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Bulldozed, effaced, and paved over by the buildings and winding streets of 

Guatemala City, the vast majority of the archaeological remains of Kaminaljuyú are now 

lost to us. This early site, which reached its peak during the Late Preclassic period (ca. 

300BC-250AD), was once the largest and most influential site of the Maya highlands and 

one of the most important sites of early Mesoamerica. This dissertation, begun as an art 

historical salvage project, is at once documentary and analytical. It not only focuses on 

recording and preserving the Late Preclassic bas-relief stone sculptures of Kaminaljuyú 

through accurate technical drawings, but also provides cautious and detailed analyses 

regarding what this iconography can tell us about this ancient site. 

In essence, the following chapters approach, flesh out, and describe the bodies of 

Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú—the stone bodies, the divine bodies, and the human bodies 

that interacted with them across the built landscape. They discuss topics like human 

sacrifice, the Principal Bird Deity, and the myriad supernatural forms related to water and 

wind at Kaminaljuyú. They consider the noisiness of performance, the sensory impact of 
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costumed rulers, and the ways in which these kings utilized the mythical, supernatural, 

and divine to sustain their rule. 

In addition to untangling the complex iconography of these early sculptures, these 

chapters give voice to the significance of these stones beyond their carved surfaces. They 

contemplate the materiality of stone and the ways in which the kingly body and sculpted 

monuments were inscribed, made meaningful, and performed to establish and maintain 

ideological, socio-political, and economic structures. In essence, then, these chapters deal 

with the interwoven themes of stone and bone and flesh and blood; with the structuring of 

human, sculpted, and divine bodies; and with the performative role these bodies shared as 

transformative spaces where extraordinary things could happen. In other words, this 

dissertation not only addresses stone carvings as crucial points of access into the belief 

structures and political strategies of Kaminaljuyú, but as active participants in the social, 

economic, and ideological processes that shaped human history at this ancient site. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND: 

In the last decade, the Preclassic1 period has finally begun to be appreciated as a 

highly sophisticated, technologically advanced, and artistically remarkable time in not 

only the Maya area, but in the Mesoamerican world in general. Recent discoveries of 

sculptures, masks, murals, and architectural feats of engineering have finally and 

conclusively shown that the Preclassic, instead of dragging evolutionarily behind the 

Classic period, was just as significant and complex as this later time (for more on this 

topic, see discussions and citations in Estrada Belli 2011:31-35; Guernsey 2006:1-2; 

2012:36; Saturno 2009:112). Unfortunately, as Clark, Guernsey, and Arroyo (2010:1) 

explain, the term holds fast: “‘Preclassic’ is a relational and developmental term that no 

longer means what was originally intended—a non-complex prelude to climax forms—

but scholars continue to use it, because no better label has yet been accepted” (see also 

Wetherington 1977:248). 

This revision in the scholarly attitude towards the Preclassic period stretches back 

to the 1930s and 40s. In many ways, it was triggered by the Carnegie Institute’s first 

encounter with the extraordinary Preclassic world of Kaminaljuyú2 (FIG.1), which they 

discovered through their excavations of the truly remarkable Mound E-III-3. These 

scholars were among the first to voice criticism about the “Preclassic-to-Classic” 
                                                
1 Chronologies used for Kaminaljuyú are varied and frustratingly un-standardized. See Appendix 1 for a 
list of the different time periods used by different authors. For the sake of clarity and consistency, I choose 
to use the chronology of Kaminaljuyú published in the recent compendium The Place of Stone Monuments 
(Guernsey, et al. 2010a). Here the Middle Preclassic is described as 1000-300BC, while the Late Preclassic 
occurs between 300BC-200AD. For Kaminaljuyú specifically, the phases of the Preclassic referenced in the 
text are as follows: Providencia (700-400BC); Verbena (400-200BC); Arenal (200BC-100AD); Santa Clara 
(100AD-200+ AD). 
2 This name, which means “Hills of the Dead” in Quiché, was given to the site in 1936 by J. Antonio 
Villacorta, in response to the Carnegie’s request for a single name for the archaeological site. Until then, it 
had been referred to by the numerous finca names in which remains had been found (Kidder 1946:7).  
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evolutionary scheme, arguing that at Kaminaljuyú “…in social organization, in the 

general nature of religious edifices—their piling one on another and their grouping about 

plazas—as well as in most aspects of technology, a stage of advancement closely 

comparable to that of the Classic period had already been reached” (Shook and Kidder 

1952:123; see also Kidder 1950:7). 

Since this time, innumerable institutions, individuals, and projects have worked at 

Kaminaljuyú. It is widely recognized as being among the most important sites of early 

Mesoamerica. Coe (1987:40), for instance, calls it  “…one of the greatest of all 

archaeological sites in the New World…,” while Sanders and Michels (1969:1) claim: 

“Kaminaljuyu is one of the largest and historically most significant sites in 

Mesoamerica.” The great paradox, of course, is that, despite widespread recognition that 

Kaminaljuyú was among the most influential and significant sites in Mesoamerica, the 

site is poorly known. As Kaplan (1995:185) states, “…no generally accepted synthetic 

picture of the city exists. Indeed, although most Mayanists declare Kaminaljuyu to have 

been very important, they admit they know very little about it…” (see also Kaplan 

1999:2-3). 

What we do know is Kaminaljuyú, nestled in the Valley of Guatemala at the 

intersection point of several important trade routes (see Guernsey 2006:6; 2012:104; 

Love 2011b:8; Parsons 1986:5), was once a behemoth site whose influence stretched 

across Preclassic Mesoamerica (Kaplan 2011a:266; Love 2011a:58-60). It extended over 

as much as 8-10km2 (Kaplan 1999:32-35; 2011; Love 2011a:58; 2011b:19; n.d.) and had 

hundreds of adobe mounds, some reaching over 20m in height (FIGS.2-3) (see, for 

instance, Shook and Kidder 1952). Its artists also produced one of the largest sculptural 

corpuses of the Late Preclassic world, including some of the greatest masterpieces of 

Maya art. Despite all of this, however, the vast majority of Kaminaljuyú is now lost to us. 
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A century of uncontrolled urban development and expansion has exacted a heavy toll, 

reducing the once-great site to just a handful of mounds spread around the sprawling 

metropolis of Guatemala City, which daily encroaches further and further on the site’s 

scattered remains. 

This dissertation represents what I have phrased an “art historical salvage 

project.” It did not arise from an over-arching theoretical question I hoped to answer, but 

from the long-overlooked necessity of creating a complete corpus of drawings of the bas-

relief sculpture that has come out of Kaminaljuyú over the last century. The hope was to 

save what information could be saved, to catalog those sculptures that could be found, 

and to draw whatever conclusions could be drawn about the Late Preclassic iconography 

of this once extraordinary site. Such an investigation is not without its challenges. For 

example, not a single monument from Kaminaljuyú has been found in its original 

context. This is partly due to the fact that many of these monuments were encountered 

during “uncontrolled” excavations—including full-fledged looting, amateur 

investigations, and accidental discoveries by construction workers and bulldozers—over 

the course of a century. Some of it is due to the fact that, even during official 

archaeological investigations, monument contexts were not recorded or published.3 In 

other cases, the original materials excavated with monuments were misplaced or mis-

catalogued in the intervening years, meaning the data is lost forever. 

The problems of Kaminaljuyú’s monumental context, however, must also be 

understood as deriving from ancient practice itself. The original inhabitants of 

Kaminaljuyú not only consistently defaced, broke or otherwise mutilated sculptures, but 
                                                
3 Gustavo Espinoza, who worked under the auspices of the Guatemalan government, is the most infamous 
example of this practice (see, for example, Houston, et al. 2005; Parsons 1986:105; Sanders and Michels 
1969:1). For instance, the ceramic data from Sculptures 42 and 43, the only monuments at Kaminaljuyú 
that arguably may have been in situ in an original context when discovered, were not recorded during his 
excavations, so there is no chronological information whatsoever to help date them (Parsons 1986:33-34). 
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repositioned them and re-used them, sometimes centuries after their original carving 

(Miles 1965:237, 239; Parsons 1986:6-7). As a result, even when monuments are 

discovered “in context,” the context is a terminal one, removed in both time and space 

from the sculpture’s original use. As a result, we cannot productively analyze the ways in 

which these monuments were originally used and placed. As Love (2010:152)  states, 

“These ancient activities not only curtail our ability to interpret the formal properties and 

iconography of sculpture but rob us of its context and the supporting evidence of rituals 

and acts of veneration that may aid in interpreting its cultural meaning” (see also 

Guernsey, et al. 2010b:xviii). This is an issue throughout the Preclassic Mesoamerican 

world, in which, more often than not, sculptures were considered breakable, movable, 

reusable things (see comment by Graham 1989:244-245 on "original context"). Not only 

are the majority of monuments intentionally broken, but they often come to academic 

attention without any kind of archaeological context (see Clark, et al. 2010:5). 

The goals of this study are, therefore, quite humble. At heart and at its most 

fundamental, this is an illustration project. It began with the somewhat idealistic premise 

that the monuments of Kaminaljuyú would “speak” to me in their myriad, scattered, and 

fragmentary voices, a communication brought about through the unique and intimate 

exchange an illustrator has with the sculpted surface she records. Through drawing the 

entire corpus of bas-relief monuments at Kaminaljuyú, the hope was that I would hear as 

many of these voices as possible, and that my dissertation would bring them into 

academic discourse in a productive way. As I continued drawing, I began to discover 

themes and ideas within these monuments (long understudied or altogether ignored in the 

literature), and a single, overarching topic began to take shape. The narrative became one 

of bodies—bodies of stone and flesh and blood—interacting across an ancient landscape. 

The subsequent chapters therefore represent a first step in trying to make sense of those 



 5 

bodies and of the inscribed surfaces that gave them meaning in the Late Preclassic world 

of Kaminaljuyú. 

What follows is a discussion of the iconographic world I found at Kaminaljuyú. It 

is shaped and structured through my personal interactions with the fragmentary remains 

of ancient art objects. It is thus a project of indefinite, rather than definite articles—it is 

“a” dissertation on Kaminaljuyú, not “the” dissertation, and it provides “a” perspective, 

not “the” perspective on the site’s art. Most simply put, it presents the iconographic world 

that I encountered through my drawings of the site’s monuments, brought into 

explanatory and discursive form through intensive comparative research. It is therefore 

deeply personal, a story told from the egocentric “I.” As Pearson and Shanks (2001:50) 

so eloquently put it: “…archaeologists do not happen upon or discover the past. 

Archaeology is a process in which archaeologists… take up and make something of what 

is left of the past.” This, then, is a reconstruction, a reinterpretation, a “…work of 

mediation with the past” (Ibid:11). 

In sum, this dissertation represents my best effort towards giving this corpus of 

extraordinary monuments their due in academic discourse. The modern history of 

Kaminaljuyú is a true archaeological tragedy. This dissertation is a small attempt at 

recovery, at salvage, a small way to rectify some part of the damage that has been 

wrought on a site whose importance cannot be overestimated. The chapters that follow 

are therefore presented as a first step, with the sincere hope that they will pave the way 

for future scholars to say more, to delve deeper, to question and reassess topics that are 

well beyond the reach of current discourse. In the end, the hope is to communicate the 

idea that art matters. Despite the frequent assumption that art is reactionary—a passive 

reflection of the world around it—this dissertation is crafted around the principle that art 

at Kaminaljuyú was anything but. Art was not only a powerful medium by which people 
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structured their political and religious realities, but represents a remarkable point of 

access by which modern scholars can approach ancient worlds. 

THE ART HISTORICAL PAST OF KAMINALJUYÚ: CONTEXTUALIZING THE 
DISSERTATION 

Although Kaminaljuyú has been recognized as a significant site for quite some 

time, surprisingly little focused work has been undertaken to understand its large corpus 

of bas-relief stone monuments. Neither the publications produced by the Carnegie 

Institute nor those written by the Pennsylvania State project include anything on 

Kaminaljuyú’s art, though each do include a few photographs of sculptures from the site 

in their illustrations. Given the importance of Kaminaljuyú and the number of 

monuments that have been discovered there over the past century, this paucity of 

scholarship on the site’s art is rather surprising. Kaminaljuyú sculptures have, in fact, 

only been treated in depth in three substantial works: Miles’ “Sculpture of the 

Guatemala-Chiapas Highlands and Pacific Slopes, and Associated Hieroglyphs” (1965), 

Parsons’ Origins of Maya Art (1986), and Jonathan Kaplan’s dissertation “Rulership and 

ideology at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyu: A comparative study” (1999). The earliest 

works that contain photographs of Kaminaljuyú monuments are a brief catalog by 

Lothrop (1926) and articles by the brothers Villacorta (Villacorta 1932; Villacorta and 

Villacorta 1927a, b). In addition to these, a few articles have been written that deal 

specifically with Kaminaljuyú bas-relief sculpture, including: Doering and Collins 

(2010); Kaplan (1995, 2000); Parsons (1983, 1988); and Prater (1989).4 For a site 

acknowledged to have been among the most important of the early Maya world, this 

                                                
4 Those articles that deal specifically in linguistic affiliation and attempts at deciphering the inscription 
found on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 are not included here. For more on my choice to avoid this topic, see 
Footnote 10. 



 7 

bibliography is shockingly brief and emphasizes the real and immediate need for targeted 

studies that address these monuments. 

Monument Chronologies and Taxonomies: Miles and Parsons 

The history of academic study relating to Kaminaljuyú sculpture falls into two 

general categories: the chronological and the interpretive. The chronological approach is 

best exemplified by the works of Miles (1965) and Parsons (1981, 1983, 1986, 1988). 

Born from a curiosity about the chronological place of Kaminaljuyú sculpture 

specifically, and about sculpture from the highlands and southern slope more generally, 

in the development of Maya civilization, these works focus heavily on stylistically 

seriating the Kaminaljuyú monuments. Following the model set forth by the brilliant 

Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1950), the general assumption made by these authors is that 

monuments reflect chronological change through a relatively linear evolution of details 

and styles through time.  

In these scholarly treatments of sculptural chronology at Kaminaljuyú, three main 

issues arise. First, there is the problem of checking stylistic seriations against anchored 

chronologies. Proskouriakoff, for example, was able to check her conclusions about 

Classic Maya art against inscriptions with Long Count dates and secure archaeological 

contexts (see Stone 1983 for a similar study). The Kaminaljuyú monumental corpus, 

however, lacks both dateable inscriptions and secure original contexts. As Parsons 

(1986:2-3) states: 

…much of the data treated here lacks any known archaeological context, 
including the stratigraphic; in all too many cases, even the provenience of major 
pieces is not known. …Much of this information, moreover, has until now been 
relatively inaccessible to scholars (and some of it difficult, if not impossible, to 
retrieve by others) because it has remained unpublished in minds, notes, and files 
(mine and those of others—some of them now deceased) or published only 
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obscurely and in scattered form; the extant literature is replete with gaps, 
confusion, and outright misinformation. (see also Miles 1965:237, 239) 

As mentioned above, even when contextual information was recorded for Kaminaljuyú 

monuments, these contexts were always terminal. In other words, sometimes a thousand 

years separates a reused monument in its final depositional context from its original use 

and placement (Parsons 1986:7). 

Second, although both Miles (1965) and Parsons (1981, 1986) propose specific 

monument chronologies and arrange the Kaminaljuyú sculptures accordingly, neither 

author outlines or describes the stylistic features or parameters used to form these 

categories. As such, their systems cannot be replicated, productively reassessed, or 

applied to sculptures outside of their studies. Further confusing the issue is the fact that 

Parsons (1981, 1988) places certain sculptures in different chronological categories than 

Miles (1965), adjustments that are never fully explained in his work.5 

Third, as a result of the times in which they were written, Miles’ and Parsons’ 

treatments of Kaminaljuyú sculpture are taxonomic rather than interpretive. Miles (1965), 

for instance, focuses on art as a dataset, breaking apart iconographic motifs as 

chronological markers. The work of Parsons shows the same focus on categorization and 

taxonomies, counting and grouping sculptures rather than attempting to approach their 

meanings. These highly categorical approaches to Late Preclassic art are also seen in 

other works by Parsons (see, for instance, 1983) and in works by Quirarte (1973, 1974). 

Lest the conversation turn too much toward heavy-handed critique, however, it must be 

emphasized how little was known about Preclassic art at the time of these writings. Much 

of the comparative imagery now available had not yet been discovered. Both Miles and 

Parsons thus made informed choices to leave out meaning, as they felt it could not yet be 

                                                
5 Parsons (1986:9) describes his chronological seriation approach as similar to that used in publications like 
Easby and Scott (1970) and Scott (1978). 
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accessed with any confidence. As Miles (1965:242) states, she felt it was not currently 

feasible “…to go beyond general indications of importance in frequency of appearance, 

relative placement, and elaboration in interpreting significance.” Twenty years later, 

Parsons (1986:10) found himself in the same predicament. 

Despite their limitations, it is important to acknowledge the significance of these 

early scholarly contributions. Miles’ work, for example, should be appreciated as one of 

the first concerted efforts to make sense of an extremely challenging sculptural corpus. 

Furthermore, she provides provenience information, photographs, and monument 

numbers for several sculptures that have never been published or discussed since. As the 

first scholar to attempt to tackle, in any systematic way, the thorny issue of a detailed 

chronological seriation, her study is a crucial reference point for scholars of Preclassic 

sculpture in general, and Kaminaljuyú sculpture in particular. 

As for Parsons, twenty-five years after the publication of The Origins of Maya 

Art, the volume still stands as the most useful treatment of Kaminaljuyú sculpture 

available. Although a number of his chronological arguments are no longer tenable, the 

catalog, which documents some 127 monuments from Kaminaljuyú (Parsons 1986:11), is 

arguably the most frequently-referenced corpus of Late Preclassic monuments from the 

highlands and Pacific Slope. In his book and in a number of other articles, Parsons 

remains the best documenter of the art of Kaminaljuyú. His work should therefore be 

recognized as having played an absolutely key role in the study of sculpture from the site. 

Furthermore, many of the monuments depicted or photographed in Parsons’ catalog have, 

in the intervening decades, been "misplaced," lost, or are otherwise no longer accessible 

to scholars, so his photographic record remains a critical resource. In the decades that 

have passed since its publication, no study of Kaminaljuyú has even remotely approached 

the comprehensive nature of this work. This certainly indicates that a re-visitation of the 
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subject matter is due, but also speaks to the value and importance of Parsons’ 

contribution to Kaminaljuyú studies. 

Renumbering the Kaminaljuyú Catalog 

The major drawback of the Parsons catalog of Kaminaljuyú monuments is the 

numbering system it uses. Because it was based on the monument numbers published by 

Miles (1965) some 20 years earlier, the Parsons catalog reflects the same mis-

categorizations of sculptures. As Parsons admits, “Obviously, some ‘stela’ could well be 

wall panels, or even confused with what are conventionally called altars. Likewise, the 

‘altars’ might better be called ‘thrones’ or ‘pedestals,’ or again be confused with stelae, 

panels, or ‘zoomorphs’” (Parsons 1986:11). In Parsons’ catalog, for instance, there is a 

“Stela 10,” which is an altar or throne. There is also an “Altar 10,” which appears to be 

an effigy of a drum. “Stela 22” is a silhouette sculpture; “Stela 20” is a round altar, and 

Stelae 4, 19, 25 and 28 are likely wall panels.  

In light of this bulky and inaccurate system, and with some 60 new monuments 

and fragments needing a place in the catalog, I determined it was the right time to 

renumber the entire Kaminaljuyú sculptural catalog. The new system was created in 

consultation with Dr. Barbara Arroyo, director of the Proyecto Arqueológico 

Kaminaljuyú (hence my use of the term “PAK Sculpture Numbers”). Because 

Kaminaljuyú fragments are often too small to determine their original format and because 

of the bewildering array of stone monuments at Kaminaljuyú, I determined it was most 

practical to avoid functional titles (like “Stela,” “Altar,” “Silhouette Sculpture,” etc.). 

Because so many sculptures and fragments are small and portable, I chose the term 

“Sculpture” rather than “Monument.” The catalog therefore begins at “Sculpture 1” and 

counts sequentially forward to “Sculpture 224.” It includes all categories of carved stone 
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fragments and monuments as well as plain stelae. Wherever possible, I echoed Parsons’ 

original monument numbers to avoid confusion (“Stela 10” thus became “Sculpture 10,” 

and so on). A complete and tidy correlation, however, was impossible, as numbers are so 

often repeated in the Parsons catalog (there is, for instance, a Monument 1, a Stela 1, a 

Silhouetted Relief 1, a Pedestal Sculpture 1, and an Altar 1). 

The catalog presented here should be viewed as a work-in-progress, growing as 

new monuments and fragments are discovered at the site of Kaminaljuyú, in museum 

basements, and in private collections. This dissertation refers to all Kaminaljuyú 

sculptures with the new numbering system. For the correlation of the new system with 

the Parsons catalog, please see Appendix 2. 

Jonathan Kaplan: 

Surprisingly, only one PhD dissertation has ever been produced that focuses on 

the art of Kaminaljuyú: Jonathan Kaplan’s “Rulership and ideology at Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyu: a comparative study” (1999). In this volume, Kaplan levies rather harsh 

criticisms against his predecessors, including the Pennsylvania State University 

Kaminaljuyú project, faulting them for focusing exclusively on politics and economics as 

prime movers in the development of Kaminaljuyú (Kaplan 1999:59). Although his 

phrasing could perhaps be a bit more diplomatic, Kaplan becomes the first author to 

consider belief and belief structures as key factors in site growth and cultural change at 

Kaminaljuyú (Kaplan 1999:60-66). In his dissertation, Kaplan (1999) focuses almost 

exclusively on the topic of kingship at Kaminaljuyú and, within that subject, the specific 

themes of duality and “twinship.” He interprets several monuments as evidence for royal 

autosacrifice, bloodletting, and divine rulership, ideas reflected in his other publications 

as well (Kaplan 1995, 2000).  
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Although they are some of the only in-depth interpretations of Kaminaljuyú 

iconography available, Kaplan’s work contains a great deal of speculation, generally 

based on sweeping cross-cultural comparisons and assumptions. Such work highlights the 

need for close, careful iconographic analysis at Kaminaljuyú, scholarship that focuses on 

creating basic building blocks for future scholars to utilize, reassess, and build upon. 

Again, lest I fall into the dangerous trap of simply criticizing predecessors for their 

scholastic shortcomings, however,6 I believe it is important to stress that Kaplan’s work 

represents the first attempt to move beyond taxonomic assignments into the world of 

iconographic interpretation, finding broader cultural and socio-political implications in 

the sculptural corpus of Kaminaljuyú. 

Dumbarton Oaks: 

Although not specifically about Kaminaljuyú, the most recent publication that 

deals with Preclassic stone sculpture in the Mesoamerican world deserves mention. The 

Place of Stone Monuments, edited by Guernsey, Clark, and Arroyo, provides an excellent 

overview of Preclassic sculpture and the history of its study, and includes articles on the 

most recent scholarship on Preclassic art in Mesoamerica (Clark, et al. 2010; Guernsey, et 

al. 2010a). In effect, the volume seeks to place stone sculpture in its rightful place in 

academic scholarship, arguing that these monuments are key to reaching a deeper 

understanding of the Mesoamerican world. As the editors state: “We did not consider 

stone monuments as ends in themselves but rather as aids to understanding how 

Mesoamerican civilization grew and spread” (Guernsey, et al. 2010b:xvii). 
                                                
6 See Chippendale (as a comment in Klein, et al. 2002:403), for a story about the scholastic tradition of 
overly-enthusiastic critiques of past methods. As he so brilliantly puts it: “This exhilarating experience was 
great fun for the graduate student body and much strengthened their self-confidence in the virtue and value 
of criticizing their predecessors, to the point that it left them with rather less time and much less inclination 
for the tough work of inventing better methods which would actually be exempt from the weaknesses so 
evident in the old masters.” 
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Despite the scale of the volume, the authors caution the reader from becoming too 

confident in her knowledge of the Preclassic, discussing how much there is left to know: 

“When it comes to exploring deep levels of meaning, we are all amateurs—

archaeologists and art historians alike—doing our best with imperfect and incomplete 

information” (Clark, et al. 2010:5). The volume is therefore presented as a first step 

towards a greater understanding of art and the way it affected and was affected by 

Mesoamerican civilization, with the understanding that much more remains to be 

understood and the hope that the volume will serve to encourage future projects (Clark, et 

al. 2010).  

PROJECT SUMMARY—THE “IS” AND “IS NOTS” OF THE DISSERTATION: 

Again and again, one is reminded of the absence of Kaminaljuyú from in-depth 

discussions of Late Preclassic art. As mentioned above, the bibliography of targeted 

studies addressing Kaminaljuyú art is paltry. Even in The Place of Stone Monuments 

(Guernsey, et al. 2010a), the most up-to-date and comprehensive volume on Preclassic 

sculpture available, the only article dealing with Kaminaljuyú is a review of 3-D scanning 

technologies. In other words, a broader, interpretive discussion of the art from one of the 

most important sites of the Preclassic Mesoamerican world is entirely missing from the 

discussion. Rather than serving as a critique of this impressive volume, such an absence 

simply speaks to the difficulty scholars have faced in trying to access the art of 

Kaminaljuyú. The current project and associated illustrations will hopefully help to create 

a more accessible record, allowing scholars to approach and discuss Kaminaljuyú in a 

more meaningful way. As Parsons (1986) said some 25 years ago: “This work is thus 

intended to fill a long-recognized need for a thorough, up-to-date study of Kaminaljuyu 

sculpture, including a catalogue of photographs and drawings and systematic analyses of 
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this diverse and important cultural material.” It is remarkable how little has changed in 

the last 25 years. 

There are approximately 225 sculptures and fragments in the Kaminaljuyú 

catalog, though the number is bound to increase as new sculptures are discovered and 

documented. These exist in varying states of preservation, display varying levels of 

artistry and iconographic complexity, and all of them lack original context. In the 

chapters that follow, I discuss about 95 of these sculptures. This dissertation thus 

provides a catalog of monument illustrations as well as an analysis of what this corpus 

tells us about the ancient world of Kaminaljuyú. A full summary of chapters is provided 

below, but what emerges is a narrative of ancient bodies: sacrificial bodies, royal bodies, 

stone bodies, and the body politic that watched, interpreted, and structured them. 

Before addressing methodology, there are a few important qualifications about 

what this dissertation is not. There is much work to be done on Kaminaljuyú, and this is a 

first step, but it is not the only step and it cannot address everything. First, it is not an 

archaeological summary or synthesis of Kaminaljuyú. Although the archaeology and 

historiography of the site is discussed in some depth in Chapter 2, a holistic treatment of 

the exceedingly complicated archaeological past of Kaminaljuyú is well beyond the 

scope of this dissertation. In fact, the focused and detailed study of this complex 

archaeological history could form an entire dissertation in and of itself. 

Second, this is not a study of all Kaminaljuyú art. Grounded in archaeological 

illustration, the project focuses on bas-relief sculpture and iconography. It does not, 

therefore, treat the myriad other forms of sculpture at the site. The discussion thus 

excludes (for the most part) various modeled, unfired mud sculptures that were once used 

to embellish the surfaces of architectural constructions at the site but which are now in a 

rather deplorable state of preservation (Anonymous 1963a; Miles 1963; 1965:239; 
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Parsons 1986:F.187).7 It also excludes plain stelae (see Bove 2011; Parsons 1986:16; 

Pereira 2010; Pereira, et al. 2007 for discussions of these monuments at Kaminaljuyú and 

elsewhere) and sculptures in-the-round like mushroom stones (De Borhegyi 1961, 1965a; 

Ohi and Torres 1994; Parsons 1986:24-25; Shook and Kidder 1952), pedestal sculptures 

(Miles 1965:248; Parsons 1986), toad altars (Martínez Donjuán 2010:72-73), and 

potbellies (about which Guernsey (2012) has just published an impressive and 

comprehensive volume). With the exception of Sculpture 33, which appears to have been 

re-carved from a Late Preclassic stela, the tenoned sculptures that once likely served as 

ballcourt markers at Kaminaljuyú are also missing from the discussion (for more on 

ballcourt markers, see Kaplan 2011a:253; Miles 1965:269-270; Parsons 1986, 1991). 

These sculptures appear to date to the Classic period and therefore were involved in a 

very different historical and socio-political context than the bas-relief monuments 

discussed in the chapters that follow. The intent is not to downplay the importance and 

value of the sculptural forms I have excluded here, but simply to limit the current study to 

a single, coherent corpus of monuments from which I might derive some unified 

meaning. These other sculptural forms, nevertheless, were hugely important and have 

much to say about the ancient life of the site, themes that will hopefully be addressed by 

future scholars. 

Third, due to its focus on bas-relief monuments, this dissertation deals in elite 

messages.8 As such, it focuses upon a highly specialized and very narrow aspect of 

                                                
7 See Love (2010:152-156) for a discussion of materials other than stone in the art of the highlands and 
Pacific Slope. 
8 Here I follow a number of authors who agree that elites were likely in control of Preclassic art production. 
See, for instance, discussions by Guernsey (2006, 2010a; 2012b:224, 313-314, 335) and Bove (2011:103-
108). 
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Kaminaljuyú life.9 As Connerton (1989:18) so aptly states, “…one of the limitations of 

documentary evidence is that few people bother to write down what they take for 

granted.” The daily life of Kaminaljuyú, as well as the daily routine and world-view of 

commoners, is therefore missing from the discussion that follows. My focus on bas-relief 

monuments and on elite ideologies also means that I am dealing with the outcome of the 

Kaminaljuyú elite’s participation in what I view as a “Maya” style—an elite lingua 

franca that likely crossed linguistic, cultural, and other boundaries of identity. The use of 

the term “Maya” and ideas of culture, ethnicity, and linguistic affiliation at Kaminaljuyú 

are discussed in more depth in Chapter 2. 

Fourth, despite its focus on elite messages, this dissertation does not address 

hieroglyphic inscriptions—at Kaminaljuyú or elsewhere in the Late Preclassic world. At 

the moment, these texts cannot be read with any certainty, and heated debates have arisen 

over everything from linguistic affiliation to reading order. Though I tend to agree with 

those who favor the identification of a Maya writing system in the Kaminaljuyú corpus, I 

feel it is wiser to leave such debates and readings to scholars better versed in the subject 

that I am.10 

                                                
9 See Halperin, et al. (2009) for a discussion of the rather severe underrepresentation of small, non-elite 
craft goods, including figurines, in academic literature. 
10 The literature on this topic is vast and beyond the scope of the current project to summarize. For 
discussions about Late Preclassic writing systems (including examples, discussions, and decipherments), 
particularly at Kaminaljuyú, see Ayala (1983); Boot (1999); Coe (1957, 1976); Estrada Belli (2011:110-
116); Fahsen (1992, 2000; 2010a:242-243, 256-257; 2010b); Guernsey (2006:10-15); Hammond (1982); 
Justeson (1986); Kaplan (2011b:249); Kelley (1966); Lacadena (2010); Macri (2011); Méluzin (1987); 
Mora-Marín (2005, 2008, 2010); Navarrete (1971); Saturno, et al. (2006); Schieber de Lavarreda, et al. 
(2010); Sharer (1989b); Sharer and Sedat (1973); and Winfield Capitaine (1988). For discussions of early 
writing throughout Mesoamerica, see the edited volume by Houston (2004a), especially his overview of 
early Mesoamerican writing systems (Houston 2004b). Also see Justeson and Mathews (1990) and Marcus 
(1976b) for earlier discussions. For the rather controversial decipherment of “Epi-Olmec” writing, see 
Justeson and Kaufman (1993, 1997) and Kaufman and Justeson (2001). For a critical treatment of that 
decipherment, see Houston and Coe (2003). For discussions of Olmec writing, see Pohl, et al. (2002) and 
Rodríguez Martínez, et al. (2006). Finally, for more theoretical discussions of “text” and “writing,” 
including discussions of memory formation both within and outside of the New World, see Jones 
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Fifth, despite the historic interest in the topic, this dissertation does not argue for 

specific stylistic chronologies in the bas-relief sculpture of Kaminaljuyú. The lack of 

original context described above means that there is no way to check against or anchor 

seriations in real time. This is compounded by the fact that Late Preclassic sculpture in 

general shows highly localized tastes and styles, so even contemporaneous sculptures that 

have better context (at sites like Izapa, for instance) are too stylistically dissimilar to 

allow for specific, dated comparative assessments. Even within Kaminaljuyú, an 

enormous variation is seen in sculptors’ skill levels and carving styles—meaning stylistic 

difference cannot always be attributed to chronological difference. For the moment, then, 

I believe that a stylistic chronology of Kaminaljuyú monuments is beyond academic 

grasp. It is simply too conjectural to be of any use. That said, I do feel comfortable 

making three very broad chronological assessments: First, due to the general consistency 

with which certain symbolisms are seen throughout contemporaneous (and better dated) 

sites, I assume a general late Middle Preclassic through Late Preclassic date (likely 

sometime from ca.600BC-ca.200AD) for these monuments. Second, due to their 

relationship with boulder sculptures, the kinds of iconography they display, and their 

treatment of the stone surface, I assign a relatively early (i.e. late Middle Preclassic or ca. 

600-300BC) date to monuments like Sculpture 9, Sculpture 211, and Sculpture 5 at the site 

(for discussions of early carving styles, see Canto Aguilar and Castro Mendoza 2010:86-

87; Clancy 1990; 1999:15). Third, the flat relief carving and compositional connections 

of monuments like Sculpture 202, Sculpture 15, Sculpture 1, and Sculpture 12 to later, 

Classic forms, suggests that these monuments are likely some of the latest bas-relief 
                                                                                                                                            
(2007:164, 225); Joyce (2003); Justeson (1986); Olsen (2010:56-59, 63); Renfrew (2003:163-166); and 
Trigger (2004). 
11 According to Parsons (1986:29), who cites Villacorta (1932:110), Sculpture 2 was originally found with 
its whole tail complete. However, the photo provided by Villacorta (Ibid.) shows the monument in the same 
state of preservation as one finds it today, with the tip of the tail broken off. 
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carvings produced at Kaminaljuyú (Parsons 1986; and Proskouriakoff 1950:178 make 

similar (though not identical) assessments). 

