 

performances, several of which are outlined in the following pages, initiate emotional 

and sensational responses that change the status of the witness from observer to 

participant (and ultimately, activist) in ritual activity and community evolution.   

Rather than an exhaustive examination of structural aspects of the Temple of 

Inscriptions, detailed translations of hieroglyphic passages, and/or meticulous art 

historical critical analysis of sculpture and painting (citing hundreds of like examples in 

order to constitute evidence for various interpretations), this investigation focuses on a 

narrower frame.  It introduces specific aspects of one structure (among many located 

throughout Mesoamerica) that demonstrate the Maya belief in the performative nature 

of un-animated objects.  In this chapter, I unashamedly borrow evidence constructed by 

leading Mesoamericanists, and use this data to investigate several unambiguous instants 

of Now embedded in the structural design of the Temple of Inscriptions, the 

accompanying hieroglyphic writing sculpted onto key spaces, and the detailed 

iconography strategically located on the structure itself.  The resulting models support a 

surprisingly contemporary explanation for what initially appears to be an archaic

religious point of view. They corroborate my conviction that the original ideas 

espoused by the ancient Maya, and re-presented in their urban design, are more than 

enforced political ploys based on the creation of a web of superstition.

The methodology employed in gathering evidence to support this thesis—

synthesizing empirical data with theoretical analysis—reveals exciting possibilities for 
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investigating a wide array of objects as performative visual forms.  The presence of 

relics of experience, such as the Temple of Inscriptions, emphasizes the universal desire 

to communicate with one’s fellows by co ntributing to the performance of community 

and extending these performances for posterity.  As such, historical examination of 

monumental occasions, such as those offered by this important Maya structure, suggests

a basis for investigating contemporary art as active, vital elements in the interpretation 

of today’s cultural practices and evolution.  The thought-provoking philosophical 

perspective espoused by the ancient Maya, and substantiated by contemporary science,

alerts contemporary analysts to the significance of viewing spatial elements as temporal 

narrative processes within our own visual culture. 

The Temple of Inscriptions:
Its History and Place within the “Master Plan”

The evolution of the urban design of Late Classic Palenque, including the 

construction of the Temple of Inscriptions, was, as seen in the last chapter, a family 

affair.  The architectural program initiated by Pakal, and completed by his heirs, re-

presents a major portion of one family’s efforts to establish itself within the parameters 

of divine kingship in their rejuvenated city.   Through elaborate instructions encoded 

onto walls, and into spaces and pathways, the city center’s design assumes perpetuation

of ideologies established at the time of its inception.   In order to fully understand the 

need for this innovative plan—and appreciate its brilliance—it is necessary to explore 

the situation existing in Palenque in the early seventh century. 

During the reigns of Lady Yohl Ik’nal (584-604), and Aj Neh Ohl Mat  (605-

612), Palenque suffered two devastating attacks by Calukmul, a relatively distant Maya 

polity intent on empire building and acquisition.  During these wars, the enemy 

destroyed the sacred idols of the Palenque Triad and sacked the city.  In the disarray 

that followed, most contemporary scholarship believes that Pakal’s mother, Lady Sak 

K’uk’ (a royal married to a commoner) reigned for three years (612-615) either as 

queen or as regent for the child Pakal.3  During her tenure, it was impossible to perform 
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the rituals required to maintain the cosmic balance of the polity—the gods (and their 

sacred accoutrements) no longer inhabited the city.  In addition, the royal bloodline, 

required to provide elite intercessors capable of performing these rituals, was becoming 

increasingly thin. 

In Maya tradition, it is necessary for the lineage to progress through the male 

bloodline.  Due to the devastation wrecked by the Calukmul wars on the city and its 

royal family, no such links existed.  The dilemma endured:  how to re-establish the

dynasty and elevate a son, linked to royalty only through the female branch, to divine 

kingship.  

In a dazzling ploy to re-establish the dynasty, Lady Sak K’uk’ called on 

Muwaan Mat (the ancestral deity and progenitor of Palenque’s three supernatural 

patrons) for aid. Initiating the process of re-establishing the bloodline and luring the 

Triad gods back to their home, it appears that she went so far as to assume the identity, 

or earthly incarnation, of this progenitor god/goddess, re-establishing a direct link with 

the First Father/First Mother from the time of creation.4 Lady Sak K’uk’ thereby

defined a place on the Palenque throne for her son, Janaab’ Pakal, as an heir directly 

linked, not only to previous Palenque dynasties, but also to creation through his 

relationship to this progenitor deity.  Following this political and religious manipulation 

of evidence, it remained only to document the revised ideology and insure its 

perpetuation in the community. The family soon realized that much physical work 

remained.

As outlined in the last chapter, upon his accession to the throne, K’inich Janaab’ 

Pakal I embarked on a master plan to re-vitalize Palenque (both literally and 

figuratively) and restore it to its original grandeur (and cosmic balance) lost in the wars 

with Calukmul.  This plan centered on the capabilities of monumental architecture to 

perpetually perform the tasks necessary to accomplish this rejuvenation.  Pakal began 

this enterprise with the construction of an innovative architectural achievement in the 

Olvidado ancestral shrine, and continued with important additions to the Palace 

complex.  Ultimate roles for all subsequent monumental construction in the ritual center 
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of Palenque originate in intellectual inquiry conducted within this earthly center, and 

the effects generated by their performances return to this hub. 

Later in Pakal’s reign, following prescribed steps in the restoration process, he 

authorized the construction of the Temple of Inscriptions that included reproduction of 

his ancestral mausoleum from the Olvidado to its twin atop the new pyramid.  Based on 

the accepted start date of construction for the Temple of Inscriptions, Pakal initiated this 

project at age 72.  He spent the last eight years of his life overseeing the construction of 

the temple, the contents of the inscription panels, and the symbolism of the imagery that 

was to carry his memory into the future and his soul into the afterlife. Rather than a 

monumental demonstration of pre-Columbian ego in action, however, this structure 

intentionally drew together a significant genealogy influential enough to lure the city’s 

patron gods—the Palenque Triad—back to their original seat of power and influence.  

In doing so, Pakal envisioned a restored cosmic balance for the city, and perpetual re-

enactment of the myth-history required for its maintenance.

Kan B’alam II, at the time of his accession, concentrated his architectural efforts 

on the completion of the Temple of Inscriptions, and the state funeral of his father.  In 

addition to summoning the ancestors, this series of events offered the opportunity to re-

play important trials from his childhood unde rtaken as he moved through the passages

required to become heir-designate.  The performance of the Temple of Inscriptions 

provided not only genealogical, but also personal legitimization for his ascension to 

divine kingship.  

Kan B’alam then turned his energies to the development of the Cross Group, 

designed to provide adequate housing for the Palenque Triad of gods, returned to their 

rightful home and point of origin by the structures’  performances.  These carefully 

positioned temples reiterate, in perpetuity, other events from the distant past that further 

legitimize the new dynasty, and establish a site for re-vitalized interface with the 

Palenque Triad.  The spiritual beliefs embodied in the Temple of Inscriptions, and

espoused by the gods of the Palenque Triad, dictated the destiny of the Palenque
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population, and cemented the position of king as intercessor as re-established under Kan 

B’alam II’s rule. 

Kan B’alam II’s successor, Pakal’s second son, K’an Joy Chitam II, coming full 

circle in the implementation of the master plan, then undertook significant additions to 

the northern portion of the Palace complex (House A and D).  This phase allowed

important ancestral and divine influences to directly impact human actions undertaken 

in the earthly realm. Later structures, added to the ritual cityscape by an uncle, K’inich 

Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ III (who ruled from 721-736), further emphasized the significance of 

the dialogue between existing structures and the roles played by these architectural 

participants in the maintenance of the city’s cosmic balance. Structural participants in 

the great dialogue of monumental architecture were now present, and the master plan

complete.

As this document has shown, no single structure within Pakal’s master 

architectural plan stands alone.  Each phase intertwines with the others in much the 

same way as structural design features knit with the messages offered by hieroglyphic 

writing and details afforded in iconography.  The Temple of Inscriptions marks the 

initiation of a strategy to utilize the potential of art as a means to manipulate history:  to 

legitimate Pakal’s problematic succession (from a female rather than male), identify 

him as the founder of a rejuvenated dynasty, and cement a dynastic ancestry validating

Kan B’alam II as divine king.  By establishing a valid dynastic genealogy, Pakal 

assured that the city’s succeeding rulers could invite the gods home to reside in the 

temples of the Cross Group, and then utilize these divine influences toward efforts in 

human accomplishments centered in the Palace Complex.

The Various Roles Assumed by Temple of Inscriptions 

In the quest to translate the performance of the Temple of Inscriptions, it quickly 

becomes evident that the structure was, from its inception, an actor playing multiple 

roles in the re-presentation of Classic Maya experience.  It served as 1) a tomb for a 

respected leader, 2) a site for ancestor veneration, 3) a kingmaker for future generations 
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of Palenque rulers, 4) a simultaneous re-presentation of the city’s past, present, and 

future under the auspices of Pakal’s spirit, and 5) even as a self-help guide for effective 

human behavior on the earthly plane as an individual made preparations for death and 

resurrection.  This chapter examines each of these varied responsibilities, and 

demonstrates how the structure’s multi-purpose design devices translated the Temple of 

Inscriptions into a performative visual form, re-presenting ancient Maya experience on a 

multitude of levels.

Tomb:  Until the discovery of the splendid tomb within the Temple of 

Inscriptions, scholars believed that Mesoamerican pyramids, unlike Egyptian tombs, 

were not built specifically as burial chambers.  Tombs, of course, exist within temple-

pyramids all over Middle America.5 Some of the best examples of tombs constructed 

within existing temple-pyramids can be found at Tikal.  Although tombs and graves 

exist within the substructure of temples or underneath the floor of the temples, no 

burials, at either Tikal or elsewhere in Mesoamerica, served as the basis for the 

construction of the monument.  Archeological evidence shows that all other examples 

of tombs located within pyramids throughout the region existed either well before 

construction of the structure commenced, or served as additions after the pyramidal 

structure was in place.  

On the other hand, the great sarcophagus in the Temple of Inscription’s burial 

crypt, sculpted in place, two meters below the plaza floor upon which the temple was to 

be built, served as a first step in the construction process.  The stucco figures lining the 

walls of the mortuary chamber were completed prior to further construction.  After the 

crypt was finished, the pyramid and stairs, ascending through a series of corbelled vault 

arches from the grandiose mortuary chamber to the temple at the top of the pyramid,

rose from the base up.  As Merle Greene Robertson, and other Mesoamericanists, have 

repeatedly noted, “The Temple of the Inscriptions is unique in all Mesoamerica in this 

respect.”6

This departure from Maya tradition indicates something extraordinary about this 

important phase in Pakal’s master plan to rejuvenate Palenque. Variation from tradition 
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would not have been lost on native inhabitants of Palenque as they watched the 

structure emerge from the earth.  Although complex, and possibly confusing in its initial 

debut, this great tomb carefully narrated its purpose—its dramatic and ambitious 

responsibilities—by incorporating familiar structural devices into the innovative design. 

The objective soon became clear.

Urban theorist, Denis Hollier, in Against Architecture, discusses the significance 

of selecting a tomb as the first major step in Pakal’s master plan to revitalize Palenque.7

In this work, Hollier argues that a desire to forestall and forget death motivated the 

invention of architecture.  Similar to Lewis Mumford and Patricia McAnanay’s 

independently defined views on the “city of the dead,” described in Chapter Three, 

this objective functions according to the rule of psychoanalytic desire.  The architectural 

event focuses on an object that perpetuates, rather than satisfies, that desire.  In order to 

forestall or forget death, architecture invents the tomb that both distracts us from the 

specificity of the dead body and the stone cold fact of death itself. As Hollier puts it:

The monument and the pyramid are where they are to cover up a place, 

to fill in a void:  the one left by death.  Death must not appear:  it must 

not take place:  let tombs cover it up and take its place.   . . . One plays 

dead so that death will not come.  So nothing will happen and time will 

not take place.8

Unlike the decomposing body it covers, the tomb is appealing precisely because it is 

static and still.  Architecture offers us this monumental stillness and helps transform 

dying into death, as well as death into resurrection.

Ancestor Veneration:  In addition to memorializing the life of a respected 

leader, the Temple of Inscriptions also served as an important site for ancestor 

veneration.  Design elements re-present those members of Pakal’s genealogy that had 

previously successfully completed this important transformation from death to 

resurrection as the Maize God.  Both the iconography that embellishes the structure

(including the mortuary chamber and the Great Sarcophagus), and the hieroglyphic 

writing on the temple walls, portray Pakal, and his heirs, surrounded by their resurrected 



271

ancestry, providing the dynastic genealogy and sacred bloodline necessary to claim

legitimization as divine kings.

Surrounded by his esteemed ancestors—each re-performing their own 

responsibilities in the development of the bloodline, and assuming their individual roles 

in assisting the king in his own transformation from death to godliness—Pakal performs 

the final acts necessary to link a king’s earthly objectives to the divine.  This series of 

events, memorialized in an instant of Now (the iconographic re-presentation of Pakal’s 

simultaneous death and resurrection located on the sarcophagus lid), provided the final 

ingredient necessary for elevating Pakal’s heir to divine kingship.  Rather than focusing 

on K’inich Janaab’ Pakal’s death, Kan B’alam was aware that only upon his father’s 

resurrection could he claim divine kingship.  The design devices included in the Temple 

of Inscriptions’ structure, hieroglyphic writing and iconography reaffirmed the Maya 

belief in the continued influence of ancestors, and their role in perpetuating cosmic 

balance, especially after the death of their physical bodies. 

The Temple of Inscriptions is a performance of the mytho-historical narrative 

originating in what Joseph Campbell defined as the female (planter) stage of society:  

the discovery of immortality in the cycles of fertility and the ultimate demonstration of 

the effort and sacrifice necessary to insure and hasten rebirth.9 This fundamental point 

is emphasized not only by the presence of divine ancestors, but also by their re-

presentation on the sides of the Great Sarcophagus as fruit trees emerging from the 

earth. The Temple of Inscriptions, through design codes that become apparent with 

scrutiny, triggers memories of the Hero’s (the king or divine intercessor’s) journey 

through time and space, and return, for the benefit of a larger population—a Hero 

whose actions duplicate those taken by generations of ancestors before him.  As this 

chapter will show, every aspect of the structure’s construction and embellishment 

contribute to the re-presentation of this fundamental facet of ancient Maya belief.  

Spatial nuances that refine and reiterate aspects of the culture’s ideology re-present the 

hero’s challenge, journey, and return as demonstrated by the events depicted from 

Pakal’s life, death and rebirth.   
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This cycle was an over-arching tenet of ancient Maya ideology based in the 

creation myths of the ancient Maya as outlined in the Popol Vuh.  The emphasis on the 

journey of the individual into the terrifying bowels of the underworld, accompanied and 

assisted by those who had gone before, is a crucial element identifying the city as 

capital of the western quadrant of the Maya world.  Re-presenting a polity whose 

spiritual emphasis is on the setting sun and entry into the underworld, the Temple of 

Inscriptions underscores the importance of the Pakal genealogy as representative of the 

phenomenon of death, rebirth, and resurrection within the broad practice of this belief 

system throughout the Maya area.  The structure’s cultural and performative 

significance, however, does not stop there.

Kingmaker:  Unbound by traditional definitions of space and time, the Temple 

of Inscriptions reflects a narrative, formed in the earliest chapters of Maya pre-history, 

re-interpreted and reflected in contemporary practices.  By re-performing its role in the 

rituals, and making visible the spoken words and other creations by inscription, an 

individual participant’s state evolved from that of heir to rightful king and human/god.  

The structure itself, and the multiplicity of events re-presented as occurring in and on it, 

served as the catalyst that initiated Kan B’alam II’s rule.  Its presence corroborated his 

place in the genealogical history of his predecessors. His father’s resurrection, occurring 

in the mortuary chamber below, allowed the vacated throne to be filled.  In the literal 

company of his ancestors, Kan B’alam II assumes the rights and privileges of divine 

kingship, and undertakes the responsibilities of conduit between the Maya people and 

their pantheon.  

Thus, the Temple of Inscriptions’ existence in the ceremonial arena of Palenque 

also served as a kingmaker—capable of performatively transforming a human into 

super-human, or god-like, status.  As the Temple indicates in the hieroglyphic 

inscription, discussed later in this chapter, Kan B’alam’s first royal duty was to “give 

care” to the tomb of his father—a directive, I believe, more specifically refers to Kan 

B’alam’s attention to the well-being of the dynasty and the ancestors that congregate 

within the mortuary chamber.  As the additional examples in this chapter will show, the 
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Temple of Inscriptions visually, sensuously, and linguistically validated Pakal’s son, 

K’inich Kan B’alam II, as divine and therefore legitimate heir to the Palenque throne. 

Moreover, it promised to reiterate these points of validation for all future heirs.

Simultaneous Reporting of the Past, Present, and Future: The sacred 

genealogy and series of ritual accomplishments re-presented by the Temple of 

Inscriptions echo the earliest foundations of Palenque, reflecting events occurring as 

early as original creation.  The various symbol systems employed reference not only 

these mytho-historic events, but also the contemporary inauguration of Kan B’alam, and

outline the game plan for restoring Palenque to its original cosmic balance.  Making the 

structure’s role even more all encompassing, Pakal’s inscription panels include 

descriptions of endeavors occurring thousands of years in the future.  All myth, history, 

and contemporary documentation appear as occurring in the Now.  In a masterful 

synthesis of time, the performance of the structure anticipated future generations of 

leadership inexorably linked to the past, establishing, and continually communicating, 

the physical and ritual requirements necessary for all aspirants to the Palenque throne.

Self-Help Guide: As up-coming sections in this chapter show, structurally the 

Temple of Inscriptions provided performance space for Maya ritual. Yet, this structure 

also functioned independently as a perpetual performance of the requirements for the 

successful completion of phases of human development within the cycle of creation:  

birth, life, death, and resurrection.  Although the Temple of Inscriptions painstakingly 

defines the most important events and subsequent accomplishments of one man’s life, it 

is obvious how witnesses and ritual participants could translate their own reflective 

response to the structure into a model for constructing their own behavior and 

conducting their lives.  Pakal’s biography, re-played in design, hieroglyphic writing and 

iconography, re-presents a man intent on fulfilling all earthly responsibilities in a timely 

manner, adequately preparing himself for death, presentation to the gods of the 

Underworld, and eventual resurrection.  In other words, he sets an example for all 

regarding a good life as seen by the Maya, efficiently and effectively meeting 

challenges and fulfilling responsibilities at each stage of life. As discussed in later 
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sections of this case study, Kan B’alam also demonstrates, via performances offered in 

the structure’s hieroglyphic writing and detailed iconography, the significance of the 

successful completion of passages in the preparation for a life’s work.  The Temple of 

Inscriptions, therefore, is not only awe-inspiring in its majesty and mystery, but also 

inspirational at a more personal level, providing a recognizable agenda for even the 

most common observer.  

Emotional Design

In Emotional Design, introduced in Chapter One, Donald A. Norman

unwittingly provides a basis for interpreting the intent of un-animated performance 

expected from the Temple of Inscriptions from the time of its inception.10 As the 

master plan began to take form, the three levels of design, as outlined by Norman—

visceral, behavioral, and reflective—each appear as elemental in Pakal’s goal for the re-

establishment of cosmic balance in Palenque.  

As Norman explains, some designed objects are primarily visceral in appeal, and 

accomplish the initial task of allurement through an aspect of design technique that does 

what nature does.  Humans evolved to coexist in the environment of other humans, 

animals, plants, landscapes, weather patters, and other natural phenomenon.  

Exquisitely tuned to receive powerful emotional signals from the environment, humans 

select for size, color, shape, and appearance based on a biologically disposed 

consideration of attractiveness.  Wired-in preferences, as well as acquired tastes, appear 

in the physical features of designed objects—look, feel, sound, smell, etc.  Interpreted 

automatically at the visceral level, these attributes determine the degree to which an 

object can attract or repel a witness.  This type of immediate emotional impact plays a 

major role in the point of presence demanded by the aesthetic sense of the viewer.  The 

Temple of Inscriptions—mountain-like in shape, monumental in size, and painted the 

bright blood-red of life—immediately fulfilled the viewer’s visceral requirements for 

familiarity, sacred stature, and terrible beauty.
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Behavioral design, on the other hand, according to Norman, emphasizes function, 

understandability, usability, and physical feel.  Function is usually the prime 

consideration in patron acceptance of “utility art,” according to Norman.  It is the result 

of the designer’s careful attention to the sequence of actions, patterns of activity, and 

eventual goal of the object in question.11  Enhancement and/or innovation drive this 

aspect of design.  In the case of the Temple of Inscriptions, designers found it necessary 

to draw upon the classic allurement of the temple/pyramid while creating a new type of 

structure designed to serve as a memorial to an individual and his ancestry.  This, of 

course, required witnesses to imagine something with which they had no experience.  

Through enhancements to the structure’s design, Palenque’s urban planners 

discovered the community’s unarticulated needs:  they provided a narrative designed into 

the structure itself, defining the structure’s purpose and role in ceremonial activities.  

From the designer’s model, to the user’s model, to the ultimate system image, the Temple 

of Inscriptions’ design evolved into a functional actor in the ritual performance of

monumental occasions, appropriately outfitted to fulfill its intended purpose.  

As shown in the preceding chapters, the transformation from inanimate building 

materials to un-animated performer occurs only through a keen sense of understanding as 

to how humans learn and make meaning.  The Temple of Inscriptions, as with structures 

the world over, shows that the most successful designs make full use of this interaction.  

The Maya seem to have been aware that a huge amount of the brain is taken up by the 

sensory systems, continually probing and interacting with the environment.  As brilliantly 

argued by Stephen Houston and Carl Taube in “Archeology of the Senses” (noted in 

Chapter Three), they understood that physical objects have weight, texture, and 

surface—tangibility—that translate into a sense of control for observers—a sense of 

majesty for participants.12  By including visual triggers for such sensual reactions, the 

Temple of Inscriptions’ architects helped translate this unfamiliar actor into a viable 

player in the performance of Classic Palenque.

Norman’s third level—reflective—is all about this message, about culture, and 

about the meaning of an object or its use.  It embraces personal remembrances, self-
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image, and/or the message an object sends to others, and resides in cultural conventions. 

Attractiveness, for example, is a visceral-level phenomenon—the response is entirely to 

the surface look of an object.  Beauty, however, comes from the reflective level. Beauty 

looks below the surface—it comes from conscious reflection and experience.  Influenced 

by knowledge, learning, and culture the overall impact of the object comes through 

reflection—in retrospect memory and reassessment.  The Temple of Inscriptions’ terrible 

beauty comes from a vivid awareness of cultural conventions, relieving witnesses of 

frustration, confusion, and a sense of helplessness, by making them feel in control and 

empowered, if only through the machinations of their king.  

Significantly, the Temple of Inscriptions was never completely readable by the 

ordinary witness—such clear understanding would make the structure appear flawed or 

inconsequential.  Simultaneously conveying three important strands of ancient Maya 

religious thinking—1) the idea of the god's hiddenness, 2) of their incomprehensibility, 

and 3) the subsequent facilitation of their personal presence to select intercessors—the 

Temple of Inscriptions achieves a degree of mystery unattainable by the masses.  For 

example, innovative design elements guaranteed that a divine king could safely, and in 

the privacy of the inner sanctum of the temple, summon his long -dead ancestors for 

periodic summit meetings.  Although witnesses in the courtyard could not observe these 

intimate conferences, they were aware that they occurred, and enjoyed the satisfaction of 

knowing that these reunions provided for the well- being of the community.  

When certain aspects appear impenetrable to all but a few selected ritual 

participants, an aura of immense power riddles the structure, and transfers this hegemony 

comfortably into the hands of the community’s elite.  Steeped in familiar mytho-

historical evidence and re-presentation, the design of the Temple of Inscriptions offered 

the ancient Maya audience rational assurances that only through the continued 

intercession of the elite could the dangerous elements of the world of the dead be kept at 

bay while their leaders negotiated for the community’s growth and prosperity.  

It is evident that Pakal, driven by a clear vision of the master building program for 

Palenque, did not allow the Temple of Inscriptions (much less the city center) to be 



277

developed by committee.  Rather than emphasizing user-centered design (such as that 

resulting from test and revise techniques popular in contemporary commercial industry), 

Pakal emphasized innovation and artistry.  His aim was not to develop a popular, 

comfortable city center, but rather one that artistically re-presented the terrifying depths 

of the Maya belief system, and continually performs those aspects needed to maintain a 

respectful following of his constituents. To accomplish these ends, he shrewdly

combined familiar symbolic design elements with innovative additions.  

As a result of this strategic interaction of objectives, Pakal’s design scheme 

allows the structures to degrade gracefully, reflecting maturity through traditional design 

shapes and material use while incorporating innovative elements that subtly alter the 

intent.  The structure could age, along with its creators and observers in a personal and 

pleasurable way, accomplishing new tasks without unnecessarily rocking the boat.  This 

kind of personalization, or familiarity, carries huge emotional significance for observers 

and ritual participants, enriching lives.  It is the essence of allurement, and foundation for 

successful evolution of ideology.

The principles for designing pleasurable (in the sense of effective) interaction

between people and objects are the very same ones that support pleasurable and effective 

interaction between individuals.  It is the emotional response to an object, as Norman 

points out, that provides the deepest sense of meaning to monumental occasions.

Neither the visceral nor the behavioral level can determine causes.  It is 

the role of reflection to understand, to interpret and find reasons, and to 

assign causes.  Most of our rich, deepest emotions are ones where we 

have attributed a cause to an occurrence.  These emotions originate from 

reflection.  For example, two of the simpler emotions are hope and 

anxiety, hope resulting from expectation of a positive result, anxiety 

from expectation of something negative . . . When the result is negative, 

and the blame put on yourself, you get remorse, self-anger, and shame.  

If you blame someone else, then you feel anger and reproach . . . Why 

distinguish between animate and inanimate things?  You build up 
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expectations of behavior based upon prior experience, and if the items 

with which you interact fail to live up to expectations, that is a violation 

of trust.13

Pakal’s objective in the design of the Temple of Inscriptions was to instill a level 

of trust in the structure’s ability to perform precisely according to expectation—an 

implied integrity and reliability maintained by proper interaction with highly trained 

intercessors.  This expectation, earned over time, when fulfilled allowed observers of 

the monumental occasion to trust in the validity of their belief system, the performance 

of the temple/pyramid, and the integrity of practitioners who directly interacted with the 

structure.14 The following sections investigate several of the physical attributes of the 

Temple of Inscriptions that most clearly reflect such messages as communicated by this 

performative visual form—elements that generate effects, encourage meaning-making 

among witnesses, and contribute to cultural evolution by promising to be performance 

in the future.