Finally, I must repeat the fact that this dissertation does not represent a contextual 

analysis of Kaminaljuyú sculpture. This is as much due to the limitations of the modern 

archaeological record as it is to the vicissitudes of ancient practice, in which monuments 

were broken, modified, reused, and moved around the landscape, sometimes repeatedly, 

over the span of a thousand years. To an art historian, such an absence of contextual 

information is, at best, frustrating. At worst, it effectively prevents analyses that consider 

how, when, and where these monuments were used by the people who made them. As 

Guernsey (2012b:55) argues, context plays a critical role in understanding ancient art: 

“Sculpture cannot be divorced from its archaeological context, and understanding where 

it was located, how it was viewed, and how it related visually and conceptually to its 

surroundings is absolutely critical to determining what it signified in the ancient past.”  

That said, sometimes the archaeological record does not provide us with the information 

we need to make these analyses possible. As Clark, et al. (2010:23) so eloquently put it: 

The operational assumption of the chapters in this book is that if we can properly 
place sculptures in their cultural, historical, social, political, religious, and 
cognitive contexts, we can infer original and secondary uses and meanings for 
them and, subsequently, interpret the role(s) they may have played in the origins, 
growth, and spread of civilization in Middle America. This dictum is simple in 
principle and frustrating in practice, because most monuments did not stand still. 

To explain the lack of detailed and thorough contextual analysis of Kaminaljuyú 

sculpture in the chapters that follow, I therefore take a line from Houston, et al. 

(2006:56): “…the interpretive challenge is not for want of theory or scholarly will but 

arises from inherent limitations of data.” 
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RECONSTRUCTING THE DESTRUCTION OF KAMINALJUYÚ: 

When discussing context, it is important to emphasize and explain the remarkably 

poor state of Kaminaljuyú’s preservation. The modern history of Kaminaljuyú is a truly 

heartbreaking story. Although it was recognized at least by the 1920s as an important 

archaeological site, it was never adequately protected from development efforts, looting, 

and vandalism. The story of the famous Mound E-III-3 is one of the most demoralizing. 

Measuring over 20m tall and 70X90m at its base, E-III-3 was once the largest 

construction at Kaminaljuyú (Shook and Kidder 1952:41, 45). In the 1930s, a factory 

began cutting into the mound for brick-making material, throwing sherds and other 

archaeological remnants aside (Shook and Kidder 1952:41). In 1947 brick workers made 

a vertical cut down the center of Mound E-III-3, coming across an enormous 

concentration of artifacts (Shook and Kidder 1952:41-42). Once archaeologists were 

called in, it became clear that the brickmakers had not only cut into one rich tomb, but 

had also destroyed the upper east benches of a second one (Shook and Kidder 1952:42). 

Despite their damaged nature, these tombs are known as some of the greatest Late 

Preclassic discoveries ever encountered in the Maya world (FIG.4). Nevertheless, over 

half the mound had been demolished by 1950. As Shook and Kidder (1952:45) sadly 

state, “…as the workmen whittled it away we recovered whatever archaeological 

information was possible before it should be lost forever.” 

There is also the tragic story of Mound D-III-1, one of the most unusual structures 

discovered at Kaminaljuyú. In the fall of 1963 (Anonymous 1963a, b) a construction 

company was given permission to cut into the mound in order to build a school. When a 

beautiful building was discovered within the mound, complete with elaborate masks, 

portraits, and seated figures sculpted in unfired mud and painted in bright colors, the 

government tried to halt the demolition work. Nevertheless, construction continued and 
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several of the sculptures were destroyed (Anonymous 1963b). Although government 

archaeologist Gustavo Espinoza was brought in to conserve the façade sculptures and 

move them to Guatemala’s National Museum (Anonymous 1963a), this never occurred. 

As a result, these extraordinary sculptures were left unprotected and vulnerable to looting 

over the years (Ponciano-Lechuga 1971). As Ponciano-Lechuga (1971) laments in an 

editorial in the newspaper: “Why is the rich historical patrimony of our country regarded 

with such indifference?” (translated by author).  

Year by year, Kaminaljuyú was bulldozed, cut into, looted, and defaced (see 

Anonymous 1927a, b). In 1935 a soccer team cut deeply into Mounds A and B to enlarge 

their soccer field (Espinoza 1961; Kidder, et al. 1946). In 1954, the construction of the 

Cancer institute near the Roosevelt Hospital leveled several additional mounds 

(Anonymous 1954), and in 1958, the Palangana complex was vandalized (Anonymous 

1958). In 1964 the Guatemalan government declared it was taking steps to prevent 

Kaminaljuyú’s further destruction. It declared certain mounds “untouchable” and 

announced that development work within the city limits would be halted at any time if 

structures, tombs, or sculptural objects that merited study were discovered. Any 

construction work that could damage or destroy part of Kaminaljuyú had to be supervised 

by inspectors from the Instituto de Antropología e Historia (IDAEH), who would have 

the right to halt work if items of interest were found. Punishments listed include fines and 

the suspension of the destructive work being undertaken (Anonymous 1964c, d).  

Despite these pronouncements, in 1964 Mound C-1-1 and Mound C-V-13 were 

both completely destroyed by developers in a matter of hours (Anonymous 1964b, 1965), 

and the destruction of mound C-V-9 had also begun (Anonymous 1964b). Mound C-IV-

3, Mound B-V-6, and Mound A-V-3, were also demolished around this time so 

landowners could extract and sell building materials (Anonymous 1966). In 1967, Mound 
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C-4-5, a construction that had been declared by the Carnegie Institution and the Ministry 

of Public Education as “untouchable,” was almost totally destroyed by a man building a 

factory (Anonymous 1967). By 2002, only about thirty of the original 95 “untouchable” 

mounds remained (Crasborn, et al. 2004:191).12 

The numbers are painfully sad. During their decade of work at Kaminaljuyú (ca. 

1935-1947), the Carnegie Institution archaeologists mapped well over 200 mounds 

measuring from about a meter to 20 meters high over an area of more than 5 km2 

(FIGS.2-3) (Sanders and Michels 1969:1). By the 1960s half of those mounds had been 

totally destroyed, and half of the remaining mounds at least partially destroyed by urban 

development (Anonymous 1959a; Sanders 1974:97; Sanders and Michels 1969:1). By 

1983, only 60 mounds remained (Crasborn, et al. 2004:198, citing Shávelzon and Rivera 

1987:546). In 2002, only 44 were left (Crasborn, et al. 2004:188, 198), the majority at 

least partly damaged by construction, development efforts, and urban projects (Crasborn, 

et al. 2004:198). Although the creation of a 14-acre park to protect some of Kaminaljuyú 

was announced in October 1959 (Anonymous 1959a, b), this never occurred 

(Anonymous 1964a). Instead, in 1968, a mere four blocks (1800 linear meters) of land in 

Zone 7 of Guatemala City were marked off, to be protected as the “ceremonial center of 

Kaminaljuyu” (FIG.5) (Anonymous 1968; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:vii). This “Parque de 

Kaminaljuyu” represents only 1/30 of the original site (Sanders 1974:97; Sanders and 

                                                
12 By the mid 1960’s, calls to action for the protection and preservation of the site of Kaminaljuyú become 
common in the newspapers (see, for example, Anonymous 1965). In 1966, for instance, a journalist writes: 
“…For the umpteenth time we refer to the sad situation of Kaminal-Juyú, an archaeological site of great 
documentary interest due to its antiquity, whose mounds have been disappearing, swallowed up by the 
voracity of developers, parties who avoid the obligatory inspection of the Instituto de Antropología e 
Historia (in cases in which their destruction has been authorized) and neither comply with the law nor obey 
regulations, presenting us with faits accomplis and irreparable damage.” (Anonymous 1966, translated by 
author). In a series of editorials in the newspaper El Imparcial, Ponciano-Lechuga calls on the 
governmental authorities to do more to protect the site and support the efforts of archaeologists and guards 
to preserve cultural patrimony (Ponciano-Lechuga 1969, 1970, 1971).  
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Michels 1969:1). As Sanders and Michels stated back in 1969: “There are no immediate 

plans to increase this area and within the next few years, at the present rate of 

encroachment, the remainder of the site will be destroyed.” (Sanders 1974:97; Sanders 

and Michels 1969:1). 

The story of Kaminaljuyú monuments is not much better. Most monuments were 

found on privately owned land and either ended up in private collections or in the Museo 

Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología. Newspaper accounts abound with reports of new-

found monuments brought to the national museum, but photos and descriptions were 

usually not provided, so even recovering the most basic of contexts is impossible (see, for 

instance, Anonymous 1931, 1932, 1933a, b, c, 1960, 1969). In the museum’s inventory, 

the most information available for these monuments and fragments is often very simply 

“de Kaminaljuyú.”  

In sum, the story of Kaminaljuyú is a tragedy of untold proportions. I would like 

to end on a hopeful note, however. Currently, the Proyecto Kaminaljuyú, under the 

direction of Dr. Barbara Arroyo, is attempting to conserve, preserve, and make sense of 

Kaminaljuyú’s remains. Despite the site’s heart-breaking history, there is great hope that 

this latest project will save what information can be saved and help us to make sense of 

Kaminaljuyú before it is totally lost to us. 

METHODOLOGY: 

General Approaches: 

There are two main methodological paths that need to be discussed in order to 

frame the discussions that follow. The first is the theoretical framework within which I 

operate; i.e. how I, in general terms, approach the bas-relief sculptures of Kaminaljuyú. 
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Second is the way in which I gather specific meaning from these sculptures, a topic that 

requires a brief examination of what scholars call “the direct historical approach.”13  

I tend toward a cumulative view of art historical methodology, employing a range 

of approaches to garner meaning from the visual record. My theoretical framework is 

therefore diverse rather than univocal, multi-pronged rather than monolithic. It is, as 

Olsen explains in his own case, a theoretical bricolage, a process whose purpose is 

“…not only to gather bits and pieces but also to creatively reassemble them—using those 

parts to construct something usable” (Olsen 2010:152). Like Olsen (2010:13-14), I 

believe that the intermixing of different (sometimes even conflicting) theories is a 

productive enterprise that can lead to interesting insights. As Reents-Budet (2003:760) 

describes in the case of Maya art: “Artifacts are polyvalent; they speak through many 

voices and about many different aspects of human culture. Only by interweaving 

multidisciplinary methods with a coherent research project can we hope to recover these 

prodigious narratives” (translated by author). In other words, a visual system that is so 

diverse, multivalent, and multi-vocal calls for a similarly diverse methodological 

approach. 

In many ways, this dissertation attempts to bridge the sometimes glaring gap 

between anthropology and art history, seeking not only to understand the art itself but 

also to reach beyond it to a greater understanding of the people who made it. In 

Mesoamerican studies in particular, there has traditionally been some tension between 

art-historical investigation and anthropological or archaeological endeavors. Although 

Mesoamerican art was first accessed through and discussed around discoveries of art, by 

                                                
13 The “direct historical approach” in the Maya context is, at its most basic, a means of gathering meaning 
from the past that assumes continuity of both forms and meaning in the iconographic record through time. 
Its greatest proponent, historically, was Michael Coe, while its most vocal detractor was George Kubler. 
This methodology is discussed in more detail below.  
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the mid-20th century art had been side-lined as epiphenomenal to, or outside of the real 

processes that mattered in human history (for a discussion of the history of this uneasy 

relationship, see, Clark, et al. 2010:23-24). The current project hopes to bridge this gap, 

caused, as Knappett (2004:49) describes, by “…the profoundly unhelpful polarization of 

artworks and artefacts” (see also Kubler 1962).14 The dissertation therefore looks not just 

at the iconography of these objects, interpreting the kinds of messages that appear to have 

been encoded therein, but also looks more broadly at the function of monuments in the 

Late Preclassic world—as active and agentive beings that affected not just ideology, but 

the course of human events at Kaminaljuyú.  

My use of the term “iconography” to describe my study of the sculptures of 

Kaminaljuyú is technically a mixture of iconography and iconology (see Cosgrove and 

Daniels 1988:1-2 for a historiographical dicussion of these concepts; also reference 

Panofsky 1972 as one of the great original thinkers on the subject). That is to say, the 

dissertation not only extracts and identifies motifs in Kaminaljuyú art, but seeks to lend 

them broader meaning through cautious interpretation and comparative analysis (Kubler 

1962:26-27; Panofsky 1972). Using Hodder’s (1982:11) definition, these motifs can be 

understood as “symbols”: “…an object or situation in which a direct, primary or literal 

meaning also designates another indirect, secondary and figurative meaning.” In this 

extraction of meaning from symbol, however, one must be careful not to over-interpret. 

In the wise words of Clark, et al. (2010:5), “In studying stone monuments, we have to 

guard equally against seeing too little and imagining too much.” 

                                                
14 For this division between art and anthropology in other fields, see Gell (1998) and Ingold (2000:350). 
For a list of studies that have integrated art and archaeology, see Olsen (2010:61); Pearson and Shanks 
(2001); Renfrew (2003); and Renfrew, et al. (2004a, b). 
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There are also some echoes of Structuralism15 in the chapters that follow—the 

idea of bas-relief sculptures at Kaminaljuyú as containing intentional, authored, relatively 

legible messages.16 However, I also focus on the multivalent and layered meanings of 

these messages, particularly their dependence on the varying interpretations of viewers, 

an approach that tends strongly toward the Poststructuralist.17 As Olsen (2010:47) so 

articulately puts it, a Poststructuralist approach “…emphasizes how things mean and what 

thoughts they stimulate; it investigates and affirms the plurality of meanings obtained by 

things being reread by new people in new contexts.” In other words, in trying to access 

what kinds of messages were being sent through iconography, it is equally important to 

acknowledge that these were not always the messages received, that viewers were as 

much in control of iconographic meaning as patrons and artists were. One encounters art 

as a site of interaction and dialogue in which meanings were constantly presented, 

redefined, and negotiated (see, for instance, Olsen 2010:44-45, 48). 

As Boivin (2004:63) cautions, however, focusing single-mindedly on the flexible 

messages of objects runs the risk of prioritizing the conceptual over the material object. 

Olsen describes this as a “…longing for realms beyond the material itself” (Olsen 

2003:90; 2010:25) and similarly calls for readers to acknowledge the object alongside the 

ideas and messages it may have carried (Olsen 2010:26). Armstrong (1971:11) is perhaps 

the most forceful on this point: “But there is missed here the identification of the one 

                                                
15 Stone (1983:9) provides one of the clearest, most succinct summaries of Structuralism: “A structuralist 
approach defines ordering principles or structure through examining relationships between units of 
information within a given set and by seeking a typology of fundamental meaning. Thus, structuralism 
takes a holistic approach, concerning itself as much with relationships as with discrete items, and by nature 
is classificatory.” 
16 For more on “image as text” and the linguistic structural approach, both support and criticisms, see 
Bloch (1974); Boivin (2004:63); Friedrich (1989); Hodder (1982); Jones (2007:14); Olsen (2003:90); 
Pearson and Shanks (2001:7); and Tilley (1994:34). 
17 These concepts are often confused in the literature. For a very useful review of these methodologies and 
their applications, see Olsen (2010:39-50). 
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basic, critical, and inalienable fact, that the sculpture is an affecting thing. It is as though 

a person were to be defined (as he often is) solely in terms of his roles and physical 

characteristics without ever having it said of him that he is a man, a ‘me,’ a sentient and 

feeling human particularity” (for similar arguments, see Boivin 2004:64; Newsome 

1998:120; 2001:x; Olsen 2007, 2010). Therefore, although the principle focus of the 

current project is the decipherment and interpretation of the iconography of Kaminaljuyú, 

it is presented with the acknowledgement that this focus runs the risk of prioritizing 

messages over material. In an effort to acknowledge the material meaning of monuments 

alongside the messages borne on their carved surfaces, I discuss the activity and agency 

of these sculptures in depth in Chapters 3 and 4. 

Interpreting Iconography: 

In order to interpret the iconography of Kaminaljuyú, I mix together diachronic 

and synchronic comparisons. I use imagery from Kaminaljuyú’s contemporaries (both 

nearby in the highlands and Pacific Slope, as well as at more distant sites in the Maya 

lowlands) in order to interpret and contextualize the fragmentary record of Kaminaljuyú. 

Where contemporaneous comparative imagery is unavailable, however, or in those 

moments where such analogies serve to enrich and enliven the discussion, I include 

comparisons not only to Classic Maya art but, less frequently, to modern linguistic and 

ethnographic material as well. 

It is true, as Kubler (see, for instance, 1973, 1985) cautions, that one cannot 

assume total stability in the form and meaning of symbols through time. I also believe, 

however, that the “Direct Historical Approach” has been absolutely invaluable in the 

field, not only in assigning meaning to ancient iconographies, but in illustrating the 
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extraordinary depth and breadth of some of these symbolisms through time and space.18 

Many of the critical contributions of early scholars to the understanding of Mesoamerican 

art would not have been possible without applying the premise of continuity (see, for 

example, Coe 1973a:10; 1981; Fields 1989:6; Freidel and Schele 1988a:548; 1988b; 

Freidel, et al. 1993; Nicholson 1973; Willey 1973), and one cannot question the 

enormous contribution Karl Taube has made to our understanding of Mesoamerican 

iconography over the past three decades (see bibliography for a complete list of Taube’s 

works that are cited in the following chapters). 

Alongside these long-lived and continuous iconographies, Kaminaljuyú also 

shows us that some important changes occurred in artistic expression between the Late 

Preclassic and Classic periods. For instance, I argue in the following chapters that certain 

gods combine to create later, more familiar Classic period forms, while others seem to 

fall out of favor completely. Alongside these chronological changes, sites also show some 

degree of internal variation—both in terms of what deities they depict and emphasize as 

well how they depict them. Although perhaps frustrating to those interested in harder-

edged approaches, I thus believe as much in temporal continuity as I do in temporal 

change. As such, I find great utility in using Classic period comparisons, both to enhance 

our understanding of the time depth and endurance of certain motifs as well as to 

illustrate the important changes that appear to have occurred between the Late Preclassic 

and the Classic period. 

There are certainly ways in which we can make efforts toward understanding the 

art of the Late Preclassic period “in its own terms.” However, as Martin (in press-a:3) so 

eloquently puts it: “…if we are interested in symbolic systems, then it is both practical 

                                                
18 For very useful histories of this debate, see Cortez (1986:55-62) and Guernsey (2012b:44). 
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and legitimate to trace form and practice back in time. This is not to assume that ideas are 

static and unchanging, only that a premise of continuity offers a more positive basis for 

the testing of arguments than one of disjunction.” In other words, when taken too far, 

Kubler’s critiques become unnecessarily paralyzing. At Kaminaljuyú, where the 

sculptural corpus is, at best, fragmentary and decontextualized (as well as more generally 

in the Late Preclassic highlands and Pacific Slope, where legible inscriptions are lacking 

and monuments have often been broken, modified, or removed from their original 

context), attempting to approach Late Preclassic iconography solely through the lens of 

contemporaneous data is an impracticable approach. Although I have done my best to 

seek out and utilize as much of this kind of comparative imagery as possible, I firmly 

believe that there is not enough art from Kaminaljuyú or from surrounding, 

contemporaneous sites to allow for a closed system of analysis. 

In many ways, then, this dissertation follows the methodology outlined by 

Guernsey (2012b:262-263) in her recent volume on potbelly sculptures: 

…this study privileges the Preclassic data in an attempt to avoid obvious pitfalls 
of disjunction in which later meanings – derived from Classic-period evidence – 
are applied uncritically to an extensive corpus of Preclassic sculptures …any 
meanings derived from later periods must be applied to earlier objects only in a 
very cautious manner that carefully takes into consideration differing historical 
circumstances. I do not propose to reject later evidence; on the contrary, I use it 
with discretion, but only after plumbing the depths of data from the Preclassic 
period in an attempt to discern patterns of meaning that illuminate the specific 
historical circumstances that gave birth to the Preclassic sculptural form. 

In other words, a balanced approach that considers deep continuities alongside historical 

changes can lead us to a beautifully enriched iconographic world (see Guernsey 

2012b:260-263 for a description of the utility of such a balanced approach; Nicholson 

1973; Reese 1996). It is this iconographic world that I present in the chapters that follow. 
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A NOTE ON THE IMPORTANCE OF DRAWINGS: 

As art historians, epigraphers, and archaeologists working in Mesoamerica know, 

accurate drawings of monuments are absolutely critical to establishing clear, well-

grounded iconographic arguments. Kaminaljuyú, however, is among the most poorly-

drawn sites of the ancient Maya world, a feature that has certainly contributed to its 

absence from in-depth iconographic analyses. The drawings in Parsons (1986), for 

instance, not only do little justice to the artistry of their subjects but often obscure rather 

than clarify questions of iconography. As Graham (1989:230) laments in the case of 

Olmec art: “Photographic recording has generally been abysmally poor while drawings 

have been notoriously inaccurate, often materializing widely held preconceptions or even 

idiosyncratic fantasy” (see also Graham 1989:243, n.5). 

A very helpful recent tool in archaeological illustration is the growth of 3D 

scanning technology. However, as the drawings published by Doering and Collins (2010) 

attest (FIG.6), there are significant differences in the various images produced when 

scholars rely on these scans alone. Although 3D scanning technology is a phenomenal 

visual aid, basing an illustration solely on a scan is, in many ways, as risky as drawing 

from photographs alone. Although Doering and Collins (2010) argue that 3D scans allow 

for scientific, objective drawings that avoid the risk of artistic interpretation, my 

perspective is rather different. Having drawn bas-relief monuments for over a decade, I 

have come to realize that every drawing must be a multi-faceted endeavor. In other 

words, it must use whatever tools are at hand in an effort to create the most accurate 

drawing possible—this means combining academic training, an “artistic eye,” field 

drawing experience, photography, and 3D scanning technology with, most important of 

all, the necessary and intensive time it takes to become truly familiar with a monument’s 

carving in person. 
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 Understanding the work of an ancient artist entails an act of translation—from 

sculpted, stony surface, to legible two-dimensional drawing, from the hand of an ancient 

artist to that of a modern one. A computer cannot engage in this necessary dialogue 

because it cannot distinguish between carved line and indented stone surface; it also 

cannot capture the “feel” of an object, which, to me, is one of the most significant aspects 

of technical drawing. A drawing that captures all of the iconographic or epigraphic detail 

without capturing any of the carving style of a monument is only half-useful as an 

illustration.  

I view the illustrations provided in this dissertation as serving two important 

functions: 1) documentary and 2) interpretive. First, they serve as a fundamental 

contribution to the study of Kaminaljuyú. Having been trained by Ian Graham (who used 

to enthusiastically attack my mylar inkings with his magnifying glass and razor blade) 

and David Stuart (an equal perfectionist) as an illustrator for the Corpus of Maya 

Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, I cannot overstate my deep belief in the importance of creating 

accurate, precise illustrations of ancient monuments. As Graham proved long ago through 

the Corpus Project, illustrations are the main access point for scholars into the world of 

Maya iconography. So far, such drawings have been all but missing in the case of 

Kaminaljuyú, so I view the illustrations contained in this dissertation as fundamentally 

important to future scholarship. As most scholars know, once a monument is drawn and 

published in a relatively coherent form, people rarely check the drawing against 

photographs or against the original. As such, illustrators bear a weighty responsibility, 

not only to create precise and technically accurate drawings, but also drawings that reflect 

the “feel” of the object. This, after all, is the form this monument will take on in 

academic literature from this point on. 
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Figures 7 and 8 illustrate these points. As one can easily see, the imprecision of 

Michel’s drawing of Sculpture 25 is remarkable (Figure 7b). Likewise, in Parsons’ 

rendition of Sculpture 13 (Figure 8b), the fragment becomes incoherent and insignificant, 

rather than a representation of a seated ruler with rather adorable little toes and a remnant 

of a scroll at his knee. The most oft-reproduced carving from Kaminaljuyú, however, is 

the text of Sculpture 10, both its upper and lower inscriptions (Figures 9-10). I have 

included three interpretations of the upper text and six published interpretations of the 

lower text. Some of these were drawn directly from the monument, others from 

photographs, and others represent reinterpretations of previously-published drawings. My 

illustrations of the Sculpture 10 texts are presented as Figures 9d and 10g. These were 

undertaken as a team effort with David Stuart, comparing photographs and previously 

published drawings to the text on the monument, in person over the course of several 

hours. I do not believe a more precise or accurate transcription of the text could have 

been produced. 

Second, the analyses and interpretations presented in the subsequent chapters 

would not have been possible without the intimate relationship I built with these 

sculptures over the course of six years. Having been trained by the Corpus Project, I was 

much more familiar with the world of Classic period iconography when I began, meaning 

the Late Preclassic world of Kaminaljuyú was at first enigmatic and confusing. However, 

after years of following every sculpted line of each of these monuments, I have come to 

know them in a unique and special way. This intimate knowledge of the carved surfaces 

of Kaminaljuyú monuments led me to a number of the conclusions readers will encounter 

in the chapters that follow and was absolutely crucial to my understanding of the 

iconography of this ancient site. 
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Except where it has been noted in the catalog, I used a rather arduous four-step 

process to produce the final illustrations of sculptures included here. First, I photographed 

each sculpture with varying angles and degrees of raking light. Second, I illustrated each 

sculpture by hand in pencil, in person, producing a field drawing. Third, referencing both 

the field drawing and the photographs, I created a preliminary illustration draft. Finally, I 

returned to each sculpture with this draft and corrected its details in person, producing a 

final, “inked” illustration. In the years that passed from the beginning of this project to its 

end, technology changed. I thus had to spend some time readjusting from the “old days” 

of acetate tracings and mylar inkings to a Wacom drawing tablet and Adobe Illustrator. In 

the interest of consistency, I re-drew all of my original, hand-drawn images in Adobe 

Illustrator so that all of the illustrations reproduced here would be in the same format. 

Because they either have been lost or are held in private collections to which I could not 

gain access, a few of the sculptures recorded here were drawn with photographs alone 

(this fact is noted in the illustrations section). Where it was possible, I used as many 

different photographs as I could, but there is no substitute for the tactile, in-present 

exchange an illustrator has with a monument. 

SUMMARY OF CHAPTERS: 

The following chapters focus both on what we can specifically interpret about 

Kaminaljuyú iconography today as well as what we can productively think about or 

consider as future studies are brought to bear on this extraordinary corpus of monuments. 

As mentioned above, the over-arching narrative that has emerged in my encounter with 

these monuments is that of bodies—human bodies, stone bodies, and the interaction 

between them that created layered and complex social networks in the ancient 

Kaminaljuyú world. 
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To ground the discussion, Chapter 2 addresses the broader context of 

Kaminaljuyú—the history of its research, what we know about its ancient life and 

inhabitants, as well as its place in the larger region known as the highlands and Pacific 

Slope. This broader context is followed by a more specific look at monumental meanings 

in Chapter 3, a chapter that delves into the more theoretical by establishing the ways in 

which Kaminaljuyú monuments occupied and affected the ancient landscape as active, 

agentive beings. It also touches upon questions of materiality as well as the complex life-

histories of these sculptures. Chapter 4 considers the mutable monumental landscape of 

Kaminaljuyú as well as the stone and human bodies that interacted within it. The hope in 

both of these chapters is to foreground the life of these objects and their role in human 

history in an effort to give dimension and depth to the chapters that follow. 

Chapter 5 moves into the world of ancient human sacrifice. Sacrificial themes are 

highlighted in the art of Kaminaljuyú. This chapter not only addresses the iconographic 

evidence for human sacrifice at Kaminaljuyú, but integrates it with the archaeological 

record, arguing for equivalencies between stone and bone and blood. At Kaminaljuyú, 

both monuments and human bodies were addressed as breakable, divisible beings, 

concepts dealt with in depth in this chapter. Chapter 6 moves from physical bodies into 

the world of myth, using the remarkable Sculpture 10 as an entry point into the divine 

and mythical at this ancient site. A chapter of suggestions and theories rather than a 

conclusive reading of this enigmatic sculpture, it emphasizes how much work remains to 

be done before the full universe of Late Preclassic gods at Kaminaljuyú can be 

understood. 

Chapter 7 focuses specifically on gods related to water—rain, mist, groundwater, 

lakes, lagoons, etc. This chapter is heavily indebted to the work of Karl Taube, who is 

among the only scholars to have approached the topic of Late Preclassic water deities in 
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any depth. Using his previous studies as a framework, I approach the specifics of rain 

deities at Kaminaljuyú, arguing that this ancient site represented a plethora of different 

forms related to water in all its manifestations. Chapter 8 moves from the divine into the 

historic, using the gorgeous Sculpture 11 to access ideas of kingship and costume at 

Kaminaljuyú. In this chapter, the amazing multivocality of motifs and iconography at 

Kaminaljuyú emerges. I not only try to make some sense of the extremely complex Late 

Preclassic Principal Bird Deity, but focus also on the use of the king’s body as a site of 

intersection. Both of the human world and apart from it, the king is encountered as a 

point of transition, transformation, and communication. 

Chapter 9 identifies the face of animate wind at Kaminaljuyú, an entity associated 

not just with wind and rain, but with vocal and musical performance as well. 

Understanding the complex associations of this figure leads into a discussion of similarly 

performing beings— the kings of Kaminaljuyú. This discussion highlights the unique 

emphasis seen at the site on the sound of kings, not just as speakers and singers, but as 

truly “sounding,” noisy beings. To a degree unprecedented in the Late Preclassic world, 

we encounter the auditory at Kaminaljuyú, an iconographic feature that gives the site an 

entirely new sensory dimension, as kings are not just seen in their extravagant jade and 

feather costumes, but heard across the landscape as well. This discussion flows directly 

into Chapter 10, which addresses the Kaminaljuyú king as a performer. It not only deals 

with performance theory and ways in which we can potentially and productively think 

about performance at Kaminaljuyú, but also discusses the ways in which the king himself 

was constructed and inscribed, an object of display and interpretation as much as the 

stone monuments that bore his image. 
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ART MATTERS: 

The central, recurring point of this dissertation is that art matters. Especially at 

Kaminaljuyú, where the archaeological record is in such a pitiful state of preservation, art 

and sculpture serve as windows into an ancient world that is all but lost to us. As argued 

in the following chapters, these bas-relief carvings not only served as both messages and 

messengers, but did so by blending solid, meaningful materiality with the incorporeal and 

conceptual. As Schele and Freidel (1990:57) so eloquently put it in the case of the Classic 

Maya “More powerfully than we can imagine, their art created their reality.” I believe the 

same can be said for Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú. 

These monuments speak to us about Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú kings19 and the 

specific ways in which they once justified their rule. As Guernsey (2010b:208) states, 

“The monuments were the result of the vision of the ruling elite at specific sites, whose 

beliefs and political ideologies were manifested in sculptural form. Sculpture was a 

powerful vehicle through which a ruler could forge and display messages of supernatural 

well-being, economic prosperity, and political expansion, making them tangible in the 

built environment” (for similar arguments, see Ashmore 1992:173; Guernsey 2006; 

Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 2002:75; Orr 1997:36-37; Proskouriakoff 1971:147; Schele 

                                                
19 I believe the office of ajaw was very likely present at Kaminaljuyú, but without the glyphic means to 
determine whether this was the case, I stay somewhat vague on definitions of rulers and kings. I therefore 
follow Guernsey (2011:135, N.1): “…I use the term ajaw with the caveat that it describes the institution as 
we best understand it from the limited amount of evidence from the Late Preclassic period, during which 
time the office appears to have designated a supreme ruler at a given site.” The literature on kings, both 
Late Preclassic and Classic, is vast. To learn more about the history of the concept ajaw, the role of kings in 
Maya civilization, and the representation of kings in Maya art, please see, among others, Baudez (2000); 
Fields (1989, 2005); Fields and Reents-Budet (2005); Freidel (1992); Freidel and Schele (1988a); Grube 
and Martin (2006); Guernsey (2006, 2010b, 2011); Guernsey Kappelman (1997, 2001, 2002); Houston and 
Stuart (1996, 2001); Houston, et al. (2006); Martin and Grube (2000); McAnany (2001); Miller and Martin 
(2004); Saturno (2009); Schele (2000); Schele and Freidel (1990:57); Schele and Miller (1986); Sharer and 
Golden (2004); Stuart (1984:14; 1988, 1996; 2005a:262). For ways in which these patterns were tied into 
the Gulf Coast Olmec, see Reilly (1991; 2005:30). For a recent, in-depth description of the principal factors 
that structured the religious aspect of kingship for the Classic Maya, please see Stuart (2005a:264-265). 
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and Freidel 1990:57, 65; Stuart 1984:20). The monuments also tell us about Kaminaljuyú 

gods.20 Some of these appear to be early versions of better-known Classic period gods. 

Others are known from several Late Preclassic sites and either get condensed into single 

forms or multiply out into new beings. Still others appear to be unique to Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú. Regardless, one finds in the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú a point of access 

and entry into the ways in which ideology21 was manifested, articulated, and manipulated 

at this ancient site. 