Section I—Analysis of Selected Structural Components

The meaning of a word to me is not as exact as the meaning of a color.  
Colors and shapes make a more definite statement than words.  I am often amazed at 

the spoken and written word telling me what I have painted.
--Georgia O’Keeffe, from the Georgia O’Keeffe 

Gallery and Museum, Santa Fe New Mexico

As indicated in the introduction to this chapter, Palenque’s Temple of 

Inscriptions is far more than a highly elaborate tomb for Pakal, or a means of simply 

recording history for the benefit of future generations.  Rather, it is a storyteller in its 

own right, a kingmaker, and a vital member of the communal narrative re-presented by 

the urban center.  Each design element and sign system employed by the Temple of 

Inscriptions communicates both individually, and in tandem with the others—like a 

virtual conversation or a panel discussion—the significant belief systems it 

communicates.  
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As alluded to earlier, the Temple of Inscriptions may actually be more about the 

legitimization and elevation of Kan B’alam II, than the resting place of the bones of 

Pakal.  After all, Pakal expected to be resurrected and join his ancestors in the heavens, 

rather than remain trapped in the bowels of a stone pyramid. The structural design and 

embedded messages apparent in the Temple of Inscriptions point out the requirements 

for assuming the title of divine king in the Maya world, and re -perform the steps 

necessary to achieve such divinity.  Completion of these steps, coupled with the 

acknowledgement of genealogy, allow each new ruler to assume the throne in 

continuity with his predecessors.

Similar to the Aztec Templo Mayor, The Temple of Inscriptions is designed to 

communicate specific historic and mythological events, as well as various time-periods, 

in a single spatial structure.  The stepped design of the pyramid itself, the north stairway 

and balustrades, and the accessibility to the temple (including sightlines that allowed 

witnesses to see selected elements while veiling others), serve as visual performances of 

various aspects of the pervasive narrative.  In addition, each component—the interior 

stairway, ventilations system, and psycho-ducts, as well as the burial chamber—serves 

as a chapter in the on-going narrative.  Each re-presents a portion of the Maya belief 

system regarding birth, death, resurrection, the ancient task of king-making, and the 

awarding of divinity.  (Figure 14) Each chapter in this aggregate sequence of events is 

re-presented in architectural design, supplemented by the performative writing and 

iconography that further defines its meaning.

As indicated earlier, the Temple of Inscriptions was constructed from the inside 

out.  The designer/architects wrote the temple’s story in reverse order.  Erection of the 

great monumental pyramid and temple began with the interior mortuary chamber and 

tomb, carved in place some nearly two meters below the plaza level.  Developers then 

proceeded to construct the interior stairway, and completed their task through the 

addition of the exterior pyramid, the crowning temple, and the towering roofcomb.  In 

the following analysis, I address each of these design elements separately, pointing out 

the part each played in this narrative of ritual performance.  I review the various 
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elements of the Temple of Inscriptions in the reverse order of that indicated in its 

construction.  In this way, I am able to start from the beginning of the narrative and 

return, full-circle, to its conclusion. 

The Exterior:  
Stepped Design and Single Frontal Stairway

The Temple of Inscriptions is located atop a pyramidal structure.  This pyramid,

according to archeological measurements taken by Alberto Ruz Lhuillier and his crews 

at the time of the initial reconstruction project, originally measured 131’ x 131’ and rose 

100’ (approximately 10 stories) above the city floor.15  The pyramid structure leading 

up to the base of the temple ascends at an angle of approximately 42°.  The structure is 

oriented 15° NE of N, reminiscent of the geomantic orientation of the great Mexican

city of Teotihuacán.  This temple/pyramid is located southwest of the Palace complex, 

which housed government, religion, and authority within the center of Palenque, and 

west of the Cross Group that honored the Palenque Triad gods. It faces northeast and 

rests against a high hill.

Like the ancient Egyptians and modern-day Tibetans, the Maya carefully 

encoded the instructions for gaining eternal life into their architecture, their paintings, 

their hieroglyphic inscriptions, and their tombs. In the Maya worldview, the pyramid 

shape is a re-presentation of the original mountain of creation on which the gods first 

created man from maize dough.16 It re-presents the heights to which human must aspire 

in their efforts to communicate directly with the creator gods.  To use this shape as the 

design for a personal tomb gives us the first clue that Pakal considered himself 

intimately related to that original creation.  By the very use of the pyramidal form, 

Pakal equates himself with the original creation and announces his bloodline’s 

connection with the creative potential of the first maize god (a connection also reflected 

in the iconography, discussed in a later section of this chapter).  This familiar shape 

allowed observers to assume an immediate sense of familiarity, social security, and 

comfort when in the presence of the structure.  
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The pyramid is stepped, thus providing various platforms that could easily serve 

as venues for public performance.  The design, however, goes beyond mere 

practicalities.  Nine levels, reminiscent of the nine levels of the Underworld of Maya 

mythology, provide the foundation for the exterior of the pyramid.  These nine 

platforms indicate pauses in the narrative, and perhaps celebrate rites of passage, or 

significant moments in the king’s reign that proved he had fulfilled the requirements 

necessary to undergo his transformation at death. 

Current scholarship indicates that the original design for the exterior of the 

pyramid was less than successful.17 Archeological evidence shows that parts of the 

exterior of the pyramid collapsed during construction, and were ultimately redesigned.   

Huge buttress walls overlay the original terraces adding support to the overall structure.  

Additional support devices, however, did not alter the original message of the 

monumental form. 

As shown above, the design devices chosen in the construction of a stepped 

pyramid were both practical and symbolic.  As we interpret the Temple of Inscriptions

from a spatial perspective, it seems logical that the various levels of the Underworld (as 

perceived by the ancient Maya), or the culturally constructed rites of passage, may have 

been re-presented by the stepped design of the structure.  This speculation is further 

enhanced by the repeated use of the number nine or three, both richly significant 

numbers in Maya numerology—nine suggesting the Maya Underworld, thirteen 

evoking the heavens, three divinities, three-stoned hearth, etc. The influence of 

“visitors” from Teotihuacán, as could be reflected in Palenque’s connections with Tikal, 

may also have influenced the design.  Regardless, as we translate the spatial into the 

temporal, we realize that specific messages, as elusive as some may be in our current 

understanding, were being conveyed with each level.

Many Maya pyramids have stairs on each side, indicating multiple avenues of 

access—alternative possibilities, or evidence of universal meaning.  In contrast, the 

Temple of Inscriptions appears accessible only by way of a single set of 69 stairs 

leading up the frontal north face of the pyramid.  (Additional access routes for the elite 
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to use in order to approximate magical or mysterious entrances into the temple could 

have been accomplished through pathways leading from the mountain against which the 

pyramid rests, or from the west entry connected to the interior stairway originally used, 

for a time, to access the tomb.) It is common to think of a staircase as a series of stages 

designed to provide performance spaces for the human actor.  Discussing the “Staircase 

as a Stage,” the authors of A Pattern Language note: 

A staircase is not just a way of getting from one floor to another.  The 

stair is itself a space, a volume, a part of the building; and unless this 

space is made to live, it will be a dead spot, and work to disconnect the 

building and to tear its processes apart.18

As noted by performance theorist Henry Sayer, in his description of installations 

in The Object of Performance, changes in level do play a crucial role in cultural 

gatherings.19  Theatre historian Oscar Brockett emphasizes this point by showing, from 

the earliest Greek theatres through contemporary set design, carefully designed levels 

provide special places to sit, places for graceful or dramatic entrances, and/or positions 

from which to speak or observe an audience while still being seen.20 The multiple 

levels offered by a stairway increase face-to-face contact when many people are 

together.  The stairway is a place on the building where transition between levels occurs 

naturally, and is a key to the perceived movement in a building.  The stairs, together 

with the structure itself, form a socially connected space visible from the point of view 

of the spectators.  Human performances conducted on any of these levels became 

embedded not only in witnesses’ memories, but also in the structure itself.  Re-

enactment of these performances and ritual events could be re-called, through the 

observer’s kinesthetic imagination, any time they found themselves in the presence of 

the structure.

The frontal stairway of the Temple of Inscriptions, bisecting the north face of 

the pyramid, divides the climb to the temple with four larger platforms.  These 

platforms are reached through an ascending series of 9, 19, 19, and 13 steps.  Nine 

additional steps separate the stairway, and its specific message, from final access to the 
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temple. Carvings on the balustrades at one level (discussed in the section on 

iconography) mark a particularly significant point in Pakal’s career.  Speculation as to 

what the other levels could mean—what passages were celebrated there—although still 

embedded in the design, remains elusive due to lack of information that would have 

been readily available to contemporary witnesses. Demonstrating Pakal’s rise to 

prominence, from his accession through the end of his life, this staircase thus serves as 

more than a means of accessing the Temple.   

I find it telling that ascension of each section of the stairway (based on the odd 

number of stairs in each section), taking the climber from one platform to the next, 

always ended with the same foot that began the ascent.  This simple design device 

visually reminds witnesses that each earthly accomplishment, including entry into the

temple initiating the death sequence, is simply another beginning rather than a 

completion of the ultimate goal.

In the case of the Temple pyramid staircase, the number of steps on the frontal 

stairway (with its narrative pauses and iconographic exclamation points) also coincides 

with the number of years making up Pakal’s reign.  Serving from 615-683, Pakal died in 

the 69th year of his reign. The stairway serves as a pneumonic device for remembering 

various significant events in Pakal’s long reign, and more generally to the nature of 

humanity’s physical growth from the onset of meaningful public work through old age.  

This singular message documents accomplishments and efforts of one man’s life 

span, but also serves as a model for all those aspiring to successful completion of life on 

earth and resurrection in the afterlife.  The exterior design of the Temple of Inscriptions 

re-presents ancient Maya instructions for living effective, fulfilling, earthly lives, and 

then preserving the essence of the human spirit after death, resurrecting it into eternal 

life. Informed witnesses, experiencing the performance of the exterior stairway, could 

easily recreate the steps Pakal undertook during his lengthy reign in his preparation for 

eventual death and resurrection.  The example set, and re-presented in stone, by this 

divine king also guided the average viewer in the establishment of goals for their own 
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lives.  The stairway served as an education in, and inspiration for, personal growth for 

all viewers.

The ultimate aspiration for the Maya was the soul’s triumph in the eternal now

of the Otherworld that stands behind, beneath, and above every moment of earthly life. 

Such a goal reshaped their earthly objectives into those proving them capable of 

grasping an eternal destiny.  The steps (both in the stepped exterior design and in the 

central stairway) replay, in familiar spatial metaphor, the significance of activities 

fulfilled during certain time-periods comprising life on the earthly plain.  They re-

present inscribed instruction for how to live fulfilled lives while residing on the earthly 

plain, while introducing directives for eventually overcoming physical death.  In order 

to acquire experience in the requirements for resurrection, certain accomplishments 

needed to be satisfied while still moving within the terrible and wondrous sensuality of 

the things of this world.  As demonstrated by the narrative of the stepped design and 

exterior stairway, life’s victory over death is something we must achieve here or we 

will not have it over there.  

The Temple

Approaching the Temple of Inscriptions from the plaza, observers, initially 

impressed by the familiar character of the pyramidal form, then allow their eye to drift 

to the temple that rests atop the pyramid.  Located upon the last of the segmented 

pyramid divisions, the Temple re-presents the point at which the divine human being 

honored completed his earthly life and began his transition to immortality. Global ideas

such as this, intended for the general viewing public, were transmitted directly through 

sight, sensations, and resurrection of memory and experience made available through 

spatial representation.  Here human and structural actors engage in a dialogue that re-

presents an attempt to make sense of a cultural environment and construct the world 

according to its own rules.  Based on memory and experience, the ancient Maya witness 

viewed the Temple as the terrifying portal an aspirant enters—a liminal zone—

immediately preceding descent into the Underworld.  Also understood as the mysterious 
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meeting place for the heir and the spirits of his departed ancestors, the Temple of 

Inscriptions additionally marked the initiation into divine kingship.  

Structurally, the temple is a low, rectangular building, with five f rontal 

doorways on the north face.  These doorways, created by six stone and masonry piers 

sculpted in stucco, lead into interior spaces that served as private spaces for prayer and 

meditation, as well as meeting rooms for communion with the ancestors. The four 

center piers are free-standing, spanned at the top by wooden lintels.  The two end piers 

each delineate closed corners at the sides of the building forming an interior room. 

Site lines show that parts of the interior of the temple would not have been 

visible to witnesses in the plaza. (Figure 15) Evidence uncovered through detailed 

analysis of Maya use of similar structural devices as communicative elements suggests 

that some Maya ritual and certain ceremonies, such as personal communion with 

ancestors, often occurred privately.21 A part of the appeal of the elaborate 

embellishment of the temple piers seems due to the significance of the blockage it 

creates between witnesses and activities conducted within.  Victor Hugo once said, 

“There is nothing more interesting than a wall behind which something is happening.”22

Witnesses in the great plaza below were keenly aware that these special events were 

occurring, and awarded special significance to areas they could not see.  The mystery is 

part of what makes this structure’s allurement so effective.

It is within this temple, with its interior vision chamber, that Kan B’alam II (and 

later K’an Joy Chitam II), in ecstatic trance, communed in private with his father, his 

other ancestors, and with the gods and demons of the Otherworld.   In the humid 

darkness of this holy of holies, these entities achieved entrance to the earthly plane 

through a device called a psychoduct connecting the temple interior to the mortuary 

chamber below.  The psychoduct is a limestone conduit, originating at the sarcophagus, 

and made to snake up the interior staircase and emerge at the feet of Lady Sak K’uk’ on 

Pier C (discussed later in this chapter).  This passageway serves as a stone umbilicus 

allowing communication (and spiritual travel) for the ancestral spirits located in the 

mortuary chamber when summoned by the living who seek their counsel in the temple 
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above. The Maya believed that the spirits who traversed this passageway contributed to 

the combined wisdom of the ages, and participated in the decision-making processes 

and completion of contemporary responsibilities of leadership. 

Structurally, the Temple is also the place where serious iconography and 

hieroglyphic inscriptions join with the architectural design to emphasize the 

significance of the passages defined here.  The interaction of these devices provides 

interesting insights into ancient Maya holistic approaches to defining experience.  Ritual 

performances conducted at such sites as the Temple of Inscriptions, exercising elements 

of both public and private space, were reinforced and augmented by the discrete 

narrative re-presented by the structure itself and the various textual devices selected to 

embellish it.  

Although partially visible, it would have been impossible for even literate 

witnesses in the plaza to read the hieroglyphic inscriptions presented in the interior area 

of the Temple, although the hieroglyphs, painted an almost garish blue, set against a red 

background, hardly served to conceal their presence, readable or not. The presence of 

the hieroglyphic inscriptions at this particular area of the overall design could indicate

the oral transmission of information from the temple’s north platform.  Palenque 

priest/storytellers could elaborate upon details outlining the Pakal genealogy and 

predictions regarding Palenque’s future, with the hieroglyphic text itself performing as a 

pneumonic device for re-calling such legendary tales.  From such a distance, the 

hieroglyphic panels serve as evidence of the iconographic significance of the text and 

sacred nature of speech made visible—a feat accomplishable only by the gods or their 

representatives.

On the other hand, as I argue in the next section of this chapter, this long text

also re-presents the structure’s ability to speak.  As such, the temple walls directly 

transmit information to those in the private sanctuary of the temple.  Forcefully 

reiterating vitally important information regarding heritage, ritual responsibility, and 

preparations for the future, these texts communicate directly to the petitioner.  They 

become what they described by summoning the long-dead subjects of the text, who then 
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serve as instructors for the newly initiated king by perpetually re-presenting specific 

ritual performances associated with the Palenque Triad and important k’atun endings.

Indications that the structure could speak were not lost on witnesses either.  As 

mentioned earlier in this document, foreign visitors, diplomats, captives, and merchants 

did not have to be able to read the text, or hear the stories told by orators, in order to 

understand the sacred significance of speech made visible.  The presence of the 

hieroglyphic writing at such a significant juncture in the structure’s narrative 

emphasized the architecture’s participatory role in relaying that information, 

summoning the dead, and assuring a perpetual balance in the Palenque cosmos.  The 

structure itself thus demanded respect for the gods and personages re-presented and 

commanded adherence to the ideologies it proclaimed. Both this interaction between the 

temple wall and the elite petitioner, and between the temple wall and ritual observers, 

serve as prime examples of the performative visual form in action.

As the eye moves upward from the temple interior, the observer is struck by the 

unique design of the Palenque roof.  Instead of projecting upward like most Classic 

Maya roofs, the roof of the Temple of Inscriptions, as all others in Palenque, was sloped

in what emulates a European mansard style.  This novel design, made possible by the 

inclusion of the innovative Maya corbelled arch, offers the design increased weight-

bearing capabilities.  Only lonely fragments of stucco figures, once seated on small 

thrones spaced across the front of this roof, remain.  The thrones were painted blue and 

red, coordinating with the deep red of all other buildings of Palenque.  Rising above the 

roof-line, an elaborate roofcomb, adorned with additional plaster sculpture, completed 

the overall profile of the original structure.  Unfortunately, due to the ravages of time, 

the reliefs that once adorned this roofcomb are no longer available for analysis.  

Color Language

At the height of Palenque’s power, the Temple of Inscriptions would have 

proven an extraordinary sight.  Embellished with magnificent standing stucco piers

featuring members of the Pakal family, with seated lords on roof thrones, and a 
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towering roofcomb adorned with personages, gods, and monsters of the earth and 

Underworld, the entire structure was ablaze in the brilliant red, blues and yellows of the 

Palenque artist’s palette.  

Color played an important part in the emotional message communicated by the 

temple/pyramid. In ancient times, according to Merle Greene Robertson, “the entire 

structure, including the roof and roofcomb, and probably the pyramid, was painted a 

deep dark red, as was the custom throughout the city.”23  Red, as Robertson points out, 

“seems to have represented the living world, the world of humans and the environment 

in which they lived.”24 Humans, including their hair and major portions of their 

clothing, as well as backgrounds of piers, and walls of buildings (both interiors and 

exteriors) also were red.  Certain parts of serpents, considered the human-like, living 

parts that die or are shed, and then are renewed (reborn) by the growing of new parts,

were also assigned the color red.   Scales, teeth, tongue, and sometimes beards are 

among the serpent elements often painted red.  

Blue identified, even from great distances, the thrones, mat symbols and certain 

elements of clothing considered divine or pertaining to rulership rights, as well as the 

sacred speech incorporated into the hieroglyphic texts.  Designated the color of things 

sacred or precious, blue identified those objects pertaining to worship and the accession 

rights of kings, such as gods, serpents, skybands, feathers and jade.  Divine beings, such 

as the babies identified on the temple piers (who were really Kan B’alam impersonating 

God K), and dwarfs were painted blue, thereby acknowledging their divinity.  

Jaguar tails and spots, crosshatched areas, certain plants and portions of 

serpents, and other motifs pertaining to the Underworld, appear in yellow.  Jaguars, 

creatures of the Underworld, often appear in iconography replete with crosshatched 

areas that inferred death and the mysteries of caves.  Yellow is by far the most 

perishable of colors used on stucco sculpture, and this undoubtedly accounts for the 

comparatively infrequent traces of it today.25

In an impassioned plea for conservation, Robertson cites the “destructive 

elements of nature, tourists who do not value great works of art, and vandals who covet
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a portion of the past at the expense of future generations.”26 Investigating the 

deterioration of paint at Palenque—and unwittingly contributing to my argument 

regarding the ability of un-animated materials to react to stimuli, therefore mimicking 

organic life—she outlines problem areas, reminiscing about “what a sight of splendor 

the city must have presented when it was ablaze in color.”27

Rains and wind for nearly thirteen hundred years wreaked their damage 

on the paint of these stucco sculptures.  Jungle trees have grown up 

against the sculptures, pushing and tearing at them and crumbling the 

stucco and causing much of the paint to disappear.  Water has seeped 

through the roof to the inner layers of stucco softening it from within, 

and then as the stucco dries out in the dry season, the color flakes off, 

helped sometimes by violent winds.  The constant seepage of water has 

made the stucco sculpture an ideal environment for the growth of mold 

and lichens which does irreparable damage to color.  Furthermore, deep 

holes are constantly being bored into the stucco by thousands of tiny 

insects, and this causes outer layers of stucco and paint to flake off.  In 

time these insects could take over the entire piece of sculpture.

Painted surfaces are also being rubbed off by people brushing against 

them and using any sculptures projections as a means of support in 

climbing in front of the sculptures.  [In addition] much paint is flaking 

off as a result of the uncapped wells in the Villahermosa area.  The waste 

from the spouting and burning wells carries material which disperses in 

the peripheral area and falls at Palenque as sulfuric acid.  This sulfuric 

acid attacks the stucco, and the first thing it destroys is the outer layer of 

paint.  If we consider how much color has disappeared over the centuries 

from these works of art, it is incredible indeed that as much as there is 

still remains.28

Of course, I find this reaction to stimuli intriguing as I seek signs of life in the 

performance of these un-animated structures.  Constant efforts to maintain the fragile 
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stucco sculptures, and the color symbology recorded on them, would certainly have 

existed at the height of Palenque’s greatness.  

Color symbology is so universal among Palenque’s structures that its use would 

have been easily translatable by the average Maya witness.  Earthly, heavenly, and 

Underworld elements are easily distinguishable through these examples of visual ways 

of knowing and making meaning.  Without the need for oral translations, witnesses and 

ritual participants could immediately identify their architectural environment, and adjust 

their own performances accordingly. 

Deep in the tropical rain forest of the northwestern reaches of the Maya world, 

this regional capital of the western quadrant (serving as the portal to Death and the 

Underworld)—yet ablaze with its brilliant red celebration of life—defies the city’s 

possible significance in relation to its sister city centers.  Although evidence shows that 

this is exactly the emphasis offered by the performance of the Temple of Inscriptions, 

with Pakal and his family at the very center of the drama, it remains that within the city 

itself exteriors celebrated life and rebirth. 

Astro-architecturally Contrived Allurement29

At the dawn of civilization, our ancestors looked to the skies. They noted the 

rising and setting of the sun and moon, and the movement of stars across the night.  

They saw meaningful patterns in an order that would remain constant through the ages, 

and from the skies they created numbering systems, maps, clocks, calendars, science, 

religion, and myth.  Moreover, they associated these phenomena with the machinations 

of the elite who appeared to control such activity through their ritual activity.

Barbara Tedlock points out, in “The Road of Light:  Theory and Practice of 

Maya Skywatching,” cultural cosmology plays an important role in defining time and 

space within a specific group’s understanding of their place in their universe.  Attempts 

to communicate this cosmovision abound in the embellished architectural remains of 

Palenque.30 As explained by Tedlock, many of these concepts are decidedly different 

from traditional Western models, and deserve brief mention here. 
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In all the Mayan languages spoken today, the terms for east and west 

indicate a line or vector along which the sun rises and sets, depending on 

the season of the year.  The other two directional terms variously 

indicate the right and left hand of the sun god, the direction of the 

prevailing or rain-bringing winds, highland and lowland, above and 

below, and/or zenith and nadir.  Thus, Classic and post-Classic Mayan 

directional terms ought not be ethnocentrically glossed and interpreted as 

though they were equivalent to our own cardinal or intercardinal 

compass points, which are frozen in space.  Rather they ought to be 

described, as Mayans currently do, in terms of sides, lines, vectors, or 

trajectories that are inseparable from the movement of the sun and thus 

the passage of time.31

Throughout the Maya region, the sun, the giver and maintainer of order, remains 

one of the most effective astro- architectural symbols used in Maya structural 

performance.  Patterns, whose precedent is found in what Gary H. Gossen calls “the 

cosmogonic moment of the sun’s ascent into the heavens,” or its ultimate descent, 

provide for “the necessary spatial and temporal categories for an orderly social 

existence.”32  As shown later in this chapter, the importance of sun symbolism and its 

multivocality (to borrow Victor Turner’s useful term), is reflected in the relatively few 

words and actions necessary to encapsulate the significance of the symbol.  As Gossen 

points out, specific messages encoded in this complex, but culturally accepted symbol 

system, serve as an umbrella for multiple cultural beliefs and courses of action.

A microcosmic action such as the movement of personnel through ritual 

space takes its meaning from the great universe, the macrocosm of the 

sun.  The primacy of the right hand and masculinity, the cycles of heat in 

the day and the year, the point of view of the eastern horizon, the 

counterclockwise motion—all join to recreate the past in the present and 

to draw in the limits of the great universe to manageable size within the 

sacred precincts of the Ceremonial Center.33
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Reacting, nearly intuitively, to simple expressions of this very large concept, the 

Maya subsequently equated the sun with a specific individual (i.e. the king).  The sun, 

believed to be the primary force that animates the macrocosm and all material objects 

within its purview, was expressed as the re-presentation of that individual’s capabilities 

and actions.  The king (the sun) becomes the earthly instrument that provides the spatial 

and temporal foundation for an orderly social existence within his community. 

The sun, however important, is not the only heavenly body (or celestial 

occurrence) that serves as a divinatory device or one that might lead to the construction 

of a Maya structure. In what Lindsay Jones refers to as “astro-architecturally contrived 

allurement,” some Mesoamerican structures exhibit predictive astronomy as a 

compelling means of ritual-architectural instigation.34  Employed benignly or as a tool 

for religio-political manipulation, the potentialities are enormous.  Evidence of 

ceremonial events that relate to astronomical occurrences that appear orchestrated 

through architectural design conventions abound throughout the Maya region.  These 

manipulations of predictive events perpetrate the notion that it was the imperial 

authorities who actually controlled the heavenly movements of the cosmos. 

There is prolific evidence that the ancient Maya of Palenque also turned to the 

skies for auspicious auguries. For example, the dedication date for Kan B’alam’s Cross 

Group of Temples, an event given special attention in one of the group’s inscription 

panels, indicates that this trio of temples was dedicated during a rare conjunction of 

Jupiter, Mars, Saturn and the moon, which took place in July 692.35  Interestingly, the 

same date is carved on a large jade also displaying Kan B’alam’s portrait—an artifact 

that ultimately found its way into the great sacrificial well at much later, and far distant,

Chichen Itza. 

As indicated earlier, Palenque is thought by some analysts to be the location

within the overall Maya community that addresses the west, the place of the dying sun 

and the entrance to the Underworld.36 The Temple of Inscriptions is among several 

Palenque structures that provide evidence that the city favors this westward alignment.  

The primary subject of the Temple of Inscriptions’ performance is the decent, after 
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earthly life, into the Underworld (entered through a portal in the west in Maya 

cosmology), and the arrival at the site of certain challenges necessary to achieve 

resurrection.  As shown later in this chapter, the orientation of several iconographic 

elements in this and other structures emphasize this important point.

As an archeo-astronomer, Dr. E. C. Krupp, Director of the Griffith Observatory 

in Los Angeles, probes the ancient skies to discover and illuminate the human 

emergence from chaos into understanding.  His studies identify a precursor to the design 

device so well- known at later Chichen Itza, in which clever manipulation of light and 

shadow on the Castillo allow the shadow of the great serpent to creep down the temple 

steps precisely on the spring equinox.  

Likewise, Palenque urban designers introduced sophisticated design elements 

based on astronomical observations to insert narrative explanation points into their 

architecture.  Using astronomy, anthropology, and archeology, Krupp notes an 

interesting occurrence involving the sun that supports the supposition that Palenque 

served as the western capital of the Maya world. Through his observations, Krupp

defines the astro-architecturally contrived allurement of the Temple of Inscriptions as 

“the winter solstice sunset event.”37   The significance of this celestial event offers both 

explanation and justification for several questions plaguing Mesoamericanists today.

Kan B’alam’s accession did not occur until five months after the death of his 

father—significantly, on January 7, 684, 15 days after the winter solstice.  Various 

theories have been presented regarding this delay. It has been posited that he may not 

have been the first son, thereby finding it necessary to battle alternative claims to the 

throne.  It has been suggested that, burdened by the necessity to complete his father’s 

tomb, he found it necessary to delay his own accession.  There are even suggestions that 

Pakal, in order to manipulate the timing of dedication events, suffered ritual sacrifice at 

the venerable age of 80+.38 I argue, however, that nothing in the elaborately outlined 

master plan allowed for chance.  Rather than indicating confusion during the initial 

mourning, or a mad rush to complete the unfinished structure, I argue that this waiting-
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period indicates an intentional desire to allow for the approach of the winter solstice, 

making the ritual doubly effective.

In fact, during a recent conversation with David Stuart, it became clear that the 

actual dedication date for the Temple of Inscriptions, debated until now, is in fact the 

winter solstice, December 23, 688.39   It seems that, during his 1786 visit to the site,

Antonio Del Rio—an early Palenque adventurer and treasure hunter—summarily lifted 

several stucco glyphs from the Temple of Inscriptions and took them back to Spain.

Although scholars have had access to these glyphs since the mid-nineteenth century, 

their relevance to this argument remained unclear.  Although Del Rio did indicate that 

the Temple of Inscriptions was the source of his petty larceny, he failed to record

exactly where on the structure the glyphs originated.  Stuart has determined that not 

only are these glyphs a part of a long count date, but also that their original positioning 

must have been the left pier (Pier A) on the front of the temple.  Based on the presence 

of the patron Pax in the Introductory glyph, recognized among Del Rio’s sample, and a 

refined reading of an extant glyphs on the pier itself, Stuart has not only discovered an 

error made in the original translation, but also has been able to re-construct the date of 

9.12.16.12.19 2 Kib 14 Mol, as the dedication date for the structure (December 23, 

688). (This date does not duplicate the date on the Temple of the Cross (9.12.19.14.12 

or January 10, 692), as once believed, but actually falls three years earlier.)  It is 

Stuart’s further contention that the reading for the lintel glyphs, continuing, as proposed 

by Peter Mathews, across the entire top of the iconographic piers, repeats this 

dedication date, anchoring it in the 819-day cycle of the Maya calendar system.

Metaphorically, the impact of this latest information, placing the dedication of the 

Temple of Inscriptions squarely on the winter solstice, is overwhelming.

According to Krupp, the ancients believed “Winter solstice and sunset mark the 

death of the sun.  On its southernmost path the sun is weakest, and it enters the 

underworld by passing below the horizon,” initiating the birth of a new year.40 As 

Linda Schele observed, the winter solstice sun sets over the high ridge beyond Pakal’s 

pyramid, in line with the centre of the temple roof. As the sun crosses the sky on this 
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day and reaches its final position of descent, its light enters a doorway in the temple and 

illuminates the back wall containing the hieroglyphic text outlining Pakal’s genealogy.  

The penetration of a darkened chamber by the revivifying last gasp of the winter 

solstice sunset marks the Temple of Inscriptions event as a metaphor modeled on 

fertility, sanctified by the dead, and mobilized by the sun.  Furthermore, as the sun 

heads for the horizon beyond the temple, it appears to descend into the pyramid

following the same angle as the stairway that descends into Pakal’s tomb. As Krupp 

explains, “Although this angle gradually changes with the passing millennia because of 

the earth’s axis changes, the difference is too small to notice over the 12 centuries 

elapsed since Pacal’s death.”41 The architecture thus equates Pakal's death and entry 

into the Underworld with the Sun's death and entry into the earth, both anticipating 

resurrection.

Although visible from nearly anywhere on the west side of the Palace platform, 

the winter solstice sunset is best witnessed from the vicinity of the Palace Tower.  From 

this vantage point, the sun disappears in the southwest, over the hill directly behind the 

Temple of Inscriptions, at about 2:30 in the afternoon, leading to educated speculation 

that the temple dedication took place at precisely this moment.   Preparations for the 

accession ceremony for Kan B’alam II, which took place 15 days later, could then get

underway.  

As indicated earlier, the entry of the sun into the earth marks a beginning, rather 

than an end, a phenomenon emphasized when reviewing the dramatic interaction 

between the Temple and the Cross Group.  In a related architectural event occurring

about three hours later—one that further underscores the inter-related and temporal 

nature of the master plan, the Maya emphasis on astro-architectural devices, and their 

inescapable connection to their natural environment—a second art act occurs.  This 

architectural event emphasizes the structural dialogue designed into the Palenque 

ceremonial arena, obvious only upon completion of the “master plan.”

Although the winter solstice sun sets over the Temple of Inscriptions at mid-

afternoon, its last light falls at the feet of God L, one of the principle lords of the 
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underworld, carved in relief by the doorway to the southwest oriented Temple of the 

Cross, located nearby.  Dedicated several years later in the development of the master 

plan, the Temple of the Cross, nevertheless, intentionally commemorates the events 

occurring in the transfer of power from father to son, from the dead to the living, in 

obvious relation to the events of the temple dedication and ritual accession marked by 

the Temple of Inscriptions.  

The interior wall relief of the Temple of the Cross portrays Kan B’alam, on the 

left and west side, appropriately symbolizing the night, as an approximately 12 year old

youth having completed his second trial leading to royalty.  The first ritual, conducted at 

approximately age 6, appears on the Temple of Inscriptions as will be examined later in 

this document.  In the Temple of the Cross example, Kan B’alam holds a small head, 

the sun’s, before him.  The activities re-presented here could be compared to the 

present-day induction of the future king of England as the Prince of Wales, and would 

have been conducted by Pakal himself as he honored the passage of his son into the 

position of heir-designate.  On the right and east side of this relief, a position 

symbolizing the day, stands a mature Kan B’alam offering the k’awill scepter to the 

world tree. K’awill becomes increasingly significant in the later discussion of 

iconography of the Temple of Inscription piers.  

On the outer walls of the entrance to this temple, on the doorway relief, Kan 

B’alam is depicted having succeeded Pakal on the Palenque throne and dressed in the 

royal regalia.  His image is re-presented on the left of the entrance, offering a scepter 

topped with the inverted head (setting, or dying) of the sun to God L who is located on 

the right side of the entrance. As Krupp so aptly put it:

In the process of assuming the kingship, Chan Bahlum must offer 

something—the dying sun—to the rulers of the night.  Pacal himself is 

that offering, for in death he goes below.  It is his death, in fact, that 

makes it possible for Chan Bahlum to rule.  A fitting symbolic climax to 

these transfers and offerings takes place as the last light of the dying sun 
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falls in a pool at the feet of God L, who carries it off into the winter 

solstice night.”42

Further links between Maya kingship and the sun, as well as symbolic use of geomancy,

will be discussed at length when investigating the iconography of the great sarcophagus 

lid and the stuccos of the mortuary chamber.  

Winter solstice is the simultaneous death and birth of the year (the sun).  Death, 

most certainly, is part of the message communicated by the Temple of Inscriptions at 

Palenque.  It was, after all, a tomb.  Resurrection is also an important part of the 

temple’s significance.  Nevertheless, the remains of a single king, regardless of any 

individual’s mammoth ego, seem small compared to the significance of the symbolic 

components of a structure designed more or less for ritual than for disposing of the 

dead.  Schele summarizes the pragmatic effect of the careful timing of the royal rites 

this way:

[both the Temple of the Cross and the Temple of Inscriptions are 

situated] so that large numbers of people could and can view the 

[solstice] hierophanies.  The generality of the events, the accessibility to 

them, their dramatic characterization and their grandiose scale and 

publicness argue for a direct linkage between the perceptions of the real 

events in the heavens and the mythology that explained the relationship 

of man to the cosmos and the function and identity of rulers.43

Schele’s intimation (which I would emphasize more fully than she has) that 

there was, in the apprehension of this ritual-architectural event, a transition from 

sensations of generalized wonderment to specific obligation on the part of witnesses, is 

particularly apt.  As Lindsay Jones suggests, 

If the occasion began with a confirming, legitimating, reminder of the 

kings’ and the celestial bodies’ shared participation in the comprehensive 

world order, once drawn into the royal proceedings, the spectators were 

treated to a docket of very specific—obligatory and challenging—

information about the relations between cosmos, kings, and citizenry.44
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The royal rites conducted at Palenque, during this dedication event on the winter 

solstice, provided information not simply about the distinguished mytho-historical 

exploits of the past and present hero-kings, but also unambiguous guidelines regarding 

“the appropriateness of these kings’ continued hegemony, about the responsibilities of 

vassalage, and about the dire consequences of dissent or rebellion.”45

As shown in the previous description, the Temple of the Inscriptions at Palenque 

aligned with the sun’s movements across the sky, offers a performance embodying a 

celestial rhythm that organizes the world and energizes life.  The messages conveyed by 

the exterior of the Temple of Inscriptions provided a basis for understanding of the 

muscle of this structure.  It reflects back to the people who built it, the theme that 

prompted them to do so.  Their sense of community and their sense of place in the 

world were enhanced by the monument that brought the sky in touch with the earth.  

The structure continues to perform this role today.  The dead are perpetually joined in 

the cosmic circuit.  Their mortal remains, carefully consecrated in the symbolic 

landscape, preserved the world’s order for the living left behind.  

The Great Discovery

In the spring of 1949, archeologist Alberto Ruz Lhuillier made a discovery that 

would revolutionize our understanding of the Maya pyramid and its significance in the 

ancients’ understanding of the essence of the human spirit, death, resurrection, and 

eternal life.  Unlike the floors in other temples at Palenque, the floor of the Temple of 

Inscriptions is made of stone slabs.  Lifting a slotted slab (which has holes with stone 

stoppers in it) on the top platform of the Temple of Inscriptions, and painstakingly 

removing the densely packed rubble found beneath it, Ruz and his workers uncovered a 

set of steps leading into the bowels of the pyramid.  This passageway leads through an 

inner corbelled vault passageway from the temple into the interior of the structure and 

culminates in the burial chamber that houses the great sarcophagus.  

Like the exterior stairway, this interior passageway combines the practical with 

the symbolic.  As with the ballcourt, the entrance to this stairway re-presents the 
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individual’s entry through the gates to the underworld that marks the first step on a 

journey through death toward resurrection and ultimate divinity.  These narrow stairs, 

built after the initial construction of the burial chamber, communicate much more than 

accessibility.  They are claustrophobic, dark, and damp—adequately re-presenting, for 

this writer at least, the feelings of danger involved in that perilous journey to the 

underworld.  As they descend, they fold back upon themselves—practical, in that this 

design, of course, avoids too steep a descent.  The design, however, is also indicative of 

the fact that the journey to (and possibly from) the underworld was neither easy nor 

direct, but rather one that promised new dangers around every curve in the road. 

These steps descend first in a westerly direction for forty-five steps, and then in 

an easterly direction for twenty-two more.  The significance of these numbers, if there 

was one, remains a mystery shrouded by time.  As a researcher, I would have been 

much happier if the number of stairs would have totaled 69 (related, as the exterior 

stairs, to the years of Pakal’s reign), but we cannot be rewarded in every endeavor.  

There is, of course, the possibility that the number of stairs indicates the years of 

Pakal’s reign that had elapsed at the point when the stairway was completed (logically, 

two years before final touches could be completed on the exterior), but there is no 

definitive evidence for this. The directions in which the staircases descend, however, 

seem to indicate the journey of the deceased toward the West, the place of the dying sun 

and the entrance to the Underworld, and then back toward the East, the place of the re-

born sun and escape from the Underworld.  This symbolism seems fairly concrete and 

fits well with the other sun-related aspects of the temple-pyramid.

As noted earlier, just as the exterior of the temple pyramid re-presents the nine 

layers of the Maya Underworld, most Mesoamerican cosmic schemes feature thirteen 

levels of the heavens in which the surface of the earth is the first level.  As Mary Miller 

recognizes, “Thirteen distinct corbels connect the tomb [in the Temple of Inscriptions] 

to the upper galleries, fulfilling both cosmic schemes in a single structure.”46  This 

design not only allows the departed to descend to the Underworld’s nadir, but also to 

rise up again in his ascent toward divinity.  This device is immediately apparent to the 
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educated observer, reminding her of the significance awarded the transitional space of 

the stairway.

In the final analysis, it is not by this stairway, however, that Pakal finally 

entered his mortuary chamber.  His body was transported through an entrance located 

on the west side of the temple, which was later sealed.  Following the interment, and 

possible later visitations to anoint the skeleton with cinnabar after all the flesh had 

decayed away, the stairway was sealed with rubble.  This process insured that the 

dangerous spirits of the Underworld could not achieve easy access to the surface and the 

world of the living.

In order to facilitate the divine king’s interaction with their descendents, an 

intricate system of psycho-ducts was built into the mortuary chamber, and the stairway 

that leads to it, within the Temple of Inscriptions.  Mesoamerican scholarship indicates 

that this psycho-duct was included in the design to allow the soul or spirit of the 

deceased ready access back to the world of the living.47  From their hard-won divine 

apotheoses beyond the grave, the ancestral dead heard the prayers of their descendants, 

advised and counseled them, and interceded for them with the gods.  This resting place, 

with its specially designed limestone conduits designed for spirit travel, allowed Pakal,

and his ancestors, to navigate back to the world of the living, making them available to 

guide the new ruler in his dominion over the affairs of Palenque. 

It was not until late May of 1952 that the workers had finally cleared the entire 

stairway and hit a wall of stone with an offering cache formally marking the entrance to 

the dreaded Underworld.  The wall and the almost desperately packed rubble of the 

stairway were meant to seal the dark Lords of Death below; to try to keep them from 

erupting though the core of the pyramid and unleashing their fury on the world.  Beyond 

the first wall lay another, and beyond it a level corridor.  Here, beneath more layers of 

rubble, excavators found the bones of five (or possibly six) individuals (at least one 

being the remains of a female) sacrificed and left in eternal darkness as offerings and 

guardians—reminiscent of the much larger group of 250 sacrificial victims that guarded 

the king’s remains in Teotihuacán’s Ciudadela.48  Beyond their long decayed bodies lay 
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another wall. Further excavation led to the discovery of another space protected by a 

huge triangular stone (8’ high and 5’ wide).  Inching a light beyond this great barrier, 

Ruz experienced the most breathtaking moments of his life:  

. . . out of the shadow arose a vision from a fairy tale . . . First I saw an 

enormous empty room that appeared to be graven in ice, a kind of grotto 

whose walls and roof seemed to have been planned in perfect surfaces, 

or an abandoned chapel whose cupola was draped with curtains of 

stalactites, and from whose floor arose thick stalagmites like the 

drippings of a candle.  The walls glistened like snow crystals and on 

them marched relief figures of great size.  Almost the whole room was 

filled with the great slab top of an altar, on the side of which hieroglyphs 

painted red might be distinguished, while on the upper surface only the 

fact that it was entirely carved could be made out.49

Of course, what Ruz originally believed to be an underground chapel, or perhaps 

a dreaming place, as the Maya may have called such hidden sanctuaries, was actually 

the burial chamber.  At this point the space opens up considerably.  The 9 x 4 meter 

burial chamber, with an almost 7-meter high vault, marks the deep space where death is 

complete, and resurrection can occur.   The presence of familiar ancestors (performing 

both from the wall stuccos and from the carved iconography surrounding the 379 x 220 

cm limestone sarcophagus) seem to indicate that the traveler is not alone, but supported

and assisted by other intimates who have made this journey before him.  The ancestors 

are there to assist in the transition of the human-god into a reincarnation of the maize 

god, as indicated by the iconography of the sarcophagus lid.  (The iconography of both 

the wall stuccos and the sarcophagus will be discussed at length later in this chapter.)

The plan of the tomb with its niches (Figure 16) evokes the I-shaped pattern of 

a ballcourt.50  According to Schele and Mathews, the Maya saw a profound connection 

between the ballcourt and tombs.51  Not only were the maize gods buried in a ballcourt, 

but in the Quiche-Maya dialect hom was the word for both “ballcourt” and “tomb.”  In 

the Classic period, hom also meant “crack” or “chasm,” and it referred to the ballcourt 
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as a crack in the top of Sustenance Mountain and/or the back of the Cosmic Turtle.  

Thus, the subtle reference to the shape of the ballcourt in the tomb created a perfect 

environment for the burial of a king who, through resurrection, emerged as the Maize 

God.

Witnesses in the plaza were, of course, not privy to the activities occurring in the 

mortuary chamber during the interment, or prior to the sealing of the stairway.  They 

had observed, however, the chamber’s construction.   They knew that the king had gone 

to the ballcourt to face his greatest challenges.  They knew that his ancestors awaited 

him there to assist in his transformation, for they had watched the stucco wall sculptures

take shape, animated in the process with the red paint of life.  And, they knew the 

mythology—the trials Pakal would confront, and the anticipated results. 

Interacting with the structure, as its presence rekindled a flame of memories, 

experiences, and ideology, witnesses participated in the ceremonies in their own right.  

They sensed the miracles the structure facilitated and internalized the changes these 

incidences offered the community.   The structure had fulfilled its promises for the first 

time, and in doing so, constituted a being, performing an activity that creates what it 

describes.  Constructed in seemingly indestructible stone, the animated temple/pyramid, 

with its mysterious innards, promised to continue to keep this newly established portal 

open for all the futures Pakal described on the large hieroglyphic panels.  Through the 

initial completion of these tasks, the structure became sacred, immune to the 

conventional notions of the passage of time.  A site perpetually re-presenting the

ancestors’ intimate association with the gods, the Temple of Inscriptions remains the

perpetual rejuvenation of the great city.

Far from being memorials to individual egos, we now know that for the Maya 

the pyramids were generators of tremendous spiritual force, portals to the Otherworld 

made even more potent by the presence within them of deified ancestral kings.  The 

Maya believed that the divine kings were the sources of abundance for their cities and 

that they could manipulate the forces of life and death, assuming that they won 

resurrection in the Otherworld.  As indicated earlier, regal supplicants often experienced 
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visions of these divine ancestors and spirits of the underworld when communing with 

them in the privacy of the sanctuary located in the Temple atop the pyramid.  Following 

such encounters, the petitioner would return down the frontal stairway of the pyramid, 

and, facilitating the dialogue between structures, invite participation of the Palenque

Triad of gods housed in the Cross Group, before re-entering the earthly domain of the 

palace.  Here, fully equipped to face the responsibilities of divine kingship, the lord 

delivered divinely inspired messages concerning the well-being of the community.

Secret Entrances and Magical Appearances

Performative features of architecture recall Victor Turner’s work—following 

Arnold van Gennep (Rites de passage 1908)—on liminality as the in-between state in 

performance.  According to Turner, van Gennep “divided rituals associated with 

passage in three stages:  separation from antecedent mundane life; liminality, a betwixt-

and-between condition often involving seclusion from the everyday scene; and re-

aggregation to daily world.”52  Most importantly, Turner notes,

The passage from one social status to another is often accompanied by a 

parallel passage in space, a geographical movement from one place to 

another.  This may take the form of a mere opening of doors or the literal 

crossing of a threshold which separates two distinct areas . . . one 

associated with . . . preliminal status, and the other with . . . postliminal 

status.53

Subterranean passages, and secret entrance spaces associated with accession 

buildings, served as agents of seemingly magical appearances of important, and often 

transformed, individuals.  

One could have entered through the eastern passage of Structure 22 

unseen by visitors in the courtyard below, and then appear in the central 

doorway as if a vision within the serpent mouth.  Likewise, Palenque 

House E (the throne room) has a subterranean passageway that would 

have allowed the ruler to similarly appear in the doorway of the 
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structure, framed by the same Starry Deer Caiman figure evident on the 

proscenium of Structure 22.54

Of course, the side entrance to the pyramid of the Temple of Inscriptions also 

provided an unseen entrance to the stairway that led to the temple above.  Any who 

followed that path, and appeared suddenly in the doorway of the temple, seemed to have 

come directly from the underworld, joining the world of the living with messages from 

divine ancestors eager to benefit the gathered populace.  Physical features such as these 

undoubtedly offer opportunities for spectacular performances, but they do not 

necessarily indicate the performative nature of the structure.

Of more importance to this discussion than the secret side door on the west side 

of the Temple of Inscriptions pyramid, is the frontal stairway, re-presenting rites of 

passage in the life of the honored king, trod (and duly noted by both the petitioner and 

observers), and the entryway for the heir designate into the temple that will transform 

him.  Discussing the transformative process in performance, Richard Schechner notes

Transformation performances are clearly evidenced in initiation rites, 

whose very purpose it is to transform people from one status or social 

identity to another.  An initiation not only marks a change, but is itself 

the means by which persons achieve their new selves:  no performance, 

no change.55

The pattern of ritual circuits is another example of the performative role of 

architectural space in the transformation process that activates meaning in architecture 

and allows the building to perform upon the person.  As Schechner indicates above, 

however, the performative structure must perform its role as transformer for the change 

to become apparent to/in the petitioner.  In transformation performances, like those 

evident at Structure 22 or the Temple of Inscriptions, some scholars suggest that “there 

is one who is transformed, and there are transporters, who assist, but are not changed.”56

The Temple of Inscriptions, whose presence provides, as Schechner observes, the 

location in which the protagonist is “enabled to do things ‘in performance’ he cannot do 

ordinarily,” is also changed, however, in the process of becoming the agent of such a 
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transformation.57  Architecture thus, while serving as transitional space, also performs 

on the performer, as suggested most explicitly in the death and rebirthing metaphor 

marked by that the great serpent mask doorway on Structure 22, and the doorway of 

House E, or the ancestral conference room at the top of the Temple of Inscriptions that 

re-presents that beast’s sacred and mysterious innards.

Performance itself is liminal, as Schechner points out.  “Performer training 

focuses its techniques not on making one person into another but on permitting the 

performer to act in between identities; in this sense performing is a paradigm of 

liminality.”58  Plank argues, “this is likely how the Maya ruler achieved his power; in 

performing divinity, he became divine and thus controlled his theater state.”59  I would 

counter that performance is also a likely definition of the way in which a structure 

achieved its power; in performing divine space, it became divine, and thus capable of 

communicating experience to witnesses and ritual participants.  Moreover, unlike its 

human counterparts, in which the performance disappeared in the very act of appearing, 

the structural player perpetually re-affirmed its role in maintaining cosmic order upon 

which the state depended. 

Section II—The Hieroglyphic Texts

Ancient Performative Writing Intended to Create a King

Showing not likeness but birth.
That is how we are given back our present,

Sum of all times, gathering of the moments that make us alive,
The ever inaugural act of existence. 60

--Claudio Olivieri

The Temple of Inscriptions, named for the hieroglyphic texts on the inner walls 

of the temple, provides Maya epigraphers with their most extensive surviving Maya 

inscription—617 individual glyph blocks. These three glorious panels are not the only 

examples of hieroglyphic inscription on the temple, however.  The two outside piers, of
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the six flanking the five doorways into the temple, originally held extensive 

hieroglyphic messages.  Supplemental text once topped the piers or ran the length of the 

front of the Temple.  In addition, there are textual inscriptions on the sarcophagus lid, 

on the sarcophagus sides, and glyphic identifications in the headdresses of various 

iconographic figures.  Although the following will not constitute a detailed translation 

of all the texts offered by the Temple of Inscriptions, this section will address the 

significance of each type of inscription and the additions worded texts made to the 

overall impression offered by the performance of the architecture.

The Hieroglyphs of the 
Temple of Inscriptions’ Outer Piers and Lintels 

Facing the Temple, Pier A (on the left) forms a closed corner on the northeastern 

corner of the building, as does Pier F (on the right) at the northwestern corner.  (Figure 

17)  Only scant evidence remains for the content of texts recorded on these piers.  

However, suggestions offered by the few remaining glyph blocks, and analysis of 

construction techniques, do offer the opportunity for speculation regarding the panels’ 

objectives.  

Pier A is a good example of the method used to assemble these massive panels.  

Evidence for considerable red paint appears on the building at this point and on the 

background stucco of these piers.  Red, of course, indicates life, and the application of 

these layers of paint represents the animacy awarded the structure and the panel at the 

time of its creation.  Evidence also indicates that these inscriptional hieroglyphic blocks, 

sculpted before placement on the piers, marks a significant difference from other 

sculptural works of art.  

The background area of these hieroglyphic piers, as on the sculpted piers, was 

first plastered over, and then given a diluted coat of light red stucco wash, animating the 

surface.  The pre-formed glyph blocks, painted a uniform blue indicating the sacred 

nature of the messages, were then pressed into the still wet stucco.  Some of the stucco

that oozed out from the edges of the hieroglyphic blocks when they were pressed into 
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place on the piers remains today.  It is smooth and has considerable red paint on both 

the oozed-out portions and the portions once underneath the glyph blocks.  This

evidence shows that the foundation stucco was painted with a light red wash while it 

was still wet, and that the already hardened block was pressed into the painted damp 

stucco.  