It must be emphasized, however, that kings, gods, and art were as much practical 

phenomena as esoteric ones. The lack of texts on many Late Preclassic monuments has 

sometimes led to these sculptures being addressed with a level of mysticism. As Klein, et 

al. (2002:383) state, “The result is a seductive but also reductive and lopsided portrayal of 

Mesoamerican art as an essentially ‘spiritual’ affair.” But these monuments were just as 

                                                
20 Because the nature of Late Preclassic divinity is a near-unknown, I use the terms “god” and 
“supernatural” rather loosely. However, I do recognize the fact that these terms may not represent accurate 
translations of the ways in which these figures were understood in the ancient Maya world. In this I follow 
Houston and Stuart (1996:291), who state: “…we retain the term ‘god’ for most major deities while 
recognizing its limitations and understanding that not all supernatural entities can be grouped under a 
single, inclusive term” (see also Houston and Inomata 2009:193, 195). For more on ideas of divinity, please 
reference: Houston and Inomata (2009); Houston and Stuart (1996); Miller and Martin (2004:51); and 
Monaghan (2000). For discussions specifically on k’uh and k’uhul, see Houston and Inomata (2009) and 
Stuart (2005a:275). For the history of the decipherment of the terms k’uh and ch’ul, see Fields (1989:57); 
Freidel, et al. (1993:418, N.19); and Ringle (1988:2). For concepts of divinity in central Mexico, see 
Florescano (1997:42) and López Austin (1988). 
21 The term “ideology” is highly complex. In the chapters that follow, I adhere to two definitions, the first 
provided by Demarest (1992b:135): “…an ideology is a set of interrelated ideas that provides the members 
of a group with a rationale for their existence. A formal religion is a particular kind of religious ideology, 
one based on beliefs in supernatural beings or forces, with a more standardized presentation of these beliefs 
and, generally, an institutional structure.” The second is provided by Stuart (2005a:258): “Many writers 
have rightly opted to see ideology as something other than a synonym for religion or ‘cosmovision,’ 
choosing rather to limit it to the ways in which religion becomes the vocabulary for constructing and 
displaying political symbolism. Likewise, for our purposes it is best to limit our consideration of ideology 
to the ways in which rulership and religion intersected, both visually and rhetorically, among the Classic 
Maya.” For another clear definition of ideology, see Freidel (1992:116). For arguments about the pivotal 
role played by ideology in the development of human civilization, see Coe (1981); Demarest (1992a:5); 
Freidel (1981), and Martin (in press-a:1). For a discussion of the dynamism of ideology and ideology in 
practice, see Love (1999a:128). For more theoretical treatments of ideology, see authors like Bloch (1985); 
DeMarrais, et al. (1996); and Friedrich (1989). 
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grounded in reality and in earthly concerns as their inscribed Classic period counterparts 

(see Guernsey 2006:70). The recording of religion and ritual22 in stone served as much 

practical and worldly ends as otherworldly and supernatural ones (see Monaghan 

2000:30-31). The broader economic and “worldly” ramifications of Late Preclassic ritual 

and its recorded, sculptural form have been treated in the most depth by Guernsey (see, 

for instance, 2006:143-155; 2012a:80-81) and are repeatedly referenced in the chapters 

that follow. 

In its revelation of kings, gods, and systems of valuation, the art of Kaminaljuyú 

therefore represents a significant contribution to our knowledge not just of this site 

specifically, but of the Late Preclassic world in general. As Guernsey (2006:155) so 

eloquently argues:  

Especially with regards to the Preclassic period, the monuments and their 
messages are a primary tool for discerning meaning. They are also a powerful 
mechanism through which one can catch a glimmer of a moment in 
Mesoamerican history in which notions of politics, myth, history, economics, 
ritual, and performance were crystallized in sculptural form. 

These monuments did not operate outside of, or apart from, the real, physical world of 

Kaminaljuyú, but were part and parcel of that world. To access that world, then, we must 

address these stones in a meaningful way. Art is not epiphenomenal, but, as Flannery 

(1972:409) states, lies instead “…at the heart of society’s environmental and 

                                                
22 My working definition of ritual is taken from Tambiah (1985:128): “Ritual is a culturally constructed 
system of symbolic communication. It is constituted of patterned and ordered sequences of words and acts, 
often expressed in multiple media, whose content and arrangement are characterized in varying degree by 
formality (conventionality), stereotypy (rigidity), condensation (fusion), and redundancy (repetition). Ritual 
action in its constitutive features is performative in these three senses: in the Austinian sense of 
performative, wherein saying something is also doing something as a conventional act; in the quite 
different sense of a staged performance that uses multiple media by which the participants experience the 
event intensively; and in the sense of indexical values—I derive this concept from Pierce—being attached 
to and inferred by actors during the performance.” For a more detailed discussion of ritual, please see 
Chapter 10. 
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interpersonal regulation” (see also Demarest 1992a:7; 2011:358; Freidel 1981:191; 

Guernsey 2012a; Guernsey, et al. 2010b:xviii; Reents-Budet 2003; Stuart 1996). 

The chapters that follow represent a first step towards understanding the world of 

Kaminaljuyú through the lens of the sculptures that expressed that world in stone. This 

dissertation is an exploration of iconography and symbolism, of the intricate messages 

that were sent by the inscription of these stone surfaces. It also takes a few cautious steps 

beyond iconography, into monumental meanings and the ways in which these stone 

bodies interacted with and affected the social landscape of ancient Kaminaljuyú. It is thus 

a narrative about bodies and beings, the multiple, constructed selves that created history 

and guided the course of human events at Kaminaljuyú. As Boivin (2004:69) argues: 

“We do not only create the world; it also creates us, and the history of human social and 

cultural developments cannot be somehow be [sic] divorced from the history of human 

involvement with the material realm.”23 

Art at Kaminaljuyú was as much a statement about the world as it was a means of 

actively affecting that world. In view of the abuse suffered over the years by 

Kaminaljuyú, the fact that so much of its sculpture remains is an astonishing gift. It is 

therefore with humility and a great sense of responsibility to a truly spectacular ancient 

site that I present the following chapters. It is my hope that the arguments presented 

herein will spur others toward future analyses of Kaminaljuyú art and iconography. There 

is a world out there to be discovered. It may be broken, effaced, erased, and scattered, but 

                                                
23 These concepts are discussed in more depth in Chapter 3. For discussions about the social networks of 
objects and of the mutual constitution of people and objects, see Clark (2004:208); Cochrane (2008:160); 
DeMarrais, et al. (2004:1); Dillon (1988); Focillon (1948); Gamble (2004); Gosden (2004:37); Guernsey 
(2012b:14-15); Jones (2007:32); Knappett and Malafouris (2008:xiv); Love (1999a:149); Malafouris 
(2004:58; 2008); Merleau-Ponty (1962); Olsen (2003:87; 2010); Pearson and Shanks (2001:100); Renfrew 
(2003:137; 2004:23-24); Tilley (2004); van der Leeuw (2008:220); and Vogt (1970:1156). 
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it befits us all as scholars to do our best to give a voice to these fragments and to the 

people and ancient landscapes they describe.  
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Chapter 2: Definitions and Contexts—the Historiography, Archaeology, 
Identities, and Regional Surroundings of Kaminaljuyú 

INTRODUCTION: 

This chapter provides historiographies, summaries, surveys, definitions, and 

qualifications in order to contextualize the arguments and interpretations provided in 

subsequent chapters. It begins with a historiography of the major projects that have 

investigated the site of Kaminaljuyú. It then gives a brief summary and narrative 

archaeological reconstruction of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú. From there, it delves 

briefly into questions of ethnicity and identity, explaining my understanding of 

Kaminaljuyú as a multi-cultural site as well as my use of the term “Maya” in the chapters 

that follow. It then places Kaminaljuyú within its regional context, surveying neighboring 

highland and Pacific Slope1 sites that appear to have been the most influential in 

Kaminaljuyú’s development and/or which exhibit corpuses of bas relief sculpture. I end 

with a brief discussion of highland-lowland interaction, reviewing my use of Late 

Preclassic lowland art as comparative iconography to enhance my analysis and 

interpretation of the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú. 

HISTORIOGRAPHY OF KAMINALJUYÚ:  

A thorough summary of archaeological investigations at Kaminaljuyú is a 

dissertation in and of itself and therefore well beyond the scope of the current chapter.2 

Before embarking on a summary of the most ambitious projects undertaken at the site, it 

                                                
1 For the purposes of this dissertation, I use the term “South Coast” and “Pacific Slope” to include both the 
Pacific Coastal plain of Guatemala (an area defined as having an elevation between 0-300m) as well as the 
Bocacosta (with an elevation between 300-1,000m), a region sometimes referred to in the literature as the 
Pacific piedmont (see Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:171). I therefore use “South Coast” and “Pacific 
Slope” interchangeably. 
2 For good historiographies and summaries of research at Kaminaljuyú, see Kaplan (1999:15-24); Kidder 
(1946:6); and Popenoe de Hatch (1997:3). 
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is crucial to emphasize the nature of Kaminaljuyú’s archaeological record, which often 

feels like the scattered recording of some 100 unconnected sites. Published and 

unpublished, large and small-scale, dozens (if not hundreds) of projects have been 

undertaken, from quick trenches at street intersections to the years of excavations 

conducted by the Carnegie Institution and Pennsylvania State University. Just as this 

project grew rather organically from what data was available, all archaeological projects 

at Kaminaljuyú have been primarily salvage-oriented, with methodological questions 

often, and necessarily, a secondary concern. As the Carnegie Institution archaeologists 

state, for instance, “Our excavations were of necessity done in a catch-as-catch-can 

manner and were primarily a salvage job” (Shook and Kidder 1952:45). Even the 

enormous Pennsylvania State project was conceived and carried out as a rescue operation 

(see, for instance, Anonymous 1968b; Sanders and Michels 1969:1). As Michels and 

Sanders (1973a:6) summarize, the main goal of their project was “…salvaging an 

adequate scientific record of the site so that its imminent destruction will not be as great a 

calamity as it otherwise would have been.”  

Besides the largest archaeological efforts at the site, which are summarized 

below, dozens of salvage projects have been undertaken by American, Guatemalan, and 

Japanese archaeologists at Kaminaljuyú over the last century. Many are unpublished or 

only partially published, and the vast majority of projects are described as isolated events, 

lacking the connective information that would allow a broader picture of Kaminaljuyú’s 

development through time to emerge. 

As Kidder (1946:6) writes, the scientific exploration of Kaminaljuyú began with 

Alfred P. Maudslay, who visited the site in the late 19th century and published a sketch 

map and photographs of two sculptures at the site (Maudslay 1889-1902:38-39; Plates 74 

and 75). In 1925, Manuél Gamio (1926) undertook the first excavations at Kaminaljuyú, 
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which showed its early date. Other early publications include Samuel Lothrop’s (1926) 

catalog of the site’s stone sculpture, and several publications by the brothers Villacorta 

(Villacorta 1932; Villacorta and Villacorta 1927a, b). The Carnegie Institution of 

Washington began work at the site in 1935. Their involvement with Kaminaljuyú lasted 

until 1952 and included excavations of Mounds A and B (Mounds F-VI-1 and F-VI-2 in 

the Pennsylvania State University nomenclature) (Kidder, et al. 1946), Mound D-III-13 

(Berlin 1952), and Mound E-III-3 (Shook and Kidder 1952). From 1955-1968, 

excavations continued through the Insituto de Antropología e Historia de Guatemala 

(IDAEH)3, the majority of these under the direction of Gustavo Espinoza. This work was 

followed by a very ambitious project undertaken by the Pennsylvania State University 

from 1968-1970. The Kaminaljuyú/San Jorge project followed in 1984 (Popenoe de 

Hatch 1997). As of 2010, Dr. Barbara Arroyo, director of the Proyecto Arqueológico 

Kaminaljuyú, has been supervising investigations at the site. The Proyecto Arqueológico 

Kaminaljuyú has not only undertaken new excavations, but is currently exploring, 

recording, conserving, and publishing the trenches, tunnels, and general archaeological 

disarray left behind by previous projects. 

Early Efforts—Lothrop and Gamio: 

After Maudslay’s (1889-1902) publication of the sketch map of Kaminaljuyú, the 

first real glimpse given to the public of the site’s sculptures was the brief catalog titled 

“Stone Sculptures from the Finca Arevalo, Guatemala,” published by Samuel Lothrop in 

1926, a publication whose name reveals it was written before Kaminaljuyú had been 

named and instead was referred to by the various properties upon which ruins, artifacts, 
                                                
3 The governmental body in charge of official Guatemalan projects at Kaminaljuyú has changed names and 
acronyms innumerable times over the last 80 years. Therefore, I use its modern title, the “Instituto de 
Antropología e Historia de Guatemala” (IDAEH) throughout the following chapters for the sake of 
consistency. 
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or other archaeological materials were found. This catalog describes 18 sculptures 

Lothrop encountered in the Palangana area of Kaminaljuyú, with uncannily accurate 

readings of the iconography of those in bas-relief—including the recognition of the side 

of Sculpture 1 as representing Maya day names with numerical coefficients on top (see, 

for instance, Lothrop 1926:152-154). In this work, Lothrop emphasizes the Maya 

connections of the bas-relief sculptures, but places these remains rather late in the 

archaeological sequence. 

The other key “first step” in Kaminaljuyú’s scholarly exploration were 

excavations undertaken by Gamio (1926) in a publication titled “Cultural Evolution in 

Guatemala: Geographic and Historic Handicaps,” which not only represent the first 

stratigraphic excavations at Kaminaljuyú, but the first stratigraphic excavations 

undertaken in the Maya area as a whole (Arroyo, personal communication 2012). As 

such, this publication represents a very important moment, not only in the modern, 

academic life of Kaminaljuyú, but in the world of Mesoamerican archaeology at large. 

The Carnegie Institution (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook): 

Work by the Carnegie Institution of Washington comprises the first systematic 

and large-scale investigation of Kaminaljuyú. Again, however, it is important to reiterate 

that all of their work was, by nature, salvage archaeology—a race against construction 

projects and brick-making factories that voraciously ate away at Kaminaljuyú’s 

impressive mounds. The value of these early excavations should not be underestimated. 

As Sanders and Michels (1969:1) describe, “The results of these excavations should be 

considered as one of the great achievements of American archaeology.” Kidder, Jennings, 

and Shook’s Excavations at Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala (1946) focused on the authors’ 

excavations in Mounds A and B and the twelve Early Classic tombs within (for the story 
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of how this project began, see Kidder 1946). This project was the first to hint at a close 

connection between Early Classic Kaminaljuyú and the distant central Mexican site of 

Teotihuacán. In general, these excavations called into question people’s ideas and 

assumptions about the relationship between Teotihuacán and the Maya and created a tight 

chronological correlation between them. 

More directly relevant to this dissertation is the work conducted by Shook and 

Kidder (1952) on the Late Preclassic, “Miraflores Phase” (see Appendix 1) Mound E-III-

3. The project began in 1947, when brickmakers sliced through a portion of one of the 

richest tombs ever found in Mesoamerica. Although it had seven total construction 

phases, the mound was found to be entirely Preclassic in date, a phase until then 

considered a mere undeveloped precursor to the great Classic period. As a result, the fine 

quality and astonishing quantity of materials recovered from the mound came as a 

complete surprise. E-III-3 was calculated to have a volume of about 75,000 m3 and 

produced an incredible 15,000,000 ceramic fragments (Shook and Kidder 1952:45-46). 

The contents of the two tombs within the mound were equally surprising (FIG.4). 

Alongside stone, jade, greenstone, shell, bone, and perishable materials, Tomb I 

contained at least 298 ceramic vessels and Tomb II at least 157. As Shook and Kidder 

(1952:68) concluded: “Nowhere in Mesoamerica, we believe, has so great an amount of 

pottery been found accompanying interments as was the case in the two E-III-3 tombs…” 

The excavations of E-III-3 thus changed forever how people thought of Kaminaljuyú, as 

well as the Mesoamerican Preclassic in general. This early period was suddenly 

understood to have been as complex and culturally rich as the Classic. As Shook and 

Kidder (1952:123) state, “…in social organization, in the general nature of religious 

edifices—their piling one on another and their grouping about plazas—as well as in most 

aspects of technology, a stage of advancement closely comparable to that of the Classic 
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period had already been reached.” The use of terms like “Formative” and “Archaic” to 

describe this early time at once began to seem inappropriate (Shook and Kidder 

1952:123). 

The Carnegie Institution’s projects, lasting from about 1935 to 1952, had several 

wide-reaching conclusions. First, they established for the first time a “long consecutive 

chronological sequence for an area within the Guatemala highlands and also one of the 

most complete local sequences in Mesoamerica” (Sanders and Michels 1969:1; see also 

Wetherington 1978a:117). Second, they changed prevailing notions about this early time 

in Mesoamerica, demonstrating “…conclusively that archaeologists had grossly 

underestimated the size and degree of internal social differentiation of Formative 

societies” (Sanders and Michels 1969:1-2; see also Michels 1979c:7). Third, the Early 

Classic date of Mounds A and B, and the presence of Teotihuacán remains within them, 

changed prevailing notions about the nature and chronology of Maya-Teotihuacán 

relations (Sanders and Michels 1969:2). 

Gustavo Espinoza: 

From 1955-1962, Gustavo Espinoza, under the auspices of IDAEH, excavated 

numerous mounds and test pits throughout Kaminaljuyú (Houston, Nelson, Chiriboga, et 

al. 2005:491; Sanders 1974:98-99; Sanders and Michels 1969). In these seven years of 

excavations Espinoza removed some 4,000m3 of fill and earth from the Acropolis 

(specifically Group C-II-4). Unfortunately, none of these excavations were published. 

Any reports have since been lost, and the whereabouts of any notes the archaeologist may 

have taken are currently unknown (see, for instance, Parsons 1986). As a result of this 

work, Houston, Nelson, Chiriboga, et al. (2005:491) have described the Acropolis as a 
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honeycomb of cavities, archaeological cuts, and collapsing tunnels, much of the ceramic, 

burial, and other archaeological data tragically lost forever. 

Pennsylvania State University: 

In 1968, the Pennsylvania State University began its work at Kaminaljuyú. 

Although, again, undertaken primarily as a salvage operation, this represents the largest 

and most systematic project undertaken at the site to date. The Pennsylvania State project 

involved four years (1968-1972) of excavations and analysis, carried out in order to 

determine both the history of Kaminaljuyú and, more broadly, the evolution of Maya 

civilization (Sanders 1974:98; Wetherington 1977:245). More specifically, the project 

aimed to: establish a cultural sequence, better understand the sociopolitical landscape of 

the early Maya highlands, determine the geographic limits of Kaminaljuyú’s influence, 

and analyze the nature of the site’s external relationships, particularly with Teotihuacán 

(Wetherington 1977:245). The Pennsylvania State project also sought to clarify and 

amend the chronological sequence of ceramics at Kaminaljuyú, which until then had been 

based solely on burial data (Sanders and Michels 1969:3). The Pennsylvania State 

University excavations were published in six volumes: two field season reports (Michels 

and Sanders 1973b; Sanders and Michels 1969) and four volumes4 in The Pennsylvania 

State University Press Monograph Series on Kaminaljuyu (Michels 1979c, e; Sanders 

and Michels 1977; Wetherington 1978c).  

The work undertaken by the Pennsylvania State University Kaminaljuyú Project 

is truly impressive. The project spanned four years and secured over $300,000 in grant 

money. Within the site, archaeologists performed extensive test-pitting for data on 

settlement patterns and residential and special activity areas and excavated selected 
                                                
4 The fifth volume of this series is a reprint of Excavations at Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala by Alfred V. 
Kidder, Jesse D. Jennings, and Edwin M. Shook. 
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mound groups to provide a better understanding of civic architecture and politico-

ceremonial organization (Wetherington 1977:245). In addition, the project performed 

surface collections and test pitting in the Valley of Guatemala to illuminate settlement 

patterns on a more regional scale (Wetherington 1977:245). This new valley survey 

included about 20% of the ground covered by Shook (1952) in an earlier study, adding 

60-70 new sites dating from the Preclassic through the Late Postclassic (Sanders and 

Michels 1969:6). In all, the Pennsylvania State archaeologists excavated 550 settlement 

pattern test trench excavations within Kaminaljuyú and documented 600 sites in the 

Valley of Guatemala (Michels and Sanders 1973a:6; Sanders 1974:97). They performed 

systematic excavations of 19 mounds and test excavations in 48 others. Overall, about 2 

million artifacts were collected (Michels and Sanders 1973a:6), including 1.5 million 

ceramic vessels and sherds (Wetherington 1977:246). In addition, they recorded 3,000 

obsidian dates and 19 radiocarbon dates (Michels and Sanders 1973a:6). 

In many ways, the Pennsylvania State excavations, which “…relied on a framing 

theory that was strongly ecological and cultural evolutionary” (Kaplan 1999:21), were a 

reaction against the Carnegie Institution’s focus on elite structures and high status goods. 

As Kaplan (1999:21) argues, however, this occurred at the expense of analyses centered 

on culture history, ideology, and art, generally foregoing investigations of cultural 

meaning in the interest of typologies. Although current scholars might wish for more on 

ideology, iconography, and the socio-political processes that stretch beyond economic 

systems, I believe that the approaches of the Pennsylvania State project should be seen as 

products of the cultural and historical contexts in which they were written. Though 

academic focus was different in the 1970s than it is today, it is still important to 

acknowledge the enormous amount of information the Pennsylvania State project 

gathered from Kaminaljuyú and the extremely responsible way in which they published 
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it. Instead of looking back with criticism, then, I believe it is perhaps better to look 

forward, asking new questions of old data and situating it within new frameworks and 

methodologies. 

The Kaminaljuyú/ San Jorge Project: 

The Kaminaljuyú/ San Jorge project focused on 25 acres of land on the 

southwestern edge of Kaminaljuyú that had been slated for urban development (Popenoe 

de Hatch 1997:3). The project began in 1984 and involved one year of excavations 

followed by three years of analysis (Popenoe de Hatch 1997:4). The project had four 

basic objectives: 1) to create an occupational chronology; 2) to conduct settlement pattern 

analysis; 3) to forge a better understanding of water management at the site; and 4) to 

analyze and illuminate local cultural development (Popenoe de Hatch 1997:4-6). The 

results added an entirely new dimension to understandings of Kaminaljuyú. The project 

found, for instance, that the barrancas surrounding Kaminaljuyú had been modified to 

create easier access to water sources. Large, communal food processing zones were 

encountered, as was a possible household (Mound A-VI-5) that may have specialized in 

the production of cacao. Finally, excavations revealed a sophisticated Late Preclassic 

canal system that brought water to raised agricultural fields. The Proyecto Arqueológico 

Miraflores II, which was conducted from October 1994 through July 1995, provided 

additional data related to these canals, indicating they were complex systems that may 

have required centralized control (Valdés 1998). 

Popenoe’s main publication on the Kaminaljuyú/ San Jorge project also included 

a thorough and detailed treatment of Kaminaljuyu ceramics, the first of its kind since 

Wetherington’s work (Wetherington 1977, 1978a, b, c). In her book, Popenoe de Hatch 

(1997) provides a ceramic type definition and explains the ways in which these types 
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were distributed over the site through time. Through this and innumerable other 

publications, Popenoe de Hatch has remained the leading author and investigator of 

Kaminaljuyú ceramics (see bibliography for a complete list of her publications). 

Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú: 

The most ambitious project to take place at Kaminaljuyú in the last 30 years is the 

ongoing “Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú,” begun in 2010 under the direction of Dr. 

Barbara Arroyo. Stemming from a 2008 plan by IDAEH to conserve and preserve the 

remainder of the site, the Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú is a multi-faceted 

endeavor that includes preservation, conservation, and excavation. On the one hand, the 

project aims to make sense of the confusion left behind by its predecessors—an effort 

that includes organizing data, cleaning and documenting old trenches and test pits, and 

major conservation efforts. On the other hand, the project is undertaking new excavations 

in order to add new data to the mix, improving our knowledge of the archaeological 

history and chronological development of Kaminaljuyú. The primary goals of the project 

are two-fold. First, the Proyecto Kaminaljuyú hopes to gain a more comprehensive 

understanding of the site, seeking to clarify Kaminaljuyú’s place within the region and 

within the complex history of Mesoamerican civilization. The second goal is to bring 

Kaminaljuyú back into the lives of Guatemalan citizens. This outreach aspect of the 

project aims to bring greater awareness, interest, and enthusiasm to the general public in 

order that Guatemalan citizens may better understand the importance of ancient 

Kaminaljuyú and its identity as a national treasure, to be protected and conserved as a 

valuable part of their cultural patrimony. 
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AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL SUMMARY OF KAMINALJUYÚ: 

As described above, due to the nature of the site’s destruction and the complex 

history of its investigation, a full archaeological synthesis of Kaminaljuyú would be a 

dissertation project in and of itself. Such a synthesis is therefore well beyond the scope of 

the current project. That said, it is important to present a brief summary of the 

archaeological life of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú in order to contextualize the sculpture 

that forms the focus of the following chapters.5 

Middle and Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú: 

Kaminaljuyú lies in the Valley of Guatemala, some 5,000ft above sea level (FIG. 

1). Located in the central highlands of Guatemala, themselves part of the volcanic 

Antillean Chain, the valley is a long, relatively uninterrupted stretch of land that connects 

the Pacific coastal plain and the Motagua Valley (Michels 1979c:39). As such, 

Kaminaljuyú is located in a strategic location, within a natural pass that leads south past 

Lake Amatitlán to the Pacific Coast and north through the Motagua River Valley to the 

Maya lowlands and the Atlantic Ocean (Guernsey 2006b:6; 2012b:104; Parsons 1986:5; 

Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:179, 182). Scholars agree that Kaminaljuyú likely 

profited from the trade that flowed through this pass, making intra-regional exchange a 

major factor in the growth, importance, and success of the site (Parsons 1986:5). As Love 

(2011b:8) argues, “Kaminaljuyu undoubtedly derived a large amount of its wealth from 

its position at the junction of two important lanes of travel: the Amatitlán/ Palin pass to 

the Pacific Coast and the Motagua river drainage to the Caribbean. The Río Chixoy/ 

                                                
5 For very good summaries of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú, also see Love (2011a:58-60; n.d.). 
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Usumacinta route probably also was intensively used, but it is poorly known for the 

Preclassic period.”6 

Although the height of Kaminaljuyú is generally understood to have taken place 

during the Late and Terminal Preclassic periods, the site was already on the rise by the 

Middle Preclassic. During this time, a relatively small residential population clustered 

along the shore of the now-extinct Lake Miraflores, a body of water measuring 

approximately 1 km by 550 m (De León and Alonzo 1996:413, 415; Velásquez 

1993a:100; Wright, et al. 2010:157). 7 Although Michels (1979b:292; 1979c:135) argues 

for little, if any true civic or ceremonial Middle Preclassic architecture at Kaminaljuyú, 

Sanders and Hirning (1969:166) argue for extensive Majadas phase (see Appendix 1) 

construction at the site. Later excavations have supported the latter argument, revealing 

that some of the largest mounds in the southeastern “San Jorge” area, including the 

residential Mound A-VI-5 as well as the B-V-4, B-V-5, and the enormous B-V-3 

mounds, were constructed during this time (Love n.d.; Valdés 1998:762; Valdés and 

Popenoe de Hatch 1996:383; Wright, et al. 2010:157). 

                                                
6 For more information on the environmental and geological setting of Kaminaljuyú, see Kaplan (1999:9-
15); Michels (1979c:42); and Shook and Kidder (1952:45). For information on natural resources, flora, and 
fauna available to Kaminaljuyú and other sites in the region, see De Borhegyi (1965a:5-6) and Parsons and 
Price (1971). For more on the enormous breadth of interaction spheres that criss-crossed through the 
highlands, Pacific Slope, and beyond, see discussion and citations in Guernsey (2006b:8, 10, N.27). 
7 Lake Miraflores appears to have dried up, depending on differing estimates, between 100 and 300AD 
(Ivic 1994:3; Popenoe de Hatch 1997). During the Middle Preclassic, the lake measured about 400m in 
diameter and covered about 25 hectares (Michels 1979b:290). By the end of the Middle Preclassic period, 
however, the waters had already lowered considerably (Barrientos Q. 1997:61-62; De León and Alonzo 
1996:413; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:381). By the end of the Arenal phase, the lake had all but 
ceased to be (Ivic 1994:2). It is not clear why the lake dried up. Climate change has recently been ruled out, 
however, leaving possible tectonic movements or excessive use and draining by the people settled there 
(Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002, Popenoe de Hatch, personal communication 2007). Regardless, this must 
have been a devastating event. As De León and Alonzo (1996:416), state, this was a culture for which 
water was considered a permanent resource, so its sudden disappearance must have had widespread 
implications. 
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During the Middle Preclassic Providencia phase (700-400BC), construction also 

began on the Miraflores canal (Barrientos Q. 1997, 1999, 2000; Love 2007:290; 

2011b:10; Popenoe de Hatch 1997; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002; Valdés 1997; 

1998:762). This canal drained the waters of Lake Miraflores, directing them to 

agricultural fields, and represents the first step in what would become a sophisticated 

irrigation system at the site. Likely in close contact with the nearby site of Naranjo 

(Arroyo 2010:185-194), it was also at this time that Kaminaljuyú began producing stone 

monuments, both sculpted and plain. The Miraflores canal, the carving of Sculpture 98 

(Parsons 1981, 1986), and a large-scale sacrificial offering of a bound woman and 33 

skulls (Velásquez 1993a, b) are listed by Love (2011b:10) as evidence that Kaminaljuyú 

“...was on the cusp of full-fledged urbanism” by the Middle Preclassic period.  

It was during the Late Preclassic period that Kaminaljuyú reached its peak (for the 

most up-to-date summary of the site during this time, see Love n.d.). The production and 

construction of monumental art and architecture increased dramatically, as did the site’s 

population. By this time, the site core had expanded tremendously, and was comprised of 

well over 100 monumental constructions (De Borhegyi 1965a:13). As such, it was larger 

than many well-known Classic Maya cities (Kaplan 1999:32). Estimates of the site’s 

overall size during the Late Preclassic Arenal Phase (ca.200BC-100AD) vary from 5km2 

to over 10km2, depending on how broadly authors define the site center (Kaplan 1999:32-

35,; 2011b:245; Love 2007:292; 2011a:58; 2011b:19; n.d.; Parsons 1986:5).9  

                                                
8 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
9 Kaplan (2011b) provides the most expansive view of what constituted the city of Kaminaljuyú, collecting 
a number of sites within his definition of the city center that other archaeologists believe to have been 
independent towns or cities. See Kaplan (2011b:247) for a list of these sites. 
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At this time, civic architecture at Kaminaljuyú took on two main formats: high 

mounds (as much as 20m in height) and low rectangular platforms (Sanders 1974:99-

100). Much like their stone-faced counterparts in the lowlands, high mounds at 

Kaminaljuyú were built in layers, one on top of another, like the proverbial onion or 

Russian nesting doll. However, because of the lack of native building stone in and around 

the Valley of Guatemala, these constructions were not made of stone and were not faced 

with stone masonry (Cardenas and Austin 1969:25; Shook and Kidder 1952:45-46, 66). 

Instead, the mounds were built with various kinds of fill, including pumice, talpetate, 

surface soil, clay, and sand (Cardenas and Austin 1969:25; Michels 1979c:111, 138; 

Shook and Kidder 1952:46; Smith 1965:83). They were carefully finished with “…fine-

textured, chocolate-brown adobe” (Bebrich 1969:59; Shook and Kidder 1952:66). The 

surfaces of these mounds were then decorated with earthen molding and painted in bright 

pigments, including red, blue, green, and black (Bebrich 1969:53, 59; Kaplan 2011b:255, 

263; Shook and Kidder 1952:66).10 On some mounds, finely built, balustraded stairways 

led to perishable summit shrines or broad open platforms (De Borhegyi 1965a:14; 

Sanders 1974:100; Shook and Kidder 1952:66-67). Others appear to have been built as 

“…commemorative mounds over a series of sub-mound multiple burials” (Sanders 

1974:98). Although very distinct from their stone-faced lowland Maya counterparts, the 

temples of Kaminaljuyú were nonetheless feats of architectural engineering as well as 

truly beautiful structures. Some were also absolute giants. Mound E-III-3, for instance, 

the largest mound at the site, measured over 20m high, 70-90m at the base, and contained 

upwards of 25,000 m3 of adobe (De Borhegyi 1965a:13; Love 2011a:58).  

                                                
10 By the Early Classic period, gorgeously sculpted and painted mud masks were used to decorate 
buildings, creating a highly unusual architectural surface (see, for instance, Berlin 1952; and Valdés and 
Rodriguez Giron 1999:150). 
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Although the low-lying mounds or platforms of Kaminaljuyú are not well 

understood, they were likely used for public performances or served as platforms for elite 

residences (Sanders 1974:99-100). During the early part of the Late Preclassic, one finds 

an increasing tendency to group these structures and larger mounds around long plazas, 

built along an axis tilted just slightly east of north (De Borhegyi 1965a:14; see also 

Jacobo 1992:86; and Smith 1965:79). As the Late Preclassic continues, these mound 

arrangements become more complex and varied (Michels 1979b:292; Sanders 1974:100).  

These architectural construction efforts came about as the population of 

Kaminaljuyú dramatically increased, possibly even doubling in size, a factor that led to 

increasingly dense residential habitation (Michels 1979b:292, 296; 1979c:92; Sanders 

1974:102).11 During the Late Preclassic period, lower status houses were built on low 

platforms, with adobe or mud walls and thatched roofs, and were arranged in small 

groups around larger structures (Sanders 1974:100; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 

1999:145, see also Sanders and Hirning 1969:140). 

Archaeological evidence indicates that by the Late Preclassic period there were 

clear differences between elite and non-elite structures (see recent discussions in Love 

n.d.). As Sanders (1974:102) explains, “…we do have evidence of clear-cut ranking 

differences at Kaminaljuyu at this period in the form of burial and residential 

architecture.” Elite residences appear to be closely associated with civic architecture 

(Michels 1979e:292), and the first rich burials appear. Some mounds, like A-IV-2, appear 

to have begun as residences and then to have been converted into large funerary mounds, 

containing high status burials with rich offerings and attendant sacrifices (Velásquez 

                                                
11 Although he describes population estimates as “a hazardous business” (Michels 1979b:286), Michels 
calculates the maximum population at Kaminaljuyú as 21,000 people (Ibid:288). He does not specify the 
time period. Kaplan (1999:57-58) disagrees with this number, calling it too conservative. 
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1993a:102; Velásquez and Hermes 1992:78). As Sanders (1974:102) states, higher status 

households appear to be associated with the largest plaza groups at the site: “The foreign 

goods, the goods made from foreign materials, and the great number of offerings placed 

in tombs seem to be limited to those plaza complexes of unusual size…” 

Although a more elaborate discussion of sociopolitical complexity at Late 

Preclassic Kaminaljuyú is beyond the scope of the current chapter, the extraordinarily 

rich offerings of Tombs I and II in Mound E-III-3 suggest that these represent the burials 

of two successive rulers at the site. As Guernsey (2012b:105) argues, such elaborate 

constructions and burial practices indicate that “…Kaminaljuyu’s political power, by this 

point in time, was concentrated in the hands of individual rulers who wielded the power 

to commission—or coerce—the construction of monumental architecture” (see also 

Kaplan 2002; Shook and Kidder 1952; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 1999; Valdés and 

Wright 2004). 

Hydraulic Projects at Kaminaljuyú: 

Alongside residential and civic architecture, Kaminaljuyú’s Preclassic landscape 

included a variety of projects, from large-scale constructions to minor modifications, 

related to water management and agricultural production (Chapter 7 deals with 

Kaminaljuyú’s watery landscape in more depth). Several scholars have noted, for 

instance, the important role of Lake Miraflores in both the original settlement and 

subsequent, long-term agricultural endeavors at the site (see, for instance, Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002; Wright, et al. 2010:155, 157, 166, 174). Efforts were also made to 

channel freshwater springs found in the barrancas around Kaminaljuyú to provide potable 

water for the populace (for more on these barranca modifications, see Fitting 1979a:502-

503; Gutiérrez 1994; Ivic 1994; Popenoe de Hatch 1997). Furthermore, and although the 
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details of its function are unclear at this time, the massive Montículo de la Culebra 

appears to have been constructed as a water management system—as an aqueduct, as part 

of a canal system, or as a reservoir (for more on the Montículo de la Culebra, see Love 

2007:292; Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988:301; Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera Morales 

1999:477; Navarrete and Luján Muñoz 1986:36-37; René Ortega, et al. 1996:461; Valle 

2007). 

As mentioned above, the first of the city’s irrigation canals, the Miraflores, dates 

back to the Middle Preclassic period, as do a number of constructions in the area, 

including the larger mounds B-V-3, B-V-4, and B-V-5 as well as the smaller residential 

structure, Mound A-VI-5 (Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:383).12 During the Late 

Preclassic Verbena phase (400-200BC), most of these mounds were enlarged and 

hydraulic systems were improved (Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:383).13 For 

example, the San Jorge Canal, constructed around 400BC, replaced the Miraflores Canal 

(Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:103). Accounts of its length vary from 272m (Popenoe de 

Hatch 1997) to 1,750m (Barrientos Q. 1999:18; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:106). The 

width of the canal, which measures 18m at its widest point, is one of its most impressive 

features (Popenoe de Hatch 1997). This canal was also a much more complex endeavor 

than its predecessor, showing “…very sophisticated design knowledge of hydraulic 

control mechanisms…” (Ortloff 1997; see also Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:107). In 

                                                
12 For details on the construction techniques and functions of these buildings, see Martínez Hidalgo, et al. 
(1996:399); Popenoe de Hatch (1997:96); and Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2002:105-106). 
13 For a discussion of the modification of the Mound B-V-5 group and the sociopolitical significance of 
these efforts and that of the canal system, see Barrientos Q. (1997:64); Martínez Hidalgo, et al. (1996); and 
Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch (1996:383). 
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fact, Ortloff (1997) believes it may be the earliest example of such a sophisticated system 

in the entire New World.14 

The secondary Mirador canal shows a similarly sophisticated hydraulic design 

(Barrientos Q. 1997:62; 1999:18; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:106; Valdés and 

Popenoe de Hatch 1996:382). This secondary system appears to have fed several other 

smaller canals (Popenoe de Hatch 1997) that irrigated raised agricultural beds, allowing 

for the “…year-round cultivation of vegetables such as chilis, tomatoes, and herbs, which 

suffer during the six-month dry season and do well in irrigated raised beds” (Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002:109, see also Ivic 1994:5). Recent salvage excavations near Mound C-

IV-4 have exposed what may be additional canal remains, though the specifics are 

unclear at this time (Barbara Arroyo, personal communication 2012). Archaeologists 

there unearthed an offering of about a dozen skulls in what appears to be a Late Middle 

Preclassic context. Importantly, this find is not only close to the original limits of Lake 

Miraflores, but also near Mound C-IV-I, where the Middle Preclassic offering of 33 

skulls and a sacrificed woman were found (Velásquez 1993a, b). This fact suggests these 

ancient water sources may have been accorded some ritual significance in the lives of the 

Kaminaljuyú populace.15 

Time, energy, and organized labor were devoted not only to the building and 

maintenance of canals at the site, but to supervising their operation as well (Barrientos Q. 

1997:62; Ivic 1994:6; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:17; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:106-
                                                
14 For more on these canals, see Barrientos Q. (1997, 1999); Ivic (1994); Luján Muñoz, et al. (1988); 
Martínez Hidalgo, et al. (1996); Ortloff (1997); Popenoe de Hatch (1997); Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2002); 
and Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch (1996). 
15 Kaminaljuyú was not alone in its focus on varied hydraulic projects. Most of its contemporaries show a 
similar emphasis on hydraulic technologies—building canals, channeling water through site centers, and 
creating potable water sources. For more on Middle Preclassic and Late Preclassic hydraulic systems at 
Naranjo, see Jacobo (1992:86) and Arroyo (2010). For Takalik Abaj see Love (2007:293); Marroquin 
(2005:997-1000); and Paredes, et al. (2005:992). For Chocolá see Kaplan (2007:678); Love (2007:294); 
Paredes, et al. (2005:990), and for Izapa see Gómez Rueda (1995). 
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107; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:378, 381). A similar focus was placed on the 

specialized design and construction of buildings related to water management and 

distribution during the Middle and Late Preclassic period (Martínez Hidalgo, et al. 

1996:399; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:105). This includes Mound B-V-3, constructed 

during the Middle Preclassic period (Martínez Hidalgo, et al. 1996:403; Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002:106) seemingly as an enormous elevated platform from which people 

could signal workers and supervise the work below (Popenoe de Hatch 1997; Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002:106). Specifically built as a means of controlling the labor force 

working around the canals, it appears to have been abandoned once the canals ceased to 

function (Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:106).16 

Great efforts were also made to secure potable water for the populace, as canal 

water would have been mixed with debris and sediment. Water for drinking and washing 

likely came from freshwater springs in the sides of the barranca that ran along the 

western edge of the San Jorge area (Ivic 1994:3, 6; Michels 1979e:502-503; Popenoe de 

Hatch 1997:14, 93). Some of these springs appear to have been modified into small 

reservoir areas, with canals cut into the barranca face to direct water flow (Fitting 1979a; 

Ivic 1994:6). It is unknown whether any of these modifications were accompanied by 

ritual deposits or offerings, as appears to have been the case at the nearby Middle 

Preclassic site of Naranjo, where a plain stela was deposited at a spring head (see, Arroyo 

and Paiz Aragón 2010:30 for a discussion of correspondences between sculpture and 

watery features at Naranjo). 

                                                
16 The building stages of Mound B-V-5 also appear to be connected to the status of the canals nearby. See 
Martínez Hidalgo (1996) and Valdés (1996) for construction efforts as reflections of shifting control 
centers and political powers following the closing of the Miraflores Canal and the opening of the San Jorge 
Canal. 
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Finally, the “Montículo de la Culebra” deserves mention (for a detailed summary 

of this construction, please also reference Love n.d.). This structure is the Precolumbian 

earthen mound on top of which the Colonial era aqueduct of Guatemala City was built. 

This colossal and undulating construction appears to have been constructed beginning in 

the Late Preclassic Miraflores phase (300-100 BC) (Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera 

Morales 1999; Navarrete and Luján Muñoz 1986) and was once almost 5km long (René 

Ortega, et al. 1996:461). As such, it may be the largest Prehispanic architectonic work in 

all of Mesoamerica (Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera Morales 1999:477) and is certainly 

one of the largest in the entire New World (Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988:300).  

As Navarrete and Luján Muñoz (1986) note, it is difficult to determine what the 

original function of this imposing construction was. 17th century efforts to transform the 

mound into an aqueduct and general destruction wrought by the more recent urban 

expansion of Guatemala City have succeeded in destroying much of the construction.17 

All efforts focusing on the mound have thus been salvage operations (see, for example, 

Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988; Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera Morales 1999; Navarrete and 

Luján Muñoz 1986; Ohi and Lujan Muñoz 2001; René Ortega, et al. 1996; Valle 2007), 

leading to a limited, fragmented, and often confusing literature about the chronology, 

meaning, and function of this construction. At present, the two most likely theories 

regarding the mound’s function are: 1) that the structure was used as a canal or aqueduct 

(as it was in Colonial times), or 2) that it was built as a colossal retaining wall, either 

marking the southern boundary of, or actively forming an artificial lake on its northern 

side (Navarrete and Luján Muñoz 1986:96). 

                                                
17 By 1988, 50% of the mound had been destroyed (Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988). 
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Due to the deplorable state of the Montículo’s preservation, it is likely that 

archaeologists will never concretely determine the function of this massive construction. 

It is clear, however, that the mound did serve some water-related function. For example, 

several sections of canals or drains have been discovered—some beneath the construction 

and perpendicular to it (Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera Morales 1999:478; René Ortega, 

et al. 1996) and others that run atop it lengthwise (see, for instance, Ohi and Lujan 

Muñoz 2001). The latter suggest an original function as an aqueduct. The former, on the 

other hand, support the argument by Navarrete and Luján Muñoz (1986) that the mound 

served as a massive retaining wall, creating an artificial lake along its northern face (see 

also Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988). Regardless of the specifics, it is important to recognize 

that this, the largest earthen construction in Mesoamerica, was built for the sake of water. 

Also notable is the fact that, as Love (n.d.) notes, the mound was built along the 

continental divide, meaning water falling to the south of the mound drained southward 

into Lake Amatitlán, while water falling to the north of the mound drained northward 

toward the Rio Las Vacas and, eventually, to the Rio Motagua. Such a location, as Love 

(Ibid.) suggests, may have had a powerful ideological or cosmological dimension. 

Whether it made a lake, formed the base of an aqueduct, served as a canal system, or 

existed as a cosmological statement, one thing is clear: this impressive mound was 

designed and constructed in, around, and for water. 

Crafting and Obsidian: 

Alongside hydraulic engineering, agricultural production, and food processing, 

Kaminaljuyú also demonstrates increasing craft specialization, especially in elite 

households and particularly towards the end of the Late Preclassic period (Michels 

1979c:151, 156; Velásquez 1993a:103; Velásquez and Hermes 1992:77). Crafts included 
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jade and greenstone carving, mica sheet appliqué, painting, ceramic work, steatite 

carving, stone sculpture, and the carving of human bone (Michels 1979c:162-163; 

Velásquez and Hermes 1992:77). Despite the high quality of the works produced, the 

number of elite households with materials associated with craft production indicate that 

production was decentralized (Michels 1979c:163). 

Above these activities, however, scholars have generally emphasized the 

quarrying, production, and distribution of obsidian as one of the major factors in 

Kaminaljiuyú’s rise. The scholarship and competing theories on this subject are vast and 

well beyond the area of my expertise. That said, most authors agree that Kaminaljuyú’s 

relationship with the El Chayal and San Martín Jilotepeque obsidian sources were, in 

some way and in some part, responsible for the city’s initial rise and subsequent political 

dominance in the region (Fahsen 2000; Guernsey 2006b:6, 7, N.16; 2012b:105; Love 

2004:444; Michels 1979c:57, 155).18 The trade networks outlined by the movement of 

both types of obsidian are vast, extending along the South Coast, to the Chiapas interior, 

and to the Maya lowlands (Bove 1989:6; Sanders 1974:106; Velásquez 1993a:102). 

Although several authors argue that Kaminaljuyú was in control of the El Chayal 

quarry and the production and distribution of El Chayal obsidian (Bove 1989:6; Fahsen 

2000; Michels 1979c:57, 155; Sanders 1974:106), others question whether such 

centralized control is likely (see, for example, Braswell and Robinson 2011; and Love 

2007:297). It is possible, for instance, that Kaminaljuyú benefited as a kind of gateway 

for the El Chayal source, rather than directly controlling it (Love 2011a:71-72).19 For a 
                                                
18 Kaplan (2011b:256-257) bristles at this prioritization of obsidian trade in discussions of Kaminaljuyú’s 
rise, arguing that it reduces the site to nothing more than an obsidian merchant. In Kaplan’s view, the site 
must have had some more extraordinary quality than obsidian to allow it to rise above other sites in such a 
materially and culturally rich area. 
19 The idea of Kaminaljuyú controlling El Chayal was also called into question in 2010 at the University of 
Texas at Austin Sibley Conference in Antigua, Guatemala. A discussion involving Kenneth Hirth, Michael 
Love, Karl Taube, Robert Sharer, and Charlotte Arnauld brought up various alternative scenarios to the 
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good review of the various arguments about obsidian at Kaminaljuyú, see Love 

(2011a:71-72). Authors who have addressed this topic are numerous and include: 

Anderson and Hirth (2009); Aoyama (2010); Bove (1989:13); Braswell (2002); Braswell 

and Amador (1999); Braswell and Glascock (2007); Clark (1987); Michels (1979c:152); 

and Sanders (1974:103). 

Ceramics, the “Miraflores Sphere,” and Debates over Statehood: 

Scholarship on Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú ceramics was first dominated by 

Wetherington (see, for example, 1977, 1978a, b, c). Popenoe de Hatch (1989b, 1994; 

1997:85-92; 2000, 2005, 2006) is now considered the leading expert on the topic. These 

decades of research, arguments, revisions, and re-visitations of Kaminaljuyú ceramics are 

too detailed and extensive to summarize here. The general pattern, however, is an 

increasing variety of forms at Kaminaljuyú from the Middle to the Late Preclassic, 

alongside increasing elaboration of those forms (see, for instance, Wetherington 

1977:258, 260). Wetherington describes the middle and later parts of the Late Preclassic 

as a period of “cultural florescence,” and notes that “…ceramic quantities indicate a 

significant increase in production, many new types are introduced, and certain varieties 

acquire a standardization suggesting occupational specialization and mass-production” 

(Wetherington 1977:258). During this time, ceramic forms and decoration also indicate 

an elaborate, widespread, and complex system of relationships between Kaminaljuyú, the 

rest of the Guatemala highlands, the South Coast, and western El Salvador. Unraveling 

these relationships is beyond the scope of the current project. For more information, one 

                                                                                                                                            
“centralized control model,” including taxation, communal or family arrangements, control over labor 
instead of control over the resource itself, etc. For a detailed discussion of obsidian production and 
economies in the highlands, please reference Braswell (1996). 
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should reference Bishop, et al. (1989); Demarest and Sharer (1986:202); Ivic (1994:2); 

and Popenoe de Hatch (1991:37). 

Almost 30 years ago, Demarest and Sharer (1986:202) remarked upon the close 

similarities among ceramic types from the eastern Guatemalan highlands into western El 

Salvador, interpreting this as evidence of the “essential ceramic unity” of this area: 

“…the proposed Providencia and Miraflores ceramic spheres form a tightly-knit group of 

assemblages as homogeneous as the lowland Preclassic Mamon and Chicanel spheres and 

probably more unified than the Classic period Tzakol and Tepeu spheres” (Demarest and 

Sharer 1986:211; see also Bishop, et al. 1989:211). They describe the “Miraflores 

Ceramic Sphere” (ca. 100BC-250AD) as follows: “Considering all aspects of the 

archaeological record, it can be hypothesized that there was a late Middle to Late 

Preclassic southeast highland ‘culture area,’ defined by the ceramic spheres and shared 

figurine, sculptural, and architectural styles” (Demarest and Sharer 1986:202). 

Since then, the “Miraflores Sphere” has permeated scholarship and debates 

related to Kaminaljuyú. It has become particularly entrenched in the current scholarly 

disagreement over whether Kaminaljuyú should be considered a chiefdom or a state (see 

Love 2007:297-298; Love 2011a:52-53; 2011b:20; n.d.; and Sanders 1974:108-113 for 

good reviews on this debate). For example, authors like Kaplan (2011a, b) argue for a 

state-level society at Kaminaljuyú because it exerted hegemonic control over the entire 

Southern Maya area, an argument which is based heavily on his interpretation of the 

political or cultural unity indicated by the Miraflores Sphere. Several other scholars, 

however, have called the idea of regional hegemony into question (see, for instance, Bove 

2011; Love 2011a). Demarest (2011:362-374) himself revisits the “Miraflores Sphere” 

concept in detail, explaining that it was originally meant to serve as a basic and 

preliminary ceramic typology tool, not as a cultural designation. Demarest maintains that 
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later scholars not only expanded the “Miraflores Sphere” beyond its original boundaries 

but misinterpreted data that indicated low grade exchange between Kaminaljuyú and its 

neighbors as, instead, large-scale interaction across great distances. As Demarest 

(2011:373) states: “Taken together, the corrections provided above… eliminate the only 

evidence presented so far for a highland Kaminaljuyu-centered economic or political 

system or even for a significant highland economic exchange system.” Although he 

admits that there is good evidence for trade among different sites and areas, he dismisses 

the idea of a single, centrally-controlled system.20 

Like Kaplan (2011a, b), Love (2011a, b, n.d.) and Bove (2011) propose a “state” 

designation for Kaminaljuyú, but they do not believe the site’s control extended beyond 

the Valley of Guatemala (Braswell and Robinson 2011; Brown 1978:153; and Demarest 

2011:360-362 also argue that Kaminaljuyu's reach was limited to the Valley). As Love 

(2011a:59-60) argues, “…the evidence for a complex administrative hierarchy are 

adequate to make the case for statehood during the Verbena and Arenal phases (ca. 400 

BC-AD 100).” Proponents of the chiefdom model, on the other hand, believe the lack of 

regional hegemonic control indicates that Kaminaljuyú was not a full-fledged state but a 

“complex” or “paramount” chiefdom instead (Braswell and Robinson 2011; Michels 

1979c, d; Popenoe de Hatch 1997; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2011). Demarest (2011:360-

362) takes a middle ground, arguing that Kaminaljuyú did not have the hegemonic reach 

required of a “mega-state,” but that its high level of political and economic complexity 

does appear to raise it somewhere above a chiefdom-level society. The literature on this 

                                                
20 For more on the Miraflores Sphere concept, including applications of it to this region as well as 
publications that call it into question, see discussions and references in: Bishop, et al. (1989); Bove 
(1989:8); Demarest (1987); Kaplan (2001:35-36); Love (2007:295); Love and Kaplan (2011:320); Valdés 
and Rodriguez Giron (1999). For more on Kaminaljuyú’s potential relationship with the “Southeastern 
Periphery,” including Honduras and Salvador, see Bishop, et al. (1989:135); Demarest (1987:329); Love 
and Kaplan (2011:317); Sharer (1974, 1978, 1989a); and Sharer, et al. (2011). 
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subject is vast and well beyond the scope of the current project (for additional references, 

please see Guernsey 2012b:60, 89, N.89; Love 2007:297-298; 2011b:20; n.d.). 

The Late Preclassic Collapse: 

Since the current project focuses on the sculptures of Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú, the very complicated questions of the site’s Terminal Preclassic collapse 

and the nature of its Early Classic relationship with Teotihuacán are omited here.21 

Several authors connect the collapse of Kaminaljuyú to the drying of Lake Miraflores 

sometime between 100-300AD, likely due to its excessive use and draining by the 

Kaminaljuyú canal system (as noted by Barbara Arroyo (personal communication 2012), 

Lake Miraflores was not, technically, a lake as it had no source of water other than 

rainfall). At this time, the San Jorge Canal was systematically filled in (Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002:103) and the entire area around it was almost completely abandoned 

(see Popenoe de Hatch 1997; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:109).  

Generally speaking, and with the exception of a number of tenoned ballcourt 

markers, the production of bas-relief sculptures ceases at the site by the Early Classic 

period (see, for example, De Borhegyi 1965a:18, 26; Parsons 1986; Sanders 1974:106; 

Valdés 1998:768; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 1999:150).22 Funerary furnishings at the 

site also become less elaborate and less impressive than during the Late Preclassic period. 

For instance, as Sanders (1974:106-107) describes, although Mounds A and B have 
                                                
21 For discussions of the nature of the relationship between Kaminaljuyú and Teotihuacán, Teotihuacán 
presence in the highlands and South Coast, and for general information about the Early Classic at 
Kaminaljuyú, see, among others, Arroyo (2003b); Braswell (2000, 2003); Brown (1977); De Borhegyi 
(1965a); Freidel, et al. (1993); Houston, et al. (2003); Houston, Nelson, Chiriboga, et al. (2005); Kaplan 
(1999:68-69); Kidder, et al. (1946); Michels (1979b, c); Parsons (1991); Popenoe de Hatch (2005); Sanders 
(1974:107, 112); Sanders and Hirning (1969:166); Sanders and Michels (1969:6); 1977); Valdés and 
Rodriguez Giron (1999); Valdés and Wright (2004); and Wright, et al. (2010). 
22 For more on these likely Early Classic ballcourt markers, as well as for descriptions of other potential 
Early Classic sculptures, see De Borhegyi (1965a:26); Houston, Nelson, Chiriboga, et al. (2005:494); 
Kidder, et al. (1946:133d, e); Parsons (1981); and Sanders (1974:106). 
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elaborate and impressive offerings, they seem to decrease in number and lavishness: 

“…the offerings found amounted to approximately half the number and variety of objects 

of those found in the tombs from E-III-3. We have clear evidence of differences in social 

prestige in the burials but a definite trend towards the de-emphasis of the funerary cult...”  

A number of authors cite not only a dramatic decrease in population across the 

site during the Terminal Preclassic period (see, for example, Popenoe de Hatch 1997:94; 

Valdés 1998:768; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:384),23 but equally dramatic 

changes in ceramic types and technologies (Kidder, et al. 1946:246; Popenoe de Hatch 

1997; Wetherington 1978a:132).24 Popenoe de Hatch (1997:100; 2000) argues that the 

changes seen in the ceramics around the San Jorge area of Kaminaljuyú indicate the 

arrival of an intrusive foreign group into this area (see also Alvarado Galindo and Ivic de 

Monterroso 2006:177; Fahsen 2000:93-94; Popenoe de Hatch 1991:38-39; 1997:100; 

2005).  

Much of this upheaval appears to be linked, in some ways, to the drying of the 

lake and the major changes this wrought on the site’s agricultural economy, food 

consumption patterns, and socio-political stability. Wright and fellow authors, (2010:155, 

157, 166, 174), for instance, describe a dramatic decline in maize consumption during the 

Late Preclassic-Classic transition (ca. 200AD) and link this phenomenon to the drying of 

Lake Miraflores. The role climate change may have played in the drying of the lake is 

discussed by Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2002) and Velez, et al. (2011), though excessive 

                                                
23 Early reports actually cite an increase in the city’s population during the Early Classic transition. See, for 
example Michels (1979c:187) and Wetherington (1974:183). It is unclear why this discrepancy in 
interpretations exists. 
24 Although most authors argue for an abrupt change in ceramics with the onset of the Early Classic period, 
Kaplan (1999:66-67) argues for elite continuity. 
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draining for agricultural projects appears to have, at the very least, exacerbated the 

problem (Barbara Arroyo, personal communication 2012). 

In sum, the onset of the Early Classic period at Kaminaljuyú can be seen as a 

collapse. Populations decrease; ceramic technologies change; elite burial practices 

become less extravagant, and trade routes and exchange networks appear to break down 

as well (Popenoe de Hatch, personal communication 2010; Medrano, personal 

communication 2010). As Wright, et al. (2010:157) state, at Kaminaljuyú “The Early 

Classic Aurora phase began with a city that was culturally impoverished, and 

economically debilitated.” 

QUESTIONS OF ETHNICITY AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

Although this dissertation focuses specifically on the Late Preclassic bas-relief 

sculptures of Kaminaljuyú, it is important to note the variety of other carvings that exist 

at the site. These include boulder sculptures, potbellies, mushroom stones, pedestal 

sculptures, and sculptures in-the-round (see Bove 2011:79; and Love 2010:157-161 for 

discussions of the extraordinary diversity of sculptural styles on the Pacific Coast). 

Several authors suggest that such diversity may reflect a multi-ethnic or multi-cultural 

population (Clark, et al. 2010:10; Freidel 1981:201, 204; Graham 1989; Guernsey 

2010b:230; 2012b:105-106, 115-116; Kaplan 1999:51; 2011b:263-264; Love 2004:441-

442; 2007:297; 2010:150-151, 157; 2011a:64; Proskouriakoff 1971; Valdés and 

Rodriguez Giron 1999:145). As a result, scholars have made consistent efforts to identify 

the ethnic or cultural affiliation(s) of inhabitants at the site.25 One of the more polarizing 

disagreements about Kaminaljuyú’s ethnic identity has centered on whether it was Maya 

                                                
25 For a discussion of the ways in which sculpture may help in outlining, defining, articulating and 
negotiating social identities, see Guernsey (2012b). For a discussion of plain stelae and their myriad and 
varied meanings at different sites, see Bove (2011). 
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or Mixe-Zoquean during the Late Preclassic, a debate that, generally speaking, equates 

linguistic identities with ethnic identities. Sculpture 10, carved with the longest text from 

the site, has played a particularly prominent role in these arguments, with some authors 

arguing that it is a Cholan Maya text and others arguing it is some combination of Maya 

and Mixe-Zoquean and thus evidence for a multi-ethnic community.26 

The most problematic aspect of these arguments is that equivalencies are drawn 

between language and either cultural groups or ethnicities, a correlation that several 

authors have called into question (see, for instance, Braswell 2006:130; Demarest 

2011:347; Guernsey 2012b:67; Henderson 1992; Love 2007:279-280; 2011a:49-50; 

Comment by Rucker in Sharer 1974:181-182). An interrelated issue is the fact that the 

evidence for these linguistic units is usually based solely (or very heavily) on ceramic 

data. This approach, in which ethnicities become equivalent to linguistic groups and 

linguistic groups equivalent to ceramic styles, has been questioned by a number of 

authors (see, for example, Arroyo 2003a:31; Bishop, et al. 1989:138; Bove 1989:9; 

Childe 1951; Demarest 2011:375, 386; Hodder 1978a; 1982:188; Kaplan 2001:37; Love 

2011a:67).27 These issues are further compounded by the methodological problems that 

arise from attempting to reconstruct the presence of specific languages in specific regions 
                                                
26 For summaries of these linguistic arguments, see Demarest and Sharer (1986:220); Guernsey (2011:119-
120; 2012b:63); Kaplan (1999:54-56); and Love (2004:441, 2007:296, 2011b:12-14). For some of the 
arguments themselves, see Fahsen (1999, 2000, 2002, 2010a:236-237); Josserand (2011); Justeson and 
Kaufman (1993, 1997); Kaplan (2000, 2011b:278); Kaufman (1976); Kaufman and Justeson (2001); Mora-
Marín (2005, 2008, 2010); Parsons (1986:5); and Popenoe de Hatch (2006). The same kind of linguistic-
ethnic arguments make for heated debate along the Pacific Slope as well, particularly in the case of nearby 
Izapa and Takalik Abaj. For summaries of arguments and the arguments themselves, see Arroyo 
(2003a:31); Campbell and Kaufman (1976); Clark and Pye (2011:28); Dahlin, et al. (1987); Demarest and 
Sharer (1986:220); Guernsey (2006b:21-23); Love (2004:441-443, 439, 2007:278); Lowe, et al. (1982); 
and Popenoe de Hatch (2006). 
27 For discussions that correlate ceramics and cultural, ethnic, and linguistic units, see Alvarado Galindo 
and Ivic de Monterroso (2006:177); Arnold (1978:39-40); Gifford (1960); Josserand (2011:168); Popenoe 
de Hatch (1991:38-39, 1997:100, 2005:501-502, 2006, 2007); Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2011); and Sharer 
(1974:181). For a summary of the ways in which ceramic data has been used to identify ethnic and 
language groups during the Late Preclassic, see Guernsey (2012b:65-67).  
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during the ancient past (Bove 2011:108; Guernsey 2012b:64-65; Love 2007:278-279; 

2011a:66-67). As Josserand (2011:168) states in an article about the languages of the 

ancient Pacific Slope, “It may well be argued that broad conclusions about language are 

being drawn here from slim evidence.” 

A correlated issue is that assigning a single language to entire cities or regions 

denies the likelihood that many of these places were multilingual. As Love (2011a:50) 

states, for instance, “In my view, the Southern Region was not so much a boundary zone 

between linguistic groups as it was a multilingual and multicultural zone of interaction” 

(see also Guernsey and Love 2005:37; Love n.d.). In other words, certain cities or regions 

may have been dominated by specific linguistic groups, but the area in general was likely 

one of multi-group interaction (see also Guernsey 2012b:64, 68; Love 2004:440; 

2007:297; Love 2011b:18-19). Even where glyphs on monuments speak to a specific 

language being recorded there, the possibility that such inscriptions record an elite lingua 

franca means that they say very little about what other languages were spoken at the site 

(Love 2011a:69-70).  

Furthermore, even if archaeologists could reconstruct the linguistic affiliations of 

cities or regions, it is possible that these languages played less of a role in delineating 

group identities than other factors did, including economic or social class, geographic 

proximity, etc. (see, for instance, Love 2004; 2007:280; 2011a:70). As Love (2004:447) 

states: 

Scholars of the Preclassic have focused too much on language as a source of 
social identity. Each individual has many options for the construction of his or her 
social identity, and language is just one of these. We should focus more on the 
social dynamics of the Preclassic: on the construction of new social identities. We 
should also concentrate more on political dynamics, which were very complex, 
much more complex than the interaction of a few linguistic groups. (translated by 
author) 
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Although scholars ascribe great importance to linguistic divisions, contemporary Maya 

do not use language as the principal means of differentiating among communities, a fact 

that suggests linguistic divisions may not have been principal markers of identity in the 

past (see Braswell 2006:131). 

In general, the reconstruction of ethnicities in the archaeological record is fraught 

with methodological issues. First, authors consistently apply the term “ethnicity” without 

defining the term (for discussions of this problematic lack of definitions, see Braswell 

2006:125; Cohen 1978:385; Graham 2006:109; Vermeulen and Govers 1994:3). Scholars 

have described ethnic groups in Maya scholarship in an extraordinary variety of ways. 

Ethnic categories have been drawn based on the personal names of kings (Colas 2006), 

differences in the burial record and mortuary practices (Weiss-Krejci 2006), in phonology 

or spelling differences found in glyphic inscriptions (Wichmann and Davletshin 2006), 

and as assemblages of material remains, settlement patterns, and linguistic groups (Sharer 

and Traxler 2006). In many publications, ethnicity and culture appear to be used as 

equivalent concepts (see Braswell 2006:125 for a discussion of this problematic overlap), 

which further confuses things.28 

In publications that seek to define or understand ethnicity, ethnicity emerges as a 

phenomenon that is contradictory, incoherent, contested, interactional, experiential, and 

dynamic. It is also displayed and utilized by different people in different ways in different 

contexts (Barth 1994:14; Braswell 2006:125, 129, 137; Graham 2006:111-112; Hegmon 

1998:272). Such flexibility severely limits our ability to define ethnicities in the ancient 

past. As Barth (1994:30) cautions, “…one cannot handle something which changes 

                                                
28 For good historiographies of the term “ethnicity” see Braswell (2006:126); Cohen (1978:379); Dietler 
and Herbich (1998:232-233); and Vermeulen and Govers (1994:1-2). For more on ethnicity and boundary 
maintenance in the ancient Maya world see McAnany (2006:10, 15-16). 



 71 

boundaries and changes contents at the same time. It is as bad as trying to think of two 

things at once.” Further compounding this issue, ethnicities are self-ascribed. They are 

self-conscious choices made by groups in order to identify themselves vis a vis others. 

They are, in other words, “imagined communities” (Barth 1969, 1994). This creates an 

inherent problem with ascribing ethnicities to groups based on the archaeological record, 

as these ethnicities are, by necessity, imposed upon ancient social units by modern 

scholars, rather than representing emic expressions or conceptualizations of ancient 

identities (see Cohen 1978:382-383 for a description of these risks).29 

The contextual and dynamic quality of ethnicity makes it difficult to find secure 

and consistent correlations among ethnicities and material remains. As McAnany 

(2006:10) states, “This relational requisite of ethnic expression means, in archaeological 

terms, that the spatial and temporal distribution of archaeological materials cannot be 

invoked as prima facie evidence of the boundaries of a self-identified ethnic group” (see 

also Bishop, et al. 1989:138; Braswell 2006:127; Dietler and Herbich 1998:233-234; 

Graham 2006:112; Hodder 1978a, 1982; Love 2007:280; Thomas 1996; Wobst 

1977:320-321). Therefore, in seeking past ethnicities, there is often a discrepancy 

“…between the types of social boundaries that we may want to see and the nature of 

material culture patterning…” (Stark 1998:9). On the one hand, ethnicities may be 

claimed and expressed through signals that do not survive in the material record, like 

language, dress, hairstyles, etc. (Braswell 2006:127; Hodder 1978b:249; Love 2011a:68-

69). On the other hand, material distinctions may signify relationships or identities that 

are not ethnic, including economic and political ones (Hodder 1978b:252, 254).30 

                                                
29 See Braswell (2006:127) and Graham (2006:112) for discussions of the ways in which ethnicities can be 
used to disenfranchise subaltern groups. 
30 This is not to say that scholarship on ethnic identities is not worthwhile. It simply needs to be done 
carefully. As Hegmon (1998:271) argues, the good thing about Barth is that he focuses on boundaries, not 
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Due to the clear drawbacks of the term “ethnicity,” a number of authors have 

decided to forego it as a useful way of addressing ancient societies (see, for instance, 

discussions by Demarest 2011; Gabbert 2006; Hegmon 1998). As Stark (1998:10) states, 

“…‘ethnicity’ is a highly contested and problematic modern concept that eludes 

translation into archaeological terms...” Graham (2006:109) discusses the problem 

specifically in the case of the ancient Maya, stating that we lack most of the criteria 

necessary to identify ethnicity in the archaeological record. Not only do we lack 

evidence, she argues, but we lack clearly defined terminology: “Simply to employ 

‘ethnicity’ to describe a phenomenon or to use the related term ‘ethnic’ to describe a 

group is obfuscation, because each person who reads or hears these terms has different 

ideas about what they mean” (Ibid.). 