As there is no remaining evidence of the blue paint on the edges of the 

background surface, the glyph blocks have to have been painted blue before they were 

assembled on the pier.  Indicating later maintenance, there is evidence that the 

background portion of the pier (the area surrounding the glyph blocks) was painted in 

red several times, as the coats of paint carry over to sides of the remaining glyph blocks.  

These coats of red cover a portion of the original blue that was painted over the entire 

surface and sides of the original blocks.  

Based on the earlier discussion regarding the use of color to identify certain 

structural and iconographic elements of the temple/pyramid, it is evident that the blue 

hieroglyphic texts were examples of the sacred nature of writing and speech made 

visible.  As archeological evidence shows, these sacred words were placed on a 

background already animated by the use of red paint.  The careful placement of the 

glyph blocks—word by word, phrase by phrase—suggests their ultimate performance as 

well thought-out, deliberate expressions of highly significant information.  The resulting 

pier is alive, speaking sacred words to ritual witnesses and participants.  

Unfortunately, except for indications for Kan B’alam’s names and titles, only 

fragmentary evidence remains for the content of the glyphic message that once graced 

either of the outer piers.  Until recently, it was believed that only eleven glyph blocks, 

or portions of blocks, of the original text for Pier A survive.  Educated supposition 

concludes that the text most likely began with the traditional Long Count date for the 

events being recorded.  One surviving glyph (F4) could be the head variant of the Sun 

God, one (F8) is surely the “capture” glyph, and one (G6) is believed to be an 

expression of death.  
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Based on recent discussions with David Stuart, however, outlined earlier in this 

chapter, it now appears, based on decoding of Del Rio’s stolen glyphs, that the 

inscription pinpoints the dedication date of the temple on 9.12.16.12.19 2 Kib 14 Mol 

(December 23, 688).  We are reminded that on this date the last gasps of the dying 

winter solstice sun momentarily illuminates the inner panels of the temple.  This 

phenomenon would have appeared to witnesses as if a light bulb had suddenly been 

turned on in the temple.  Considering the scarcity of electric light bulbs in seventh 

century Palenque, this illuminating event would surely have seemed magical and laden 

with mystery.  In an art act that causes the sacred inscription panels to flash the 

significance of the hieroglyphic re-presentation of the great genealogy, observers (to 

this day) witness one of the most significant performances offered by the 

temple/pyramid.  It is as if the summoned ancestors have suddenly congregated in the 

temple—their brilliance and otherworldliness captured by this brief natural, yet 

obviously intentionally manipulated architectural event—present and prepared to 

assume their roles in the preservation of cosmic balance in this ancient city.

From the scant evidence available, it appears that the inscription also re-

presented the capture and ultimate destruction of the Palenque Triad following the wars 

with Calukmul.  The pier text could announce Kan B’alam’s role in the plan to reinstate 

them through an architectural program guided by the venerated ancestry (the various 

incarnations of the sun) memorialized in the Temple of Inscriptions. This pier, 

therefore, announces the collective presence of the ancestors, as indicated on the large 

inscription panels within the temple. It foreshadows announcement of the successful 

documentation of an unbroken lineage back through not only the dynastic history of 

Palenque, but connecting this rejuvenated lineage with creation events.  Probably 

indicating that this assembly of ancestors was necessary to begin the process of luring 

the Palenque Triad back to their Palenque home, I believe this panel announces Kan 

B’alam’s initiation of a program to restore, rejuvenate, and re-present the city as a 

spiritual point of origin. 
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All that remains of the stucco sculpture on Pier F is one glyph block in the B1 

position.  However, when Alfred P. Maudslay was at Palenque (1890-91), there were 

two more complete hieroglyphs (A1 and B2), and the right third of A2.  Documented 

drawings of these glyphs show that they all contain titles of honor and respect for 

lineage heads and rulers, reference Kan B’alam, and include reference to the “dead 

rabbit” Emblem Glyph of Palenque with the ah po superfix. With so little information 

available, it is difficult to offer even conjecture for the message offered by the original 

text.   As Robertson an d others have speculated, the text could extol the divinity and 

projected accomplishments of Kan B’alam, the ruler who followed Pakal, completed the 

piers of the Temple of Inscriptions, and subsequently brought the Palenque Triad Gods 

home to their positions of authority as exercised from the temples of the Cross Group.61

I would suggest that it also seems credible that this panel served as Kan B’alam’s 

biography, outlining specific rituals (like the ones re-presented in the iconography of 

the other four piers, and later in the iconography of the temples of the Cross Group) that 

prepared him for kingship.

Circular cartouches once graced the eaves above the piers, and displayed yet 

another text.  Schele and Mathews note two dates reconstructed from the time-worn 

remnants.62  May 28, 678 and May 25, 690 were once presumed to correspond to 

dedication rituals for different phases of the building.  Peter Mathews has recently 

suggested that the inscription could have originally run all the way across the tops of the 

piers, providing room for 44 hieroglyphic cartouches in all (rather than the 18 indicated 

by surviving remnants).63  If such were the case, the inscription could be interpreted, as 

David Stuart has suggested, as a re-iteration of the dedication date presented in Pier A , 

anchored in the 819-day cycle of the Maya calendar system.64

Mesoamericanists have long been aware that Kan B’alam completed the piers 

beneath this long inscription, and the final date seems a reasonable length of time to 

have allowed for the completion of the funerary monument.   This final date, as a 

possible indication of Pakal’s successful emergence from the Underworld, is 

additionally propitious in that it also celebrates the birth of GIII as seen on the Tablet of 



310

the Sun located in the Temple of the Sun in the Cross Group, again linking Pakal with 

the time of creation. Furthermore, the Tablet of Temple XIV and the Dumbarton Oaks 

Tablet reinforce the belief that death was conceived as a journey through the 

Underworld and that the Maya recorded the conclusion of such journeys.  Nearly 

stacking the deck with evidence for such an extended journey, Schele and Robertson 

agree that the dated iconography on Pier D, House D of the Palace, most surely re-

presents a dance engaged in by Pakal and his mother Lady Sak K’uk’ celebrating 

Pakal’s completed journey through the Underworld.65

This evidence, however scant, makes the symbolic connections and examples of 

structural dialogue between the Temple, the Cross Group, and the Palace Complex,

almost overwhelming. The definition of Palenque as the Maya portal to the west, the 

home of the setting sun, and entry to the Underworld is “discussed” openly between 

structures.  In addition, the Maya disregard for linear time when presenting the sacred—

placing re-presentations of current, past, and future events side-by- side in the structure’s 

narrative—works to their advantage within the sophisticated methodology for defining 

the Palenque self as manifested in structural re-presentations of their elite.  Together, 

the various embellished structures create a viable sacred space in Palenque’s ceremonial 

arena.

The Large Hieroglyphic Panels

The Temple of Inscription is named for the three large inscription panels on the 

inner walls of the temple.  (Figures 18, 19, and 20) The East Tablet is on the south 

wall of the outer corridor of the main room of the temple, to the east of the central 

doorway entering into the southern corridor from which the stairs descend into the tomb 

below.  The West Tablet is on the opposite side of the entrance to this same southern 

corridor.  The Central Tablet is located inside the main room of the temple, on the south 

wall of the southern corridor just to the west of the stairway entrance to the tomb.  The 

tablets constitute the longest extant text of any Maya inscription. Although 620 glyphic 
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spaces are used, each approximately 6” square, only 617 are actually included in the 

text as the introductory glyph is four times the normal size.

The texts of these tablets are divided into three sections.  Section 1 is commonly 

referred to as a k’atun history tying the seatings of Palenque’s kings to the endings of 

the nine k’atuns (defining a period of 180 years) that culminated in Pakal’s life. This 

section covers all of the first (East) and second (Central) panels and the first four 

columns of the third (West) panel.  Section 2, located on the next four columns of the 

West Tablet, connects Pakal’s birth and accession to mythic time in the distant past and 

future.  Section 3, comprising the final 12 columns of the West Tablet, recounts the 

most monumental events of Pakal’s life, concluding with his death and the accession of 

his son.  

The texts for these three tablets were undoubtedly sculpted before the death of 

Pakal, with the exception of the last two columns on the West Tablet.  Documenting 

Pakal’s death and the accession of his son as heir to the Palenque throne, these columns 

appear completed by Kan B’alam.  

In the following analysis, I briefly investigate the performative significance of

such writing, and point out several instances that enliven the narrative unfolding on the 

Temple of Inscriptions.  Studies by J.L. Austin, initiated in How to Do Things With 

Words, investigate the performative nature of the symbol—whether linguistic or 

iconographic—as a textual item.  As Austin points out, “a performative is a semiotic 

gesture that is . . . a doing that constitutes a being, an activity that creates what it 

describes.”66  Within Austin’s concept of declaratory performatives, we recognize the

philosophical basis for the practice that allowed the Mesoamerican architect/scribe to 

create performance, rather than merely description, through hieroglyphic writing 

located on the various media at his disposal.  

Performative writing, as practiced by the ancients, involves incorporating 

figurative gestures read as expressions of authentic selves.  It is about recovery from the 

trauma of loss through the desire to re-witness and re-experience enactment of 

significant historic occurrences.  It announces the preservation of presence, with words 
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only too conscious of what they are unable to convey.  Subsequent readings of this form 

of communication became the re-presentation of those activities initially created by the 

pre-Hispanic urban designers and sculptors—a performance of memory and re-

presentation of history.

The K’atun History

The k’atun history (re- presenting activity occurring at 20-year intervals)

inscribed on the inscription panels is the first known record of its type, and is another 

innovative device introduced in the Temple of Inscriptions.  Re-presenting a culture that

employed a vesigimal system (20-based, rather than 10-based) for counting, the 

celebration of a k’atun ending could be compared to the end of a decade in western 

practice.  The significance of this ritual period-ending celebration, however, served as 

much more than a “Happy New Year party.”  

Palenque’s innovative k’atun history may have served as a prototype of the later 

k’atun prophecies of the Books of Chilam Balam, the famous books written by 

Yucatecan scribes after the conquest.  These colonial documents served as vehicles for 

prophecy or divination.  Based on the Maya belief that whatever happened in the past 

would be likely to recur in another k’atun of the same name, the k’atun histories of the 

Chilam Balam essentially declared that what goes around comes around.  

The k’atun histories of the Temple of Inscriptions, however, focus on the rites 

enacted in association with these timeposts rather than the passage of time per se.  

Through repetition of ritual activity, as recorded in this text, the Maya establish and 

apply regularity and symmetry to the passage of time, while at the same time denying 

time’s existence through the perpetual performances these examples of performative 

hieroglyphic writing offered. It is imperative to note, redemptive action is called for 

when this ritual tradition is broken.

This history speaks of the actions of Pakal’s ancestors in order to give meaning 

to his own actions.  Beginning with an anchor date (in this case 9.4.0.0.0, or October 18, 

514), the text than jumps back in time (using a distance number of 13.10.3) linking the
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k’atun ending to the seating of king Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ I on 9.3.6.7.17 (June 5, 501).  In 

lieu of attempting to define the complicated system used to translate Maya dates into 

those of our contemporary calendar, let me simply say that the mention of Ahkal Mo’

Naab’ I in the text serves as a summons to one of the earliest in a list of Palenque kings 

and queens who celebrated k’atun-ending rituals. 

These rituals—re-presenting and perpetually re-creating, through words, what 

the text describes—centered on the giving of sacred gifts to the bundles containing the 

souls of the Palenque Triad of gods.  The names of these patron gods of the kingdom 

and dynasty appear in the glyphic text after each entry of the specific ruler whose reign 

encompassed these important k’atun-ending dates. The gods include GI, who was a 

form of the Maize God, GII, the “mirror god,” and GIII, who among other appellations, 

was called the Sun Lord.  

At every k’atun ending, the reigning king or queen gave important offerings to 

supplement, revitalize, and restore the items contained in the holy bundles of these 

gods. It is not until we arrive at the documentation of Pakal’s k’atun-ending celebrations

that we learn what items were included in these sacred bundles.  Within these bundles, 

were the patrons specific earflares, necklace, head cover, headband, and headdress—all 

items associated with the head, or face, of the god in question, emphasizing the 

significance of face as discussed in Chapter Two.  Each god also received a sacred 

skirt (similar to the Jade skirt that marks the Maize God), completing their ritual 

wardrobes.

Based on evidence from later hieroglyphic texts and iconography, I suggest that 

priests opened these bundles and distributed their contents to dancer/impersonators.  

Worn by actors who literally became their costume, the performances of these sacred 

accoutrements thus allowed the gods to materialize from the Otherworld during these

important rituals.  These ‘gods’ could commune with the elite and graciously receive 

their gifts before returning to their tasks of providing anew for the well- being of the city 

and its dynasty.  It is imperative to recognize, at this point, that each time a witness was 

subsequently in the presence of this hieroglyphic text—one that so clearly outlines the 
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importance of k’atun-ending celebrations in the establishment of symmetry for the 

community—memory and kinesthetic imagination re-created these vital performances, 

if only on the individual level.  These experiences, perpetually summoned through the 

performative nature of the hieroglyphic texts, repeatedly established the sacred balance, 

while continually restoring health and prosperity to the community. 

A Summary of the K’atun History

The following is a précis of the kings and queens convened by the hieroglyphic 

text on the three hieroglyphic tablets located within the Temple of Inscriptions.  Up to a 

point, each followed in the k’atun-ending tradition, and offered appropriate gifts as part 

of the celebration.  Their actions, re-presented in perpetuity by the performative writing 

of the inscription panels, define balance and continuity as understood by the ancient 

Maya.  This balance and continuity, violently interrupted by the description of the fall 

of Palenque to Calukmul, revived memories still fresh in the hearts of many witnesses 

and ritual participants.  Mental re-enactment of these memories, initiated by the 

inscription panels, encouraged cultural evolution as defined by Pakal’s explanation of 

the steps taken to restore the dynasty necessary to bring the gods home.  By utilizing 

techniques known today as performative writing, the structure speaks—it relates the tale 

of harmony, defeat, and the re-presentation of recovery in a manner that changes the 

status of all witnesses and participants from downtrodden and disconnected to members 

of a restored cosmic community.  Here is how that change occurred:

Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ I:  seated in k’atun 13 Ahaw ending of 9.4.0.0.0.

K’an Joy Chitam:  seated in k’atun 11 Ahaw ending on 9.5.0.0.0. Also

celebrated k’atun 9 Ahaw ending on 9.6.0.0.0.

Ankal Mo’ Naab” II:  accession linked to 9.6.13.0.0.

Kan B’alam I:  seated in k’atun 7 Ahaw ending on 9.7.0.0.0. Also celebrated

 9.7.5.0.0.

Lady Yohl Ik’nal:  seated in k’atun 5 Ahaw ending on 9.8.0.0.0.
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All went well until this point.  Then something terrible 

happened.  The k’atun history describes the destruction of 

Lakamha’ (Palenque) during an attack by distant 

Calukmul.  In an initial “axing,” or apparent sacking of 

the city during the twenty-year reign of LadyYohl Ik’nal, 

the Palenque Triad of patron deities were “thrown 

down”—a metaphor that Martin and Grube believe 

indicates an “actual despoiling of the kingdom’s sacred 

idols.”67

Aj Ne’ Ohl Mat:  accession linked to 9.8.13.0.0.

When Lady Yohl Ik’nal died, she was succeeded by her 

son Aj Ne’ Ohl Mat, whose eight-year reign suffered 

another military disaster.  On April 4, 611 Lakhama’ was 

sacked for a second time, again at the hands of Calukmul, 

under the leadership of their king Scroll Serpent.  Aj Ne’ 

Ohl Mat died within a year leaving no heirs.

Lady Sak-K’uk’:  seated in k’atun 3 Ahaw ending on 9.9.0.0.0.

When the Temple of Inscriptions’ scribes arrive at the 

section summoning Pakal’s mother, they wove a sad tale.  

First, her presence in this genealogy indicates that the 

Palenque patriline had been destroyed.  We cannot even 

be sure of her position in the lineage. She is sometimes 

referred to as Muwaan Mat, an ancient ruler/deity and 

progenitor of the Palenque Triad, presumably called back 

into service in a time of emergency. It is unclear whether 

her three-year reign represents conventional rule or 

simply regency for her son, but the hieroglyphs are 

specific.  “Lost is/are the god(s); lost is/are the lord(s),” 

they cry, presumably referring to the despoiled Palenque 
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Triad and lack of a male line of descent.68 The glyphs

then proceed to lament the inability to performable key 

rituals at the k’atun ending—the Palenque regime lay 

shattered, its patron gods scattered.

K’inich Janaab’ Pakal I:  seated in k’atun 1 Ahaw ending on 9.10.0.0.0. 

Also celebrated k’atun 12 Ahaw ending on 9.11.0.0.0, and 

k’atun 10 Ahaw ending on 9.12.0.0.0.

The boy (Pakal was 12 years old at the time of his 

accession) had his work cut out for him, and his solution 

(discussed at length in the next section) is no less than 

brilliant.

The k’atun history ends by casting time and the k’atun-endings celebrations into 

the future to anticipate the status of the city on 9.13.0.0.0 (March 18, 692), 10.0.0.0.0 

(March 15, 830), and then far into the future with 10.0.0.0.0.0 (October 15, 4772).  This 

conclusion indicates that, based on the historical manipulations of Pakal (and his 

mother), the essential celebrations of the cyclical nature of time would never again be 

disrupted.

“Time Travel”69

Time is the framework of history, and Maya fascination with its nature came 

from their appreciation of the symmetries inherent in the cosmic fabric woven by the 

gods when they created the world.  In what Schele and Mathews call “time travel,” the 

second part of the Temple of Inscriptions text records a huge distance number linking 

Pakal’s accession to that of a remote ancestral god 1,246, 826 years and 270 days in the 

past.  Schele and Mathews indicate,

This same god appears in the inscription of Naranjo where he operates 

like a supernatural anchoring ancestor for the city’s royal lineage.  He 

may have fulfilled the same role at Palenque, although no other rulers 

evoked his name.  Pakal intended this very remote accession to give 
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scale to his own enthronement. To give modern readers a sense of this 

scale, Homo erectus walked the plains of east Africa when that ancient 

god became an ahaw.70

Not only did Pakal indicate that his mother was a reincarnation of First Father/First 

Mother, the progenitor of the powerful Sun Lord known as GIII of the Palenque Triad, 

he also thus equated himself with that god.  By creating additional affi nities between 

himself and a supernatural being from the remote past, such as that also mentioned at 

Naranjo, Pakal again declared himself to be made of the same stuff as the gods.  He set 

in motion the machinery necessary to legitimatize his own troubled accession, and 

create an unchallengeable position for his heir-designate.

“Not satisfied with this chronological feat,” Schele and Mathews note that Pakal 

then started from his birth date to cast forward in time to the day when the calendar-

round date of his accession, 5 Lamat 1 Mol, would repeat for the eightieth time.71 This 

anniversary occurs only eight days after the end of the end of the 8000-year period 

(piktun) mentioned in the previous section of the hieroglyphic text.  Pakal prophesied 

that on October 23, 4772, he would return to once again guide the development of great 

Palenque, a city and an ideology that would never be extinguished.  “Obviously,” 

Schele and Mathews point out, “Pakal and his itz’ at’”—a Maya term for nobles as 

knowledgeable, wise, and literate priests or time-keepers—“did not believe that the 

world would end on 13.0.0.0.0 in A.D. 2012, as modern myth would have it.”72

The Personal Biography

In the final section of the great Temple of Inscriptions’ text, scribes recorded 

five major episodes in Pakal’s life.  Schele and Mathews have defined these events as 

follows:  

The first is the least understood, but it involved a complex ritual dance 

that took place on April 19, 653.  The second episode involved rituals 

that took place during the visit of Nun-Bak-Chak of Tikal on August 16, 

659.  The third involved a conjuring on October 20, 675, in association 
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with a very ancient mythic action conducted by GI of the Palenque gods 

on June 23, 3023 BCE.  The fourth and fifth related his marriage to Lady 

Tz’ak-Ahaw on March 22, 626, and her death on November 16, 672.73

Kan B’alam probably recorded the details of the last two columns.  They re-

present Pakal’s death and events of his own accession 132 days later.  The last four 

glyphs of this 617-block text state: “He gave caring to the 9-Images-House, its holy 

name, the tomb of the Sun-faced Janaab’ Pakal, Holy Palenque Lord.”74 Most

Mesoamerican scholars suggest that these nine images (eht in the glyphic text) refer to 

the nine stucco images lining the walls of the mortuary chamber.  As will be discussed 

in the section on iconography, these nine figures once again portray members of Pakal’s 

historically manipulated ancestry.  Unlike those introduced in the k’atun history,

however, these figures include the significant kings of the three Palenque lineages back 

to the founding of the city.  In these last four glyphs, Kan B’alam II vows to venerate 

this ancestry through the required ritual maintenance of the structure.  

The Texts on the Sarcophagus
and Elsewhere in the Mortuary Chamber

“They closed the lid, the sarcophagus of the Maize God [Pakal].”  So begins the 

inscription that runs around the sarcophagus lid beginning on the east side, symbolically 

the place of the rising sun and birth.  The text moves counter-clockwise toward the west 

as it documents the deaths of the same kings whose accession and k’atun rituals fill the 

panels in the temple above, with the exception of Pakal’s namesake (Janaab’ Pakal)  

and his non-regal father (K’an Mo’ Hix).  As noted by Schele and Mathews, “the scribe 

used the same formula for every passage:  first comes the date, then the phrase, och beh, 

‘he entered the road [died],’ and finally the name.”75  As the text moves through the 

genealogy, toward Pakal’s parents, a child is indicated, and sure enough, Pakal’s birth 

and death dates are then located on the final portion of the lid that faces the door.  

The final three glyphs of this text indicate that “they succeeded, they oversaw it, 

the grandfathers of the Tz’at Snake.”76  This reference to the ancestral support and 
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assistance given Pakal at his moment of transition is further emphasized by the presence 

of a vision serpent that acted as the conduit for noble ancestors who enabled the 

succession of the dynasty.  This vision serpent, also assuming the role of the umbilicus-

like psycoduct connecting the tomb to a position adjacent to Pakal’s mother, Lady Sak 

K’uk, re-presented of Pier C on the Temple exterior, subsequently provides ancestral 

access to consultations with the living held in the vision chamber above.

Most additional examples of hieroglyphic texts, located throughout the mortuary 

chamber, form parts of elaborate headdresses identifying the figures lining the sides of 

the sarcophagus.  Once again, they indicate the presence of divine ancestry surrounding 

Pakal at the time of his transition. 

Multi-purpose Uses of Hieroglyphic Writing

As alluded to in the section on structural elements of the Temple of Inscriptions, 

hieroglyphic writing often appears in private spaces inaccessible by a general viewing 

public, or in locations visible only from great distances (making actual reading difficult 

or impossible).  In a largely illiterate Classic Maya community, the elite Chorti 

language (usually not duplicating the language spoken by residents of the community) 

used in the hieroglyphic texts becomes iconography, re-presenting the sacred nature of 

speech made visible described in Maya mythology.  The Temple of Inscriptions’ 

hieroglyphs, interpreted as iconography, would also have accommodated outsiders

visiting the city from other parts of the Maya area—enemy captives, as well as 

ambassadors, visiting dignitaries, traveling diplomats and merchants—whose spoken 

languages were often quite different from that of Palenque. 

Not only could the Temple of Inscriptions perform ancient mythologies or 

historical occurrences, but, if hieroglyphic writing indicated speech made visible, then it 

could also speak.  Without the need to read texts or even fully understand spoken 

language, the powerful visual effect of this mysterious gift of speech made visible, 

indicated to witnesses that the un-animated structures had powerful and sacred 

messages to relate—their voices sprang from the walls.  All who witnessed the 
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Temple’s performance could read, in spatial languages, of Palenque’s political and 

military prowess, as well as her demand to honor the city’s mytho-historical legacy. The 

awareness of the structure’s added ability to mimic human performance, and speak its 

message, further contributed to the cityscape’s power, mystery, and allurement.

Section III—The Iconography

More than Images Frozen in Time

Painted stucco sculpture was not only a work of art,
 it was a speaking work of art, one bound by a very rigid framework of specifications.  
It was the visual content of the spoken word, the understanding . . . an iconographic 

language conveying conventional or agreed meanings.
--Merle Greene Robertson, The Sculpture of Palenque77

Elizabeth Hill Boone, in Writing Without Words: Alternative Litericies in 

Mesoamerica and the Andes, investigates how knowledge was encoded and preserved 

in various Pre-Columbian and early colonial Mesoamerican cultures.78  Her research 

focuses on systems of writing that did not strive to represent speech, but rather ideas ,

and challenges many orthodox notions regarding literacy, including writing and 

literature, as well as art, history, and geography.  Contributors to this anthology 

examine the ways in which ancient Mesoamerican and Andean peoples conveyed

meaning through pictorial code systems—systems inseparable from the ideologies they 

were developed to serve.

Few regions of the ancient world used visual art so intensively to express 

complex religious and ideological concepts as ancient Mesoamerica.  Complex systems 

of Mesoamerican iconography, fully developed by the Early Formative Olmec, antedate 

actual writing.  Moreover, writing never replaced iconography.  In the Classic Maya 

area, the complexity of the hieroglyphic inscriptions is entirely matched by the 

attendant iconography, the texts and the pictorial images conveying different qualities 

of information.  Unlike the specificity of writing, the power of Mesoamerican 

iconography lies in its subtle ambiguity and ability to express different levels of 
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meaning simultaneously.  In a single scene, a richly costumed king can be regarded as a

human, a deity impersonator, an actual god, or all three.  In terms of metaphoric 

expression, the iconography comes alive, moving lightly between communicative 

responsibilities.  Lightning can appear as a burning serpent, blood as writhing snakes, 

and a mature maize ear as a human head awaiting decapitation from the stalk.