If ethnicities are self-ascribed, flexible, and contextual, then the ethnicities of the 

inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú are difficult, if not impossible to access. I therefore use the 

term “multi-cultural” population instead, viewing it as the best of limited alternatives 

while recognizing that the term “cultural” is just as embroiled in theoretical complexities 

and pitfalls. For instance, the term “culture” has been used to describe everything from 

similarities in ceramic styles to language groups to shared settlement or architectural 

patterns and has been employed just as frequently as a monolithic, all-encompassing term 

as one of practice and process. If, as Binford (1965) argues, the archaeological record is 

an outcome of the practice of culture, rather than an indicator of culture itself, then it is 

just as difficult to access archaeologically as ethnicity is. As Thomas (1996:28) describes, 
                                                                                                                                            
on what is on either side of them: “This strikes an optimistic note for archaeologists, who are more likely to 
be able to discover the existence of boundaries than to understand the specific content of bounded units.” 
And although Graham (2006:113) defines “ethnicity” as “…the group to which an individual would say he 
or she belonged, if asked,” she follows with the more positive statement that, at the very least, we can still 
consider the possibility “…that there might be an ethnicity to know” (Graham 2006:113, original 
emphasis). For a good review of how we may more productively think about ethnic categories in the 
ancient Maya world, see Henderson (1992) and Sachse (2006). 
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in this view “The archaeological record does not represent a cultural repertoire, but the 

outcome of its use. Thus behaviour is not the same thing as culture: behaviour is the 

operationalisation of culture. So again, the material things which we excavate are not 

themselves cultural, so much as the traces of behaviour which itself draws upon 

culture.”31  

As for how culture relates to ethnicity, the clearest approach identifies ethnicity as 

a conscious strategy in which a group employs certain aspects of culture to differentiate 

themselves from another group (Vermeulen and Govers 1994:4). As Vermeulen and 

Govers (1994:3) state, “The relation between ethnicity and culture can, in our opinion, 

best be viewed as being threefold: ethnicity refers to the consciousness of (ethnic) 

culture, to the use of culture, and at the same time is part of culture.” Graham (2006:110) 

provides another articulate approach to this complicated subject “…identity is how I 

construct my sense of self; culture is what I do under the influence of my family, peers, 

and social group; and ethnicity defines the special circumstances in which I use my 

identity and my culture to distinguish myself from others.” 

Because it is so fraught with methodological and theoretical hazards, I choose to 

avoid the term “ethnicity” when describing the diversity of art styles represented at 

Kaminaljuyú. Instead I employ the term “multi-cultural,” though I do so with a certain 

level of discomfort. Although I am aware of the term’s shortcomings, there is no other 

alternative at present that seems appropriate. I define my use of the term as follows: the 

varied sculptures, artifacts, building styles, etc. encountered at Kaminaljuyú appear to 

represent the physical outcomes of different social groups from different places 

approaching materials and material technologies in diverse ways. In other words, a level 

                                                
31 For more on the history of the term “culture” and “culture area,” see Demarest and Sharer (1986); 
Hodder (1978a); and Thomas (1996). 
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of diversity is expressed in the material record of Kaminaljuyú through discrepancies in 

art styles, iconographies, and production technologies. I choose to view this diversity as 

evidence of a multi-cultural audience. Such vocabulary, however, neither assumes that 

differences in these materials correlate with self-ascribed identities in the ancient past nor 

that these material outcomes signal a monolithic identity for the social units they 

demarcate. 

That Kaminaljuyú likely was composed of a multi-cultural, cosmopolitan 

community is suggested not only by diversity within the sculptural corpus, but by the 

broad networks of exchange evidenced by the rest of its material record.32 This may be 

due to the fact that, as mentioned earlier, Kaminaljuyú was situated in a natural pass that 

connected a number of important trade routes that flowed both east-west along the coast 

and north-south between the highlands and lowlands (Brown 1977; Guernsey 2006b:6, 

20; Kaplan 2011b:264; Love 2007:278; Parsons and Price 1971; Popenoe de Hatch 1993; 

Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999; Sharer 1974). As Demarest (2011:373) argues, the 

diversity of materials that were available within the varied territory surrounding 

Kaminaljuyú likely encouraged interregional trade among groups that would have had 

very different material culture footprints. This idea is supported by Love’s contention that 

these paths were not just for trade goods, but allowed for movement of people along 

migration routes as well (Guernsey 2006b:17-19; Love 2007:278; 2011b:8), a fact that 

likely led to Kaminaljuyú becoming a center with a diverse, multi-cultural population 

(see Kaplan 1999:51).33 A more complex discussion of how regional, linguistic, or social 
                                                
32 The fact that the majority of monuments at Kaminaljuyú lack textual inscriptions can also be used to 
support these claims for a multi-cultural audience. As Guernsey (2012b:10-11) notes, a full-fledged writing 
system already existed, meaning the lack of texts was a deliberate choice. As she argues for potbelly 
sculptures, these choices may have reflected the presence of “…multiple audiences separated by any 
number of linguistic, ethnic, or other social variables” (Guernsey 2012b:115-116). 
33 Arroyo and Paiz Aragón argue that the diversity of faces with different physical charactistics in the 
figurines of the Middle Preclassic at nearby Naranjo suggests the presence of different social groups at the 
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differences were specifically manifested within the material record of Kaminaljuyú is 

beyond the scope of the current chapter.34 
 

“THE MAYA” AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

If sculptural diversity and other material evidence at Kaminaljuyú points to a 

multi-cultural population at the site, then I must briefly justify my use of the term “Maya” 

to describe Kaminaljuyú, as I do consistently in the chapters that follow. To begin with, I 

use the term “Maya” with the full knowledge that it is a complicated term with a number 

of unwelcome implications. In much of scholarship, for instance, use of the term “Maya” 

has often obscured material diversity within sites. As Demarest (2011:347) observes, 

ceramic or iconographic features called “Maya” (or “Olmec” or “Mixe-Zoque”) are 

expanded so that entire sites take on these labels, despite diversity in their archaeological 

records: “Thus, the conceptual stranglehold of the correlation of ‘ethnic/linguistic’ blocks 

with material culture assemblages cripples interpretation not only of culture history but 

even of the very initial analytical work of comparing artifactual sequences and 

constructing local culture history” (see also Cohen 1978:380-381). 

Furthermore, “Maya” is a relatively recent academic construction. As Gabbert 

(2006:185) argues, it was not until the 19th century that a group of related languages in 

southern Mesoamerica were named “Maya” in order that scholars could argue for a 

                                                                                                                                            
site (Arroyo and Paiz Aragón 2010:32, citing Linares 2009). This could be seen as further evidence for the 
multi-cultural character of the Kaminaljuyú populace, as it seems likely that the population of Naranjo 
abandoned the site at the end of the Middle Preclassic and migrated to nearby Kaminaljuyú (Arroyo, et al. 
2007:1097). 
34 Although there is less skeletal evidence available for the Late Preclassic period, Classic period evidence 
from Mounds A and B indicate that their inhabitants came not only from within the Kaminaljuyú region, 
but from the lowlands and Caribbean coast as well. See Wright, et al. (2010) for details on these arguments. 
Similarly, Wright, et al. (2010:158) cite Brainerd (1954) as arguing that the Mound A and B tomb contents 
suggested not just contact with central Mexico, but with multiple regions, like Veracruz and the Maya 
lowlands. 
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common origin based on a shared linguistic background (see also Sachse 2006:1). This 

regional approach was most famously developed by Kirchhoff (1966), who outlined what 

he viewed as the salient features of Mesoamerican culture in his article “Mesoamerica: Its 

Geographic Limits, Ethnic Composition and Cultural Characteristics.” This 

homogenizing view of the region has both explicitly and implicitly influenced 

scholarship ever since.  

More recently, “Maya” has been adopted and appropriated by modern indigenous 

groups in Mexico, Belize, and Guatemala to define themselves as a group (Graham 

2006:120; Sachse 2006:1). In the past, however, there is some evidence that social and 

group identity did not manifest itself on such a broad, cross-regional scale. Instead, 

indigenous peoples seem to have based group identity around their towns or 

communities. As Gabbert (2006:185) states, although the term “the Maya” is often 

assumed to represent a single “people,” “…a consciousness of belonging to a Maya 

people or civilisation is not a prominent occurrence among speakers of indigenous 

languages, who define themselves mainly as members of individual communities” (see 

also Graham 2006:120; also see Lockhart 1992:14 for a discussion of the closely related 

concept, the Nahua "altepetl"). At worst, use of “the Maya” without definition or 

qualification can be totalizing and homogenizing to ancient social groups, particularly 

when based on material traits. At best, it embodies “…a static view of southeastern 

Mesoamerica and its societies that is at odds with the dynamic view we now have of the 

culture history of the region” (Henderson 1992:161). 

 In this dissertation, I employ the term “Maya” to describe what I see as a shared 

art style that appears to have served as a kind of lingua franca or connective ideology that 
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was expressed from the highlands to the lowlands.35 This ideology was likely elite in 

nature. My use of the term “Maya” therefore does not assume linguistic correlations or 

ethnic equivalencies. In other words, though the inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú participated 

in a Maya style, this participation says nothing about what language(s) the population 

spoke or with which ethnicities they affiliated themselves.36 To me, then, “Maya” is a 

useful heuristic device or academic construct that describes a very specific and 

circumscribed aspect of social identity. Therefore, when I speak about Kaminaljuyú as a 

Maya site or mention its participation in the Maya world, I do not mean to imply that it 

did so exclusively or that those who inhabited Kaminaljuyú viewed themselves as 

“Maya.” 

My use of “Maya” thus deals with the employment of iconographic and/or textual 

messages at an elite rather than commoner level.37 As McAnany (2006:10) states 

“…Mayanists routinely invoke the spatial distribution of hieroglyphic texts, stelae and 
                                                
35 Here I follow Guernsey’s (2012b:74) description of style as defined in art historical contexts as “…the 
constant forms, elements, qualities, and expressions in the art, whether of an individual, a group, or a 
society…” (citing Schapiro 1953:287). In general, style is a highly complex subject whose vicissitudes are 
beyond the scope of the current project. For theoretical discussions of style, see Focillon (1948) and 
Wollheim (1987). For the extremely varied ways in which style has been described and defined, see Kubler 
(1962:3-4) and Stark (1998:2). Kubler, for instance, states, “In practice certain words, when they are 
abused by too common use, suffer in their meaning as if with cancer or inflation. Style is one of these. Its 
innumerable shades of meaning seem to span all experience” (1962:3). For a discussion of style as a means 
of boundary maintenance, see Barth (1969). For a discussion of style as an active agent or active strategy 
rather than passively reflective of group identities, see Dietler and Herbich (1998:238-239, 246-247) and 
Love (1991:47). For style as a strategy of information exchange, including signaling both social integration 
and social differentiation, see Wobst (1977). For a critique of Wobst, see Dietler and Herbich (1998). For 
further discussions of the historic association between style and social or cultural boundaries, see Gell 
(1998:216); Love (1991:47-48); and Stark (1998). For a discussion of technology and style, see Dietler and 
Herbich (1998) and Stark (1998). For a discussion about the use of style and monumental art as a strategy 
of dominance by powerful groups, see Love (1991:50, 1999a:134-135, 144). 
36 In this, I follow John Henderson’s (1992:164) argument that, “Even the opportunistic definition of 
cultural identity in terms of features easily detected archaeologically can be defended as long as the 
arbitrary nature of the traits and their lack of specifiable relationships with language or society is explicitly 
acknowledged.” 
37 The idea that Kaminaljuyú shared an elite language with both nearby and distant contemporaneous sites 
does not mean to imply that these regions were politically integrated (see, for example, Love 2007:297-
298). 
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corbel-vaulted architecture as indicative of the geographic extent of a self-identified 

Maya culture. But these artefacts are the materialisation of hierarchy and authority… and 

not necessarily of a shared consciousness of ethnic difference” (see also McAnany 2001). 

As Guernsey (see, for instance, 2006b, 2012b) has argued, similarities in iconography 

and symbolism among Late Preclassic sites appear to indicate that messages were being 

shared across broad swaths of geography that likely crossed linguistic and cultural 

boundaries. She describes these messages as “…part of a currency of elite ideological 

exchange that was shared across southeastern Mesoamerica and into regions to the north 

and west” (Guernsey 2006b:2; see also Guernsey 2012:96). Love (2011a:74) provides a 

similar argument: “Elites shared a common identity that cut across ethnic lines and 

participated in a common tradition of high civilization that extended beyond the Southern 

Region and beyond the Maya lowlands” (see also Demarest 2011:350; Love 2004:445-

447; 2011a:70).  

Though utilizing this elite iconographic language that I call “Maya,” bas-relief 

sculptures at Kaminaljuyú also exhibit site-specific iconographies and symbolisms. These 

site-specific quirks are described in the chapters that follow, but they speak to the fact 

that my use of the term “Maya” to describe the population of Kaminaljuyú is both heavily 

qualified and heavily oversimplified. It is my hope that future projects will begin to 

clarify these complex questions of social identities and political and ideological 

affiliations. In the meantime, however, I must make do with the vocabulary available to 

me and discuss Kaminaljuyú as a participant in the ill-defined Late Preclassic Maya 

world. 
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REGIONAL SURVEY: 

A Middle and Late Preclassic Summary: 

The current project uses the iconographic connections between Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú and contemporaneous sites in order to illuminate the messages that were 

being transmitted through bas-relief sculpture. It is important to emphasize, however, that 

these artistic or iconographic connections often trace different exchange networks than 

other archaeological materials might. This dissertation, therefore, only deals with one 

aspect of a highly complex series of interlocking webs of interaction between 

Kaminaljuyú and its contemporaries. 

A thorough regional survey of Kaminaljuyú and its surrounding sites is well 

beyond the scope of the current chapter. First of all, as Love (2007:277) describes, the 

entire area suffers from a bit of an identity crisis, as there is no single name that suitably 

integrates discussions of the Guatemalan highlands, the Valley of Guatemala, the Pacific 

Slope, and the Pacific Coast. Freidel (1981:204) and Bove (1989:1) use the word 

“balkanized” to describe the highland and Pacific slope area, a term that suggests intra-

polity interaction but not unification under a single political system. Several authors note 

that the art styles and material culture exhibited within sites throughout this area, though 

often closely related, show clear differences that likely indicate cultural or regional 

diversity (Freidel 1981:201; Guernsey 2010b:208; Love 2007:276-277). This 

regionalization or “balkanization” may have been due, in part, to the highly varied, yet 

tightly-spaced ecological zones represented in this area (Love 2007:278), which produced 

an extraordinary variety of natural resources including everything from obsidian, jade, 

and iron pyrite to cotton, agave, tobacco, quetzales, cacao, and marine materials (Arroyo 

2003a:32; De Borhegyi 1965a:5-6). Further complicating the issue is the fact that 

archaeological work has been limited in many parts of the region. Much of this is because 
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so much of the archaeological record has been destroyed through uncontrolled urban 

expansion and modern rural settlement. Composing a suitably comprehensive, holistic 

summary of the entire region that would place Kaminaljuyú in its full regional context 

would thus represent a truly Herculean feat.38 

Because a summary of the Late Preclassic throughout Mesoamerica is beyond the 

scope of the current project (see Guernsey 2012b:91-112 for a detailed review of this 

time period), this section focuses on those sites that: 1) seem to have been directly 

influential in the development or later interactions of Kaminaljuyú, 2) are within the 

general immediate vicinity of Kaminaljuyú (meaning I exclude the Maya lowlands, 

Southeastern periphery, the modern-day state of Chiapas, and other regions further 

afield), and 3) have carved monuments, specifically bas relief monuments, which may be 

cited in the following chapters and may have played a part in the stylistic and 

iconographic exchanges that were taking place at this time.39 

The Middle Preclassic Period, In Brief: 

As described in the archaeological summary above, Kaminaljuyú was occupied 

by the Middle Preclassic period.40 Across the highlands, piedmont, and Pacific Coast, the 

Middle Preclassic appears to be a time of rising populations, growing urban centers, and 

increasing social inequality (Love 1999a:147; 2002:202; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 
                                                
38 For the best regional summaries to date, please see Arroyo (2001) and Love (2002, 2007). 
39 Though once thought to have been directly related to sites’ relative importance, the presence of carved 
stela and bas relief monuments at sites cannot be correlated with their regional significance. Several large 
sites, perhaps most notably El Ujuxte, did not deal in this iconographic currency at all, a fact that cannot be 
seen as detracting from their size or import during this time (see, for instance, Bove 2011; Clark, et al. 
2010:20; Guernsey 2006b:9-10; 2012b:103-104; Love 1999a, 2002, n.d.). 
40 Many developments were already occurring in this region by the Early Preclassic, especially along the 
South Coast. For an overview of the first occupants of the South Coast and for summaries of the region 
during the Early Preclassic, see Arroyo (2001) and Guernsey (2012b:69-77). For a discussion dealing with 
the rise of complex civilization in Guatemala, see Demarest (2001). For discussions of the changes that 
appear to have occurred during the transition from the Early to the Middle Preclassic, see Love (1999a:147; 
2002:203-204; 2007:289). 



 81 

1999:142-143). Trade in high quality and exotic (i.e. elite) materials appears to increase, 

while utilitarian ceramics show a strong tendency toward divergence and distinct regional 

styles (Love 2002:203; Popenoe de Hatch 1989b; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 

1999:143), a phenomenon that appears to indicate increasing regional diversity during 

this period (Love 2007:291). Urban centers appear to take on clearer North-South 

orientation patterns, a possible indicator of consistent intra-regional interaction and 

shared underlying elite ideologies (Arroyo and Paiz Aragón 2010:30; De Borhegyi 

1965b:62). 

At this time, monumental stone carvings first appear in the highland and Pacific 

Slope region (see Clark, et al. 2010:17-18 for a summary).41 Many of these are plain, but 

others are sculpted or modified into three-dimensional forms. At a number of sites, 

including Monte Alto (Arroyo 2003b:29; Guernsey 2012b:101; Popenoe de Hatch 

1989c:25; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:182-183; Shook 1971:72) and Naranjo 

(Jacobo 1992:85; Morales Aguilar, et al. 2007:838; Paiz Aragón, et al. 2009:403; Pereira, 

et al. 2007), many of these monuments were arranged in deliberate alignments and 

groupings, possibly astronomical in nature (Love 2007:295; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 

1999:182-183; Shook 1971:72). Other monuments seem to be placed in locations of 

movement or transition, like natural migration corridors, or near significant natural 

features like spring heads (Arroyo 2010:57,88; Guernsey 2012b:84; Popenoe de Hatch 

and Shook 1999:179, 182). Takalik Abaj begins to produce a large number of monuments 

during this time, and it is possible that Izapa Monument 2 dates to the Middle Preclassic 

as well (see, for instance, Guernsey 2012b:86; Lowe, et al. 1982:196-199; Miles 

1965:252-255). As Guernsey (2012b:87) argues, the presence of niche figures like 

                                                
41 See Guernsey (2012b) for an excellent summary of scholarship related to Middle Preclassic art and 
archaeological sites, particularly in the highlands and along the Pacific Slope. 
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Monument 2 at Izapa and monuments at Takalik Abaj indicates that different sites along 

the Pacific slope were using similar or related sculptural forms by the end of the Middle 

Preclassic. 

Evidence suggests that Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2, Sculpture 9, and possibly 

Sculpture 5 date roughly to the Middle Preclassic period. Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 9, for 

instance, was found in a terminal context dating to ca. 500 BC, indicating that its original 

carving and use would have predated this final deposition (Parsons 1981:263-264; 

1986:10, 16). In addition to these carved monuments, plain monuments date to this period 

at Kaminaljuyú as well (Pereira, et al. 2007:1054; Velásquez 1993a:381). Lack of 

original context for these monuments obscures how they would have been originally 

arranged at the site, but it is likely that they shared the same focus on patterned grouping 

and alignments as one finds at Naranjo, Monte Alto, and other Middle Preclassic sites. 

As discussed in more detail in Chapter 4, the sudden rise of monumental sculpture 

would have forever changed the human landscape. As Love (1999a:147) so articulately 

states:  

The Middle Pre-Classic in Pacific Guatemala was thus marked by the pronounced 
regionalization and categorization of space. These processes were linked to 
dominance in that they affected how and where social interaction occurred. The 
size and durability of monuments, both architectural and sculptural, served to fix 
these new routines by indelibly altering the landscape in which interaction 
occurred.  

By the end of the Middle Preclassic, then, monumental artworks and architecture had 

profoundly changed the human landscape. The arrangement of monuments within the 

built landscape continued into the Late Preclassic period and forms the basis for the 

better-known stela arrangements of the Classic period in the Maya lowlands. 
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The Late Preclassic Period, In Brief: 

Throughout the highlands, piedmont, and Pacific Slope, sites seem to reach a kind 

of cultural climax during the Late Preclassic period (De Borhegyi 1965b:62; Love 

2007:291; Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 1999:144). At this time, the largest sites in the 

region, reaching over 4km2, are Kaminaljuyú, Chalchuapa, Takalik Abaj, Chocolá, Izapa, 

El Ujuxte, and Chiapa de Corzo (Love 2007:292). As sites grow larger, more populated, 

and wealthier, there appears to be a general movement towards regional political 

centralization (Love 2007:292; n.d.). More sites begin to produce monumental sculpture, 

including Izapa, El Portón, La Lagunita, and Chocolá, in effect shifting the focus of 

monumental art production from Middle Preclassic Gulf Coast centers to the Guatemalan 

highlands and Pacific Slope (Clark, et al. 2010:17-18, 22; Love 2010:159). As several 

authors note, a number of these sites appear to have had personages equivalent to Late 

Classic Maya divine kings, particularly Takalik Abaj, El Baúl, Kaminaljuyú, and 

Chalchuapa (Fields 1989, 1991, 2005; Freidel and Schele 1988a; Guernsey 2011:116; 

Love and Kaplan 2011:317).42 

A Summary of the Highlands: 

The Guatemalan highlands are relatively poorly understood (see Fahsen 

2010a:234-237 for a very good bibliography and historiography of the area). A large 

number of publications related to this area are now decades old (see Kidder 1977; Smith 

1965 for a summary of these early projects), and urban and rural development have 

                                                
42 Due to concerns of space and time, along with the fact that only one major bas relief monument has been 
found in this area (Chalchuapa Monument 1), itself highly eroded and difficult to analyze, the Southeastern 
Periphery is not discussed here. However, many authors have published treatments of this region (which 
includes Honduras and El Salvador) during the late Preclassic. See, for instance, Andrews (1976); 
Demarest (1987:329); Demarest and Sharer (1982); Love and Kaplan (2011); Ohi (2000); Robinson (1987); 
Schortman and Urban (1991); Sharer (1974); Paredes (2012), and Estrada Belli (1999). For more on 
monuments at Chalchuapa and its surrounding area, see, among others, Estrada Belli (1999, 2002); 
Guernsey (2012b:103-104); Ichikawa, et al. (2009:458-459); and Sharer (1974, 1978). 
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destroyed much of the archaeological record. In general, the region during the Late 

Preclassic seems to have been comprised of regionalized and independent city centers 

with localized development (Brown 1978:153; Fahsen 2010a:236; Robinson, et al. 

2006).43 

Naranjo: 

The most important site in the central highlands in terms of Kaminaljuyú’s 

development was Naranjo, located just 3km to the north (see Arroyo 2010 for the most 

complete treatment of the site). Occupied from 1000-400 BC, Naranjo appears to have 

been the most significant regional center of its day (Love 2007:290). Sometime around 

400BC, though, it appears to have been almost fully abandoned and only experienced 

repopulation again during the Late Classic period (Arroyo, et al. 2007:1097). Since the 

sudden abandonment of Naranjo correlates directly with the sudden rise of Kaminaljuyú 

during the Middle Preclassic period, Arroyo and fellow authors (2007:1097) suggest that 

the Naranjo population may have moved south to the quickly growing center of 

Kaminaljuyú. Ceramics and figurine styles tie the Naranjo population to southern styles 

and suggest a possible South Coast origin for the site’s inhabitants (Arroyo and Paiz 

Aragón 2010:31; Linares 2009; Linares in Arroyo 2010:270; Love 2007:290). 

As Love (2007:290) argues, “…Naranjo anticipates many of the cultural 

achievements of Kaminaljuyú, particularly in the use of stelae and altars to structure 

sacred space”(see also Love n.d.). Naranjo exhibits four rows of plain stelae as well as 

other isolated plain monuments and two stela-altar pairs (Arroyo 2010; see Jacobo 

1992:85; Morales Aguilar, et al. 2007:838; Paiz Aragón, et al. 2009:403; Pereira 2010; 

                                                
43 For summaries of the important Early Preclassic and Middle Preclassic sites in the highlands, see Sharer 
and Sedat (1999:213) and Valdés and Rodriguez Giron (1999:144). For an early synthesis of the highland 
ceramic sequence, see Rands and Smith (1965). 



 85 

and Pereira, et al. 2007 for more on these monuments).44 Archaeologists have recognized 

clear monumental alignments, perhaps astronomical in nature (Jacobo 1992:86; Pereira, 

et al. 2007:1077; Shook 1952), as well as other kinds of groupings, based possibly on 

monument type or stone sources (Pereira, et al. 2007). One line of monuments, for 

instance, is comprised entirely of columnar basalt stelae, a kind of stone whose closest 

source was likely Palín, 22km away (Pereira, et al. 2007:1076, citing Rodolfo Alvarado, 

personal communication 2006). Similar monument alignments are found at Takalik Abaj, 

Izapa, Ujuxte, and at other Preclassic sites (Estrada Belli 2002; Jacobo 1992:86; Love 

2007:295; Lowe, et al. 1982), including several on the Gulf Coast (Pereira, et al. 

2007:1075). Although they lack original context, the plain monuments of Kaminaljuyú 

likely followed this pattern as well. In addition to anticipating the monumental 

arrangements of later sites, it appears that Naranjo also intensively utilized the El Chayal 

obsidian source during the Middle Preclassic, much as Kaminaljuyú did during the Late 

Preclassic period (Arroyo, et al. 2007:1097).45 

El Portón and La Lagunita: 

Outside of Kaminaljuyú, only a handful of bas-relief stone sculptures have been 

found in the Guatemalan highlands, all of these in the northern highland region.46 They 

are Late Preclassic in date and generally restricted to El Portón in the Salamá Valley of 

Baja Verapaz and La Lagunita in the San Andrés Sajcabajá Valley in the Department of 

Quiché (see, for instance, Fahsen 2010a; Ichon 1977; Ichon and Viel 1984; Sharer and 

Sedat 1973, 1987, 1999). 

                                                
44 As explained in Arroyo (2010), the fourth line of monuments was discovered by archaeologists after 
several of these other articles were published. 
45 For more on Naranjo, see Arroyo (2010); Arroyo, et al. (2007); and Morales Aguilar, et al. (2007:838). 
46 For a summary of Preclassic settlements in the northern highlands, see discussion and citations in Sharer 
and Sedat (1987, 1999).  
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The Salamá Valley, directly north of the Valley of Guatemala and identified as 

the eastern sector of the northern highlands by Sharer and Sedat (1999:222), is not only 

poorly investigated but poorly preserved archaeologically due to high levels of looting 

and the uncontrolled expansion of urban and rural settlements throughout the region 

(Iglesias Ponce de León and Ciudad Ruiz 1984, 1999). From the Middle Preclassic 

through the Late Preclassic, the area appears to have been dominated by El Portón, which 

was the largest regional center of its time (Sharer and Sedat 1999:217, 219-221). Sharer 

and Sedat (1999:219, 221) argue that the site was strategically situated along an 

important trade route that connected the Salamá Valley to resources like Motaguan jade 

and salt from Sacapulas. They also argue that its populace became specialized in 

activities like jade-work and obsidian, factors which likely led to its rise and regional 

importance (Kidder 1977; Sharer and Sedat 1987). 

Five bas-relief stelae from El Portón show regional styles combined with the more 

broadly-shared iconographic systems seen at sites like Izapa, Kaminaljuyú, and La 

Lagunita (Arnauld 1999; Fahsen 2010a:245; Ichon 1977; Sharer and Sedat 1999:221). 

Four of these stelae were removed from El Portón sometime after the Late Preclassic 

period and reused at the nearby site of Laguneta, just 2km south (Fahsen 2010a:237; 

Sharer and Sedat 1999:221). Based on stylistic similarities between these monuments and 

Sculpture 21 and Sculpture 15 at Kaminaljuyú, Fahsen (2010a:245) suggests an Arenal 

phase (300BC-100AD) date for the Laguneta/ El Portón stelae. The fifth stela from El 

Portón, found buried beneath Late Preclassic construction at the site (Sharer and Sedat 

1999:221), shows a more conventional “Maya style” arrangement of a standing figure 

with a glyph column (Fahsen 2010a:256; Guernsey 2006b:8; Sharer and Sedat 1999:219). 

Though some authors describe this as a Maya lowland style (see, for instance, Fahsen 

2010a:256), this compositional arrangement also finds analogs in Sculpture 15 at 
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Kaminaljuyú, Stela 1 at El Baúl, and Stelae 2 and 5 at Takalik Abaj, all of which utilize 

glyphic blocks flanked by standing, seated, or kneeling figures. This indicates it is as 

much a highland or Pacific slope compositional style as a lowland one. 

The other northern highland site that contains Late Preclassic bas-relief sculptures 

is La Lagunita, located in the San Andrés Sajcabajá Valley in the Department of Quiché. 

The principal center within a cluster of Late Preclassic sites (Fahsen 2010a:247-248; 

Ichon 1977; Ichon and Viel 1984), La Lagunita contained 30 stone sculpture fragments 

and four stone sarcophagi, mostly Late Preclassic in date and stylistically affiliated with 

Kaminaljuyú (Fahsen 2010a:248, 255). Fahsen (2010a:256) and Arnauld (1999) 

particularly note similarities among the La Lagunita corpus and Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 

4, 5, 10, 11, 19, 109, and 110. 

By the end of the Late Preclassic period, northern highland sites appear to fall into 

conflict (Fahsen 2010a:237). The entire Salamá Valley, which until this point seems to 

have been very localized and autochthonous in its development, appears to be 

increasingly influenced and controlled by outside populations (Sharer and Sedat 

1999:221). Sharer and Sedat (1999:222) and Fahsen (2010a:237) argue specifically that 

the region falls under the control of Kaminaljuyú, though such specifics are difficult to 

corroborate at this time. In all, site sizes and populations decrease, and El Portón is 

completely abandoned by the Early Classic period (Sharer and Sedat 1999:221-222). 

A Summary of the South Coast: 

The South Coast is a highly complex area with an enormously broad interaction 

sphere that not only included the Gulf Coast of Mexico and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, 

but also stretched down the Pacific Coast of southeastern Mesoamerica to the south 

(Arroyo 2003b:27-28; Guernsey 2006b:8, 10, N.27; Gutiérrez and Pye 2007). So much 
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important work has been done in this area that I include only a limited discussion here. A 

number of authors have published thorough and detailed summaries of the region, 

including: Arroyo (2003b); Graham (1979); Guernsey (2006b:4-7); Love (2007, 2011b); 

and Popenoe de Hatch (1989b). Overall, scholars agree that developments in this region 

generally predate those in the lowlands to the north and that the South Coast needs to be 

more closely considered in discussions of the development of complex societies in 

Mesoamerica (see, for instance, Arroyo 2003b; Arroyo and Paiz Aragón 2010; Bove 

1989:5-6; Love 2002; Lowe, et al. 1982; Norman 1973, 1976). 

Although this region appears to have played an important role in the development 

of complex civilization, it remains poorly understood (see, for instance, Bove 1989:2). As 

Love (2007:307) states, “Despite the recent surge of research, the southern Pacific region 

remains severely understudied compared with other regions of Mesoamerica.” Several 

issues remain unclear, including cultural affiliations, sociopolitical and economic 

relationships, and the nature of the Late Preclassic collapse in this area. Generally 

speaking, scholars believe that this region was comprised of various cultural, linguistic, 

political, regional, and social groups.47 As Bove (1989:1) notes, “…its culture history 

reflects a great deal of population movement, obscure ethnic affiliations, changing 

cultural boundaries and apparent population intrusions.” Such diversity and complexity, 

as Guernsey (2012b:112) states, “…makes a neat summary of its developmental 

trajectory a bit elusive.” The region’s ceramics suggest interaction between the South 

Coast and highlands, but, as Arroyo and Paiz Aragón (2010:31) caution, these shared 

styles do not necessarily mean a single culture was involved, nor does it specify the 

                                                
47 For more on regional diversity, see discussions and citations in: Arroyo (2003a:30-33; 2003b:26); Bove 
(1989, 2011); Demarest (2011:357); Guernsey (2012b); and Love (2007; 2011b:12-21). 
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nature of the interaction between these two areas.48 As Arroyo (2003b:26) argues, 

although questions of identity and both inter- and intra-regional relationships remain 

unclear, the main point is that different groups were interacting across and coexisting 

within the ancient landscape throughout the complex history of this region. 

During the Middle Preclassic period, a number of important South Coast centers 

arise, including La Blanca, Takalik Abaj, Chocolá, Bilbao, El Bálsamo, and Monte Alto 

(Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 1999:143).49 Increasing differentiation is seen in the 

ceramic records of different sites (Valdés and Rodriguez Giron 1999:143), and scholars 

cite changing distribution of materials within sites as evidence of increasing social 

inequality (see, for instance, Love 1999a:147). As Love (2002:203) summarizes: 

I would argue that what we see in the Middle Preclassic is the use of numerous 
stylistic, symbolic, and iconographic elements to mark membership in a pan-
Mesoamerican elite network lacking a primary center. At the same time, a number 
of common symbolic and stylistic elements served to mark social distance 
between the elite and non-elite of each region. …The primary social identify [sic] 
of the elite now lay with this peerage, rather than with the local populace. In short, 
regional interaction became increasingly elite-focused. 

According to Love (1999a:132; 2002:202-203; 2007:288), the most significant of the 

Pacific Slope sites were La Blanca, which exhibits some of largest architecture of its 

time, and Takalik Abaj, due to its impressive Middle Preclassic sculptural corpus. It is 

also possible that Izapa began to rise as an important regional center at this time as well 

(Love 2007:288). 

Although La Blanca50 is a massive and extremely important site, the only stone 

monuments yet discovered there are two small sculptural fragments (Love 1999a:141-

                                                
48 For overviews and discussions of the ceramic development of the South Coast, see (Arroyo 2003b:33-
34; Arroyo and Paiz Aragón 2010:31; Ivic 1994:2; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999). 
49 For more on the Middle Preclassic in this region, see Love (1999a; 2002:203; 2007:288). 
50 For summaries of the site of La Blanca, see Guernsey (2012b:87-91) and Love (1999a:147-148; 2002; 
2007:289). 
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142; 1999b:198; 2002). Though Love (1999a:141-142; 1999b:198; 2002; 2007:289) and 

Guernsey (2012b:90) identify these two fragments as carved in an “Olmec style,” they 

are so fragmentary as to make much further analysis impossible. In addition to these 

stone fragments, Love and Guernsey have also discovered a sculpted clay quatrefoil that 

appears to have served as an altar (FIG. 150d) (Guernsey 2010a; Love and Guernsey 

2007; Love, et al. 2006). As all of these were found in the same area, Love (1999a:142) 

suggests that they were clustered in order “…to demarcate a restricted area of La Blanca 

as a ritual or sacred zone.” La Blanca appears to have sharply declined around 600 BC, 

possibly as a result of the rise of El Ujuxte 12 km to the east ca. 400-500 BC (Love 

1999a:132; 2007:290). Notably, although El Ujuxte is large, complex, and organized 

according to an urban plan, carved monumental art is totally absent from the site.51 

Takalik Abaj: 

Takalik Abaj, for its part, appears to have played an important role in South Coast 

regional politics from the Middle Preclassic through the Late Preclassic periods (Love 

2002:202-203).52 Although Takalik Abaj has one of the largest corpuses of Middle 

Preclassic sculpture of any South Coast site, more is known about the site during the Late 

Preclassic period (Love 2007:288),53 by which time Takalik Abaj had expanded into a 

major regional capital (Arroyo 2003b:32; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:179; 

Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:180). During the Late Preclassic, Takalik 

Abaj appears to have played an important role in trade along the Pacific Slope and into 

the northern highlands (Arroyo 2003b:32; Guernsey 2006b:6; Love 2007:297). The 

                                                
51 For more on the site of El Ujuxte, see work by Guernsey and Love (Guernsey 2012b:92-94; Guernsey 
and Love 2005; Love 1999a:141, 146; 2007:294; 2011a:54-57; n.d.). 
52 For thorough, recent historiographies of Takalik Abaj, see Arroyo (2003b:31); Guernsey (2006b:5); 
Love (2002, 2011a:60-61); and Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2011). 
53 For more on Middle Preclassic Takalik Abaj, see Love (1999a:139, 141). 
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biggest construction boom and the height of the site, however, appears to have occurred 

during the subsequent Terminal Preclassic (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 

2010:180). 

Takalik Abaj has one of the largest sculptural corpuses from the Middle and Late 

Preclassic Southern Maya world, totaling some 326 monuments, a sum that includes 

more than 53 stelae and 26 altars carved in various styles (Arroyo 2003b:31; Love 

2002:202-203; Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda 2001; Popenoe de Hatch and 

Shook 1999; Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:177).54 Unfortunately, the 

chronology of Takalik Abaj is still poorly known (see Love 2007:294), and the vast 

majority of sculptures at the site lack original context. As is the case at Kaminaljuyú, 

almost all sculptures have been found in secondary or terminal contexts, and many are 

broken, defaced, or mutilated in some way (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 

2010:201). During the Late Preclassic, Terminal Preclassic, and Late Classic periods, 

monuments were reset and rearranged. At times they appear to have been the focus for 

extensive ritual activities; at other times, they were carefully integrated into later 

constructions, like canals (see, for instance, Graham 1979:182, 184; Love 1999a:142; 

1999b:197; Marroquin 2005:999-1000; Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda 

2001:789; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2011:232-235; Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego 

Corzo 2010). 

As Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo (2010:201) note, “The special 

locations where sculpture fragments were placed indicate they were not casual building 

material but were sacred stones incorporated into the new construction.” In general, then, 

                                                
54 For published treatments of Takalik Abaj sculpture, see the bibliography in Schieber de Lavarreda and 
Orrego Corzo (2010:181). For a useful list of Takalik Abaj sculptures, see Parsons (1972:203). For the 
most comprehensive publication dealing with Takalik Abaj carvings in andesite and basalt, see Orrego 
Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda (2001). 
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it appears that these activities represented efforts on the part of Terminal Classic or 

Classic period populations to link themselves to the ancient past represented by these 

monuments, “…and perhaps to tie them to the power and spirituality of ancestors” 

(Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:181, 202-204). As Graham (1981:168) 

has described, the monument rows of Takalik Abaj appear to represent “…one of 

Mesoamerica’s first museums” (see also Guernsey 2012b:97; Schieber de Lavarreda and 

Orrego Corzo 2010:181). 

Authors have identified four different carving styles at Takalik Abaj: Olmec, 

Maya, barrigón, and local (Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda 2001). In this 

schema, Middle Preclassic sculptures are designated “Olmec,”55 with Maya sculptures, 

potbellies, and zoomorphic or “local” sculptures being carved in successive stages 

through the Late Preclassic period (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:185-

186). Generally speaking, Middle Preclassic sculptures are defined as being carved in 

“Olmec style,” though whether this correlates with a specific culture or instead designates 

an art style varies from publication to publication and is sometimes left unclear.56 In all, 

Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda (2001:787) identify 16 Olmec style monuments 

at Takalik Abaj, including petroglyphs, columns, colossal heads, niche figures, and full-

                                                
55 The term “Olmec” is burdened with implications, connotations, and a long history of heated academic 
debate. As Love (1999b:191) summarizes, the term refers to stylistic, iconographic, and cultural features 
that are distributed throughout Mesoamerica from 1200-400 BC, and has been employed as a rather 
imprecise and vague term: at once a material culture, an iconographic system, a society, and an art style 
(for similar critiques, see Bove 1989:4-5; Grove 1989b:13; Paddock's, comment in Sharer 1974:181). As 
this topic is well beyond both the scope of the current chapter and the realm of my expertise, I prefer to cite 
to those authors that have been more closely involved in the debate. Please see, among others: Bove (1989); 
Campbell and Kaufman (1976); Clark (1997); Clark and Pye (2011); Coe (1965, 1968); Diehl and Coe 
(1995); Estrada Belli (2011:32-35); Flannery and Marcus (2000); Grove (1981, 1989b); Guernsey 
(2012b:74-75); Joyce and Grove (1999); Love (1999a:141, 1999b, 2002); Popenoe de Hatch (2006:37-39); 
Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2011:230); Pye and Demarest (1991); and Sharer (1974:169-170, 174). 
56 For different approaches to the term "Olmec" at Takalik Abaj, see Bove (1989:5); Graham (1979); Love 
(1999a:141, 1999b:196-197); Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo (2010:177, 196, 201); and Schieber 
de Lavarreda and Pérez (2006). 
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figured individuals (see also Graham 1979:184; Guernsey 2012b:79-80; Love 1999a:142; 

Love 1999b:196-197). Of these, only Monument 64 and Monument 6 were found in clear 

Middle Preclassic contexts (Graham 1979:187; Miles 1965:247; Orrego Corzo and 

Schieber de Lavarreda 2001:786; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:179; Schieber de 

Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:197). 

Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo (2010:202) argue that many of the 

Middle Preclassic “Olmec” sculptures were broken and interred by 400BC, the time 

when styles they identify as “Maya” take over. Love (1999a:132) prefers a date closer to 

600 BC, arguing that these monuments provide evidence for an intrusive Maya group 

arriving at Takalik Abaj and either conquering or displacing its inhabitants. On the one 

hand, some authors argue for a continuous habitation of the site by a single, local 

population, added to and influenced by newcomers through time (see, for instance, 

Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda 2001; Popenoe de Hatch and Shook 1999:179; 

Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:177, 203; also see citations in Love 

2007:293). Others argue instead for successive occupations of different populations (see, 

for instance, discussions and summaries in Guernsey 2006b:5; Guernsey 2012b:96, N.15; 

Love 1999a:132; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2011:224), while Graham (1979:184, 187) 

argues for the contemporaneity of the Olmec and Maya styles. Such conflicting theories 

have led to some degree of confusion over monument chronology and cultural affiliation 

at the site. 

“Maya” sculptures at Takalik Abaj include some of the earliest inscriptions in the 

Maya world (including Stela 2 and Stela 5) (Arroyo 2003b:28; Graham 1979:181-182, 

184; Love 2007:293). Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda (2001:788) identify 31 

Maya style monuments, including 14 stelae, 10 altars, 2 stelae reused as altars, and one 

silhouette figure (Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda 2001; Parsons 1972; Schieber 



 94 

de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010). Although much of their original context is gone, 

there seems to be a continuous and repeated emphasis on the deliberate placement of 

sculptures to enhance, modify, and echo the built and natural landscapes of Takalik Abaj. 

As Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo (2010:202) state in the case of flat-backed 

stelae placed before buildings, “The fusion of building and sculpture appears to have 

been part of a larger program for directing traffic through the major plazas and placing 

monuments along the sides of the plaza for maximum exposure…” In another instance, 

Altar 46, a boulder with indented human footprints that finds a twin in Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 177 (see Chapter 8), appears to have been sited to reference the sunrise during 

the autumn equinox (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:194-195). Such 

careful positioning suggests that some of these monuments were placed with 

astronomical phenomena in mind (Schieber de Lavarreda 2002:399).57 

Izapa: 

Another Pacific slope contemporary of Kaminaljuyú that produced an impressive 

sculptural corpus is the site of Izapa.58 Dominating the Late Preclassic Bocacosta region 

along with Ujuxte, Izapa’s rise appears to be directly related to the decline of La Blanca 

(Love 2004:444). During the Late Preclassic period, Izapa reached its height, undertaking 

massive building projects and creating a beautiful sculptural corpus of bas-relief 

monuments (Guernsey 2006b:4-5; Lowe, et al. 1982; Norman 1973, 1976). Norman 
                                                
57 Similar footprints are found in the Classic period carvings at the Actun Uayazba Kab cave, Belize (Stone 
and Zender 2011:130 (illus.5)), and on La Venta Monument 13 (Parsons 1986:13). Parsons (1986:13) 
connects these imprinted footprints to the relief carving on the Shook Panel (Parsons 1986:Fig.3). Joyce 
(1998:156) argues that these footprints acted as stand-ins for the whole human body. 
58 One of the most influential ideas encountered in early work on Kaminaljuyú’s sculptures is that of the 
“Izapan Style.” Originally proposed by Coe (1962:99-100) as an intermediate style that bridged the gap 
between Olmec and Classic Maya art, this concept is seen in its most detailed form in publications by 
Graham (1979); Parsons (1986, 1988); Prater (1989); Quirarte (1973); and Smith (1984). This label, 
however, has recently fallen out of favor. For a very good summary of the Izapan style concept and some of 
the issues inherent in the term, see Guernsey Kappelman (2004:99). 
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(1973) notes its pivotal location along an important north-south trade route that likely 

also acted as a migration path, making Izapa into a significant regional center for a 

developing area.59 

So much good, focused, work has been done on the site of Izapa and its 

monumental corpus that I will not attempt to summarize it all here. For more on the 

archaeological and art historical study of the site, please reference: Ekholm-Miller 

(1969); Gómez Rueda (1995); Guernsey (2006b, 2011); Guernsey Kappelman (1997, 

2001, 2002, 2004); Lowe, et al. (1982); Norman (1973, 1976); Quirarte (1973, 2007); and 

Smith (1984). The first significant publication that specifically dealt with the bas relief 

monuments of Izapa was a two volume set published by Norman (1973, 1976) that 

included photographs, traced photographs, and a detailed text providing a historiography 

of archaeological work at Izapa and a treatment (appropriately Structuralist for its time) 

of the monuments’ iconography. Among these analyses, one of Norman’s most important 

conclusions (and one that ran against popular theory at the time) was that the 

chronological sequence of monumental art at the site occurred during a relatively narrow 

time span (Norman 1973:324). Unlike Kaminaljuyú and Takalik Abaj, then, with their 

hundreds of decontextualized, broken sculptures that were produced over the course of 

many centuries, Izapa provides a refreshingly straight-forward monument corpus and 

archaeological record. This makes it among the most important “anchoring” sites for 

questions of context and meaning when analyzing the iconography and sculpture of its 

contemporaries (see, for example, Guernsey 2006b:30, 120; 2012b:94; Lowe, et al. 

1982). 

                                                
59 For a very useful summary of Izapa during the Late Preclassic period, see Love (2011a:61-62). 
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It is Julia Guernsey, however, who has produced the most thorough and in-depth 

treatments of Izapa sculpture to date (see bibliography for a full list of citations). In a 

series of publications beginning with her doctoral thesis in 1997, Guernsey has not only 

approached the iconography of these monuments, but has been among the only scholars 

to have extensively addressed the contextualization of these monuments within the 

ancient landscape. Throughout her work, she emphasizes the nature of monuments as 

social actors within complex Late Preclassic webs of interaction and describes how 

human performers were called upon to interact with them. She has also described the 

real-world nature of these objects, grounding them in history, economics, and practical 

concerns. In other words, Guernsey has consistently focused not just on what these 

monuments once meant but how they meant it, not only at Izapa, but at other Preclassic 

centers as well. This superb work is consistently referred to in the chapters that follow. 

As such, I will not repeat it here. I would like to acknowledge, however, the debt I owe to 

these ideas, many of which have helped structure my understanding of the Kaminaljuyú 

monuments beyond their iconography and which formed the bases of many of the 

analyses seen in the subsequent chapters. For a thorough understanding of Guernsey’s 

scholarship, I refer readers directly to her work: for Izapa specifically, see Guernsey 

(2006b); Guernsey Kappelman (1997, 2001, 2002, 2004). For more general treatments of 

Preclassic art, see Guernsey (2006a, 2010a, b, 2011, 2012b). 

One Hit Wonders—Chocolá, El Baúl, etc.: 

With Takalik Abaj and Izapa representing notable exceptions, one finds that the 

majority of sites in the Pacific Slope region exhibit only a handful of monuments at all, 

and only one or two of those are sculpted in bas-relief. These sites include El Baúl, which 

has one of the earliest dated monuments in the Maya world (for more on El Baúl, please 
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see Arroyo 2003b:28; Chinchilla M, et al. 2012; Chinchilla M. 1996, 1998; Popenoe de 

Hatch 1989a; Thompson 1948), as well as sites like Bilbao (Chinchilla M. 1996; Parsons 

1974; Popenoe de Hatch 1989a, 1995), El Sitio, El Jobo (Shook 1965:181, 184-186, also 

citing Shook 1947:179-181), and Chocolá. By excluding these sites from the current 

summary, I do not mean to diminish or downplay their significance. I do so simply in the 

interest of time and space, as discussing each of them in detail would lead to an 

unbearably lengthy chapter. 

The South Coast site Chocolá reached its peak during the Late Preclassic period, 

at which time it may have covered as much as 10km2 (Love 2007:294). Most relevant to 

the current discussion is the fragmentary Stela 1 from Chocolá. This monument and 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 are, in fact, so closely related in carving style, scale, and 

iconographic content as to suggest they were carved by the same artist (see, for example, 

discussions by Parsons 1986:70; Prater 1989:128). Regardless of the exact relationship 

between these two monuments, such similarities indicate that there was some close 

connection between the two sites at some point in time.  

The Late Preclassic Collapse: 

This dissertation discusses Late Preclassic sculpture at Kaminaljuyú. Therefore, 

this regional summary ends at the end of the Late Preclassic period. At this time, across 

the highlands and Pacific Coast there is relatively widespread demographic collapse. As 

Dahlin, et al. (1987:367) explain, this collapse was characterized by “…severe population 

reductions, site abandonments, an increasing balkanization in material culture, and 

disruption of interregional communication networks…” The construction of monumental 

architecture declines precipitously and the production of bas-relief, Maya style 

monuments (particularly those with hieroglyphic texts) ceases throughout the area (Love 
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2007:298; Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:180). At Kaminaljuyú, 

sculptural production continues into the Early Classic period, but instead of carving bas 

relief monuments, artists begin to focus instead on tenoned heads associated with Early 

Classic ballcourts (see, for instance, De Borhegyi 1965a:26). 

It is unknown why this collapse occurred—authors have proposed everything 

from intrusive populations to widespread and disastrous climatic changes, particularly 

long-term drying events that may have caused general environmental collapse.60 As Love 

(2007:299) states, however:  

Whatever the cause, the Formative period collapse was the single most dramatic 
episode in the prehistory of the southern Pacific region. Within the Maya region 
as a whole, it rivals the Late Classic lowland Maya collapse in its extent and 
impact, and it permanently altered the balance of power between the highlands 
and the lowlands for nearly 1000 years. 

In short, though many sites continued into the Classic period, the end of the Late 

Preclassic appears to represent a distinctive break between old and new socio-political 

systems and economic patterns. It was, in other words, catastrophic: “…one can safely 

conclude that more sites failed demographically and culturally immediately following the 

Terminal Preclassic Period than at any other time except for the collapse of Terminal 

Classic civilization” (Dahlin, et al. 1987:378). 

HIGHLAND—LOWLAND INTERACTION: 

It would be excessive to attempt to provide a detailed summary of the Late 

Preclassic lowlands here as well.61 It is important to at least note, however, that  this 

                                                
60 For more on regional disruptions in political, economic, and social patterns, see, among others, Bove 
(1989:9); Dahlin, et al. (1987); Love (2007:298, 2011b:10-11); Parsons (1986, 1991); Popenoe de Hatch 
(1997); Popenoe de Hatch, et al. (2002); Popenoe de Hatch and Shook (1999:183-184); Sharer (1974, 
1978); Velez, et al. (2011); and Wright, et al. (2010). 
61 For helpful reviews of Late Preclassic Maya lowland developments and scholarship, see Estrada Belli 
(2011) and Guernsey (2006b:3-4).  
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region was highly active during this time, when sites like Cival, Holmul, Mirador, Nakbe, 

Tikal, Xultun, San Bartolo, and many others were sculpting gorgeous stucco facades, 

painting elaborate murals, and, somewhat less frequently, carving bas relief stone 

sculptures. One has only to look at the figures on Nakbe Stela 2 or the painted figures at 

Tikal and San Bartolo to see how much was shared across vast distances during this time. 

As Love and Guernsey (2007:928) note, even the painted colors of the clay quatrefoil at 

La Blanca (FIG. 150d) are the same as that on the quatrefoil painted on the West Wall at 

San Bartolo (FIG. 150c).62 Indeed, the exquisite, painterly execution of Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 10 is not only seen on Stela 1 from nearby Chocolá, but is exhibited in the San 

Bartolo murals as well.63  

Despite the fact that the lowland Late Preclassic art tradition frequently focuses 

on different media than that of the highlands and Pacific Coast (Freidel 1981:207; 

Guernsey 2006b:16; Guernsey and Love 2005; Love 2011b:17; Schele and Miller 

1986:109; Valdés 1992:147), it is clear that these areas were subscribing to similar 

iconographies and ideologies. As Love (2011b:17) states, “…what we have are 

contemporary, yet regionally distinct, ways in which elites communicated the same 

ideological message” (see also Guernsey and Love 2005). Although she is discussing the 

Southern Maya region specifically, I believe Guernsey’s (2011:115) arguments about the 

visual continuity encountered across this large geographic area can be extended north to 

the lowlands as well: 

                                                
62 Guernsey (2006a) suggests such direct quotations from art found at cities so geographically distant from 
one another may, at least in part, be due to a very active Mesoamerican textile trade, in which 
iconographies could have been quite easily transmitted from place to place. Such intersections between 
economy, trade networks, and iconographic exchange are certainly worth future study, as they illuminate 
the real ways in which art and iconographies participated in socio-political structures and value systems. 
63 Interestingly, though Kaminaljuyú shares many iconographic details with lowland sites, the ceramic 
record shows very little exchange with the north (Popenoe de Hatch, personal communication 2012). 
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In particular, monuments that depict Late Preclassic rulers share a distinct 
vocabulary of forms and qualities that appear to have transcended ethnic and 
linguistic boundaries. Such an observation is important for several different 
reasons. First, it indicates that networks of shared iconography and style were 
multiethnic in character. Perhaps even more significantly, it suggests that these 
patterns were a deliberate, visual lingua franca of elites during this time period, 
one that facilitated communication and was endowed with potent, highly 
symbolic components that were broadly understood. (see also Guernsey 2006b; 
Love 2011a:74; Martin in press-a:18) 

Freidel, et al. (1993:41) provide a similar argument: “The unity of ideas that illuminates 

the wonderful art, architecture, and written texts of the Precolumbian Maya reflects a 

common cultural vision that existed all across this vast region. While this unified 

worldview never manifested in a single overarching government or political state, it 

bound the multitude of Maya towns, cities, and kingdoms into a single world…” Such 

ideas are brilliantly summed up by Martin (in press-a:19), who simply states, 

“…everyone, it seems, spoke much the same ideological language.” 

Within these broad-scale consistencies and shared patterns, however, there is also 

substantial sculptural imagery from Kaminaljuyú (both in the bas-relief corpus and in 

other sculptural forms) that indicate this site was also beautifully unique (see, for 

instance, Freidel 1981:201; Shook 1971:74). Kaminaljuyú, like so many Late Preclassic 

sites, exhibits not only a broad corpus of imagery that would have resonated throughout 

the Late Preclassic Maya world, but also displays various styles and iconographies that 

were all its own.64 Therefore, while the entirety of Late Preclassic Maya art can be 

utilized to understand the Principal Bird Deity at Kaminaljuyú, other deities and even 

entire sculptural styles (like silhouettes) at the site create an artistic world all their own. 

In drawing comparisons between Kaminaljuyú and its contemporaries in the 

Maya lowlands, I thus acknowledge that the nature of Late Preclassic interaction was 
                                                
64 For more on the regionalized character of highland and Pacific Slope sites, see Freidel (1981:200-201, 
222-223). 
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highly complex rather than uniform, varied rather than consistent (see, for example, 

Demarest 2011:354-356). The nature of these interactions, in fact, has been the source of 

widespread disagreement for more than half a century (see, for example, Kidder 1950), 

providing the topic for a Dumbarton Oaks conference in 1980 (Miller 1983) and the 

fodder for innumerable scholarly debates over the ensuing years (see, for instance, 

arguments and discussions by Clark, et al. (2010:18); Fields (1989:99); Freidel and 

Schele (1988a:549; 1988b:56-57); Hammond (1986); Justeson and Mathews (1983); 

Kaplan (2011b:281); Parsons (1986:5, 9); Schele and Miller (1986); and Stone 

(1983:54)). For a good historical treatment and summary of these academic arguments, 

see Estrada Belli (2011:31-35). To clarify, my use of highland-lowland comparisons in 

no way assumes, connotes, or assigns directionality to these relationships. Although I 

believe that these distant sites show very closely related iconographies that would seem 

to indicate a high level of artistic and ideological exchange, arguments about origins and 

the pathways of influence are not only well beyond the scope of this dissertation, but well 

beyond my comfort zone. 

CONCLUSION: 

The repeated theme in this chapter is that proper, holistic, comprehensive 

summaries of Kaminaljuyú—not only the history of its research and its archaeology, but 

the broader Late Preclassic world to which it belonged—are, for the moment, beyond the 

grasp of our current data sets. Although I have done my best to synthesize as much as 

possible into a coherent format, the evidence is often unclear, under debate, or 

unavailable. My hope is that scholars will continue to take on this challenge, bit by bit 

wringing more data from a profoundly complex, decidedly thorny, and to all extents 

defiant archaeological record, not just at Kaminaljuyú but in the highland region and the 
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South Coast as well. I am optimistic that, as more data becomes available, scholars will 

be able to answer more questions about Kaminaljuyú more concretely, eventually placing 

the site in its proper context and gaining a greater understanding of its broader role in the 

development of Mesoamerican civilizations. 
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Chapter 3: Monumental Meanings—Materiality, Agency, and the Life 
of Objects 

INTRODUCTION: 

While this dissertation focuses primarily on the iconography of monuments at 

Kaminaljuyú, it is very important to keep in mind that these sculptures were much more 

than the designs carved upon their surfaces. As Boivin (2004:64) states, “Material 

artefacts are more than just abstract signs and symbols that physically manifest the social 

and cultural transformations taking place in people’s minds. They, by virtue of their very 

physicality, are part and parcel of those transformations, implicated in what we were and 

what we are to become” (see also Jones 2007:174, 196). Nevertheless, scholars of 

Precolumbian art often focus on iconography to the exclusion of the object or material it 

is inscribed, carved, or painted upon. Newsome (1998:120) describes this privileging of 

image over material as follows: 

The most misleading factor that surfaces in contemporary scholarship concerning 
Maya sculptural monuments is an underlying assumption that their principal 
significance lies in providing a highly visible surface for display. Little attention 
has focused upon questions that concern the inherent meaning or purpose of a 
monument itself, either as an artistic expression that realizes a concept of spiritual 
potency or as an object that fulfills paradigms of ritual action. (see also Newsome 
2001:x)  

This statement illustrates that there are at least two dissertations to be written about 

Kaminaljuyú art: the first addressing what the monuments represent and the other 

addressing what the monuments did/do/were/are (see Gell 1998; and Pearson and Shanks 

2001:53). This dissertation, based on illustrations of bas-relief sculptures, necessarily 

highlights the former, the representational or iconographic qualities of these monuments. 

Nonetheless, it is important to at least briefly consider the latter. 
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This chapter thus considers what monuments might have done or how they might 

have been at Kaminaljuyú. It begins by addressing stone itself, the inherent, material 

meaning that these monuments may have had at Kaminaljuyú. It then moves to establish 

the agency of monuments—as truly active, affective beings that interacted within 

complex human-object social networks. Finally, it considers the idea that these 

monuments had rich life histories (histories that this dissertation only very partially 

describes). Focusing on beginnings and original uses, the chapters that follow do not 

consider the long and complex social lives these monuments continued to have long after 

their original use and purpose had expired. Broken, effaced, re-carved, and reused, the 

monuments of Kaminaljuyú had intricate, extensive, meaningful histories that extended 

far beyond the original messages carved upon their surfaces. 

MATERIAL BEINGS—STONE AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

As recent scholarship has suggested, the materiality of monuments may have been 

as important to their ancient audiences as the messages carved upon their surfaces (see, 

for example, Jones 2007:198, 220). One must remember that native building stone was 

not available to the inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú. They therefore used adobe bricks for 

construction and had to excavate or quarry stones for carving. As Shook and Kidder 

(1952:45) describe: “No stones of any kind were to be had on the surface in the 

immediate vicinity of Kaminaljuyu. The nearest supply of water-rolled pebbles, boulders, 

and lumps of pumice was the bottom of the barrancas, where erosion had cut through the 

scores of meters of volcanic ash and talpetate to the deeply buried, more ancient igneous 

rock.” Given that stone was rare and difficult to procure, tracing the sources of stone at 

Kaminaljuyú would likely be a fruitful enterprise.1 Such a suggestion follows Scarre 
                                                
1 For discussions on the meaning of stone sources and origins, see Renfrew (2004:29); Scarre (2004:143-
152); and Tilley (2004:36). 
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(2004:143), who argues (in the case of Old World megaliths) that monuments may have 

materialized a power “…derived from the qualities, associations and origins of the blocks 

themselves” (see also Guernsey, et al. 2010b:xviii). Barbara Arroyo and Hector Neff are 

currently working on stone sourcing for the monuments of Kaminaljuyú, an area of study 

that promises great insight into the origins of and material identities of these monuments. 

The common presence of plain stelae not just at Kaminaljuyú but throughout the 

Maya area supports the theory that stones carried messages beyond their carved surfaces 

(for more on plain stelae in the ancient Maya world, see Arroyo, et al. 2007; Bove 2011; 

Hammond 1982; Morales Aguilar, et al. 2007; Newsome 1998:120; Paiz Aragón, et al. 

2009; Pereira 2010; Pereira, et al. 2007; Shook 1952, 1971; Stuart 2010:284-285). As 

Newsome (1998:120) states, “…the observation that the majority of stelae dedicated 

throughout the Maya Colonials are plain immediately invalidates any simplistic view of 

the social needs they served.” Since this dissertation focuses on the carved monuments of 

Kaminaljuyú, the plain monuments at the site are not discussed in depth. They do, 

however, deserve mention when considering the materiality of stone. Although some 

scholars suggest plain monuments were originally painted or decorated with stucco, if 

that were so, one would expect at least one example of a plain stela with remnants of 

painted iconography to have been recovered archaeologically (Stuart 2010:285).2 As 

Clancy (1985:60) argues, we need to begin to consider the fact that “…the plaza 

monument, whether or not carved imagery was added, must have had a special meaning 

in itself” (see also Guernsey 2012b:3-4; Stuart 2010). 

                                                
2 Parsons (1988:8) does discuss Cheek’s (1977:174) discovery of a large rectangular slab with white stucco 
on one side and other sides stained with red ochre at Kaminaljuyú. This brings up the possibility that some 
of these plain monuments were painted, not necessarily with iconographic scenes but in simple planes of 
color, a possibility that supports the idea that these objects were considered meaningful in and of 
themselves. 
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Some potentially useful and relevant arguments have been made by authors who 

specialize in the un-carved megaliths of ancient Europe and elsewhere. As Scarre 

(2004:151-152) argues, the plain nature of these monuments suggests their medium may 

have been intrinsically tied to their meaning: “…the unworked character of the stones 

indicates that it may be misleading to suggest that the blocks were the materialization of 

some external meaning inscribed onto them from the social realm” (see also Rowlands 

2004:199). It is productive here to briefly consider Helms’ category of naturally endowed 

goods, which she defines as having “… significant qualitative value in their natural state 

without additional human modification” (Helms 1993:149-150). This value is not 

associated with their potential to become something else but is ascribed because of what 

the substance inherently is. As Helms (1993:150) states, “It should be emphasized that in 

no way are such naturally endowed products regarded simply as raw or primary materials 

whose value lies in their potential for being processed into some form of manufactured 

good. Naturally endowed goods are conceptually complete in and of themselves…” 

Stuart (2010:285) presents a similar argument in his discussion of the plain stelae 

of Middle Preclassic Naranjo: “Their natural form and lack of decoration suggest a very 

ancient concern with the intrinsic idea of stone monumentality—as form and as 

material—without so much emphasis on their potential role as a medium for carved 

images and portraits.” Such ideas are supported by Classic period texts, which 

consistently emphasize the “stoniness” of monuments. For instance, as deciphered by 

Justeson and Mathews (1983) and Stuart (1996; 2010:285), tuun (“stone”) or lakam tuun 

(“big stone”) are usually found as generic words for stelae. Similarly, altars may have 

been called sibik tuun (“soot stone”), kuch tuun (“carrying stone”) or taj tuun (“torch 

stone”) (Stuart 2010:285). In short, the significance of these monuments appears to have 
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resided as much in their being made of stone as it did in the purposes they served or in 

what was carved on their surfaces. 

If the material nature of stone was meaningful in and of itself, it is possible that 

the inclusion of unmodified, natural stone monuments into the built landscape created a 

dialog between man-made and natural forms, between center and periphery, and between 

the present and the past of deep geologic time. Scarre (2004:150) refers to this as the 

“elision of the natural and cultural landscape” (see also Grove 1999:284; Stuart 

2010:286-287). Such ideas imply that stone monuments were associated with 

timelessness and permanence, with “deep time” (Edmonds 1999:6; see also Tilley 

2004:36). This seems to have been especially true in the case of the Maya. As Stuart 

(2010:289) remarks for the Classic period Maya, for instance, the word tuun not only 

meant “stone” but was also the term for a 360-day period in the calendar. As he explains: 

“We have seen that the substance of stone was somehow an elemental and meaningful 

attribute of monuments of many varied designs and settings. Basic to this concept, 

presumably, was the notion that stone is an inherently powerful and timeless substance, a 

permanent material both of the earth and transcendent, evoking other spatial realms and 

categories” (Stuart 2010:286). This physical endurance of stone objects, then, connects 

past and present and made manifest the deep history that gave the Maya world meaning.3 

The crafting, carving, or modification of these goods into something bearing 

iconography and symbolism would not have erased or subsumed this natural or inherent 

meaning. Whether monuments were carved or un-carved, “…the medium of stone was 

always an elemental message communicated by monuments” (Stuart 2010:297; see also 

Newsome 1998:126). In other words, stone monuments at Kaminaljuyú do not have to be 

                                                
3 For discussions regarding the meaningful durability of stone, see Jones (2007:54, 56). For the durability 
of objects in a more general sense, see Olsen (2010:158-160, 173). 
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plain in order to carry these messages of materiality. In fact, I would argue that the act of 

carving may have created a dialog between the inherent stoniness of the object and the 

symbols carved on its surface.4 As Olsen (2010:85) states, “To work on the rock was not 

to embody oneself in substantial material or to make the rocks meaningful, but to bring 

forth or add to what already dwelled in them.” 