As Judith Butler says in, “Burning Acts—Injurious Speech,” (1995), using a 

burning cross as an example, “a performative succeeds not because an intention 

successfully governs the action of speech, but also because that action echoes prior 

actions, and accumulates the force of authority through the repetition or citation of a 

prior and authoritative set of practices.”79 For the ancient Maya, it was often the action, 

rather than the words, that caused things to happen.  The perpetual repetition of these 

actions, through the performance of the iconography, increased their potency with each 

instance of re-presentation.  Images in Classic Maya iconography re-present both 

human and supernatural creatures, as well as gods.  Inanimate objects, such as serpent 

bars, various bundles, and sacred containers, awarded animacy within the Maya belief 

system, also perform from the stone surfaces.  Their active presence in the ritual arena, 

and perpetual repetition of culturally significant acts, serves as additional evidence for 

this art as a performative visual form. 

Similarly to the monumental stelae, “extended representations of self” (as 

defined by David Stuart 1996) captured in the sculptural representations, continued to 

exert an authority in their immobile form. As noted earlier, Palenque is not known for 

the use of the stela form.  Only one stela seems to have been erected in the city—that 

honoring Kan B’alam II on the Temple of the Cross.  As shown in this section, 

Palenque opted for magnificent stucco sculptures placed in strategic locations on 

monumental architecture.  Expansive architectural sculptures are capable of offering a 

much broader display of potential action than stelae.  This method of re-presenting 

specific rituals undertaken by these lords—rituals that most often were only briefly re-

presented in the hieroglyphic notations of the impressive stelae of other cities—
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demonstrates an increased interest in visual and spatial depiction in the innovative 

design of Palenque’s ceremonial center.  

Hundreds of encoded messages appear in the highly detailed iconography found 

on and in the Temple of Inscriptions pyramid.  In the following examination, I again 

follow the trajectory of the structure’s message, beginning with the shaved relief 

sculptures, known as the alfardas, which may have served as copings flanking the 

stairway on the pyramid’s exterior.  I then analyze Palenque’s superior stucco sculpture, 

illuminating many techniques and characteristics that compliment the notion of spatial 

art as not only temporal process, but also an animate one.  Dividing examples of fine 

artwork into three categories, I then examine 1) high relief stucco sculpture as appears 

on the piers of the Temple of Inscriptions; 2) shallow relief carving, as used to fashion

the magnificent sarcophagus located in the mortuary chamber; and, 3) low relief stucco 

techniques, as used to create the wall figures surrounding the tomb. In conclusion, I 

investigate the rare, and exceedingly exciting appearance of graffiti at Palenque located 

on the floor of the northern corridor of the Temple of Inscriptions.  Each example 

contributes to the overall performance of the visual form that is the Temple of 

Inscriptions.

The Balustrades

Flanking the last set of nine steps of the Temple of Inscriptions are two sloping 

carved stone alfardas, one bordering the eastern side of the stairs and one the western 

side. (Figure 21) An alfarda, in architectural terminology, is a stairs coping, similar to 

a balustrade.80 These thin slabs, 305 x 145 cm, are only 14cm thick.  The shaved relief 

sculpture on them depicts single frontal figures similar to the alfardas in the Eastern 

Court of the Palace.  In both cases, the figures wear bar pectorals on their chests, fancy 

loincloths, ornate earflares and nosepieces, and possibly in both cases, zoomorphic 

headdresses.  (The ceremonial headdress of the eastern figure on the Temple of 

Inscriptions is missing due to damage.) These figures are not the stripped, humiliated 
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captives awaiting execution, but rather honored emissaries announcing an important 

event in Palenque’s contemporary history.  

Although David Stuart argues that they may simply be too eroded to be 

appreciated, and could have been quite impressive when first carved, the alfardas of the 

Temple of Inscriptions, just as the alfardas of the Eastern Court, however, seem 

stylistically out of place.81 They are strangely incongruous with the style of any part of 

the Temple of Inscriptions, and do not seem to have been made as part of the original 

architectural embellishment of the building.  According to Merle Greene Robertson, 

“They lack the refinement and aesthetic appeal of good works of art . . . It seems likely 

that these were at one time parts of larger stone carvings,” shaved down to 

accommodate some specific measurements.82

Emphasizing evidence for this speculation, both alfardas are sculpted with 

figures that take up the entire surface of the stone, leaving no space at the edges 

whatsoever.  In fact, the arms of both figures are not only pressed closely to the sides of 

the figures, but seem actually to have been cut off slightly.  In the eastern alfarda the 

figure’s head is cut off at eye level, while in the western alfarda the head is cut off in 

the headdress.  

Both depict kneeling bodies.  The accentuated, overly massive thighs are shaved

off at the sides in the same manner as the arms of the figures.  For both figures the arms 

nearest the stairway hold glyphs, translated by Robertson as 8 Ahaw on the east alfarda

and 13 Pop, the birth-date of Pakal, on the west alfarda.83  Linda Schele and Peter 

Mathews, however, disagree with these dates, offering an interesting interpretation of 

the performance of these sculptures that will be discussed below.  

The arms farthest from the stairs point to the loincloth, made up of three knots.  

These knots are the same as the knots of the sacrificial instrument associated with the 

power of rulership and the symbolic staff held by Kan B’alam on the west doorjamb of 

the Temple of the Cross.  The alfardas of the Eastern Court suggest sacrifice, as does 

the southernmost figure flanking the eastern wall of the Eastern Court.  The alfardas of 

the Temple of Inscriptions may also suggest sacrifice, but I prefer to interpret them as 
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instances of supplication by foreign visitors.  I suggest that they were hastily erected to 

accommodate the arrival of Nun Vjol Chak, recently exiled king of Santa Elena, a site 

to the east of Palenque.  I believe these figures re-present heralds arriving at Palenque, 

delivering the king’s application for sanctuary, and performing the ritual sacrifices 

(possibly bloodletting) necessary to encourage the city to prepare for the king’s arrival.

This conclusion is based on evidence gleaned from the hieroglyphic texts (included in 

the third—biographical—section of the large panels) regarding the significance Pakal 

places on rituals conducted for this event.  

As indicated above, Schele and Mathews reconfigure the difficult-to-read 

glyphic elements of these sculptures as 6 (over an unreadable day sign) and 13 Kaban.  

The significance of these dates becomes apparent when considering these alfarda as 

iconographic re-presentations of an important milestone in Pakal’s life.  Almost 

identical figures flank the Hieroglyphic Stairway of House C in the palace’s Eastern 

Court.  The  text of this stairway records the sacrifice of six captives on the day 7 

Chuwen.  The day worn by this balustrade figure commemorates this sacrifice.  Six 

days after this sacrifice Nun Vjol Chak, king of nearby Santa Elena, forced into exile by 

the mutual enemy, Calukmul, arrived in Palenque.  This memorable visit occurred on 13 

Kaban.  I agree with Schele and Mathews in their speculation that, “the figures of the 

alfardas of the Temple of Inscriptions and the balustrades of House C commemorate 

these momentous days on their pectorals, so that all who approached the temple would 

remember Pakal’s finest hour.”84

If Stuart’s contention that the alfardas do represent intentional use of shaved 

relief sculpture to accentuate a significant level on the ascent to the temple, I would also 

speculate that additional alfardas (commemorating the other significant dates noted in 

Pakal’s biography on Section 3 of the temple inscriptions) graced the stairway at the 

height of Palenque’s power.  Unfortunately, no evidence has been found in the 

archeology for panels of this type.  Perhaps the greedy Del Rio snapped up a few of 

these carvings along with his celebrated glyph blocks.  If so, they are long lost to 

scholars.
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Anatomy of Stucco Sculpture at Palenque

Merle Greene Robertson describes the stucco sculpture of Palenque as 

unparalled in all the Maya area.85 Although stucco sculpture appeared on ancient 

buildings in Mesoamerica as early as the Preclassic period, and Robertson notes various 

instances in which other cities tried to duplicate the artistry displayed by Palenque 

stucco sculptors, she remains adamant that each falls short of the detailed perfection and 

artistry found in Palenque.  Exactly what conditions allowed for the development of 

such expertise in Palenque alone are unknown, but it remains that Palenque artists were 

the undisputed masters of the medium. 

Palenque artisans did not confine their efforts to walls and piers, but also carried 

their stucco sculpture to the roofs and roofcombs.  These creations played a major role 

in Late Classic iconographic language at Palenque due to their exceptional ability to 

replicate the animate form.  It was, according to Robertson, “not only a work of art, it 

was a speaking work of art, one bound by a rigid framework of specifications.”86

Robertson notes, “Palenque sculptors were first of all draftsmen.”87  Palenque 

sculpture is linear in style, even when it acquired a three-dimensional quality.  There are 

many instances where portions of beautifully and freely painted black cursive cartoons 

remain on the stucco base.  These cartoons, followed almost exactly in modeling the 

stucco figures, served as preparatory sketches.   The resulting sculptures appeared life-

like, as if emerging from the backgrounds on which they stood.   One expects the full 

three-dimensional body to step forward at any moment, giving the impression of an 

active presence to the immobile figures. 

Of even more significance for this study, is the intricate way in which these 

sculptures gained life.  Unlike stone sculpture in which the sculptor carves away every 

trace that is not the subject, stucco sculpture was an act of building up.  Following 

preparation of the surface, including a light wash of red to give the background life, 

limestone armatures were positioned to replicate skeletal structure, often surprisingly 

realistically.  In certain areas, such as the chest, the armature stones were built up in 
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layers, creating a base for realistic construction of the body.  The addition of stucco then 

accurately defined the nude physical body of the subject in all aspects except the 

genitals.88  Again, this layer of the sculpture received a light coat of red wash, bringing 

the body to life.  Separate articles of clothing were then added, one after another, as 

though the figure were being dressed.  As Robertson describes the process, 

Cumberbunds and underclothing came first, then the skirt or kilt, belt, 

loincloth, embellishment of design motifs, and finally feathers and lastly 

beads.  This orderly process of building up the stucco sculpture exactly 

as if clothing a living person never deviates.  It is but one example of the 

Maya adherence to the detail of natural reality.  This in no way prevents 

the inclusion in Maya art of the gods and iconographic interpretations of 

“other worlds.”  These were very real also and had to be dealt with in the 

same way, as for example, the skull cap of the jaguar serpent in the 

headdress of the personage on Pier E.  The complete jaguar head was 

sculpted first and painted, and then the beaded skull cap was placed on 

top of the already completed jaguar head. 89

Colors appropriate to the various articles of clothing followed the rigid formula 

defined in the last section, but each rested on the same light wash of red that gave the 

sculpture life.  There can be little doubt that both the background and the sculpture itself 

were being awarded animacy in this process.  The temporal narrative process adhered 

to in the creation of this magnificent art is exceeded only by the resulting animacy of 

the performative visual forms that grace Palenque’s architecture.

The Family Portrait

Approaching the temple from the courtyard, and at a distance of 100m in front 

of the temple base, a procession of dignitaries would have been able to clearly see the 

four full figures of the pier sculptures.  (See Figure 17) Although sculpted life-size, 

these figures somehow appear massive, larger-than-life.  
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The Palenque artist employed a technical device that not only added a sense of 

great strength and solidity to the figures, but also resulted in a somewhat foreshortened 

figure if viewed head on. By placing the figures on pedestals, and sculpting the legs as 

larger than would be realistic, the figures, as viewed from the plaza below actually 

appear proportionally correct. This obvious manipulation of perspective is in direct 

contrast to the depictions located within the mortuary chamber below, which appear 

slightly larger than life-size and proportionally correct to a viewer standing at a more 

intimate distance.  The calculated positioning and resulting performative content of the 

piers emphasizes the Maya appreciation for spatial orientation as a cultural way of 

knowing.  

As introduced in Chapter Three, this device defies Edward T. Hall’s 

description of figures intentionally created as public art.  The normal degree of 

specificity (or lack thereof) awarded detail in sculptural objects (an example of tactile, 

and kinesthetic, distancing in the creation of works of art) versus painted surfaces and 

portraiture (indicative of personal, rather than intimate space) was not observed in these 

sculptures. Each adult figure is adorned with multiple examples of sacred 

accoutrements, regal paraphernalia, and elaborate headdresses containing even more 

literal indications of the divine nature of their being.  The child held in the arms of each 

adult is also adorned with sacred beads and other finery.  In all cases, the detail awarded 

the clothing and accoutrements of these characters would have been lost on witnesses 

viewing the art from far away in the plaza.  At such a great distance, the figures were 

recognizable, not by facial features in what is commonly consider portraiture, but rather 

by the equally identifiable elements of their clothing and accoutrements, and the colors 

used to further define the sculpture.  

Why sculpt the piers in such minute detail when almost none of that detail 

reached observers in the plaza?  Obviously, the venerated ancestors portrayed on these 

piers, stepping forward through an elaborate skyband that surrounded each of the piers, 

were also performing for their associates in the Otherworld from which they emerged.  

“What was sculpted in lavish detail on the piers,” Robertson sites as an example, “were 
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portraits intended to communicate, in iconographic language, the divine rights of kings, 

their inherited privileges, and their relationship to the gods.”90 Although painstakingly 

crafted down to the most minute bead or feather, these sculptures were never intended 

to be addressed by individual supplicants entering the temple.91 By the time our 

dignitaries reached the distance of ten meters, the full figures would still have been 

visible, but as they moved closer the portion of the figure visible would have 

diminished rapidly.  At the base of the pyramid and at any point on the staircase, the 

figures cannot be seen at all.  Furthermore, the platforms on which the pier figures rest 

were too shallow (only 53 cm) to allow an individual to stand before them.  They 

eluded direct address by ritual participants, instead addressing witnesses at more 

public—or even supernatural—distances. 

The figures in the four piers (See Figure 17) undoubtedly represent Pakal’s 

ancestors standing in the Otherworld as they each hold and present the same child to the 

people of Palenque.   Sculpted, and positioned, in a manner that could indicate an 

infant, this child is much larger than a credible baby.  Realistically, this young 

individual re-presents a child of approximately six years of age—if standing next to his 

presenter, the top of the child’s would have reached the adult’s navel.   In each case, the 

baby being presented to the masses is Kan B’alam impersonating God K, K’awill’, (the 

god of divine rulership) with the easily recognizable serpent leg.  Another sure 

indication that the baby re-presents Kan B’alam is the distinctive six toes on one foot.  

This unique physical characteristic seems to have been one that Kan B’alam actually 

had, and one that readily identifies him in more than one iconographic situation.  

Current scholarship identifies the adult individuals re-presented on the Temple 

Piers as K’uk’ Balam, the founder of the Palenque dynasty on Pier B, and Kan B’alam 

I, the great-great-grandfather and namesake of the child on Pier D.  The figures on the 

two center piers, wearing the net skirts of First Father and First Mother, initially appear 

to be the parents of the child, K’inich Janaab’ Pakal and Lady Tz’akb’u Ajaw.92 I 

prefer the interpretation that identifies the female figure on Pier C as Lady Sak-K’uk’, 
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mother of Pakal, who was so closely associated with First Mother in the hieroglyphic 

texts, making her perhaps an even more important relative than the natural mother.

Thus, these figures re-present the new king’s most significant ancestors—his 

figurative parents (establishing a connection to First Father, or GIII—rather than Pakal, 

specifically—and First Mother), his namesake, and the original dynasty founder—

materialized at the heir-designation ceremony in which they first presented the child to 

the public.  These actual rituals began on June 17, 641, when Kan B’alam was six years 

of age, and culminated four days later on the summer solstice.  Regardless of  any 

preconceived notions of linear time that we might be tempted to seek,  Kan B’alam 

brings this instant of Now into the present, as he introduces the real significance of the 

Temple to witnesses below.

Robertson provides a detailed analysis of each of the sculptures in The Sculpture 

of Palenque, Volume I, The Temple of Inscriptions.93 Of particular interest is her 

indication of slight motion suggested by the tilt of the shoulders, and angle of the head 

facing in the direction of the lowered shoulder.  She also notes the natural fashion in 

which the feet turn out only slightly (versus the right angle used in most Maya 

portraiture) with the toes projecting over the edge of the pedestal monsters in a very 

realistic fashion. These pedestals are toponyms re-presenting specific locations 

throughout the Maya realm.  The figures, summoned  from various points in the Maya 

universe, converge on Palenque with a life-like presence unattainable in lesser attempts 

at re-presentation.  Clothed in brilliant red, blue and yellow, they emerge erect and 

majestic at their stations at the entrance to this funerary temple, moving forward to meet 

petitioners approaching the vision chamber, presenting the heir-designate as the 

appropriate inheritor of the wonders accomplished by this structure.

Rather than inviting participation of witnesses in the plaza below, however, they 

warn observers that the courtyard remains the acceptable position for the non-elite.  

Only the elite are invited to participate in the heady rituals promised by the Temple 

itself.  “Stay where you are,” the figures on the piers seem to say.  “Matters of great 
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mystery—far too dangerous for the normal human being—occur within.  Trust us, and 

your elite, to intercede for you with the spirits who inhabit this place.”

The Sarcophagus

The Great Sarcophagus remains one of the most outstanding examples of 

ancient Maya art.  It is also one of the most complicated.  During their discovery of the 

mortuary chamber, as Ruz and his colleagues moved into the room, the first element to 

catch their eye was the huge carved slab, 12’ by 7’, which at first glance seemed to be 

an altar.  (Figure 22)  The archeologists could make out something of the tangle of 

images cut into the yellowish-white limestone, a type of stone the ancient Maya 

believed charged with divine power.  They could see the figure of a man apparently 

falling down the length of a giant tree—what we now know was the Maya World Tree, 

an axis-mundi—into the skeletal jaws of an Underworld monster, the White-Bone 

Snake.  A magical bird sat perched atop the tree, the whole image surrounded by sky 

symbols.  

Of course, further investigation proved that this altar was in fact a sarcophagus, 

and the human figure re-presented on the sarcophagus lid is Pakal.  Research conducted 

by Schele and Mathews shows that the figure of Pakal, initially believed falling into the 

maw of the Underworld monster, is depicted in the birth position found throughout 

ancient Maya art.   Significantly, this descent into the Underworld, therefore, also re-

presents his ascent, or resurrection.  Both acts occur concurrently—this depiction is 

unquestionably the transitional, liminal portal between life, death, and resurrection. 

Unfettered by the strictures of conventional linear time, this art act performs multiple 

instants of now, occurring simultaneously, adding credence to the hypothesis that this 

entire structure is a performance.

The bird figure, now recognizable as the Principal Bird Deity, re-presents the 

embodiment of the wild, untamed powers of nature.  Like the Jaguar-god, the Principal 

Bird Deity was the source of life and death, creation and destruction.  It re -presents an 

incarnation of an earlier era when it served as supreme enemy of the gods of 
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resurrection and new creation.  The Principal Bird Deity was an entity Pakal would 

have been required to face, and defeat (as did the Hero Twins at the time of bringing the 

new world, and the creation of human life, into being) in his journey through the 

terrifying beauty of the Underworld. 

In a detailed description and interpretation of various elements of the 

sarcophagus lid, Schele and Mathews provide further evidence that the event 

perpetually occurring in the mortuary chamber re-presented far more than the interment 

of a king and a community’s farewell.94 In the following outline, I borrow liberally 

from their descriptions in order to familiarize the reader with these various elements.

A Précis of the Sarcophagus Lid 
as Described by Linda Schele and Peter Mathews in The Code of Kings

A band encircles the entire image, forming a frame for the detailed artistic 

depiction of Pakal’s death and resurrection. The east and west panels are skybands, and 

resonate with evocations of day, night, Venus, the Milky Way, and various 

constellations.  Images of secondary lords, including the Aj K’uhun, “ones who 

worship,” and court officials form the north and south panels of this frame.  They are 

also reflected on the limestone legs of the sarcophagus.  It seems odd that secondary 

lords appear in such prominent positions.  Schele and Mathews suspect that these 

iconographic signatures re-present “the architect and administrators who oversaw the 

construction and decoration of the temple and tomb.”95

I believe that these iconographic signatures also serve as citations (footnotes), 

indicating the scholarly (philosophical and religious) work accomplished by these 

designers as accurately presenting, in visual form, the spiritual events that occurred 

within this chamber.  These events were not accomplished through ritual, but through 

metaphysical occurrences that required heady philosophical translation to adequately re-

present in spatial art.  Consequently, more than simply representing the signatures of the 

artists, these images of obviously highly respected members of Pakal’s intellectual 

community re-present the academic effort underlying Pakal’s design choices as 
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interpreted through cultural ideology and accumulated knowledge.  Their presence 

represents one more instance of proof for Pakal’s assertion that he is a valid founder of 

a newly rejuvenated dynasty, and, as such, opens the door to divine kingship for his 

heir.

Various symbols, all embodying ch’ulel (the indestructible, living force that 

resides in all important, ritual things and people), float in the background around the 

main depiction.  These symbols include flowers, shells, jade beads, zero signs, bones, 

and feathered ornaments.  They perpetually animate the entire scene by providing a 

living background for divine events occurring in the main depiction.

At the base of the lid is the maw of the Otherworld, the “White-Bone-Snake,” 

connecting the world of the living to the world of the ancestors.  In the open maw of the 

snake rests a second portal, a sacred sacrificial plate personified into the image of an 

incense burner.  This re-presentation of the sun god is fleshed at the top and skeletal at 

the bottom, indicating the transitional space located at the entry/exit portal connecting 

the world of the living to that of the dead.  As indicated in the earlier discussion of the 

visual effects of the winter solstice sunset, Pakal enters the road in the company of, or 

even as, the great sun god.  He does this in preparation for his anticipated re-emergence 

through both Pakal’s resurrection in spiritual form and Kan B’alam’s earthly 

manifestation of that divine being.

“Shortly after the last Creation, this bowl of sacrifice generated the World Tree, 

called Wakah-Kan, “Raised up Sky.”96  This world tree thus emerges from the bowl and 

rises up behind the body of the king.  Identified as te’ , its branches terminate in beaded 

flowers with square-nosed, bejeweled serpents (personified stamens) emerging from 

their centers.  This tree is a re-presentation of the Milky Way, or Sak Beh (White Road), 

that leads to the hole seen in the night sky just above the southern horizon, the 

passageway of souls and ancestors who will or have been reborn. The supernatural bird 

that rests atop the tallest flower wears a cut shell ornament that identifies him as the bird 

incarnation of Itzamna, the first sorcerer of this Creation.  “The presence of the bird 
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declares the capacity to make magic and to engage in the shamanistic journey of the 

trance.  He makes this tree and the tomb an Itzam Nah, or ‘Sorcery House.’”97

A double-headed snake slithers through the branches of the tree.  This symbol, 

evoking the umbilicus that connected Maya lords to the sky realm, also re-presented the 

ecliptic that allowed the planets to travel through the sky along the snake’s body.  In 

stelae portraiture, the king held the double-headed serpent bar to show his control over 

this conduit to the source of power and ancestral wisdom.  “Here the double-headed 

snake is both the ecliptic and the symbol of Pakal’s connection to sacred authority.”98

Two small gods emerge from the serpent’s mouths.  The god on the east is Sak Hunal, 

the embodiment of the sacred headbands of kings.  From the mouth of the serpent on 

the west, K’awill, the god of sustenance, both regal and deity status, and divine spirit 

emerges.  “Together these two gods evoke the ideas of kingship and divinity.”99

In the center of the image is Pakal—re-presented in an impossibly awkward 

position—at his greatest moment of transformation.  In this magnificent example of 

simultaneous performances—irrespective of any attempt to re-present the a literal 

interpretation of the linear passage of time—Pakal dies, enters the Underworld, 

apparently completes his trials there, and is resurrected.  On the one hand, “His 

upturned loincloth and akimbo jewelry rise as his falls,” according to Schele and 

Mathews, “into the maw of the White-Bone-Snake.”100 Och beh, “he entered the road,” 

or died following the symbolic path re-presented by the World Tree (Milky Way). As 

such, this visual re-presentation reflects the remains of the body encased in the tomb 

below the lid.  

This instant of Now, however, also re-presents his resurrection as the Maize 

God, as indicated by the net skirt he wears (always a reference to the Maize God).  The 

impossible position of the body, mentioned above, is the position used in Maya 

iconography to indicate birth.  The cosmic turtle he wears on his chest indicates exactly 

where this event occurs.  While the ancestors appear prepared to accompany Pakal on 

his initial journey into the Underworld, Kan B’alam, impersonating the second 

generation of twins, is entrusted with the task for bringing his father back to life as a 
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revered ancestor.  This duty, reflected in the creation story of the Popol Vuh account of 

the episodes occurring in Xibalba at the time of creation, is described in Chapter Two.

Acknowledging completion of this responsibility, the art also indicates the flaming ax 

of K’awill emerging from Pakal’s forehead, marking him as divine.  “Living rulers can 

hold K’awill as an object, or wear it as part of their headdresses, but only dead [or 

resurrected] kings and the child on the piers above [apparently envisioned as a 

reincarnation of the Hero Twins] wear the K’awill ax through their own foreheads.”101

Commentary:  I suggest that the evidence offered by the iconography located 

on the sarcophagus lid offers one of the most active examples of performative visual 

forms available in the Maya corpus.  The image, initially indicating death, does not 

promise resurrection, but literally re-presents this event as it is occurring at the place of 

the Cosmic Turtle indicated on his chest piece or pectoral.  Pakal was not sent to his 

death as either divine or as the Maize God, as indicated by the way his remains appear 

in the tomb (discussed in the next section).  He earned these titles, and the 

accoutrements associated with them (the net skirt and the forehead ax), through the 

terrifying efforts required to conquer the Underworld.  

This art act, therefore, re-presents the literal movement through multiple time-

periods and multiple locations.  The art’s performance re-presents Pakal’s acquisition of 

various accoutrements and titles at various stages of his long and arduous journey.  

Finally, it announces his return to the Middleworld (earth), ready to advise future rulers

regarding the well-being of past, present, and future Palenques, as his spirit traveled 

through the psycoduct connecting his sarcophagus to the temple above.  No longer 

carrying the burden of creation in the form of the backrack described in the next section, 

the figure, so different from that contained in the tomb, emerges viral and young as he is 

reborn in divine form.  Pakal breathes again, as reflected in the breath sign emerging 

from his nose.  The transformation cycle is complete.

The Archeological Prize
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Beneath the massive slab described above, Ruz (accompanied by a team of 

archeologists, engineers, and workers) discovered another hollow.  They immediately 

realized that they had something other than an altar on their hands.  

Toiling day and night below the crushing psychological weight of the 

artificial mountain above their heads, and already deep within the Maya 

Underworld, they gradually pried up the carved slab and slid it to one 

side.  And there, in the fish-shaped hollow carved into the bottom stone 

and painted blood-red were the jade-bedecked bones of a man, a giant 

for his day, a man who could only have been a king, and a great one.  