In some examples, particularly with large boulder sculptures like Kaminaljuyú 

Sculptures 2 and 42,5 it seems that the natural form of the stone determined, at least in 

part, what was carved on its surface (see, for example, Clancy 1985:59; 1999:16; 

Newsome 1998:121; Olsen 2010:85; Tilley 2004:37, 155). As Clancy (1990:25) so 

eloquently describes: “When the ‘naturalness’ of the medium is so intrusive we are 

allowed or perhaps supposed to think that a particular image has been engendered as 

much by revelation through the stone as by the intention of the sculptor” (see also Clancy 

1985:59;  for more on the dialog between the innate nature of stone and that carved on its 

surface, see Tilley 2004:154-155, 214-215). As is described in more detail in Chapter 8, 

several monuments at Kaminaljuyú play with the intersection between stone and image, 

medium and iconography. On Sculpture 10, for instance, vegetation curls out over the 

mat-framed border of the sculpture, as though the imagery floats somewhere above the 

stone. On Sculpture 11, the ruler pushes his right hand out against the stela’s edge, which 

stretches around his fist in direct contradiction of the supposedly inflexible nature of 
                                                
4 For discussions regarding the material properties of stone itself, and how these properties both enable and 
limit what can be done with these materials, see Boivin (2004:65-68); Focillon (1948:32); Jones (2007:19); 
Olsen (2010:157); and Tilley (2004:35, 214-215). As Scarre (2004:142) states, “Materials are not merely 
selected by humans for their utilitarian suitability, but in a sense enter into active partnership with humans 
in the production of artefacts and monuments. The basis of that partnership lies in the specific qualities—
the materiality—of the materials that are used.” For a discussion of the more ephemeral (including color 
and sound) in our material experience of objects, see Cochrane (2008). 
5 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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stone. On Sculpture 177, two footprints press into the stone, as though into soft clay. At 

Kaminaljuyú, then, monuments often created a dialog between image, surface, and the 

materiality of stone itself.6 

The inherent “meaningfulness” of stone may also be an important point to 

consider in future studies of burial practices at Kaminaljuyú. Objects included in the Late 

Preclassic Tombs I and II of Mound E-III-3, for instance, suggest that small stones, both 

worked and unworked, were, like their monumental counterparts, considered meaningful 

at the site (see, in particular, Shook and Kidder 1952:112-113, 118). For example, Shook 

and Kidder (1952:113) report finding “Fifteen small, waterworn pebbles of dark igneous 

rock, averaging about the size and shape of pigeon’s eggs,” carefully arranged on the 

floor of Tomb II. In Tomb II they also recovered “rodlike objects” of soapstone, 

groupings of black andesite chipped implements, irregular obsidian pebbles, and sheets of 

mica (Shook and Kidder 1952:112-113, 118). They also found a pile of eleven “…lightly 

waterworn, irregular igneous pebbles” in Tomb I (Shook and Kidder 1952:113). These 

arrangements continue into the later Esperanza phase tombs of Mounds A and B, where 

relatively unremarkable and unworked stones are consistently included in tomb 

furnishings (Kidder, et al. 1946; Shook and Kidder 1952:113). The inclusion of these 

materials in the tombs of Kaminaljuyú mirrors a consistent pattern found throughout the 

Late Preclassic world and suggests that stone, even when unmodified and seemingly 

ordinary, was considered meaningful enough to accompany the dead to the afterworld. In 

other words, these burial practices support the contention that the stoniness of 

monuments was a significant aspect of how they meant at Kaminaljuyú. 

                                                
6 Although beyond the scope of this dissertation, investigations into the surface treatments of stone at 
Kaminaljuyú, which vary from extremely natural, unmodified surfaces, to roughly-carved ones, to the 
almost glistening surfaces of Stela 10 and Stela 11, may prove fruitful. For more on the surfaces of stones 
in Mesoamerica, see Clancy (1985) and Stuart (2010).  
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Although recognizing the inherent meaning of stone is critical in understanding 

the significance of monuments at ancient Kaminaljuyú, the search to explain, verbalize, 

and quantify the meanings of stone sculpture beyond iconography may entirely miss the 

point. As Scarre (2004:152) so brilliantly puts it: “The paradox may be that, simply by 

enquiring what these stones materialized, we risk occluding once again the very 

materiality that we are seeking to comprehend” (see Tilley 2004:35 for similar thoughts). 

Our search for the deeper meaning of stone may risk losing sight of the simple, 

indefinable “stone-ness” of stone itself (Olsen 2010:86-87, 153, 155-156). As Pearson 

and Shanks (2001:100) state, “We can never capture raw materiality. Why should we? 

The object always withholds something.” In a way, then, our considerations of 

monuments may need to be more about the process of thinking about stone in a 

meaningful way, rather than verbalizing or quantifying the results in some conclusive 

form.  

OBJECTS AND AGENCY: 

When moving beyond iconography into material meanings, one encounters a 

consistent overlap between people and things. The monuments of Kaminaljuyú were 

much more than still, stone objects or surfaces for display. They were active participants 

in the ceremonial landscape. Although the Western world often divides things and people 

into strict and separable categories (for reviews of this dichotomy, see Kopytoff 1986:84; 

Olsen 2010:217; Pearson and Shanks 2001:97; Thomas 1996; Tilley 2004; Webmoor and 

Witmore 2008:56-57; Witmore 2007), these categories are often not quite as clear-cut as 

one might like. Objects often act very much like people, and people are easily objectified, 

making dichotomies rather useless.7 As Webmoor and Witmore (2008:61) exclaim, 
                                                
7 For anti-dichotomy arguments, see Ingold (2000); Riggins (1994); Thomas (1996); Tilley (2004); 
Webmoor (2007) Webmoor (2007); and Webmoor and Witmore (2008). 
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“…things are us!” (original emphasis). Citing the work of Merleau-Ponty (1968), Olsen 

(2010:131) articulates this overlap between people and things as follows: “As a carnal 

being, my body is what connects me with things; it is the means by which I grasp and 

affect the world and the way I myself can be grasped and affected. As beings of a tactile 

world, there must be a close relationship and correspondence between my body, my 

movements, and things” (see also Dillon 1988; Gell 1998:124; Olsen 2003:97; 2010:67; 

Tilley 2004:17).  

As a number of authors argue, we should view objects as active, agentive, and 

influential, rather than as passive recipients or mirrors of actions performed upon them by 

humans (Jones 2007:4; Latour 2005; Olsen 2007:586; Renfrew 2004:25; Rowlands 

2004:198; Thomas 1996; Webmoor and Witmore 2008:57; Witmore 2007:568). As 

Thomas (1996:237) argues, artifacts can be considered as social actors “…they are 

imbedded in and articulate relations of care and power.” Armstrong (1971) was perhaps 

the first to argue for the agency of objects, ascribing to them the power to elicit change in 

human consciousness and influence the actions of people. In Armstrong’s view, however, 

the agency of objects is restricted, for it depends upon the presence of a human 

“perceptor.” Gell (1998:36) makes a similar case for art objects, describing them as 

“secondary agents”: “…entities not endowed with will or intention by themselves but 

essential to the formation, appearance, or manifestation of intentional actions.” Gell 

(1998) emphasizes the importance of understanding objects as separable from people, as 

nearly or almost human, but different in important ways. An object may not be a 

biological entity, but it can still act upon the world in important ways. It may not have 

human agency, but it has an affective agency all its own. 

Several authors have criticized this division of object agency from human agency 

as a false dichotomy that reflects modern Western biases rather than other cultural norms 
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(see, for instance, Ingold 2000:42-43, 44; Jones 2007:34; Olsen 2010:11; Pollard 

2004:56).8 As Olsen (2010:99) states, in many ancient cultures “…personality, identity, 

and the capacity to act were not conceived as characteristics reserved only for people.” 

These authors thus call for an approach that treats objects as full-fledged, causative 

agents (Ellen 1988:226-227; Olsen 2007:586; 2010). As Tilley (2004:31) argues: 

… rather than regarding things, places or landscapes primarily as systems of 
signs, or as texts or discourses which encode meaning and reflect social identities 
in various ways, we can regard them as agents which actively produce that 
identity. In other words we need to think about places and landscapes 
animistically, in an analogous manner to the way in which we like to think about 
persons, as entities who can and do make a difference. The move is from 
considering things as representing the world to us to things as producing that 
world for us. (original emphasis) 

Many of these scholars propose the use of a “symmetrical archaeology,” which, as Olsen 

(2003:88) explains, is “…founded on the premise that things, all those physical entities 

we refer to as material culture, are beings in the world alongside other beings, such as 

humans, plants and animals. All these beings are kindred, sharing substance (‘flesh’) and 

membership in a dwelt-in world” (see also Olsen 2007, 2010; Shanks 2007; Webmoor 

2007; Webmoor and Witmore 2008; Witmore 2007).9 

These theoretical discussions about the agency and sociability of objects have 

resonance when applied to the ancient Maya world, a world in which things and people 

seem to have occupied similar, if not equivalent, places. Images, for instance, often 

                                                
8 For examples of objects being treated like humans in the Western world, see Olsen (2010:100, citing 
Berger 1992:28). For discussions of anthropomorphism (the attribution of human qualities like agency, 
will, and responsiveness to objects) as a universal trait of human cognition, see Ellen (1988:223) and Gell 
(1998:121, citing Guthrie 1993). 
9 Such an approach shares many features with Actor-Network Theory (ANT), a theoretical framework 
Knappett and Malafouris (2008b:xi) describe as follows: “Conceptualizing agency as variously distributed 
and possessed in relational networks of persons and things, ANT proposes that all entities participating in 
those networks should be treated analytically as of equal importance…” For further discussions and 
applications of ANT, see Knappett (2008), Latour (2005), Olsen (2010), and Watts (2008). 
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appear to have shared the identities of the gods they represented, and gods were viewed 

as ontologically indistinguishable from that which they embodied (Houston and Stuart 

1996:302-306; Houston, et al. 2006; Monaghan 2000:26). Natural phenomena and 

manmade objects were not only animate things (see, for instance, Newsome 1998:121), 

but were viewed as having souls or ch’ulel (Boteler Mock 1998b:9; Houston and Stuart 

1998:88; Schele and Miller 1986:42-43; Stuart 2010:288; Vogt 1970:1156).10 This seems 

to have been particularly true for stone monuments: “Stelae, like rulers, possessed this 

divine soullike quality… and were in some way considered living things invested with 

ch’ul, ‘holiness’” (Stuart 1996:157). It is not surprising, then, that representations of gods 

and people may have been viewed as sharing the identities of the depicted (Stuart 

1996:158). As Houston, et al. (2006:61) state, “The body 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” (original emphasis; see also Houston, et al. 2006:101, 170; Stuart 

1996:164). 

Classic period texts give the greatest depth to these ideas. Inscriptions, for 

instance, frequently describe stelae as u-baah “his body,” indicating an equivalence 

between the sculpture and the person represented therein (Houston and Stuart 1998:81; 

Houston, et al. 2006:64, 67; Stuart 1996:160, 162). Some passages give stelae their own 

personal names (Houston and Stuart 1996:304; Stuart 1996:151, 158), and at times it 

appears that stelae were even given the power of sight (Houston, et al. 2006:170). 

Research by Grube (1998) suggests that these carved stones could also speak—as though 

                                                
10 For more on the concepts of k’uh and k’uhul see Fields (1989:57); Freidel, et al. (1993:418, N.19); 
Houston and Inomata (2009); Ringle (1988:2); and Stuart (2005a:275).   
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they themselves were considered the authors of the messages they carried (see also 

Houston and Taube 2000:280). These kinds of Classic period passages indicate that 

monuments were active and energetic participants in the ritual life of the ancient Maya 

(see, for instance, Newsome 1998:116, 120; 2001:xvii, 206-207; Stuart 1996).11 Guernsey 

(2010b:215) argues the same case for Late Preclassic art, stating: “Such imagery, in 

which stone monuments are not only personified but are also literally participating in 

ritual acts, underscores the need to understand Preclassic stone sculpture as more than 

just immobile lumps of stone, but as vibrant actors in the ritual narratives that were 

constructed by Late Preclassic rulers” (see also Guernsey 2010b:208; 2012b:14-15, 53, 

281). The monuments of Kaminaljuyú, therefore, should be understood as agentive 

beings, actively shaping the world around them rather than passively reflecting it. 

Several examples of ancient Maya art suggest that human participants once 

physically interacted with artistic representations, viewing them as active, agentive, and 

communicative beings. Hurst, et al. (2008) and Estrada Belli (2011:108), for example, 

have suggested that the repeated painting of maize god images on Cival Mural 1 by 

different artists may have been part of ongoing rituals to manifest this deity. At San 

Bartolo, axe marks are found around a scene involving a turtle cartouche and the 

emerging maize god (Saturno 2009:126; Taube, et al. 2010:5). Taube suggests that this 

may have been due to participants acting out the myth in which Chahk splits open the 

earth turtle with his great axe to release maize (personal communication, 2004, cited in 

Saturno 2009:126; this is described in more depth by Taube, et al. 2010:5). On another 

West Wall scene, lines of red were daubed onto the kan crosses of the right-hand scaffold 

and on the shins and headdress of the acceding king after the painting was finished 

                                                
11 For a detailed discussion of Colonial evidence for the treatment of sculptures as true human actors, see 
Newsome (1998:123-126; 2001:206-207). 
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(Taube, et al. 2010:62-64), an action Taube, et al. (Ibid.) suggest may have been part of 

an accession or dedication event. 

This dialog between image and human actor continued to be emphasized during 

the Classic period (see Houston, et al. 2006:74-76, 98). As Houston and Stuart (1998:88) 

argue: “The contention that such images are more than inert, inanimate objects fits with 

the interactive properties of some Maya sculptures, which exhibit a capacity for carefully 

staged interlocution with flesh-and-blood actors.” It appears, for instance, that the Tablet 

of the Orator and the Tablet of the Scribe at Palenque were positioned in order to speak to 

whomever was seated between them (Houston and Stuart 1998:88; Houston, et al. 

2006:75). That many of these sculptures were carved at a human scale likely encouraged 

such interactions (Clancy 1999:24; Guernsey 2006b:15). As Newsome (1998:121) 

argues, “In height and verticality, stelae may approximate the spatial dimensions of a 

human observer, evoking a subconscious transactional response.” These interactions 

therefore need to be viewed as true, physical engagements between active beings rather 

than symbolic gestures (see, for example, Gell 1998:117, 135; Houston, et al. 2006:98). 

These transactions between art objects and people, however, raise an important 

point. As Houston, et al. (2006:76) state, “Still, the ‘interaction’ between image and 

human can only be taken so far. Of course, imagery and glyphs cannot communicate with 

people in a sustained, reciprocal fashion. Instead, they choreograph settings that happen 

to exploit humans as props.” Therefore, despite their being so similar to human actors as 

to serve as veritable stand-ins for them, and despite their seeming interaction with 

humans in the landscape, it is important that we do not lose track of the “object-ness” of 

these sculptures in our efforts to anthropomorphize them. It is true that stelae enabled the 

multiplication of royal self across the landscape (Houston and Stuart 1998; Houston, et 

al. 2006; Stuart 1996:160), but Houston, Stuart, and Taube (2006:76) make an important 
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distinction in their discussion between the biological self and the cultural self, noting that 

it was the cultural self that appears to have been able to transcend or move beyond the 

human body to occupy other spaces (Houston, et al. 2006:76, citing Csordas 1993:4; 

Stuart 1996:162). It follows that stelae were not so much equivalent to the physical body 

of the ruler, but instead acted as containers for his “extendible, extrasomatic soul” 

(Houston, et al. 2006:100, see also Houston and Stuart 1998:90; Stuart 1996:164). 

Therefore, though monuments can be seen as often performing like human actors (see, for 

instance, Houston, et al. 2006:76), they were nevertheless materially different; they were 

human selves contained in monumental forms. 

It may, therefore, be worthwhile to consider monuments, like rulers, as having 

multiple, coexisting selves (see Chapter 10 for a broader discussion of this subject). They 

may have behaved like active agents in the landscape, but they did so as objects made of 

stone. No matter how human-like monuments became, no matter how actively they 

participated in the ritual landscape as human bodies did, they were distinct from those 

bodies in important ways, embodying meanings and capacities that extended beyond 

those of the human biological form. Their thing-ness, their object-ness thus subverts the 

human-object equivalency in important ways. For instance, as stone objects these 

monuments were qualitatively different from people, because they were inherently “of a 

different flesh.” Monuments, for example, are permanent and durable where the human 

body is soft and frustratingly short-lived. Monuments could therefore perform the ritual 

acts and embody the royal selves carved upon their surfaces in perpetuity (Stuart 1996), 

unlike the kings themselves, who were mortal and whose bodies could only enact single 
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activities at single times (see, for example, Guernsey 2006b:9; Houston and Stuart 

1998:91; Houston, et al. 2006:7, 78, 100; Newsome 1998:133; Stuart 1996).12 

In sum, as we think about monuments acting upon and participating in the world, 

it may be best to free ourselves from the need to make them into fully human actors or, as 

Knappett and Malafouris (2008b:xii) put it, we might try “…to consider agency non-

anthropocentrically, as a situated process in which material culture is entangled” (see also 

Malafouris 2008:22). In other words, rather than acting exactly like human agents, these 

monuments acted like stone agents, ontologically similar but with separable meanings, 

capacities, and potentials (see, for example, Cochrane 2008:159; Gamble 2004:137-138; 

Knappett and Malafouris 2008b:x-xii; Latour 2005).13 As described above, the stoniness 

of these monuments appears to have been innately important. Stelae were not called men, 

but lakamtun, “big stone,” indicating that their materiality was a key part of their 

meaning (Stuart 1996:154). Therefore, their identity and significance as actors upon the 

ritual landscape must be understood alongside, rather than separate from and prioritized 

above, their material being as monuments of stone. 

BIOGRAPHIES OF THINGS: 

If monuments are to be understood as agentive, affective beings, it follows that 

such beings have life cycles, akin to those of flesh and blood actors. It is thus important 

to reiterate that the following chapters focus on a very narrow time span within these 

monuments’ lives: their original carving and the messages they communicated to their 

original audiences. It should be emphasized, however, that this was just the beginning of 

                                                
12 As is discussed in more depth below, however, this perpetuity and permanence in the Late Preclassic 
world was tied to the monument’s first life, after which (at Kaminaljuyú and many other sites) it was 
broken, erased, re-carved, re-contextualized, or otherwise transformed into something newly relevant. 
13 For arguments about intentionality and agency, see Knappett and Malafouris (2008b:ix) and Malafouris 
(2008:27-28, 33). 
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an entire lifetime of uses and reuses for these objects at Kaminaljuyú. After their carving 

and original viewing, they were frequently broken, defaced, and/or buried. Certain 

sculptures and fragments were curated for hundreds of years, ending their lives in Late 

Classic depositional contexts. Others were re-erected in the Palangana during Late 

Classic times and stood there for a thousand years until encountered by modern-day 

visitors and archaeologists. The following chapters focus on the infancy of these 

monuments. They do not delve into the rest of these monuments’ complex biographies, 

their multiple iterations and reinterpretations. It would seem, then, that a brief 

consideration of these objects and their complex life histories is in order. 

In the world of “artwork as artifact,” efforts at secure dating and contextualization 

usually prioritize original context. As several authors note, however, the simple fact that 

we are encountering these objects in modern time testifies to their ongoing life, their 

presence in the present (see, for instance, Olsen 2010:127; Pearson and Shanks 2001:90-

91, 100; Thomas 1996:60-62). As Pearson and Shanks (2001:43) state: “Archaeology… 

has a multiple temporality, involving the past, its decay, and the encounter with remains 

in our future-orientated projects.” Renfrew (2004:28-29), for his part, contextualizes this 

encounter within the history of things: “Nor is such history necessarily one that exists 

only in the past: the symbolic or affective power of an artefact can continue, by virtue of 

that history, to exist in the present.” It is therefore worth considering, at least briefly, the 

ongoing lives of these objects beyond their original carving and use, a consideration that 

may give us a more holistic view of what (and how) monuments meant at Kaminaljuyú. 

Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things (1986) was among the first works in 

contemporary academic discussions to highlight the idea of things having life histories, 

pedigrees, and experiences. Kopytoff (1986:66-68), too, suggests the utility of doing “the 

biography of a thing,” asking questions about status, production, economic history, 
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career, ownership history, change in use, and the end of an object’s life to understand the 

trajectory of its “being” in a more comprehensive way (see also DeMarrais, et al. 

1996:18; Renfrew 2004:29). Objects are neither monolithic nor unchanging. They have 

intricate and complex social lives. As Pearson and Shanks (2001:91) argue: “The life of 

an artefact is accompanied by physical changes and processes. An artefact becomes worn 

in its use and consumption. Marks upon it attest to events it has witnessed, things that 

have happened to it. The artefact ages.” A holistic approach to the entire life of objects is 

therefore key in truly understanding the impact they have on the world around them, their 

constantly modified messages, and the various ways in which their meaning is 

reinterpreted through time. As Meskell (2004:250) states, “What is crucial is to 

interrogate the specific moments of crafting, forging, exchanging, installing, using and 

discarding objects, their histories in a variety of contexts.” As such, we encounter objects 

as mutable, hybrid processes rather than monolithic events. 

Although the current project focuses on the first meanings of the monuments of 

Kaminaljuyú—their original carving, erection, and interpretation—it is nevertheless 

important to recognize that these objects did have a true beginning. They were procured 

as raw materials and carved by artists with variable levels of training and expertise. It is 

possible that both of these early stages in the monuments’ lives entailed pilgrimages, 

ritualized actions, or taboos (see, for example, Newsome 1998:125-126). It is also very 

possible that the transformation of raw material into a beautiful and/or iconographically 

meaningful object may have been a highly charged and significant process.14 As Meskell 

(2004:255) states: “What interests me here is the process of manufacturing a statue or 

                                                
14 For more on “skilled crafting” and theories behind production (including ideas of transformation and 
creation and the association between skilled crafters and godliness or the original creator gods), see Helms 
(1993). 
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object with supra-object status in a mundane, technical capacity, which is consequently 

transformed into a resonant being or embodied object that transcends the initial 

category.” Since we know that the stone itself was a naturally meaningful substance, the 

act of carving was less a transformation from raw material into a meaningful form, and 

more an addition of meanings, a conglomeration or aggregation of surface significance to 

inherent, material meanings.15 

Sometime after the original use of these monuments at Kaminaljuyú, their lives 

dramatically changed. The vast majority of sculptures were broken or effaced. A number 

of sculptures were used as tomb markers (like Sculptures 12, 25, 26, and 35) (FIGS.7 and 

11) or appear to have been buried reverentially—either in tombs (like Sculptures 2 and 

63) (FIGS. 12a-b) or in caches (like Sculptures 9, 51, 52, 53, 54, 109, and 110,) 

(FIGS.12c, 13). Others seem to have been discarded rather unceremoniously in trash 

middens. Some sculptures were re-carved. Others, both complete monuments and 

monument fragments, are found reused hundreds of years later, suggesting that they were 

either cared for and curated after their carving (and often after their breaking) or that they 

were rediscovered and brought back to life long after their original use. Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 12 (FIG.11b), for instance, had at least three different lives in the ancient past. 

Originally carved as a free-standing monument, this altar or throne was later set into a 

structure so that one of its sides and part of its top was obscured (Kidder, et al. 1946:35, 

Fig. 129c, Fig. 133d,e). It is unclear when its carving was erased, though it was done so 

evenly and carefully. In its final use, Sculpture 12 was placed on a Classic period-phase 

platform above Mound B (marking the Early Classic tombs below) (Ibid.). In this final 

                                                
15 For a discussion of Classic Maya elite crafting and specialization, see Inomata (2001b) 
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iteration, the monument was apparently used as a site of ritual offering, a fact evidenced 

by the bed of burned material discovered in front of it by archaeologists (Ibid.). 

A detailed analysis of the final depositional contexts of Kaminaljuyú monuments 

is beyond the scope of the current project, but it is a subject worthy of future, focused 

study. Although many of these broken monuments have been considered “trash” by those 

who found them (after all, what use could a broken monument serve?), an eloquent 

passage by Thomas (1996:60, citing Douglas 1966 and Moore 1986) indicates that even 

discarded objects may be far more significant than one might originally think: 

Material things are consequently repositioned and reincorporated into society as 
they become absorbed in our circumspection, slip away from us in neglect, or 
return to our notice. Things are not at one moment ‘in’ a social system and at the 
next moment ‘out’ of it. Indeed, the mere fact of having become waste material, 
discarded or cast aside does not sever a thing from human concern, since the very 
category of rubbish may be significant in structuring cosmological divisions 
between purity and defilement. 

I would also like to mention the highly impermanent nature of the Kaminaljuyú 

architectural landscape as potentially relevant to this discussion. As various authors note 

(see, for instance, Kaplan 1999:46; Kidder, et al. 1946; Michels 1979b:279; Shook and 

Kidder 1952), seasonal rains caused extensive damage to the adobe surfaces of mounds at 

Kaminaljuyú, meaning the site itself underwent constant, physical change through a 

cyclical pattern of construction, decay, and rebuilding. It is possible that this very 

“organic” life of the built landscape was part and parcel of the ways in which monuments 

were treated, as permanent, yet mutable constructed forms. 

Thoughts on Breaking: 

It is important to briefly consider what the act of breaking such powerful objects 

may have meant in ancient Kaminaljuyú. Although several authors suggest that the 

breakage of early monuments was due to revolt, iconoclasm, intra-group hostilities, or 
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other desecratory practices,16 such theories do not always hold at Kaminaljuyú. First, 

these monuments were broken over a very long period of time. Monument fragments, for 

instance, are found in Middle Preclassic (Parsons 1981:263-264; 1986:10, 16) through 

Late Classic (Arroyo 2013; Parsons 1986) contexts. Second, a number of sculptures and 

fragments have been discovered in burial contexts, as though they were viewed as ritually 

powerful or high status offerings. These include Sculpture 102 (FIG.12a) (Parsons 

1986:64) and Sculpture 63 (FIG.12b) (which was deposited in the Esperanza phase Tomb 

I of Mound C-II-14 along with several broken plain monuments) (Cheek 1977:174; 

Parsons 1986:56, 105). Other sculptures appear to have served as tomb markers, 

including the two halves of the effaced Sculpture 26 (FIG.11a), which, along with 

Sculptures 25 (FIG.7) and 35 (FIG.11c), was placed to mark Tomb 1 of Mound C-II-14 

(Parsons 1986:56, 68, 105). As discussed above, the effaced Sculpture 12 (FIG.11b) 

appears to have been used to mark Tomb B-I of Mound F-VI-2 (Parsons 1986:61). Other 

sculptures were deposited in caches, including Sculpture 9, which was grouped with 

broken basalt columns and pedestal sculpture fragments as well as jade ornaments and 

ceramics (FIG.12c) (Parsons 1981:263-264; 1986:10, 16). Another cache, discovered 

during the construction of a modern housing project about 200 meters west of Mound C-

IV-8, was comprised of six sculptures (Sculptures 51, 52, 53, 54, 109, and 110) (FIG.13) 

(Parsons 1986:52). 

Some fragments, although broken, appear to have been cared for over the course 

of centuries and retain almost all of their original detail, a practice that further calls 
                                                
16 Miles (1965:237, 239, 264), for instance, calls the destruction of Kaminaljuyú monuments a rather 
“wretched habit,” while Fahsen (2010a:236-237) argues that the monuments were destroyed due to intra-
group rivalries. Kaplan (2011b:268, 282) also ascribes to an iconoclasm model. Authors that propose 
iconoclasm and revolt as explanations for the destruction of Olmec monuments include Coe (1970), Coe 
and Diehl (1980), and Diehl (1981), while Clark (1997:220-222) suggests internal, factional politics to 
explain the destruction of these monuments. Please see Grove (1981) and Porter (1989) for more sources 
and further discussions of this subject. 
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iconoclasm theories into question. This includes Sculpture 21 (FIG.14a), found face-

down as a possible paving stone in a surface context (Joya Hairs, personal 

communication 2011), as well as a number of monuments discovered in the Palangana 

(described in more depth below). Finally, the erasure and breakage of certain monuments 

would have involved concerted effort and care. Sculpture 10 (FIG.14b), for instance, a 

very thick monument made of fine-grained basalt, was broken into several fragments, an 

act that must have taken a good deal of time and energy, particularly as efforts were made 

to preserve the gorgeously detailed carving on its surface.17 The fragments of Sculpture 

10 were then carefully separated and buried. Three of these fragments were found 

together by Espinoza in 1955, matching a small fourth fragment discovered five years 

previously that had been deposited some 700m away (Parsons 1986:66,69) (see Chapter 6 

for a detailed description of the context of Sculpture 10). The thick Sculpture 202 

(FIG.14c) was similarly broken and separated. The lower section of this monument was 

discovered by Samuel Lothrop in 1926 (Lothrop 1926:Fig.46a), while the upper section 

was discovered by Miles (see 1965:Fig.17b) some forty years later (see discussions in 

Kaplan 2002:323-324; and Parsons 1986:72). These examples of deliberate breaking and 

separation suggest that motivations other than desecration, hostility, or irreverence may 

have been involved, at least at certain times and with certain monuments. 

A number of authors, Grove (1981) probably first among them, have described 

breakage as a powerful means of destroying the energies that lie within objects: 

“Uncontrolled supernatural power is both frightening and dangerous to the members of 

the society. The objects within which it resides must be destroyed or buried to neutralize 

                                                
17 Porter (n.d.:20) even suggests that professional stonebreakers may have been employed in the case of 
Sculpture 10, as this kind of destruction would have required some level of expertise. He also notes that the 
breakage appears intentionally designed to divide the three main figures onto three separate fragments.  
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or eliminate it” (Grove 1981:64). Since sculptures were viewed as animate beings, 

extensions of the selves carved upon their surfaces, this accumulated, innate power had to 

be dealt with carefully, either by disabling the objects invested with it or by changing 

them into a state appropriate to new contexts like use in burials (see, for instance, 

Houston and Inomata 2009:196). As Stross (1998:37) explains, objects’ souls are often 

associated with the individual who used or made them, “…and they must be released 

from the objects in order to accompany the individual’s soul in the other world.” This 

kind of activity, in which the power of structures and objects is somehow contained or 

altered through destructive activity, is usually described as a “termination event” (Boteler 

Mock 1998b:5, 10-11). 

The difference between reverential and desecratory termination and the difference 

between termination and dedication rites, however, are fuzzy at best. As Cowgill 

(2004:274) states: “Sometimes the contrast between desecratory and reverential 

termination may have been blurred even in the minds of the ancient actors involved, who 

may have had strongly ambivalent attitudes toward the concepts, events, or practices 

represented by the terminated objects.” As an example, Cowgill (2004:274) cites the 

destruction of the Berlin wall as a desecratory event, “Yet, remnant fragments of the 

Berlin Wall are now valued and kept as objects with a meaningful history” (see Pollard 

2004:49 for similar arguments). Even when motivations for the destruction of objects 

were fully articulated in the minds of ancient actors, such distinctions are very difficult to 

make in the archaeological record (see, for example, Becker 1992; Boteler Mock 1998b; 

Freidel 1998:190; Schele and Freidel 1990:459; Stross 1998:37). Broken sculptures and 

other objects, for instance, often appear to have been viewed as sacred offerings rather 

than as useless trash (see, for instance, Hurst, et al. 2008:259 for the use of broken stucco 

fragments as offerings at San Bartolo). As Boteler Mock (1998b:13) states, “Termination 



 125 

and dedication actions also involve the appropriation of powerful objects from structures 

(or other objects) and their incorporation into new structures as a form of ensoulment.” 

Therefore, it may be important to view the termination of objects as “…a precondition for 

rebirth,” a prelude to renewal and change (Boteler Mock 1998a:119; see also Stross 

1998:37). 

Monuments, buildings, and other objects in the Mesoamerican world appear to 

have been viewed as animate beings with true life cycles. As Stross (1998:31) argues, 

“…the process of creating and animating cultural artifacts was and is analogous to the 

birth process, while abandoning or destroying such artifacts was akin to death.” One 

therefore finds analogies between the treatment of sculpted monuments and the treatment 

of the human body in the ancient Mesoamerican world. Both monument fragments and 

human body parts, for instance, are often found as offerings in ancient Maya contexts 

(Boteler Mock 1998b:6-7; Cyphers 1999:168-169). Furthermore, authors note the 

important correlation between portraits and the people they represent, arguing that 

destructive or violent treatments of these objects were akin to enacting violence on the 

subjects of the monuments themselves (see, for instance, Clark 2004:212; Grove 

1981:65; Guernsey 2012b; Houston and Stuart 1998; Houston, et al. 2006:76, 78).18 

Although in most of these discussions, the destruction of monuments is seen as a virtual 

death (“termination” is certainly a loaded term), Boteler Mock (1998b:10) suggests it 

may have been viewed as a change of state rather than a final or conclusive end: “Within 

the context of an anthropomorphized world view, we might consider destructive actions 

on material objects, such as monumental buildings or ceramic pots, to be analogous to 

bodily mutilations, the ordeals inflicted on initiates to separate them from a previous way 

                                                
18 Chapter 5 deals with the correlation between the fragmenting of both objects and human bodies in more 
depth. 
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of life before incorporation into another permanent station” (citing Turner 1969; Van 

Gennep 1960). 