Ruz had won the prize of all archeological prizes—an intact burial!102

Red paint covers all the interior walls of the coffin as well as the bones, 

indicating that the mortuary chamber hosted priests who tended the remains as the body 

decayed.  After studying burial practices throughout Mesoamerica, Ruz concludes “the 

corpses were painted with cinnabar before their inhumation, probably in order to give 

them the appearance of living bodies.”103   This process nab, of staining with red paint,

continued until all the flesh was gone from the bones, necessitating multiple re-entries 

into the tomb prior to its final sealing.

There has been some argument between forensic anthropologists and 

epigraphers, regarding the death age of the individual in the tomb.  The bones and 

dental structure appear quite young for an individual described in the epigraphic record 

as 80 years old at the time of his death.  This apparent discrepancy reflects confusion 

concerning the reliability and validity of scientific aging techniques.  However accurate 

some of these tests may be, the absence of comparative data from control groups 

regarding diet, and physical activity, makes indisputable dating impossible.  

Smithsonian Institute anthropologist Javier Urcid points out, “the amount of dental 

wear,” for example, “varies greatly among populations and even individuals within the 

same population, because of differences in diets, occlusion, or use of teeth as tools.”104

For the purposes of this discussion, I accept the epigraphic evidence for Pakal’s age at 

the time of his death, and that the body in the tomb is, in fact Pakal’s, and not a 
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surrogate.  Even if future advances in scientific aging techniques should require a re-

evaluation of Pakal’s age at death, the epigraphic and iconographic message clearly 

state the intent of the over-all monument, and meld perfectly into ancient Maya 

ideology.  

As noted above, beneath the intricately carved stone lid, Pakal’s remains rested 

in a fish-shaped indention in a stone sarcophagus. (Figure 23)  His body lay extended 

on its back, head to the north facing upward, arms at his sides.  The Otherworld Fish in 

which Pakal was buried recalls the fish monster or the first manifestation of the Twin 

gods when they were resurrected from the dead in Xibalba.  Also reminiscent of the 

decapitation scene from the Great Ballcourt at Chichen Itza, this symbol references the 

fish unleashing the terrible beauty that, as Gillette describes, “dwelled at the core of a 

Mystery before which all created things reeled in wonder and terror.”105

Pakal’s body was adorned with precious ornaments including a jade death mask.

Considering its significance, we are reminded of German archeologist Heinrich 

Schliemann’s discovery of a fine gold death mask during his excavations of Mycenae.

This mask, originally believed to be that of Agamemnon, actually predated the Trojan 

War by some 300 years.  Its presence in a burial site, however, indicates an ancient, and 

universal, interest in preserving artistic likenesses of great leaders much as the jade 

masks found in the tomb of Pakal.  Again, we are reminded of the importance of face as 

discussed in Chapter Two.

Other adornments of the body included a jade headband with the royal hunal 

jewel over his forehead, square earflares (designed to represent the flowers of the great 

ceiba tree) marked as the property of the Chaak gods, jade wrist cuffs, and a jade ring 

on each finger. A tiny jade figurine, presumed to re-present the Maize God, lay over 

Pakal’s groin, and a larger figurine below his left foot depicts the patron god of the 

month Pax (the month noted prominently in the introductory glyph preceding the long 

count date for the temple dedication on Pier A above).  “Glyphically,” note Schele and 

Mathews, “this god records te’, the word for ‘tree.’”106  As shown in later discussions of 

the sarcophagus sides, this symbol links Pakal to his bloodline as part of the orchard of 
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ancestors recorded there, and predicts his eventual assumption of a position within that 

grove.  

A jade portrait mask covered his mouth.  Comparative analysis of similar 

accoutrements shown on Naranjo Stela 13, and Dos Pilas Stela 17 indicate that this 

costume element traditionally accompanies a large backrack symbolizing the first stone 

throne of the cosmic hearth the creator god established in Orion.  The presence of this 

mask on Pakal’s face indicates that he carries the entire burden of creation on his back 

as he goes to meet the lords of the Underworld.  The world-creating rituals of the 

k’atun-ending ceremonies, so elaborately outlined in the temple hieroglyphs, identify 

the individual wearing the mask as First Father, with the promise of rebirth (as occurred 

with the Maize God in the Xibalban ballcourt at the time of creation).  

In my estimation, the most provocative artifacts found in the crypt were a jade 

cube positioned in Pakal’s left hand (toward the east) and a jade sphere in his right 

(toward the west).  It is not the positioning of the artifacts that intrigues me so much.  

The cube and the sphere, coupled with two jade beads at Pakal’s feet, and the maize god 

figurine at the center (in the groin area), re-present a cosmogram of the Maya 

universe.107  Pakal, as the soon-to-be resurrected Maize God, resides in the center of 

that universe.  It is the sphere and cube that pique my interest.  If only I could announce 

I had discovered the significance of these specific shapes!  Unfortunately, although 

obviously highly important, whatever performance of experience they depict, beyond 

two corners of the Maya cosmos, remains veiled.  The fact that these symbols, a sphere 

and cube, do not appear in other Maya iconography, leads me to speculate that they are 

specific to Palenque.  It could be suggested that the westward-aligned sphere is the 

setting sun of Palenque, symbolizing the West and the death journey of the sun-faced 

lord.  The cube symbolism will have to wait for another day.  Regardless, depicted as a 

human embodiment of the World Tree, complete with the tiny ceiba flowers that 

adorned his ears, Pakal, the sun-faced lord, went to his rest already incorporated into 

the great cosmic significance of the Maya belief system.
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The Sarcophagus Sides

As discussed in the section on hieroglyphic texts, a detailed genealogy surrounds 

the sarcophagus lid.  Images of these ancestors line the sides of the sarcophagus, 

surrounding their descendant who lies within.  In describing these images, Schele and

Mathews note

The artists presented each figure in the same way—emerging from a 

crack in the earth along with a tree.  The overall composition was a 

marvel of subtlety and detail.  The costumes and other elements consist 

of a set of constants and variables that the artists arranged around the 

central pivot of Pakal’s body.  The system they used was simple in its 

application, but it resulted in a marvelously rich and complicated pattern 

that reveals a lot about how the Maya thought about the world.108

The names of each figure are located not only next to them, but also in their 

headdresses.   They include Pakal’s parents, K’an Mo’ Hix and Lady Sak K’uk’, as well 

as  Lady Yohl Ik’nal, each pictured twice. Completing the grove are single portraits of 

Janaab’ Pakal (Pakal’s namesake, but not a king), Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ I, K’an Joy Chitam 

I, and Kan B’alam I.  (Figure 24)

These ancestors do not appear in chronological order around the sarcophagus 

sides.  Reading order as an organizational principal was not required since no one 

would ever be able to walk around the sarcophagus, even when the tomb was open.   

Rather, the designers positioned the figures in some order deemed appropriate, possibly 

indicating their required positions in the transformation rituals.  Schele and Mathews 

suggest “They elected to use Hanab-Pakal’s body as the central pivot around which they 

arranged all the elements that constituted the imagery of the ancestors.  But they did it 

in a way that evoked the inherent symmetry of the divine itz’at who had created the 

world.”109  Further explaining this compositional philosophy, they compare the intricate 

designs of the contemporary huipil woven by Maya women today with the philosophy 

re-presented on the tomb.  
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The woman placed herself at the center of the cosmos when she pulled 

the huipil over her head, just as Pakal put himself in the center of his 

orchard of ancestors.  Both artists created messages with a complexity 

that exceeds casual comprehension.  Both generated art works that were 

never meant to be seen fully or at all—because their audiences were not 

human.  Yet both put a person at the center of the cosmos, as if human 

comprehension of the subtle symmetry of the cosmos honored the gods 

who had created it.110

The north and south pairs of figures on the sarcophagus sides repeat the parents 

of the dead king, acknowledging both those ritual participants entering the tomb, and 

addressing what I believe to be K’uk’ B’alam I, the founder of Palenque’s Classic 

Dynasty, seated on the north wall in the stucco mural.

According to Schele and Mathews:

The figures on the sarcophagus constitute a forest growing around the 

coffin of the king, but it is not a wild forest.  Instead, the ancestors 

emerge with fruit trees [i.e. nance, cacao, guayaba, and avocado] that the 

Maya grew and tended around their houses.111

An early Classic pot, now on display in Berlin’s Museum fur Volkerkunde, 

depicts a similar metaphoric reference to the ancestral orchard.  Palenque artists 

amplified the idea in place in Maya art for some time, suggesting that the living were 

surrounded by ancestors reborn as the fruit trees that inevitably surround Maya houses, 

even to this day.  Just as the family fruit trees provide comfort, sustenance, and 

protection for the Maya family, the orchard of ancestors surrounding Pakal fulfilled 

their responsibilities for assisting in a successful transformation as indicated by the 

transformed figure of Pakal being reborn as the Maize God on the sarcophagus lid.

The Stucco Sculptures on the Mortuary Chamber Walls

As indicated earlier, Pakal’s primary purpose in creating the temporal narrative 

offered by the Temple of Inscriptions was to legitimate his own troubled accession, and 
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provide unequivocal proof for Kan B’alam’s right to succession.  One of the most 

serious obstacles in accomplishing this goal rested in the shattered line of descent.  The 

Palenque dynasty consisted of three descent lines due to the severe interruptions caused 

by the devastating wars with Calukmul.  

As noted above, the first lineage at Palenque includes the founder K’uk’ B’alam 

I (431-435), ‘Casper’ [a Maya king whose name has not yet yielded to decipherment] 

(435-487), B’utz’aj Sak Chiik (487-501), Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ I (501-524), K’an Joy 

Chitam I (529-565), Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ II (565-570), and Kan B’alam I (572-583).   

Leaving no male heirs, Kan B’alam’s daughter, Lady Ix Yohl Ik’nal (583-604) 

assumed the throne.  The attempt to rejuvenate the bloodline, even if through a female,

resulted in a son, Aj Ne’Ohl Mat, who took the throne upon his mother’s death.  He thus

founded the second lineage. Aj Ne’Ohl Mat, however, died without an heir.  In the 

midst of this troubled period, we recall, Calukmul sacks the city and destroys the idols 

of the patron gods leaving the city virtually defenseless.

Aj Ne’Ohl Mat’s brother, Janaab Pakal I—K’inich Pakal’s namesake, who did 

not rule but retains a position of honor on the royal grove on the side of the 

sarcophagus—however, married and fathered Lady Sak K’uk’.  The patriline battered, 

she married K’an Mo’ Hix.  They were the parents of Pakal the Great. Lady Sak K’uk’ 

assumed the regency due to her tenuous connection to the second lineage.  Pakal the 

Great thus founded the third lineage. 

In a brilliant strategy to re-link all three lineages, and restore the Palenque 

dynasty , both K’inich Pakal and Kan B’alam II  recorded the descent line as if it were 

historically unbroken.  At the same time, they substantiated their claim of legitimacy by 

using current mythology, explaining the historical breaks in the descent sequence as if 

they were preordained by the cosmos.  As described by Schele and Freidel, in A Forest 

of Kings:  The Untold Story of the Ancient Maya, 

First they declared Lady Zac-Kuk, Pacal’s mother, to be like-in-kind to 

the first mother of gods and kings at the beginning of the present 

creation.  This goddess was the [original] mother of the three central 
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gods of Maya religion—the deity complex known as the Palenque Triad.  

Secondly, Pacal and Chan-Bahlum asserted that Pacal was born on a day 

that exactly replicated the temporal symmetry of that goddess’s birth.  In 

this way they were able to imply that the human king was made of the 

same divine substance as the goddess.  Having thereby demonstrated that 

the mother and son were the stuff of the gods, they declared that their 

own inheritance of the throne from Pacal’s mother replicated the actions 

of the gods at the beginning of creation:  the direct transmission of rule 

through females as well as males.  Here was a radical new definition of 

dynastic succession that denied patrilineality as the sole fount of power.  

But who could possibly disagree with something that replayed 

creation?112

A cursory glance at the figures lining the walls of the mortuary chamber could 

suggest that the exceptionally talented stucco artists of Palenque were demanding equal 

time with the stone carvers who had recently completed the great sarcophagus.  Their 

task, however, was subtly different.  (Figure 25)

Nine life-size figures, presumably re-presenting Pakal’s venerated ancestry once 

again, appear at various positions along the walls of the chamber.  Two sit cross-legged 

at the entrance into the tomb.  Six stand at various positions in the niches, and one is 

seated above the platform on the north wall.  Each figure holds the K’awill scepter of 

rulership and wears a Bearded Jaguar God shield on their wrist.  Each wears the 

rectangular mouthpiece of the Maize God.  Although each of the nine figures seems to 

represent the same image, subtle variations exist in their ornate headdresses, capes and 

pectorals. Based on the distribution of their skirts—eight wear short jaguar kilts while 

one wears a long knee-length net skirt—some identification is possible.  

Because the headdress on the figure seated at the right of the entryway is the 

same as Ahkal Mo’ Naab’s on the sarcophagus side, it is accepted that this figure re-

presents this king.  Since the figure with the knee-length skirt has the glyphs Ahaw, Ix, 

and Yohl in its headdress, it can be assumed that this glyphic sign is part of the name of 
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Lady Ix Yohl Ik’nal, the only woman to rule Palenque in her own right.  Schele and 

Mathews suggest: 

If we consider his mother to have been a regent, then there were nine 

rulers of Palenque before Pakal:  the founder K’uk’ B’alam I (431-435), 

‘Casper’ [a Maya king whose name has not yet yielded to decipherment] 

(435-487), B’utz’aj Sak Chiik (487-501), Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ I (501-524), 

K’an Joy Chitam I (529-565), Ahkal Mo’ Naab’ II (565-570), Kan 

B’alam I (572-583), Lady Ix Yohl Ik’nal (583-604), and Aj Ne’Ohl Mat 

(605-612).  We think these rulers are represented in the stucco figures so 

that these portraits represent the full dynastic succession, in contrast to 

the sarcophagus sides that depict direct decent from father to son through 

seven generations.113

I find it interesting that the stucco figures on the wall appear alive, at the heights 

of their individual reigns, just at the moment when they will enter the Underworld in 

death.  I arrive at this conclusion based on their Maize God masks, indicating, as with 

the mortal remains of Pakal in the tomb, that they carry the weight of creation on their 

backs—a promise of resurrection not yet fulfilled.  They simply carry the K’awill 

scepter, rather than sport the ax from their foreheads.  I believe these figures accompany 

Pakal on his journey into the Underworld, all eventually heading in the same westward

direction  indicated by the orientation of the dynasty founder, K’uk’ B’alam I, from his 

position on the north wall.  

The direct decent depicted on the figures in the sarcophagus orchard, on the 

other hand indicates those of Pakal’s direct bloodline, some of whom completed the 

journey with him, also returning to take up positions of Maize God and venerated 

ancestor.  Others, such as his father and his namesake, provide support and assistance, 

as well as blood through marriage, to sustain him through his trials.

As indicated earlier, in the description of Roach’s theory of kinesthetic 

imagination, witnesses’ ability to re-invent behavioral patterns, disentangled from 

collective memory, reinforces the significance of the realignment of this dynasty.  



343

Human ability, and innate desire, to create order from chaos, re-establishes  the desired 

balance with the divine order prescribed by Maya ideology. Surrounded by images of 

his divine ancestors, the death, and ultimate resurrection, of Pakal provided the final 

link necessary to provide his heir with adequate credentials for divine kingship.  

The Graffiti

Throughout this chapter, I have focused on official documentation, sanctioned 

by Pakal and his heirs in the completion of a master plan to rejuvenate Palenque and 

return it to its rightful position with respect to Maya myth-history and cosmology.  I 

have examined structural, hieroglyphic, and iconographic evidence for the Temple of 

Inscriptions as a performative visual form actively participating in the ritual activity of 

this once powerful city.

I would be remiss, however, in my examination of the performative capabilities 

of this structure if I did not address the rare evidence of graffiti found on the floor of the 

northern corridor of the Temple of Inscriptions.  Scratched into the hard limestone are 

images of gods, as well as games, providing a unique opportunity to investigate an 

alternative literacy and performance evident in the archeology, which continues to raise 

questions among even the most erudite.

According to Robertson, 

Graffiti seem to be a regional characteristic of the Maya.  They exist in 

some places and in others do not.  Tikal is noted for scores of 

fantastically beautiful graffiti depicting all kinds of religious 

performances, daily life, buildings, games, people, gods and animals.  

The Rio Bec and Chenes areas also have their share of graffiti, but other 

sites have either none or, like Palenque, very few.114

Walls and floors provided a u nique and accessible venue for this form of 

unofficial documentation.  During a period of major warfare and political unrest (c. 900 

CE) official documentation, provided by the architecture and monumental sculpture in 

Tikal, began to be augmented with instances of graffiti, creating an entirely different 
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source of historical evidence than that presented in the official sources—the 

proclamation of an alternative ideology.  Other than a cataloguing of these scrawls in a 

University of Pennsylvania Museum Monograph, these unofficial documentations—

making private use of public space—have been afforded little study. 115

J.S.S. Thompson, an early Mesoamericanist and archeological scholar, went so 

far as to brush aside the importance of these crude inscriptions as “the idle doodlings of 

bored or inactive novices.’”116 Contemporary scholars, however, do not share his 

opinion.  As Linda Schele suggests in The Code of Kings, 

Graffiti that once graced the inside of Temple 43 [Tikal] gave witness to 

the kinds of activities people saw around it, depict ritual, the great ball 

game, sacrifice, dancing, palanquins and war litters.  In many instances 

huge images of protector gods, the wayob, appear with their protectorate.  

These images are not the propaganda of rulers, created in an effort to 

persuade the people of the reality of the supernatural events they were 

witnessing.  They are the poorly drawn images of witnesses who 

scratched the wonders that they saw during moments of ritual into the 

walls of the places where they lived their lives.117

Of the 512 distinct graffiti in Tikal, 26 of these, or approximately 5% are 

glyphic, with most displaying an extreme degree of crudity and brevity and some 

showing ersatz spellings.118 Several cursory interpretations have been advanced 

regarding the significance of these rather crude symbols for objects. Unfortunately, a 

shortage of worded text and lack of information regarding symbol systems familiar to 

these “alternative” artists makes contemporary decipherment difficult, if not impossible.  

One theory contends that they merely serve as documentation of literacy of the Maya 

people.  Another suggests that they provide evidence that the people had come to 

believe that others than the nobles and priests could achieve direct communication with 

the gods—a significant purpose for writing in the ancient Maya culture.119 I find both 

suggestions probable, but also suggest that, since accurate dating of these inscriptions is 

impossible, they may have represented the work of later squatters in an abandoned city 
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attempting to mark their territory with once familiar iconographic symbols.

There are six examples of graffiti on the Temple of Inscriptions’ floor, all in the 

areas adjoining piers except one in front of pier F.  The most interesting of all is 

between Piers D and E and depicts a god-like being with the le  leaf or flower at the ends 

of the flares in his head.  Whether this was intended to be God K, the flare god, the 

jester god, or one Ux Yop Hunn (Three Leaf Headband), is not certain.  Robertson’s 

description and analysis of this inscription appears in the endnotes.120  The graffiti in 

front to pier F has two larger heads scratched into the stone.  One has a Maya profile, 

6.5 cm from the top of the head to chin, and the other, 12 cm from top of head to chin, 

seems to depict a prisoner as the hair is tied in a single tuft standing straight up on top.  

The four remaining graffiti are associated with the game patolli, a popular game 

of chance well known among the Aztecs, Toltecs, Teotihuacanos and the Maya. (Figure 

26) Evidence for the popularity of this game also appears in the Magliabechiano Codex, 

the Florentine Codex, and the Atlas Duran.  Portions of a patolli board are scratched in 

the floor at apparently random locations.  The best patolli board on the Inscriptions’

floor is between Piers A and B.  This square patolli  board, 27 cm on a side, consists of 

57 sections made up of 11 sections on each side (the corner squares being shared with 

the adjacent side).  A cross in the center, made up of the same size squares, connects to 

opposite sides.  Profiles of Maya heads are inscribed in each of the four sections within 

these squares.  A board, identical in design, but much larger than the Palenque 

examples, is located at Seibal on the altar in front of Stela 10.  Another patolli, of the 

same type, though smaller, can be found at Tula.  The four remaining graffiti indicate 

portions of the patolli gameboard.  

Probably scratched on the floor much later than the period discussed in this 

document—during the cultural collapse of the city and the great Maya society (c. 900

CE)—this graffiti raises questions regarding the ultimate fate of the occupants and 

ideologies of Palenque, and the lack of respect for traditional ways. Ultimately, graffiti

represents instances of transgression against dominant notions of aesthetics, 

commodity, and property.  It exhibits elements of exclusion/inclusion and the desire for 
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representation of self.  The creation of performatives that serve as sources of power and 

identification reflects the use of art, and performative writing, as harbingers of change 

and social reform.121   Graffiti introduces an alternative visual and literary means of 

communication.  Its performances and products constitute anarchical behavior when 

viewed by the hegemonic factor.  Could this graffiti, as that evident in contemporary 

culture, be a successful a-hegemonic strategy used by a marginalized culture to 

formulate identity, establish voice, and openly protest their marginalized position?

Writers (the name given contemporary graffiti artists) defy the conventions 

maintained in the official documentation and cultural hegemony of their era, and 

employ the conscious defacing of private property on the borders of public space.  The 

act of producing graffiti, and the resulting performative nature of the product itself, 

shapes and influences notions of identity, produces subjectivity, creates meaning, 

determines truth and history, and distributes knowledge, providing the means by which 

these products are understood and used to impact power relations.  Instances of 

vandalism/anarchy/marginalized expression in the cultural politics of ancient Maya

society re-present art acts, and performative writing, as a source of power and 

identification.  

In the case of the ancient Maya, not only were the venues, and economic and 

physical where-with-all for making permanent, displayable art in stone, unavailable to 

the non-elite, but even the act of writing itself seems to have been considered a sacred 

practice relegated to officially sanctioned scribes.  If there is any shift in the individual 

performing the performative—i.e. priest/scribe to vandal—it loses its cultural authority, 

but not necessarily its voice.  As Judith Butler has pointed out, such a shift can also 

parody the dominant conventions, revealing that they are in fact conventions.122

Further exploration of the disregard for existing conventions could prove an important 

factor in interpreting the actual impact of belief systems and events occurring in the 

Maya past. 

In the final analysis, graffiti is the wall or floor it decorates.123 The wall of a 

public building itself performs as a definition of border between public and private 



347

space.  It represents the materialization of that which is confined within it—the brackets 

enclosing the various ideologies practiced by those who inhabit it.  It performs as a 

manifestation of power, and speaks of this power through its design, make up and 

privileged positioning.  When, however, this wall is marked with the performance of 

another—when, for example, the graffiti artist chooses to transfer his alternative 

message to the public wall—an entirely different performance occurs.  

This wall becomes a performative device that transforms mainstream and public 

spaces into contested zones of contact. In these site-specific theaters of defiance, 

excluded others re-present themselves through an alternative, underground or counter 

literacy.  It is an articulation of cross-class antagonisms by actual bodily contact—literal 

touching—of public space and private property.  By taking desirable space, as 

ownership suggests, while giving back an inalterable something that does not have 

value, graffiti fails to conform to codes that dictate commodification—another example 

of graffiti’s a-hegemonic function.  

Yet, graffiti found in the temple ruins of Tikal, as well as Palenque, contain 

examples of unofficial writing that performed, in a very literal sense, within the Maya 

worldview.  In doing so, the writing upends not only the hierarchy of the senses as 

defined in western philosophy—performative spatial images supercede verbal-linguistic 

messages, but instances of graffiti use in the ancient Maya culture also indicate that the 

hierarchy and conventional ideology of the culture itself, in which inscription was 

deemed a sacred function of intercessors and priests, is overturned.

Instances of graffiti create a source of historic evidence quite different from that 

presented in the official discourse—the proclamation of an alternative ideology.  The 

significance of unofficial writing of this type rests in its binary opposition to the 

positions held relevant by those in power within the community.  Graffiti implicitly and 

explicitly records public memory, personal events, and messages—it engenders acts of 

memory that can leave powerful impressions upon the imagination, despite their 

ephemeral imprint on stone or concrete.124
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This celebration of multiplicity replaces the search for authoritative universality 

and order with a yearning for particularity and disorder.  This orientation is ambiguity –

the stance, the subtext, of anarchism—the context in which anarchism can be carried 

out. The practice of everyday life in an urban space means adopting, and adapting to, 

social practices and social relations as cultural interests defined them.  Embodying 

characteristics of a plural and eclectic world, this breakdown of order and control, the 

dislodging of authority, allows for the sweet cacophony of alternative discourses.  It is 

in this liminal place that developments in culture occur.  Sometimes for the better.125

Summary

The communicative techniques employed by Maya artists and scribes were 

culturally constructed, and the resulting sensations, often neurologically triggered, were 

the result of observer-awareness of the intent and capabilities of these devices.  

Translating Richard Schechner’s  theories regarding animate “restoration of behavior,”

integrating the thoughts of psychoanalyst D.W. Winnicott , anthropologist Victor 

Turner , and sociologist Gregory Bateson, the “intents and capabilities” of un-animated 

devices become clearer.126  Whether attributed to human or structural actors,

performance takes place in the “not me . . . not not me”—the liminal zone between 

performers, texts, environments, and audience.127  The social action of ritual, and the 

symbolic, even fictive, action of art rests not on how things are, but on how things are 

not, and its existence depends upon agreements kept among all participants, including 

the environment.  In the performance situations discussed above, witnesses and 

participants do not willingly suspend disbelief.  True for both performers and spectators, 

they believe and disbelieve at the same time. As Schechner proposes,

The underlying idea that information, not things, is the matrix of 

cultures, and maybe of “nature” itself, is at the root of such recent 

exploration as recombinant DNA, gene splicing, and cloning.  What 

these experiments “create” is a liminal existence between nature and 

culture.  The experiments suggest what the performing arts have long 
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asserted, that “nature” and “culture” may be a false dichotomy, that 

actually these are not opposing realms but different treatments of 

identical information bits.128

The processes necessary to re-create or restore old behaviors in new settings (ritual 

activity translated from, for example, the original Sustenance Mountain to the pyramid 

in the urban landscape) actually involves a simple re-articulation of behaviors, giving 

the impression of continuity, stasis, and tradition.  

As this study shows, the Temple of Inscriptions, like hundreds of other examples 

of sacred architecture found throughout the Maya region, and around the world, 

instigates ritual-architectural events by serving as a point of orientation.  It presents a 

miniaturized replica of the universe and/or conforms to a celestial archetype, its design 

follows standardized rules or prestigious mytho-historic precedents, and is aligned or 

referenced with respect to celestial bodies or phenomenon.  

The content of the narrative event performed by the Temple of Inscriptions, as 

with other monumental structures, is commemorative.  Not only does the structure 

house, and/or represent a deity, divine presence, or conception of ultimate reality, it also 

commemorates an important mythical, mytho-historical, or miraculous episode or 

circumstance.  The structure commemorates, legitimates, or challenges socio-economic 

hierarchy and/or temporal authority, while memorializing revered ancestors and/or other 

deceased individuals or groups.  

In addition, the Temple of Inscriptions while providing a body on which to 

conduct ritual performance, serves as a focus for meditation or devotion.  It was 

designed to please, appease, and/or manipulate the sacred (however variously 

conceived), and provides a refuge of purity, sacrality, or perfection. 129  These ritual-

architectural priorities lead, in every instance, to monumental occurrences involving a 

dialogue between the structure itself and its witnesses.  

In the conclusion to this dissertation, I emphasize the viability of considering

archeological remains as relics of experience.  I suggest that considering the 

performative capabilities of these monumental artifacts could lead to more than the 
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construction of a catalogue of inanimate artifacts recording construction efforts of lost 

civilizations.  I encourage investigation of these examples of monumental architecture 

as art acts, perpetually re-presenting experiences thought lost in the mists of time.  By 

re-evaluating these structures as monumental occasions, instants of Now within the 

physical definitions of timelessness, scholars can re-create temporal activity through 

spatial design—witness history occurring, adding human players, resurrected through 

kinesthetic imagination, to complete the experience portrayed. However, my 

conclusions also bring the ramifications of this study into the present.  Not only can 

future scholars use theoretical techniques of this type to open new doors to a myriad of 

opportunities for application of performative visual forms in studies of material objects 

from ancient cultures, but they can also apply these same philosophies to the 

examination of contemporary situations.  
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Conclusion

We do not submit a sonnet to a mathematician or a song to a calculating boy; but we do 
indulge the equally fantastic idea that folklore can be treated as science.  

Unless these things are appreciated artistically, they are not appreciated at all.  
When the professor is told by the barbarian that once there was nothing except a great 
feathered serpent, unless the learned man feels a thrill and half a temptation to wish it 

were true, he is no judge of such things at all.  
When he is assured, on the best Red Indian authority, that a primitive hero carried the 
sun and moon in a box, unless he claps his hands and almost kicks his legs as a child 

would at such a charming fancy, he knows nothing about the matter.1
--C. K. Chesterton, The Everlasting Man    

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued for a new way of thinking about 

performance—a variation in which relics of experience generate effects through the 

inscription of memory embedded in and embodied by them.  Assuming a sense of being 

through complex codes fixed in a structure’s design, traditions, mythologies, and 

histories present themselves as perpetually recurring, contemporary events—Instants of 

Now retrievable by informed observers.  As this document has demonstrated, the 

temporal narrative process—until recently characterized as disappearing in the very act 

of appearing—is literally written in stone, incorporating art’s spatial ability to perform 

in perpetuity.  The performative visual form, carefully positioned by urban planners, 

triggers the monumental occasion, encouraging the structure to fulfill its promise to be 

performance in the future.

I have suggested interdisciplinary collaboration in traversing broader avenues of

investigation for phenomena that seem, on the surface, unambiguous.  The performative 

properties evident in ancient Maya structures echo points of view espoused by a broad 

interdisciplinary community.  We know that the ancient Maya considered their urban 

environment as more than architectural achievement—their fabricated environment as 
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more than a backdrop for human activity. Defining how this phenomenon worked (and 

continues to work, even in our own constructed environments), and the level of 

philosophical inquiry that initiated its implementation, removes urban design from this 

limited definition and places it firmly in a performative equation.  In doing so, we free 

ourselves from the culturally constructed habit of reading, with the left -brain, 

contributions made by the creative/scientific right brain of the perpetrators.

As shown throughout this study, design codes function not only through verbal-

linguistic narrative, but also through various spatial, emotional, and sensory triggers that 

stimulate multiple human intelligences. Perpetual performances , conducted through a 

complex system of interactive devices, exude a sense of grandeur and evoke a weight of 

meaning beyond words.  Structural performances surpass those offered during the 

ephemeral performances of human actors who participated in original productions.  

Contemporary awareness of the meanings communicated by these codes transcends 

time, activates the observer’s spatial and kinesthetic imaginations and intelligences, and 

causes things to happen for the witness when in the presence of such structures.  

Adequate interpretation of any ancient culture requires twenty-first century 

analysts to view the potential performance of such structures in a manner as closely 

related as possible to that conceived by their builders.  Evidence for ideology and 

philosophical beliefs, gleaned from documentation of mytho-historical activities and 

resultant beliefs, provides insight into the various sophisticated ways Maya intellectuals 

interpreted life, time, space and performance.  Analysis of practices employed by 

members of this ancient culture, therefore, must include not only evidence from the 

humanities but also the sciences.  The resulting ability to observe instants of Now as art 

acts—multiple levels of time, within a single image, perpetually reinventing 

themselves—offers a unique opportunity to steal a look at nuances of performance that 

provided the foundation for this society’s shared beliefs, and eavesdrop on history as it 

re-presented itself to the ancient Maya urban community. 

As articulated throughout this document, the seventh-century Maya felt a deep 

need to restore what they perceived as a utopian environment in their fabricated urban 
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centers.  They recognized that human activity imprints memory on the physical walls 

and pathways of such an environment.  Aware of the significance of the physical 

orientation and proximity of the various structures and plaza spaces, urban designers

embedded clues, capturing and re-animating experience, into the worded text and art 

work that grace the stairways, walls, and interiors of their monumental structures.  

Today, these same structures, constituting the overall Maya urban environment,

continue their individual and communal efforts to perform the cultural responsibility of 

identifying themselves. 

Corresponding to the ancient Mesoamerican philosophy of unity of the sacred 

and the mundane, Maya artist/historians reproduced the experience of creation, life, 

death, and resurrection in/on their monumental architecture.  The Temple of 

Inscriptions at Palenque is only one example of temporal narrative process re-presenting 

mytho-historical experience and the perpetuation of ideology, using an integrated 

system of design codes that reflected their beliefs. 

An origin structure, the temple is a place of transition—a place where historical, 

mythical, and cosmic time pivot.  Following a theatre metaphor introduced by Clifford 

Geertz (1980), it is tempting to identify a temple/pyramid, such as Temple 22 at Copan, 

as a mountain, accessed through the gaping maw of a witz monster.  This structure 

offers a quincunx interior floor arrangement suggesting that the new king stood at the 

center of the figurative cosmos throughout the rituals that appear to have taken place 

there.  Traditional methods of interpretation of such ascension rituals, rather than 

recognizing the role the structure played in the event (and continues to offer today), 

concentrate almost exclusively on human activity occurring within the structure.  In 

doing so, scholars perpetuate the traditional point of view that the structure, while 

providing the required set pieces and design elements for hosting a coronation ritual, 

remains a stage for human performance. 

Citing Geertz on the “Theater State” in Bali, however, we recognize how 

important it is to appreciate that through construction efforts,
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The state enacts an image of order that—a model for its beholders, in 

and of itself—orders society . . . The populace at large does not merely 

view the state’s expression as so many gaping spectators but is caught up 

bodily in them.2

Copan’s Structure 22, like the Temple of Inscriptions and many other sacred 

structures throughout the Maya region, works in the same way as Geertz indicates 

sacred symbols do.  They “express the world’s climate and shape it . . . by inducing in 

the worshipper a certain distinctive set of dispositions.”3  This capacity to induce a 

response is rooted in performance—the structure itself generates effects.  Transformed 

into another sacred and recognizable site, other than the city in which it resides, the 

performative structure alters the relationship between itself and human bystanders.  

Altered, from mud-and-brick architecture and observer, to that of sacred space and 

place, the urban environment invents a situation in which both the structure and the 

human assemblage become participants in the ritual activity performed there.  On the 

experiential level, the phenomenological response of the body to sensory experience 

such as space, form, light, and sound fulfills the Maya architect’s desire to provide 

every human body that moved through its spaces a sense of being in the world.

A human disposition that effectively exhibits cultural memory overlaid onto 

experience, introduces performative effects created by the witnesses’ kinesthetic 

imagination, entrusted with filling in the gaps inherent in spatial performance with re-

established memories of experience.  A site becomes the center of power, cosmic and 

social order, and expresses the animistic nature of the universe through its ability to 

serve as the axis that transforms a leader into a sacred being.  Such structures assert to 

viewers its connections to the larger Maya world, while celebrating local traditions and 

the particular innovations of the ruling elite.  As the building asserts power through 

conspicuous consumption, it commands the authority of the state to direct the best 

engineers and artists available to the design and construction of the project. Turning to 

J.L. Austin—whose work indicates that structures such as Copan’s Temple 22 or the 

Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque worked to perform upon the ruler’s body 
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transforming him from man to divine ruler—we become aware that just as performative 

language can make things happen, so the spatial elements that make up the structure can 

bring about that which they name.  

Pakal’s master plan, as discussed in this document, can also be investigated as a 

site in which the philosophically elite of this Classic city used performative media to 

change the direction of history itself.  Such social drama, according to Victor Turner, 

can be described as having four phases:

These I label:  breach, crisis, redress, and either reintegration or

recognition of schism.  Social dramas occur within groups bounded by 

shared values and interests . . . having a real or alleged common history . 

. . Whether it is a large affair, like the Dreyfus Case or Watergate, or a 

struggle for village headmanship, a social drama first manifests itself as a 

breach from the norm, the infraction of a rule of normality, law, custom 

or etiquette in some public arena.  This breach may be deliberately, even 

calculatedly, contrived by a person or party disposed to demonstrate or 

challenge entrenched authority.4

The serious breach of space and ideology, resulting from the wars with 

Calukmul, created a crisis in Palenque that required redress.  While appropriate for 

investigating such an application of Turner’s thesis of social dramas to historical 

situations, this theory can also offer useful perspectives on the ways in which the avant-

garde has functioned and continues to function in the art world.  According to Henry M. 

Sayre, following Turner’s trajectory, art is itself a manifestation of the third stage of 

social drama.  That is, after the breach, which precipitates crisis, Sayre contends,

A period of increasingly critical debate, antagonism, and even violence 

[requires] certain redressive machinery to be put into operation in order 

to ‘patch up quarrels,’ ‘mend’ broken social ties, and ‘seal up punctures’ 

in the social fabric.5
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The Maya methodology for animating these structural relics of experience—

these aspects of redressive machinery that would facilitate reintegration—linked three 

important ingredients:  symbolic and performative structural design, speech made 

visible through hieroglyphs, and iconography that produces the effect of physical 

activity. The communicative capabilities of each of these examples of redressive 

machinery, in dialogue with their counterparts within the urban center, provided 

reinforcement for the others, creating an integrated system for relaying information that 

made the Maya balance between the natural and supernatural spheres plausible.  

The fact that ancient Maya architectural constructions were awarded animacy by 

their ancient creators—a part of the ancient Maya effort to achieve balance and a 

flawless alignment with original perfection—does not imply a naïve belief that these 

structures could get up and walk away.  It means, rather that they were awarded the 

capacity to maintain, translate, and communicate messages, tell stories, re-present 

action and physical sensations, and, in a manner of speaking, react to stimuli (as noted 

in the Robertson’s description of decay at Palenque).  These performances—re-invented 

by witnesses through kinesthetic imagination and multiple intelligences—encourage re-

experiencing of emotions and sensations intended by the artists, and insist that the 

witness to official documentation subsequently acts appropriately.

I do not intend that the structures I describe as un-animated also exhibit inherent 

human feelings, although I would be hesitant to deny this possibility as viewed through 

ancient Maya eyes—they did, after all, structurally mimic the human body in many 

ways.  Their continued existence as performative entities, however, as defined in 

contemporary philosophy, is tied to the designers and architects who initially managed 

their construction, and to the interpretative perceptions of subsequent witnesses.  

Although not alive in the biological sense, nor dependent on innate life-regulation 

devices (the cell versus the atom), these structures, or engineered creations, do deepen 

our understanding of the multiple intellegences available for tapping into our own brain 

equipment.  
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Determining what activities or natural phenomenon monumental architecture

were asked to re-present, further defines the worldview of its creators and those meant 

to view it or function within its confines.  If it can be determined that the structure, in 

the context of its urban environment, re-presents cultural mythology, we are well on our 

way to understanding the culture’s needs, values, and probable courses of action in, on, 

or about the structure in question.  If any sculptural or painted images are added to the 

environment, or adorn the architectural facility, as is evident with the Temple of 

Inscriptions, additional aspects of the structure’s purpose become apparent.  Unlike 

contemporary structures that may or may not reflect specific cultural values and 

histories, the ancient artwork likely reflects a deeper, more intimate, mirroring of the 

specific activities and belief systems deemed important within that given culture.

Creating a Contemporary Symbology 
through Interdisciplinary Investigation

While the Classic Maya seem to have incorporated their sciences, arts, and 

spirituality into a holistic way of life, modern Westerners often insist on categorizing 

increasingly finite areas of endeavor into almost minute categories of academic pursuit.

A return to a more humanist approach reverses the trends that force scholars, in the 

words of a recent recipient of a doctoral degree, “to learn more and more about less and 

less, until we know everything there is to know about absolutely nothing.”6  Such 

abiding attention to minutia discourages anything approaching a consensus regarding 

interpretations of performance in the world and the roles played by associated material 

objects.   

As this study has shown, current trends in anthropology, ethnography, 

archeology, epigraphy, iconography, comparative religion, and a number of the hard-

sciences, such as physics, mathematics, astronomy, and biology are widely un-tapped 

sources of evidence for perceived performance by un-animated actors.  All these 

modern academic disciplines obviously overlap when considering the worldview of a 

holistic culture such as the Classic Maya.  Why then do we hesitate to make use of these 
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same resources when considering contemporary cultural expression?  To approach 

truly adequate understanding of how our minds and our universe work, we must strive 

for at least a passing knowledge , and acknowledgement, of the latest developments in 

each of these fields.

In light of today’s new wave of technological innovation, and our contemporary 

need for universal methods of communication, disciples of McLuhanism have furiously 

revisited insights into the impact of the use of symbolism.  Nicholas Mirzoeff, in his 

initial anthology, The Visual Culture Reader, provides, in essays by well-recognized 

theorists and practitioners, a discussion of a wealth of visual forms, and their 

intersection with commercial culture, the relationships between the body and space, the 

representation of race in colonial and postcolonial culture, and the re-evaluation of the 

gaze in relation to gender and sexuality.7 Many of his conclusions seem to relate as 

much to the commercially potent, politically savvy pre-Columbian Maya as they do to 

our own contemporary culture.  And, perhaps this is ultimately what McLuhan was 

suggesting when he predicted modern humanity’s return to the tribe.  

During the last two decades, Visual Culture scholars have sought the 

implications of postmodern culture’s romance with experience in visual form. An 

Introduction to Visual Culture, Mirzoeff’s latest work, continues the study of historical 

and cultural imagery, documenting evidence that indicates the depth to which 

contemporary scientific discoveries have made visible things that our eyes cannot see.8

He stresses the fact that vision, in the twenty first century, has come to dominate all our 

senses, increasing our appreciation for the sensual immediacy of images.  Interested in 

the manner in which these images create a new reality for the spectator, Mirzoeff points 

out “visual culture does not depend on pictures (or physical manifestations) themselves, 

but the modern [?] tendency to picture or visualize existence.”9 He argues the primacy 

of the visual over the verbal, countering such traditional disciplinarians as Frederic 

Jamison, whom he dismisses as a “bourgeois-celebrating racist with a colonial need to 

master the visual by writing.”10   These arguments are of particular interest to me when 
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I reflect on the apparent choices made by the ancient Maya when selecting between the 

specific visual symbol or the linguistic sign to convey messages.  Yet, they have also

caused me to pause and consider the symbols and design devices incorporated into the 

structures and material objects that crowd our environments in the twenty-first century.

Contemporary visual culture is radically different from traditional visual culture 

as argued by Andrew Darley, in his recent work, Visual Digital Culture: Surface Play 

and Spectacle in New Media Genres.  According to Darley, contemporary practices

mark a break with the emphasis on story, representation, meaning and reading, favoring 

instead a focus on style, image performance, and sensation.11  Perhaps the Maya

constructed their narrative in the same way.  In many ways their complex construction 

codes, highly variable hieroglyphic writing, and multifaceted iconography remain 

difficult to interpret in a linear fashion.  This dilemma is due, not to their inefficiency, 

but rather to our Western academic tendency to seek out the logic of a story line—

beginning, middle, and end—rather than recognize the occasional intentional disregard 

for it.  As this study shows, many of the temporal process demonstrated by Maya 

architecture, and its embellishments, are broken into sections—parenthetical phrases, so 

to speak—that lack obvious guides to visually link the texts in the manner of 

conventional Western reading style.  

The volatile role of the visual is explored by Jonathan Crary in Suspensions of 

Perception: Attention, Spectacle, and Modern Culture.12   He implies that this 

phenomenon results from crucial changes in the nature of perception brought about by 

connections between modernization of subjectivity and the dramatic expansion of 

industrialization of visual/auditory culture. Industrialization was obviously not among 

the ancient Maya cultural definitions. Yet, as this document shows, in Palenque, 

increased international contact and exposure to new ways of expressing old stories 

occurred through influences introduced from Teotihuacán, as well as any of the larger 

Maya city- states whose presence and power would have affected the expressions of 

experience evident in this Classic urban center. 
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Such influences brought about an awareness of new social processes, new means 

of completing tasks, new understandings of the worldview of the various cultures 

encountered and dealt with on an economic and political plane.  Coupled with a dire 

situation resulting from the wars with Calukmul, this interaction could have easily led 

the urban designers of Palenque to as significant a shift in modes of perception as our 

industrialization and increased reliance on electronic technology did in the last half of 

the Twentieth Century.

According to Sayre, “redressive machinery,” as discussed earlier, “has always 

included the judicial process and the ritual means provided by religious institutions, but, 

especially in modern times [?], it has included, in addition, the arts.”13  Providing 

another example of the ancient Maya ability to anticipate thoroughly modern 

philosophy, Sayre unwittingly describes an art that, rather than simply being actively 

restorative in character, offers the sort of ritual performance (of which spatial art is 

uniquely capable) that is transformative in nature.  As Sayre argues,

It does not seek to return to some primal or originary moment, to restore 

a lost culture [as was a large part of the implied purpose for 

incorporating art into the master plan for the ancient Maya city of 

Palenque], so much as it seeks to move forward the society that has 

generated [or experienced] the breach [the other side of the Palenque 

objective].  Because at least implicitly it announces the terms by which 

redress with entrenched authority might be achieved, it is categorically 

implicated in the historical process, not divorced from it.14

Methodologies suggested in this study offer alternative avenues for investigating 

the past and the organizing interpretations leading to the development of histories.   

They offer versatile tools for unraveling the hierarchy of events leading to the evolution 

of ideology.  Likewise, work of this sort opens doors for innovative criticism of design 

elements and graphic display that aid in our understanding of the communicative 

significance and impact of material objects in our contemporary universe.  
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In the following sections, I offer several examples of the contemporary 

application of spatial art to contemporary performance circumstances.  Each situation 

relies on inanimate performance as outlined in various sections of this dissertation.  

Satisfying the need for redressive machinery, providing opportunities to convey specific 

messages and subsequently persuade, and introducing art acts that perpetuate existing 

ideologies or create evolutionary opportunities, are only a few among the multiple 

applications available for investigating the performative visual form.    

Centers of Power—Temples of Commerce

When it seems that a new man or a new school has invented a new thing,
it will only be found that the gifted among them have secured 

a firmer hold than usual of some old thing.
--Walter Sickert

As I wrote this dissertation, design decisions were being made regarding the 

architectural definition of Ground Zero in Lower Manhattan.  Americans, indeed 

interested individuals worldwide, once again (after decades of functional and artistically 

frigid structures dominating our cityscapes) began to recognize exactly what an

architectural program can be.  

The design project required re-establishment of an urban presence from within a 

position of absence.  It demanded memorialization of the World Trade Towers and the 

thousands of victims whose lives were lost and bodies destroyed in the 9/11 terrorist 

attack, while pointing to a stronger, more secure, future.  As in post-Calukmul 

Palenque, designers were asked to reverse traditional processes that, in contemporary 

architectural traditions usually call for working from programmatic requirements. In

other words, the new architecture must suggest broader expression, serve as something 

other than architecture.  The wide latitude to frame designs in broad cultural terms 

resulted in many formulas for the Lower Manhattan program, but only a few proved 

capable of lifting the project above the mundane.  The different avenues of approach to 

this dilemma are apparent in the plans prepared by the two finalists.  
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The Think Team’s design, which was not chosen, emphasized an immensely 

compelling, platformed urbanism.  This concept suggested an important new way to 

imagine the public realm and offered a preview of fully utilized urban space.  The

design translated into a piece of urban infrastructure, a transportation system turned 

skyward.  Aspiration was the plan’s symbolic content in the time-honored tradition of 

New York skyscraper design.  The two lattice towers were symbolic containers in 

which hopes for the future could be crystallized by the uses that could be clustered 

within, including such possibilities as a new home for the New York City Opera, a 

Museum of Freedom, an Art Museum, and, an educational center on the impact of 

globalization.  Each area of emphasis would have been individually constructed within 

the latticework (on variously positioned platforms) so that it appeared to be suspended 

within the towers—within the hope for the future.  The Think Team’s proposal offered 

the process of public education both a symbolic and a practical form.  

On the other hand, the design offered by Studio Daniel Libeskind (Berlin, 

Germany), which won the competition, is a dramatic piece of expressionist architecture 

that emphasizes not only aspirations for the future, but also the additional need for a

memorial to the victims of 9/11.  In announcing Libeskind’s victory in the design 

competition, Lower Manhattan Development Corporation Chairman John Whitehead 

told the architect that his “vision has brought hope and inspiration to a city still 

recovering from a terrible tragedy.”15 Redress wins every time!  The design’s explicit 

equation of aesthetic with moral and indeed spiritual value offers a design heavily 

loaded with cultural symbolism.  

Studio Daniel Libeskind’s design development is reminiscent, in so many ways, 

of Pakal’s efforts to re-invent his own war-shattered environment.  Pakal’s objective in 

the design of the Temple of Inscriptions was to instill a level of trust in the structure’s 

ability to perform precisely according to expectation—an implied integrity and

reliability, earned over time, allowing observers of the monumental occasion to trust in 

the validity of their belief system, the performance of the temple/pyramid, and the 

integrity of practitioners who directly interacted with the structure.16  Filling his urban 
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arena with familiar shapes and textures, Pakal introduced new architectural concepts 

that simultaneously memorialized the past even as they celebrated the present and future 

of Palenque.  

Mountain- like in shape, monumental in size, and painted the bright blood-red of 

life, the Temple of Inscriptions immediately fulfilled the viewer’s visceral requirements 

for familiarity, sacred stature, and terrible beauty, even as it re-established the city’s 

dynastic foundation. This expression of terrible bea uty, so basic to ancient Maya 

worldview, arose from a vivid awareness of cultural conventions, relieving witnesses of 

frustration, confusion, and a sense of helplessness, by making them feel in control and 

empowered, if only through the machinations of their king and his ancestors.  As shown 

in this dissertation, such architecture offers a monumental stillness and helps transform 

dying into death, as well as death into resurrection. It transforms witnesses into 

participants in the monumental occasion, offering guidance for future efforts to 

maintain the desired balance within the larger community, even as it introduced new 

concepts to ritual participants.

Libeskind’s design memorializes the lives lost in the catastrophe, and offers a

site for remembrance of both the individuals and the structure’s performances in the 

expression of our country’s values. But, as Joel Meyerowitz, photo archivist of more 

than 8,000 images of the World Trade Center site, notes, it also celebrates the 

“inanimate hero of the disaster.”17 The subterranean “bathtub . . . caught the 

incalculable power of the collapse, [yet] managed—under the assault —to prevent the 

Hudson’s waters from flooding Lower Manhattan.”18  It is an unshakable foundation, 

whose massive walls were never meant to be seen, buried as they were behind garage 

walls, train stations and malls.  This cavity—this metaphor for the ideological 

foundation upon which this country was founded—has now been exposed to daylight, 

and serves as the unlikely, yet perfectly understandable, centerpiece for Libeskind’s 

design. 

Just as the ancient Maya recognized their origins in the pyramidal form, and the 

foundational contribution of ancient genealogy as the source for venerated cultural 
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constructions, contemporary Americans can appreciate, through visceral, behavioral, 

and reflective analysis, the basis for this country’s foundation.  They are embedded in 

the emotional design incorporating the brave walls of the “bathtub” memorial.  More 

than a site to mourn loss, this memorial, as with the Temple of Inscriptions, promises

celebration.  It reflects the support and protection offered our nation by the fundamental 

underpinning of freedom and democracy.  By leaving the foundation walls of the 

original trade towers, there is a place to go—a place to touch, see, and feel history.  This 

space re-presents the great sacrifice made by Americans on that day and, more broadly, 

the metaphorical foundation upon which our nation was founded.  

In addition to the “bathtub” memorial, Libeskind’s design also proposes a 

soaring 1,776-foot-tall tower, symbolizing the year of American independence, filling 

top floors with life-affirming indoor gardens. Robert Ivy, editor in chief of 

Architectural Record, commented in a taped interview for U.S. News on February 27, 

2003, that the Libeskind design “aptly deals with the sense of loss and the sense of the 

future . . . creating a sacred space below sea level yet another open to the sky”19 This 

attention to the significance of the vertical sounds familiar, does it not?

Another symbolic attribute of the complex design is the “Wedge of Light,” a 

glass structure intended to serve as a perpetual tribute to those who perished.  Each 

September 11 the sun will shine without shadows in this structure between the times of

the first attack and the second collapse.  Reminiscent of the penetration of a darkened 

chamber by the revivifying last gasp of the winter solstice sunset over the ancient 

Temple of Inscriptions, I find it interesting that Ivy finds the overall design “new, 

exciting, vibrant, and different . . . reflecting the spirit of our times . . . stylistically 

echoing our [newly re-discovered] vocabulary in architecture.”20

It can be argued that 9/11 never was primarily about architecture—that is, being 

defined purely through the terms of real estate development in which cultural values do 

not begin to figure.  And yet, the familiar image of the two ghostly shafts of light 

memorializing the structures that once stood on the now empty footprints, speaks not 

only for the 2749 lives lost in the tragic events of that day, but also the two un-animated 
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actors who spoke for American spirit, ambition, globalization, democracy, and even 

capitalism.  The new designs turn their fullest attention to those values.  Metaphorically

encompassing the footprints of the fallen towers, and incorporating this subterranean 

enclosure, this design serves as a memorial that, in one act, provides media on which to 

embed memories of where we have been while showing us a new direction.  

I find this example of contemporary architecture that is more than architecture

compelling as I study ancient Maya structures and urban cityscapes.  Requiring design 

to more fully reflect a culture’s values, ideologies, and histories, this contemporary 

situation reflects many of the notions inherent in Maya urban design.  The resulting 

structures are expected to speak—to cause something to happen in the hearts and minds 

of observers and fellow actors on the urban stage—to allow viewers to re-experience 

the memories embedded in the walls of the skeletal, or even ghostly remains of the 

original structure, while emphasizing the hopes and aspirations for the future.  These 

design elements do not function as mere backdrops for human activity—do not serve 

simply as stages for the dramatic activity of mortal performers—but rather take on a life 

of their own and re-present a story of momentary defeat and the rise above attitude so 

indicative of our nation’s ideology.  Just as the Temple of Inscription (and the structures 

of the master plan that followed it) speak of renewal, this is the message that New York 

will send to the future about the historical trauma it has been living through. 

Contemplating the similarities between the distant past and the present, I also 

became aware that the World Trade Center disaster quickly became the most rapidly 

documented single event in history.  While understandably inspiring about 200 non-

fiction books, popular novels are also dealing with 9/11 and its aftermath.  None of the 

new novels deal exclusively with 9/11—the topic is too immediate and overwhelming.  

But, fiction can tell some stories better.  As Peter Blauner, a former reporter for New 

York magazine says, “fiction can offer time, distance, texture, and, most importantly, 

intimacy.  It gives the reader a way to climb inside these moments and live there for a 

while.  Or it can distill them into deeply personal images that get inside you in a way 
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that a story written on a deadline usually can’t.  There’s no way to really let it 

breathe.”21

 Likewise, the ancient Maya temple/pyramid conveyed messages to the present 

and future, emphasizing mythology, and spiritual ideologies while manipulating 

historical truths.  Their spatial design translates into a temporal narrative strategy.  The 

hieroglyphic writing condensed and purified the message in a way that could be 

assimilated by audience members—fictionalizing, where necessary (such as indicating 

an unbroken bloodline from the city’s founding to the reign of Pakal), to kept the 

message in tact.  The multi-faceted design devices provide instants of Now that translate 

into active visual performance within the observer’s spatial intelligence and kinesthetic 

imagination. Incorporating ancient mythology, the beautifully conceived symmetry of 

this multi-dimensional narrative simultaneously creates a new mythology that 

perpetuates the ideology of the community.  Emphasizing foundations and aspirations in 

a single art act, both the master plan  for Palenque and that proposed for Ground Zero 

allow the structures to evolve as needed to meet the collective needs of the communities 

they serve.

The Battle of the Logos:
The Impact of Graphic Design Appearing in Public Places

He who does not know the mechanical side of a craft cannot judge it.
--Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

If we learned anything from last year’s presidential campaign, it is that message 

is king.  While political pundits spent innumerable hours parsing the minutiae of each 

candidate’s oral communications, little commentary was evident regarding the visual 

messages of the two candidates.  As an Op-Ed contributor to The New York Times

(October 9, 2004), Scott Dadich, graphic artist and creative director of Texas Monthly 

magazine, deconstructs the powerful, subliminal messages found in the competitor’s 

logos, and provides a fascinating critique of the various ways in which the written word 

and its accompanying iconography can generate effects on viewers.
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Dadich’s critique is so complete, and makes such a powerful argument for 

expertise in creating a visual performance through integrated design devices, that I have 

included a large part of the text below.  

Perhaps because of my Texas roots, I have a weakness for the big and 

the bold, and the main 2004 Bush-Cheney logo, basically a holdover 

from the 2000 presidential race, fulfills my expectations.  It’s brash and 

snazzy:  a field of powerful, militaristic navy blue punctuated with the 

four letters of his surname spelled out in white in what appears to be 

Folio Extra-Bold Italic letters.  (Even the name of the font sounds 

forceful, doesn’t it?)

The effect is striking, simple and progressive.  The rightward lilt of the 

wide, capital letters reinforces Mr. Bush’s ideology while at the same 

time portraying a buoyant sense of forward movement, energy and 

positive change.  The type is strong without being oppressive, nimble 

without being fanciful—a successful construction reminiscent of the 

1992 Clinton-Gore logo.  Add a simplification of the American flag—20 

stars and seven stripes—and a supportive “Cheney” in a smaller font 

underneath, and you’ve got a strong visual hierarchy that reinforces the 

candidate’s spoken message that he is a firm and resolute leader.

One outgrowth of the Bush logo is even better:  the graphic sound bite 

“W,” which appears on bumper stickers.  Americans are conditioned to 

equate visual brevity with success and power.  One need only look at the 

landscape of corporate America for confirmation:  the Nike swoosh, the 

CBS eye, Target’s bull’s-eye and McDonald’s golden arches.  It’s 

appropriate that Mr. Bush allowed his middle initial to work for him, and 

a testament to the letter’s power that the opposition has co-opted it for its 

own use, though it is circled with a slash through it.
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A typical Kerry logo displays the same inconsistency that his opponents 

accuse him of.  A steady visual message requires the consistent use of 

the same font over and over again.  On a typical drive to work, I 

encounter no fewer than five typefaces used in as many different Kerry-

Edwards logos.  One is stretched out; another condensed.  One looks 

masculine; one looks feminine.  In contrast to Mr. Bush’s aggressive 

san-serif font, Senator Kerry’s multitudinous font choices center on the 

use of thin, delicate-looking, “girlie-man” type.  No wonder some voters 

think he’s a vacillating wimp.

Some of my quibbles would be obvious only to typographic gurus.  But 

Mr. Kerry makes other, more noticeable mistakes.  Rather than 

distinguish his candidacy, his logo’s Reflex blue background serves only 

as a weak echo of the president’s bolder navy.  Mr. Kerry’s flag is free-

floating and leans backward, while Mr. Bush’s flag is anchored to his 

name and leans forward.  Add this to a claustrophobic red border that 

prevents the eye from moving upward and onward and you’re starting to 

see the visual poverty of this campaign.

The American flag in the Kerry-Edwards logo is the biggest gaffe of all.  

Although it has the requisite 50 stars, there are five rows of 10 stars, 

rather that the correct arrangement of five rows of six stars and four rows 

of five stars.  It looks like a mistake—not a stylized interpretation, like 

the flag in the Bush logo.

Now, close your eyes and count to three.  Look at the Kerry-Edwards 

logo above.  What word do you see first?  That’s right:  “Edwards.”  This 

is because the name of the vice-presidential nominee is placed beneath 

the “Kerry”  in the same type and size, causing it to occupy more space.  

(And it’s not just because Edwards is a longer name than Kerry; though 

Cheney is longer than Bush, their logo doesn’t have that problem.)  Talk 
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about message confusion!  The inelegant stacked Helvetica Iteration of 

the Mondale-Ferraro ticket of 20 years ago was almost as bad—and we 

know how that race ended.

In recent weeks, Mr. Kerry has done a better job of getting his verbal 

message across.  But his visual message has already been burned into the 

electorate’s collective psyche.  Even if he wanted to make a change for 

the better, the money has been spent, the signs have been printed, and the 

bumper stickers have been stuck.  But, John, if you do win in November 

and decide to run for re-election, give me a call.22

This critique of effects generated by graphic debate underscores the need to 

master manipulation of popular graphic design with the same precision as 

internationally understood traffic-signs or visual directions to the women’s room or 

baggage claim. Yet, it also generates disagreement over exactly how certain symbol 

systems may be read by the viewing public.  Kevin Satatino, curator of prints and 

drawing for the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, offers the following arguments:

The fat, crowded, san-serif capitals of the Bush-Cheney logo connote 

lethargy, rigidity and intolerance, and their partisan rightward tilt is 

stopped in its tracks by a poorly designed flag that looks like a trio of 

speed bumps.  The typography of the Kerry-Edwards logo draws upon a 

rich history, from imperial Rome to the classical revival of the 

Renaissance.  If you question its weight and authority, just look at the 

lettering on most bank buildings.  It connotes dignity and rectitude, and 

its refusal to slant right or left suggests inclusiveness and centrism, as do 

the 50 stars on John Kerry’s handsome flag.  The Bush flag’s 20 stars 

signify privilege and exclusion, and declare unequivocally that we are a 

divided nation.23

Obviously, the employment of graphic design as a messenger is a tricky 

proposition.  Interpretation can be influenced by any number of extraneous imprintings
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resurrected through memory, spatial intellegences, and the kinesthetic imagination of 

witnesses.  Choices, such as those critiqued above, however, do represent a 

contemporary version of the use of graphic design perfected by the Classic Maya in 

their re-presentation of myth-history, ideology, and theology as expressed in such sites 

as ancient Palenque, and underscores the nature and power of the application of the 

performative visual form.

The Gates:
Performative Visual Forms in the Park

The artist appeals to that part of our being which is not dependent on wisdom:  
to that in us which is a gift and not an acquisition—

and, therefore, more permanently enduring.
--Joseph Conrad

More recently, Christo and Jeanne-Claude introduced a long, billowy saffron 

ribbon, composed of over 7500, 16-foot tall gates, to another area of downtown 

Manhattan.  Thousands of swaths of pleated nylon were unfurled on February 13, 2005 

to bob in the breeze as they meandered through Central Park.  A public “happening,” a 

vast environmental sculpture, a feat of engineering, “The Gates” has been defined by 

Michael Kimmelman as “a work of pure joy, a vast populist spectacle of good will and 

simple eloquence, the first great public art event of the 21st century.”24

Although the artists insist the gates are not made to be seen from above or from 

outside, the panorama, as viewed from offices high above Central Park and pictured in 

many news accounts of “the Gates,” is lovely, but as the author of The New York Times

article indicates, beside the point.  It is the difference between sitting in a skybox at 

Giants Stadium and playing the game on the field.  The gates, Kimmelman effusively 

declares,
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need to be—they are conceived to be—experienced on the ground, at eye 

level, where, as you move through the park, they crisscross and double 

up, rising over hills, blocking your view of everything except sky, then 

passing underfoot, through an underpass, or suddenly appearing through 

a copse of trees, their fabric fluttering in the corner of your eye.

During the opening days of the exhibit visitors preened under the unfurled gates, 

watching the fabric sway.  They no longer ambled through the park, but sauntered

below the flapping nylon.  Paths became like processionals, boulevards decked out as if 

with flags for a holiday.  Reminiscent of the great sacbeobs of ancient Maya cityscapes, 

everyone suddenly became a dignitary on parade.

A century and a half ago, landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted spoke of 

the area as a place of dignity for the masses, a great locus of democratic ideals, 

influencing “the minds of men through their imaginations.”25 Designed in 1858 by 

Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, Central Park is New York City’s backyard. Olmsted and 

Vaux envisioned the Park as a place where people of all social and ethnic backgrounds 

could mingle. Out of the treeless, rocky terrain and stagnant swampland, they created a 

wooded urban oasis that has been enjoyed by generations. The Park today has more 

than 26,000 trees, 58 miles of scenic pathways, and nearly 9,000 benches on 843 acres. 

Every year 25 million people from all over the world visit the Park.

In many ways “The Gates” pay gracious homage to Olmsted’s and Vaux’s 

abiding pastoral vision:  like immense Magic Marker lines, the gates highlight the 

ingenious and whimsical curves, dips and loops that Olmsted and Vaux devised as 

antidotes to the rigid grid plan of the surrounding city streets and, by extension, to the 

general hardships of urban life.  As Kimmelman continues his critique of the 

installation, he notes, 

The gates, themselves a cure for psychic hardship, remind us how much 

those paths vary, in width, and height, like the crowds of people who 

walk along them. More than that, being so sensitive to nature, they make 

us more sensitive to its effects. We didn't need the gates to make us 
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sensitive, obviously. Art is never necessary. It is merely indispensable. 

At its best, it leads us toward places we might not have thought to visit. 

The gates beckon people to discover what is beyond them.26

The gates, by ravishing the eye, have already impressed an image of the park on 

the memories of everyone who has seen them.  Like all vivid memories, that image can 

take a place in the imagination, like a smell or some notes of music or a breeze, waiting 

to be rekindled.  Because of the performance of this work of art, Central Park will never 

be the same. It becomes an expanded expression of experience for those who have 

witnessed, or participated in, the performance of “The Gates.”

Origami Mathematics:
Manipulation of Space at an Intersection between the Arts and Sciences

Art is I; Science is We.
--Claude Bernard

Erik Demaine, assistant professor of computer science at the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology, folds paper for a living.  As the leading theoretician in the 

emerging field of origami mathematics, Demaine applies the insights obtained from his 

studies of “wrinkling and crinkling and hinging” to questions in architecture, robotics 

and molecular biology.27  Arising from a foundation in the arts—Demaine was raised, 

and home-schooled by his father, a goldsmith and glass artist—this young scholar 

pursued an intense interest in computer games, then in computer programming, and 

finally in mathematics before receiving his doctorate at 20.   At the same age he became 

the youngest professor ever at M.I.T.  In 2003 he was granted a MacArthur “genius” 

fellowship.

Among his many avenues of inquiry, including such esoteric pursuits as how 

proteins, made up of long strings of amino acids fold up into complicated shapes—

shapes that ultimately define the biochemical function of each protein—Demaine 

remains deeply interested in relationships between disparate disciplines, particularly the 

sciences and the arts.  Many of his creations and the resulting models (Figure 29) have 
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served as potential architectural structures.  In courses in the school of architecture that 

he teaches at M.I.T., he helps students imagine being able to computationally generate a 

scaffolding of these shapes over which a flexible skin could be draped.  "If we believe 

the edges are really straight, which we do, then you could 3-D print the skeleton and 

really build it," he said.28

Among the topics Demaine and his father, recently appointed artist in residence

in M.I.T.’s computer science department, have researched together is the "single cut" 

problem, whose roots go back to ancient China.29 The question that arises is, what sorts 

of shapes can you make this way? In 1998 the two Demaines, working with Dr. Anna 

Lubiw at the University of Waterloo in Ontario, proved that you could effectively make 

any shape just with folding and a single cut—a star, a swan or a unicorn. You can even 

create multiple shapes with a single snip of the scissors—two stars, ten stars, or 50 stars 

if you like. One set of shapes that can be produced this way is the letters of the alphabet.

And since Dr. Demaine's proof shows that you can get as many shapes as you want, "in 

theory you could produce the complete works of Shakespeare with a single cut," said 

Dr. Robert Lang, a former laser physicist and professional folder who is collaborating 

with Dr. Demaine on a major origami math project.30

Obviously, the connection between Demaine’s work and the topic of this 

dissertation involves issues of space, and the mathematical ramifications, as well as 

proofs, available through its manipulation. The evocative intersections between the arts 

and sciences tease the imagination.  As Demaine has shown, images portrayed on a two 

dimensional surface can be rendered in three dimension given the proper articulation.  

The ways in which this art translates to science and design impacts the way in which not 

only the information provided on the flat pages of codices, but also the elements of 

urban design on the landscape can re-present multiple levels, or dimensions 

simultaneously.  The un-self-conscious synthesizing of the disciplines within Demaine’s 

domain offer exciting opportunities for investigating alternative models for constructing

and subsequently communicating meaning in non-western cultural expression.
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                             Implications and Future Directions

In this dissertation, I examined several recent advances in scholarship that 

helped clarify my position regarding performance capabilities of un-animated objects

employed in the communication of experience within the Classic Maya culture.  

Information developing within these often diverse, yet highly interrelated fields, and the 

views expressed in their research emphasized the need to synthesize.  The preceding 

examples of contemporary performative visual forms, as well as the application of 

contemporary performance theory to yet another example of ancient performative visual 

forms (with the opening discussion of Structure 22), demonstrates the need for 

Performance Studies to move more vigorously toward a broader set of definitions when 

considering the temporal narrative process.  

As this study has shown, disciplines such as Performance Theory, with its 

emphasis on refining notions of authenticity and experience, blended surprisingly well 

with data from fields such as physics, with its emphasis on time and space.  Both, aided 

by observations in other disciplines, inform the study of effects generated by art objects, 

and help create a new methodology applicable to any number of situations, including

furthering interpretation of the Classic Maya identity.

This study is not complete, however, nor is it relegated to studies of the past.  

Cultural meaning and expressions of the type mentioned above become fine-tuned 

through practice and recurrent use of the building.  The expressions of experience 

subsequently embedded in the walls and passageways of Copan’s Structure 22, 

however, are no less lost to us than those evident in the Temple of Inscriptions—or the 

design devices utilized in contemporary monumental architecture, graphic design, and 

installation art. New research opportunities in Performance Studies, as well as Art 

History, indicated by this work raise questions that can propel the scholar through 

heretofore locked doors that open onto broad avenues of inquiry—avenues that lead to 

expanded knowledge and understanding regarding our human condition in relationship 

with, not distinct from, our natural and fabricated environment.
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Interdisciplinary scholars, such as Erik Demaine, John Brockman, Gary Zukav, 

Joseph Roach, Julian Barbour, and Lindsay Jones—traversing the bridge between the 

sciences and the humanities—willingly offer to join the conversation, deliberating the 

ramifications of this potential course for Performance Studies.   In addition, on March 

3-5, 2005, a conference entitled "Science, Theatre, Audience, Reader: Theoretical 

Physics in Drama and Narrative" convened at the University of California, Santa 

Barbara.  This event, jointly sponsored by the Kavli Institute for Theoretical Physics 

and the Interdisciplinary Humanities Center, both at UCSB, boasts additional support 

from the University’s Departments of Dramatic Art, English, and Physics. 

This unusual interdisciplinary collaboration aims to locate, in the relations of 

science and aesthetics, new understandings in the communication of science through 

art, literature, and theatrical writing and performance.  Three full days of meetings 

feature an exciting menu of events and discussions centering on how physics and 

cosmology are written, performed, enacted, and embodied today, with emphasis on 

science communication across several disciplines. Collaborations of this kind promise 

innovative expressions, as well as critical analysis of history, spatial design, and re-

presentation.  Such conversations offer scholars, working from an interdisciplinary 

base, pathways for navigating the often difficult-to-align methodologies that define the 

various fields. 

In-depth study of ancient cultures such as the Classic Maya can radically alter 

our understanding of objectivity, exposing a cultural worldview radically different, but 

just as powerful, meaningful, and viable as our own. The old adage in archeology—of 

finding the Indian behind the artifact—explodes in light of the contemporary 

anthropologist’s quest to, not only discover who that individual may have been, but also 

to understand that person’s way of seeing the world. Rather than examine buildings, 

pots, sculptures, inscriptions, based strictly on the humanities’ understanding of their 

utilitarian attributes, we can now confidently turn to our colleagues in the sciences for 

additional evidence exploring the relations of science and aesthetics, achieving new 
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understandings in the communication of science through art, literature, theatrical 

writing and performance.   

The histories of things, or material culture, are terms used by anthropologists to 

distinguish ideas (or mental culture) from artifacts.  I have suggested reuniting ideas and 

objects under the rubric of performative visual forms—demonstrating how concepts 

embedded in materials worked by human hands under the guidance of connected ideas, 

rather than frozen in time, continue to develop in some form of temporal sequence.  As 

shown in this document, this perspective allows us to experience Classic Maya history 

and mythology as they were represented and re-presented by un-animated objects in a 

process that not only encouraged the perpetuation of indigenous ideology, but also 

initiated, stimulated, and participated in social and political change.  

The fact that the objects continue to communicate is a powerful testament to this 

phenomena.  The modern Maya can claim their past because it lives in their present, 

perpetually performing a heritage still evident in contemporary Maya languages and 

practices.31 Continually re- performing cultural identity, the artifact becomes not only a 

functioning portrait, given to posterity, capturing and communicating the experience of 

this culture for future witnesses in the shapes and forms of the environment left behind, 

but also establishes itself as a participant in the dialogue of cultural evolution. 

Marcus Banks’ study of cross-cultural visual representation in the fields of 

cultural studies, media studies and communication theory, Rethinking Visual 

Anthropology, stresses an understanding of the nature and social implications of the 

representational processes.32  He suggests that, much like our pre-Columbian 

predecessors, we continue to create identity, authenticity, and experience from the 

material world around us in symbolic, visual form—sidestepping the word.  

Investigating an ancient model of integrated corporeal experience—a pre-Columbian 

Visual Culture—informs our own cyclical return to a more sensual understanding of the 

material world around us.  Such explorations characterize our apparently hard-wired 

need to create patterns from perceived chaos as we strive to generate meaningful 

interaction with fellow travelers in our own global environment. Consequently, the 
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cultural  implications of these performative patterns demand attention from both 

Performance Studies and Art History.

Summary

As noted throughout this document, most studies of art and architecture view 

material objects as static, historic, and inanimate.  Studies of performance, on the other 

hand, emphasize movement, linear progression, and animacy.  This perspective, 

maintained in the field of theatre history/ performance studies, and Mesoamerican 

studies, limits our ability to fully understand, or explain the ramifications of the fact that

the ancient Maya awarded animacy to their art and architecture. 

At the onset of this project, I questioned the probability that the presence of un-

animated actors in the ritual arena constituted a variation of performance requiring 

further examination.  Why would the ancient Maya feel it imperative to award, or 

acknowledge, a life force in inanimate objects, if it were not, subsequently, expected to 

demonstrate some characteristics normally associated with animacy?  What were their 

objectives in the creation of these forms?  What ritual participation did they expect from 

their art (including architectural design, iconography, and hieroglyphic writing), and 

how did they presume these performances contributed to the overall Maya experience?  

Did they expect these performances, originating from semi-permanent media, to be 

perpetual?  

In seeking possible justification for what appear to be ancient Maya 

presumptions regarding the capabilities of their art and architecture, I dug deeper.  If the 

art and architecture does serve as an actor, 1) how can we define such performances, 2) 

what are the ramifications of acknowledging performances of this type, 3) how does this 

broader view of performance assist in our objective of defining an ancient culture, and 

4) what is the contemporary relevance of a study of this type?  

The humanities contribute abundant speculation regarding what I eventually 

defined as performative visual forms.  It is, however, within the realm of deep scientific 

and philosophical studies of time (the temporal) and notions of space (the spatial) that I 
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found notions of performance rooted.   An understanding of time and its relationship to 

space is central to an understanding of performance—the actual or perceived procession 

of events through space via the dimension we call time. Contemporary physics removes 

some of the discussion from the theoretical to the practical by offering exciting 

probabilities (and often hard evidence) to support the various possibilities suggested by 

humanities scholars.  Outlining several alternative definitions of time and notions of 

performance, the hard sciences allow a broader view of philosophies evidenced in the 

creation and function of performative visual forms.  

The physical sciences also provide interesting hypotheses for the various ways 

the ancient Maya understood, and subsequently portrayed, time and performance in 

their spatial art and architecture.  Coupling this information with analysis from 

architectural theory, comparative religion, anthropology, archeology, and performance 

theory, I have established a broader interdisciplinary framework in which both 

performance theorists and scholars of ancient cultures can proceed to examine evidence

of performance from a new and exciting perspective.

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that Maya art and architecture are 

examples of instants of Now as defined by physicist Julian Barbour—monumental 

occasions as described by architectural theorist and historian Lindsay Jones—art acts as 

characterized by performance theorist Catherine M. Soussloff .  I believe I have 

presented a viable argument for spatial art as a temporal narrative process, and a 

variety of embellished ancient Maya structures—particularly the Temple of 

Inscriptions—as performative visual forms.  

This perspective allows us continue to investigate not only the archeology, but 

also elements of our own cultural environment, as perpetual performance—relics of 

experience identifying and expressing cultural identity in the present.  An increased 

emphasis on humanity’s spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, and logical-mathematical 

intelligences allows us to interpret these performances heretofore blocked by a Western 

priority given the verbal-linguistic.  By learning to think like the Maya, we augment not 
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only our ability to identify and define ancient cultures, but also mark possibilities 

available to us in contemporary settings.

It is the responsibility of Performance Studies to join the broader community of 

intellectual pursuit, and incorporate a wider stance as offered through collaboration with 

other academic disciplines.  The various artistic forms of communication and re-

presentation of information suggest many new opportunities for inquiry with respect to 

the application of scientific knowledge and discovery.  Analyzing the performance 

potential of images and metaphors through partnership with various branches of

scientific inquiry elucidates the re-presentation of phenomena in the world, introducing 

a dynamic range of opportunities for discourse and interactions rarely offered in 

traditional settings. 

In Alan Lightman ‘s words, “what science can offer art is that most subtle 

quality of all, the way that scientists think, the way they live in the world, or what one 

might call the mind of science.  Science and art have different ways of thinking, and 

those differences, when explored and portrayed, can enlarge both activities.”33

Conversely, as physicist Brian Greene has noted, “the arts may well be the 

perfect medium to fully integrate science into the world’s conversation.  We may even 

find that the art world’s scientifically inspired works will provide new stimulus to the 

scientific imagination and, in some possibly intangible way, prepare us for the next step 

in understanding the universe.”34

Mediating the codes evident in current Mesoamerican studies with translations 

of theoretical positions favored by performance studies sheds new light on old evidence.  

Integrating these reflections with those available from a variety of disciplines, I have 

attempted to augment a philosophical stance formerly believed unambiguous in both 

fields. This study elucidates the peripheral area between the temporal and the spatial, 

bringing issues of representation and re-presentation closer to the center of debate.  

This dissertation’s artistic argument could not have been accomplished without 

significant assistance from evidence and theory available only from the “hard sciences.”  

Further investigation promises not only the capacity for a more inclusive interpretation 
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of the past, but also a redirecting of the conventional performance emphasis on the 

human body and speech acts toward a broader set of definitions. I hope that in some 

small way this document encourages scholars and practitioners of both fields to also test 

the waters—to join the larger academic community in further exploring these and other 

such issues.  It is an exhilarating experience. 
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