Therefore, although we may view breakage as a highly intentional means of 

ending an object’s useful life, it may be important to consider the opposite: that objects 

were broken as a means of transforming them into newly useful materials. In this mode of 

thought, the de-constitution of material objects allowed for their reconstitution as newly 

relevant, newly meaningful, and newly “made” objects. As Pollard (2004:48) argues, 

“Rarely do we consider that some things were perhaps intended to break and decay as a 

part of their role in social practices, and that such a transformation might have carried 

with it positive connotations” (original emphasis). Boteler Mock (1998b:10) makes a 

similar case for the ancient Maya “…we must consider that such formless or broken 

objects were symbols of beginning and growth as well as of decay.” Pollard (2004:50) 

describes the importance of thinking beyond ideas of single-use objects, with breakage 

marking the end of their meaningful lives: 

I would argue that we should go beyond these limits and begin to consider how 
the transformation of things through processes of breakage, decay and attrition 
opens up possibilities for new materialities to emerge; situations which allow the 
coming into being of new and sometimes unimagined and unintended object 
forms and kinds of substance, and which allow the conceptualization of new 
ontological states. (see also Pollard 2004:55, 59-60) 

As Gell (1998:64) states: “Art-destruction is art-making in reverse.”  Although his 

intended meaning is slightly different, I believe this statement encapsulates perfectly the 

idea that destructive acts may have a powerful, creative capacity. 

As described above, many authors cite the permanence of stone as one of its most 

important intrinsic meanings. It is therefore interesting that such immense efforts were 

made at Kaminaljuyú to break up or destroy objects made of stone. As Cowgill 

(2004:274) describes “…while many materials are unavoidably ephemeral or durable, 
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great pains may be taken to preserve fragile objects in some cases and great efforts made 

to deface or smash intrinsically durable things in other cases.” If breakage was considered 

a crucial step in the life-cycle of monuments, then stone sculptures at Kaminaljuyú may 

have demanded long term planning from the various generations that lived among them. 

As Gamble (2004:135) states, “An artefact is thus not just an artefact; it is also a program 

of action for the future.” Breaking monuments may have brought them back to the 

attention of a populace perhaps inured to their placement in the landscape. As Olsen 

(2010:169) argues, broken things often become quite noticeable: 

Reverberating against the taken-for-granted materiality of habit memory, these 
ruins become potential agents of disruption…. the duration… of the outdated and 
nonuseful alongside the habitually (and sometimes also politically and 
ideologically) useful, causes tensions that allow for alternative memory practices 
unfolding between the habitual and the consciously recollected. 

Jones (2007:40) presents a similar argument, noting that “…the destruction of an artefact 

or monument leaves residue, carrying with it memories of past events.” 

As mentioned above, after their breakage, many Kaminaljuyú monuments were 

deposited in burials, caches, and other seemingly reverential deposits.19 These contexts 

are often very difficult to differentiate, so I will not attempt to do so here (for discussions 

regarding the overlap between these contexts, see Becker 1992; Boteler Mock 1998a; 

Chase and Chase 1998; Hendon 2000:47). One might assume that the burial or “hiding 

away” of monuments represented the end of their useful lives. Several authors, however, 

argue that it may be more productively seen as a change in state instead. Joyce 

(2003:111), for instance, describes tombs as “…practically invisible, yet potentially re-

visible, locations…” and notes that the objects within them were never truly lost to 
                                                
19 For examples of Kaminaljuyú sculptures deposited as fragments in various cache and burial contexts, see 
Ivic de Monterroso (2005:475-476), López and Martínez Hidalgo (1992:58), Miles (1965:255), Parsons 
(1986), Suasnávar and Flores (1992:69), Velásquez (1993a:102, 103), and Velásquez and Hermes 
(1992:78). For the reuse and burial of monuments at El Portón, see Fahsen (2010a). 
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circulation; in other words, they become different kinds of visible objects than the visible 

objects in daily circulation, undergoing a change of meaning rather than a social death 

(Joyce 2003:114). Hidden objects like broken or buried monuments may have exerted a 

very powerful influence over the landscape (see, for instance, Armstrong 1971:84; and 

Hendon 2000:47-48). The common practice of revisiting tombs, or of ancient, targeted 

looting of tomb contents, indicates that certain bodies, objects, and spaces maintained 

great power and significance over long periods of time (see, for example, Fahsen 

2010a:241; Hendon 2000:47-48; McAnany 1998; Runggaldier 2010:277).  

Such practices of tomb revisitation certainly occurred at ancient Kaminaljuyú. For 

example, Shook and Kidder (1952:57, 121) note the ancient looting of Tomb I of Mound 

E-III-3. They believe that this event occurred after the roof of the tomb had collapsed due 

to the weight of the mound above it. Although somewhat unclear because of the 

disturbance wrought by the modern brickmakers who discovered the tomb, Shook and 

Kidder (1952:57) argue that all of the body of the main Tomb I occupant “…had been 

ripped out…,” leaving only a few bone fragments and some teeth behind. Although such 

practices could be described as looting, I believe reverential practice may be more likely. 

The fact that the main occupant of Tomb II was treated in a similar way supports such a 

view. As Shook and Kidder (1952:57, 60) describe, the ancient people who reentered this 

tomb knew exactly where the body was and disturbed nothing else. Although the authors 

state that this episode was undertaken “…hastily and ruthlessly…” (Shook and Kidder 

1952:64), the fact that the skull and rest of the upper body were completely removed 

along with whatever ornaments had covered them (Shook and Kidder 1952:65) indicates 

that this may have been a moment of reverential revisitation and disinterment instead.20 

                                                
20 Tomb B-I provides an interesting Classic period example of the reverence and respect that were 
accorded earlier burials at Kaminaljuyú. Although the construction of B-I destroyed an earlier tomb, the 
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The fact that Preclassic sculptures were often used by later inhabitants to mark the 

locations of tombs (see above) further reinforces the idea that memory-of-place was a 

long-lived and meaningful concept at ancient Kaminaljuyú (Guernsey 2012b:299) and 

indicates that old monuments, like ancestral bodies, were subjects of long-term social 

memory and cultural practice. (See Chapter 5 for more on these subjects) 

Re-carving and Reuse: 

The ancient inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú did not just break monuments; they also 

re-carved them. The best example of such a practice is Sculpture 33 (FIG.14d). In its first 

incarnation, likely during the Late Preclassic period, the sculpture, possibly a stela, was 

carved with bas-relief iconography. Sometime in the Early Classic period, however, the 

monument was broken and reshaped into a large serpent-head ballcourt marker (Parsons 

1986:55-56).21 The original carving was not fully erased, however, so a small zoomorph 

and other remnants of the original design are still visible on the newer monument’s tenon. 

Sculpture 65 represents a more complex history of carving, re-carving, and breakage 

(FIGS. 6 and 15). Several authors have now argued (see Doering and Collins 2010:273-

274 for a summary of these arguments) that Side B (the effaced side of the monument 

that appears to show the remnants of a glyph column) was likely carved somewhat later 

than Side A (the “obverse” of the monument, showing three tiers of seated rulers and 

flanking figures). Regardless, in its final iteration, Sculpture 65 appears to have been in 

the process of being broken apart to be recycled into new monuments (see Doering and 

Collins 2010 for a detailed treatment of this process), a procedure that may have involved 

the erasure of Side B and which certainly would have destroyed the iconography of Side 
                                                                                                                                            
tomb builders gathered the jades and a few other offerings from this earlier tomb and preserved them in a 
group in Tomb B-I (Kidder, et al. 1946:74; Shook and Kidder 1952:121). 
21 Parsons (1986:55-56) suggests that Sculpture 33 was originally part of Sculpture 100, though he does not 
provide evidence or an argument to support this point. 
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A (Ibid.). Such practices indicate that monuments at Kaminaljuyú were, with some 

frequency, re-carved to form objects with new meanings. Again, rather than reading these 

moments as “end of life” events, it may be more productive to consider them as 

indicators of continuing existence and continued meaning, of life “going on.” Authors, 

for example, have described monument re-carving in Olmec contexts as evidence that 

“…monuments were inherently transformational” (Reilly 2002:42, see also Cyphers 

1999:174). As Clark (2004:212) argues, this common process of recycling and re-carving 

represented “…a deliberate act of transmuting form and meaning.”22 

The greatest testament to the continuing importance and shifting meanings of 

monuments at Kaminaljuyú, however, is the practice of what might best be termed 

“monument curation” by its ancient populace. Guernsey (2012b:26), for example, 

discusses the common practice of caring for and maintaining old objects as a widespread 

Mesoamerican tradition. Early evidence for resetting old monuments in new contexts is 

found not only at nearby Monte Alto (see Guernsey 2012b:101-102; Popenoe de Hatch 

1989c; Shook 1971:75) and Bilbao (Parsons 1986:106) but at more distant Monte Alban 

(Orr 1997:103-105; Scott 1978) and Chalcatzingo (Grove 1989a:138) as well.23 At 

lowland San Bartolo, a Preclassic potbelly sculpture was enshrined in a Late Classic 

building (Craig 2004; Guernsey 2012b:160; Runggaldier 2010:276), while Late 

Preclassic monuments from the highland site of El Portón appear to have been taken by 

the Late Classic or Postclassic inhabitants of Laguneta, who transported them to and re-

                                                
22 For the re-carving of monuments in Olmec contexts, see Cyphers (1999), Diehl and Coe (1995:15), 
Porter (1989), and Reilly (2002:42,54). For Takalik Abaj, see Graham (1989:232-233), Guernsey 
Kappelman (2004:106), and Orrego Corzo and Schieber de Lavarreda (2001:923). Later Maya examples of 
re-carving include a Stela at Uolantun, whose upper portion was re-carved into an altar, Yaxchilan Stela 27, 
which appears to have been damaged and then restored hundreds of years later, and the “Hombre de Tikal,” 
which was modified and re-used long after its original carving (Martin 2000:55-57; Houston 1993:83). 
23 For the reuse of Olmec monuments in Classic period contexts in Veracruz, see Ladrón de Guevara 
(2010). 
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erected them at their own site (Fahsen 2010a:244-245; Sharer and Sedat 1987:368).24 

Takalik Abaj, however, provides the best examples of this practice, with monuments set 

and reset numerous times from the Preclassic through the Late Classic period (Graham 

1981; 1989:231; see, for instance, Graham 1979:182, 184; Guernsey 2012b:106; Love 

1999a:142; 1999b:197; Marroquin 2005:999-1000; Orrego Corzo and Schieber de 

Lavarreda 2001:789; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2011:232-235; Schieber de Lavarreda and 

Orrego Corzo 2010). As Graham (1981) states, “In their final settings, some of the Olmec 

monuments were placed in alignments and arrangements with other carvings of entirely 

different styles and periods. In effect, later inhabitants of Abaj Takalik were creating 

some of the most ancient ‘museum displays’ of the New World.” 

The Kaminaljuyú area called the “Palangana” (see Alvarado Galindo 2005 for a 

description of this area) appears to have served a similar purpose, as a kind of gallery or 

museum of older, Preclassic monuments that were reset during the 8th century A.D. 

(Parsons 1981:283; 1986). These include Sculpture 25 (FIG.7), Sculpture 64 (no 

available image), Sculpture 144 (FIG.11c), Sculpture 105 (Parsons 1986:Fig.68), the 

likely Middle Preclassic Sculpture 2 (FIG.16a and 26) and Sculpture 62 (Parsons 

1986:Fig.26), as well as a number of toad altars and potbelly sculptures, which were reset 

and moved around over a relatively long period of time (for more on these sculptures and 

contexts, see Cheek 1977:12, 24, 70, Pl.5c, Fig.30; Guernsey 2012b:145-146, 300; 

Parsons 1986:22, 34, 56-57, 105).  

Parsons (1986:101) mentions that Preclassic sculptures were also used and 

directly associated with Early Classic structures like Mounds A and B. Sculpture 7 (no 
                                                
24 Although Late Preclassic monuments were frequently broken, re-used, and moved around, Monument 1 
at El Portón speaks to the equally important practice of old monuments remaining still and standing as 
witnesses to ever-changing contexts and landscapes. As Fahsen (2010a:241) states: “Portions of Monument 
1 were visible for about two or three centuries, and although completely stationary, it was associated with 
different monuments and buildings through time.” 
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image available), for example, was found in the collapsed fill of Tomb A-V, while 

Sculpture 2 (FIG.11b) and Sculpture 38 (a potbelly head) (Parsons 1986:Fig.101) were 

placed on Platform B-4. Sculpture 6 (FIG.16b) was reused as a foundation pavement on 

the Structure B-4 summit, and Sculpture 63 (FIG.12b) was placed inside the Esperanza-

Amatle I phase Tomb I in the Palangana area (Cheek 1977:169-175; Guernsey 

2012b:146, 299; Houston, Nelson, Chiriboga, et al. 2005:494; Kidder, et al. 

1946:Figs.14a, 133a-e). A plain stela found on the surface near Providencia Phase (500-

300AC) Structure A-IV-2-3 and another erected in front of D-III-13 suggests that these 

kinds of practices may have long predated the Late Classic period (see Berlin 1952:3-4, 

Fig.6; López and Martínez Hidalgo 1992:58; Parsons 1986:80).25 

With the exception of a brief discussion by Guernsey (2012b:300), scholars have 

not discussed the possible, and likely complex, meanings behind monument curation, 

reuse, and resetting at Kaminaljuyú. Future studies may benefit by approaching the 

subject as one of re-placement and reinterpretation. In other words, these processes 

renewed and reconstituted old monuments to become meaningful and relevant in a 

changed context. As Bradley (2003:226) states: 

There is also evidence for the deliberate reuse of places associated with the past, 
but often it was a past whose contents could no longer be recalled. That required 
an act of interpretation, and in most cases people would have been unable to 
achieve this in terms that would satisfy the criteria of contemporary scholarship. 
Out of this mixture of confusion and fabrication, the past was renewed and 
reinvented, and ancient social life pursued its course. (see also Bradley 2003:224) 

Papalexandrou (2003:56) describes the reuse of old monuments on new buildings at 

ancient Byzantium as both memory-affirming, and memory erasing: “[W]hether or not its 

                                                
25 Other examples of sculptures and fragments found in reused contexts include: Sculpture 104, found in 
the middle of the plaza between Mounds A and B (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.40; Parsons 1986:51), three 
enormous stone effigy three-pronged censers (Sculptures 216, 217, and 218), found in D-III-6 (Parsons 
1986:51), and Sculpture 27, found in a surface pit in a mound on Finca Las Charcas (Parsons 1986:65). 
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perpetrators were conscious of it, the use of spolia cunningly enabled (then as now) both 

the suppression and endorsement of past memories while simultaneously re-ordering 

them into a fresh ‘memory network’ of altered meanings” (quoting Caruthers 1998; see 

also Papalexandrou 2003:68). Monument breakage, re-carving, curation, and reuse 

should therefore be viewed as an affirmation of continued relevance rather than evidence 

for the social “death” of these objects. It also stresses the fact that the meanings of 

monuments were expansive and multiple rather than singular and iconographic. If 

monuments were simply surfaces meant for inscription, their use and significance would 

come to an end as soon as those original messages became irrelevant in a changing world. 

CONCLUSION: 

This chapter has dealt mostly in theory, though I have made efforts to mark the 

places where theory and practice appear to have intersected at Kaminaljuyú. The crucial 

point I have tried to make is that the meaning of monuments at Kaminaljuyú extended far 

beyond the iconography carved upon their surfaces. Though the majority of this 

dissertation focuses on that iconography, it does not argue for the primacy of this 

information over whatever other approaches future scholars might take to understand 

these materials in a more holistic way. 

As I have argued above, the meaning of monuments at Kaminaljuyú was multiple 

and changed through time. Sculptures at Kaminaljuyú were materially significant, solid 

stone objects that likely triggered ideas of deep geologic time and the intersection 

between nature and culture. Beyond their inherent materiality, they were also agents, 

stone bodies that traversed the landscape much like other social actors, affecting and 

effecting complex social networks among humans and objects in the ancient landscape 

(this topic is touched on in more depth in Chapter 4). As true affective agents, these 
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monuments also had long and complicated life histories, attested to not only by their 

breakage, effacement, burial, reuse, and re-carving, but by the very fact that we, as 

archaeologists and art historians, encounter them as objects in present day contexts. 

This dissertation thus knowingly deals with partial meanings. It is an act of 

interpretation, of recontextualization, of propositions and suggestions. Though I only 

approach some, rather than all of the potential meanings of the sculptures of 

Kaminaljuyú, I view this as a call to arms for further study, rather than the mark of some 

methodological oversight. Here I follow Thomas (1996:59) in his description of the 

multivocality of things: “Like words, the significance of things is arbitrary, conventional 

and slippery…, and it follows from this that material things may have a plurality of 

meanings. The material world around us is inherently to-be-interpreted.” This dissertation 

represents just one means of interpreting the world of things at ancient Kaminaljuyú. The 

fact that so much remains to be analyzed and understood is a testament to the power and 

significance of the sculptural corpus of the site. 
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Chapter 4: Mutable Contexts—Contemplating Landscape and the 
Bodies within It  

INTRODUCTION: 

Having delved deeply into materiality, agency, and the life-histories of objects in 

the preceding chapter, I would now like to use that theoretical framework to better 

understand the specific sculptural landscape of Kaminaljuyú. In this chapter, I consider 

two aspects of landscape—the construction of landscape and the social interactions of 

stone and human agents within it. 

I begin with an exploration of the ways in which people affect and structure their 

physical environments. I then address the ways in which those landscapes and objects, in 

turn, structured and affected the humans that shared their social world. The discussion 

then moves into the specific ways in which these social worlds were made and remade, 

negotiated and reconstructed, as historically and socially contingent acts of interpretation. 

I do so by describing those monuments at Kaminaljuyú—namely silhouette sculptures, 

portable objects, and what I call “throne figures”—that appear to have been especially 

active participants in this constantly shifting landscape of people, things, and places.  

After addressing the more physical aspects of the ancient Kaminaljuyú landscape, 

I move to the ways in which human and stone agents interacted within this built and 

changeable environment. I approach ideas of monumental dialogue by examining two 

patterns that repeatedly emerge in the Kaminaljuyú sculptural corpus: monument pairings 

and artist pairings. In these examples, one encounters an overt emphasis on active 

engagement and communication. In other words, Kaminaljuyú artists were not just 

carving inert billboards for symbolic display; they were creating active agents that 

interacted and communicated with other agents (both human and stone) in a shared 

landscape. In several monument pairs, artists appear to have intentionally played on these 
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ideas of duality and communication. In these examples, monuments are paired yet 

actively set apart from one another, a play on or a negotiation between ideas of duality 

and individuality.  

Overall, then, this chapter investigates the monumental landscape of Kaminaljuyú 

and the stone and human bodies that moved through it. It explores the sociality of 

monuments at Kaminaljuyú, approaching sculpture as an active participant in the social 

networks and human-object landscape of this ancient site. 

THE EFFECT OF SCULPTURE ON LANDSCAPE: 

Monuments and Contexts: 

Although lack of original context is a constant problem for studies on early 

Mesoamerican art, a number of authors have been able to prioritize landscape, context, 

and monument placement in their publications on Early and Middle Preclassic centers. 

These include a number of studies on La Venta and San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980; 

Cyphers 1999; González Lauck 1994, 2010; Grove 1999; Reilly 2002; F. K. Reilly, III 

1994; Tate 2012), Teopantecuanitlán (Martínez Donjuán 1986, 1994, 2010), 

Chalcatzingo (Grove 1989a, 1999), Zazacatla (Canto Aguilar and Castro Mendoza 2010), 

and other early sites (see, for instance, Guernsey 2012b:113-114). Contextualized works 

on monuments in the Late Preclassic world, however, are few and far between, with Julia 

Guernsey representing one of the only authors to have addressed the subject in depth at 

Izapa (Guernsey 2006b, 2010b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997, 2001, 2002; 2004:114-117). 

Here it is also important to recognize the scholarship of Orr and Reese-Taylor (see, for 

example, Orr 1997, 2001; Reese 1996; Reese-Taylor 2002), both of whom focus 

specifically on the interrelationships between the placement of sculpture and the human 
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actors that moved through that constructed environment in pilgrimage or processional 

circuits during the Late Preclassic period. 

At Kaminaljuyú, contextual studies of monuments are all but impossible, as most 

monuments lack even the most basic archaeological and contextual data. Those 

monuments that were discovered archaeologically and whose context was adequately 

recorded present us with a final obstacle: their contexts only tell us about their final 

deposition. Correlating carving with contextual information is therefore impossible, for it 

is unknown where these monuments were originally placed or how they were originally 

used. As described in the previous chapter, monuments were broken, effaced, curated for 

long periods of time, and sometimes reused and re-erected centuries after their original 

carving. The best example of this lifetime of changing use is Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 12 

(FIG.11b),1 which, as described in the preceding chapter, had at least three different lives 

in the ancient past—serving first as a freestanding monument, then as a sculpture set into 

a wall, and finally as a kind of commemorative marker for the Early Classic Mound B 

tombs (Kidder, et al. 1946:35, Fig. 129c, Fig. 133d,e). 

Although we cannot determine conclusively how and where the Kaminaljuyú 

monuments were placed, the physical impact of these monuments in the landscape must 

be at least considered if we are to think carefully about their meaning at Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú. As Tilley (2004:219) states, “The material experience of stones in place is 

fundamental. The stones exert their muted agency in relation to us. They make an 

impact” (original emphasis). To consider monumental contexts at Kaminaljuyú, then, one 

must search elsewhere, with the assumption (perhaps bold, but not unwarranted) that 

                                                
1 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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contemporaneous centers can tell us how the inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú arranged their 

monuments within the built landscape. Several authors, for instance, note the fact that 

monuments in the Preclassic Mesoamerican world were aligned and placed in concert 

with their natural environment (Jacobo 1992:86; Pereira, et al. 2007:1077; Shook 1952). 

Guernsey (Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 2002:74), for instance, notes the 

relationship at Izapa between monument placement, the natural landscape, and the built 

environment, calling it a convergence of “…space, architecture, sculpture, mythic 

narrative, and human action…” (Guernsey Kappelman 2001:81). As she explains, 

“…from its beginnings, the stela—whether carved or plain—was conceived in 

conjunction with the architectural and natural environment, where it was used to 

delineate sacred space” (Guernsey 2006b:37). 

The same integration of monuments, landscape, and architecture appears to have 

occurred at Chalcatzingo as well (see, for instance, Grove 1999:255-256). These appear 

to be later expressions of Olmec precedent, in which monuments were grouped and 

placed very carefully around sites like La Venta in a tableau format (González Lauck 

2010). One can thus relatively safely assume that Kaminaljuyú sculptures were similarly 

integrated into their environment (both natural and man-made). The question, then, is 

what these sculptures did once they were placed there. Matters of symbolism and 

iconography are described in the following chapters. Here I would like to investigate 

more phenomenological issues, especially highlighting the impact objects have on the 

spaces that surround them and on the people that interact with them.2 
                                                
2 Much of this chapter draws on ideas based in phenomenology, an approach marked by an increased 
awareness of and attention to materiality. This approach has been more fully developed and applied to the 
art historical record by British and European scholars than by those in the United States (see, for example, 
Bradley 1998, 2003; Cowgill 2004; Edmonds 1999; Latour 2005; Meskell, et al. 2003; Thomas 1996; 
Tilley 1994, 2004). As Olsen (2010:27) describes, “The phenomenological inspiration was particularly 
strong in studies of landscapes and monuments. Attention turned toward how materials and landscape, 
through active interaction with humans, served to shape experiences, memories, and lives.” The approach 
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A Phenomenological View: 

Phenomenological approaches to material things are generally egocentric, 

addressing the physical world as constituted by human thought and action. This reaches 

back to Merleau-Ponty, whose Phenomenology of Perception (1962) focused almost 

exclusively on the human body as the “fundamental mediation point between thought and 

the world” (Tilley 1994:14, see also Olsen 2003:96-97; 2010:67, 78-79).3 The best 

summary of phenomenology I have come across is that provided by Van Dyke and 

Alcock (2003:5-6): 

…a phenomenological approach in archaeology… allows us to think about the 
ways in which landscapes and built forms were experienced, perceived, and 
represented by ancient subjects, working from the starting point of a 
contemporary body in the same space. Place, above all, is a sensual experience, 
with the body, social identity, and shifting perceptions of society intersecting 
through daily, lived spatial experiences. (original emphasis) 

In other words, space is subjective and experiential, defined and constructed by the 

activities of bodies moving within it; space is “…a medium rather than a container for 

action, something that is involved in action and cannot be divorced from it. As such, 

space does not and cannot exist apart from the events and activities within which it is 

implicated. Space is socially produced…” (Tilley 1994:10).4 This approach is echoed by 

the work of Reese-Taylor and Koontz (2001:10), who argue that, in the Mesoamerican 

world, “Space is often charged with meaning through events. Individual actions define 

what the space means in relationship to society.” Therefore, although there is 

frustratingly little of the Kaminaljuyú landscape left to think about, it is important to 

                                                                                                                                            
draws principally on the works of Heidegger (see, for instance, 1982) and Merleau-Ponty (1962), both of 
whom espoused a return to objects and landscape in understanding the place of people in the world (see 
Olsen 2003:96 for more on this subject). 
3 This work represents one of the foundation points for Tilley’s Phenomenology of Landscape (1994), 
which introduced phenomenology to the archaeological world some 30 years later. 
4 For more thoughts on the social constitution of space, see Bender (2002); Cosgrove (1998); Cowgill 
(2004); Ingold (2000); Tilley (1994, 2004). 



 140 

consider that it was once a meaningful space, constituted by those that moved through it 

in daily and ritual practice (see, for instance, Cowgill 2004:273). 

Beyond this, it is equally (if not more) important to consider the ways in which 

the natural and built environments change and affect the people moving through them. As 

Olsen (2010:77) states, “The centrality of the body for our experience of space may seem 

obvious and unquestionable, although the alternative option is just as conceivable—in 

other words, that the directionality of our body and our experience of the world is relative 

to landscape and things” (original emphasis). Tilley’s later works reflect this more 

interconnected view of body, things, and landscape, describing the phenomenological 

approach to landscape and place as “…emphasizing the intertwining of subject and 

object, things and persons, mind and body, places and Being in the world” (2004:29; also 

see Knappett 2004:43; and Olsen 2010 for critiques of the egocentric biases of 

phenomenology). 

This idea of “Being-in-the-world” stems from the works of Heidegger (see, for 

instance, 1982), which, as Olsen (2010:67) describes, helped illuminate the role of 

objects and landscape as constitutive of human experience: 

This phenomenological approach to human perception implied two important 
insights: First, our relatedness to the world. We are entangled beings 
fundamentally involved in networks of human and nonhuman beings. Second, we 
relate to the world not (only) as thinking subjects but also as bodily objects—our 
“being-in” this world is a concrete existence of involvement that unites us with 
the world. 

People are thus nested within social networks that involve not just other people, but 

objects and places as well. As Webmoor and Witmore (2008:64-65) so eloquently put it: 

“…‘awareness’ is mediated by our collective, distributed selves which are caught up in 

constantly shifting associations with other entities” (see also Olsen 2010:8). 
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In this way, things, objects, and places become part and parcel of the active social 

landscape. As Olsen (2010:38) explains: “…the materials of past (and present) societies 

are not seen as an epiphenomenal outcome of historical and social processes or as just an 

epistemological component through which these processes can be grasped, but actually as 

constituent parts—even explanatory parts—of these very processes” (see also Rowlands 

2004:198-199). With this in mind, the monuments of Kaminaljuyú become much more 

than inscribed surfaces. They become integral parts of cultural change and social 

interaction (see, for instance, Guernsey 2012b). Although the following chapters do focus 

specifically on interpreting the iconography of Kaminaljuyú, it is nevertheless important 

to keep Gell’s (1998:6) approach in mind: “In place of symbolic communication, I place 

all the emphasis on agency, intention, causation, result, and transformation. I view art as 

a system of action, intended to change the world rather than encode symbolic 

propositions about it” (original emphasis). 

The Mutual Production of People, Things, and Landscapes: 

If art acts upon the world around it, then the advent of monumental art and 

architecture must have changed the Mesoamerican world in fascinating ways.5 Several 

authors acknowledge the effect these monumental things and places had upon the 

Preclassic world (see, for instance, Clark 2004; Joyce 2004b; Love 1999a): “One of the 

most disruptive aspects of the social transformations that took place during this period 

was the elaboration of new forms of architecture—an entirely new pattern of construction 

of monumental architecture and settings of monumental art creating unprecedented kinds 

                                                
5 Here I am consciously eliding the differences between art and architecture. Although the two are clearly 
different in very meaningful ways, I also believe monumental art and architecture are ontologically similar 
in other ways. As Proskouriakoff (1971:145) states, “From the beginning, the Maya temple is more like a 
sculptured monument than like a building.” 
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of space in Pre-Classic sites” (Joyce and Grove 1999:8-9).6 In other words, monumental 

art and architecture changed the kinds of activities that people performed and where they 

performed them (Joyce and Grove 1999:3; see also Martin 2001:169; Pearson and Shanks 

2001:121, citing Thomas 1999:35f). Such social landscapes became hierarchically 

charged, not only by determining who could move through them, but how, when, and 

where they could act (see Bradley 1998; DeMarrais, et al. 1996:19; Joyce and Grove 

1999:10; Love 1999a:134, 144). Monumental art and architecture also likely “…enlarged 

the concept of place” for the occupants of these new kinds of spaces (Love 1999a:146; 

see also Joyce 2004:23). They not only created visible and stable city centers, but 

delineated the peripheral areas beyond or outside of them. As Love (Ibid.) argues in the 

case of La Blanca, this would have broadened and changed social consciousness: “The 

scale of social interaction would have been enlarged as the entire polity was materially 

redefined as a single locale. Thus an individual actor’s daily routine might take place 

over a much larger physical and social space, though the space itself is more highly 

segregated.” 

As Focillon (1948:17) argues, artworks can have a significant effect on the space 

around them: 

A work of art is situated in space. But it will not do to say it simply exists in 
space: a work of art treats space according to its own needs, defines space, and 
even creates such space as may be necessary to it. The space of life is a known 
quantity to which life readily submits; the space of art is a plastic and changing 
material. 

Focillon (1948:24) describes the relationship between a work of art and the space around 

it as a dialectic, each imposing pressure upon the other: “…space more or less weighs 

upon form and rigorously confines its expansion, at the same time that form presses 

                                                
6 For more on these arguments in relation to the Olmec world, see Clark (1997) and Cyphers (1999). 
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against space as the palm of the hand does upon a table or against a sheet of glass.” 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 represents a beautiful expression of this concept. Here, the 

ruler’s hand presses outward against the edge of the stone, seemingly stretching it out 

into surrounding space. Therefore, although space acts upon art, art, in turn, reaches out 

and transforms the quality of that space. As Newsome (2001:xii) discusses, Maya art 

changed the nature of the space around it: “…a single monolith or groups of stone pillars 

activate their architectural surroundings, adding visual texture, emphasizing scale, 

dramatizing key points in the organization of sacred space. The stelae are integral 

features of the way courts, plazas, and temples were meant to be viewed, approached, and 

experienced by observers” (see also Guernsey 2006b:120; and Newsome 1998:121). 

Just as new forms of monumental architecture changed the pathways that humans 

used to move through them, monumental art interacted directly with the people who 

moved around them, constructing and lending meaning to the built environment (see 

Guernsey 2006b:120; Newsome 1998:121-123). As Inomata and Coben (2006:17) state: 

As monuments provide stages for theatrical events, their physical presence creates 
ordered space that defines social relations of participants. Moreover, monuments 
mediate the construction and negotiation of the meaning associated with 
landscape and time in a unique manner comparable to spectacle because of its 
extraordinary nature distinct from buildings tied to daily lives.  

Monumental art, when placed within city centers, would not only have changed the 

nature of the space it occupied, but would have actively influenced and controlled the 

movement of people around it and through it. Orr (1997:32) describes this dialog between 

art and human movement at Dainzu, arguing that this exchange would have had a 

profound impact on the ways in which people articulated hierarchical differences, dealt 

with community building and social integration, and structured identity. Reese (1996) 

addresses similar themes in the early Maya world, using the Late Preclassic center of 
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Cerros to better understand negotiations between monumental art (here building facades), 

the built landscape, and people’s movements through these modified spaces. 

It is clear that monuments and buildings were designed by and for people in 

accordance with particular social, political, and ideological needs, but it is equally clear 

that these constructions, in turn, affected the needs and activities of those people by 

controlling the way they moved about this changed environment in both daily and ritual 

practice. As Pearson and Shanks (2001:121, citing Whittle 1988:149-150) state: “Here 

the space may act directly upon the body, causing irregular movements and orientations, 

channeling the eye, regulating patterns of visibility and hiddenness, controlling the 

spacing and timing of encounters” (for more on the effects of landscape on human 

movement, see DeMarrais 2004:15; Edmonds 1999:9; Olsen 2010:31; Tilley 1994:26, 28; 

2004:138; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003:5-6). Certain sculptures at Kaminaljuyú, for 

example, have formats that suggest they were included as architectural embellishments, a 

means of enlivening the surfaces of buildings and structuring the ritual spaces they 

enclosed. These include paired panels like Sculptures 4 and 19 (FIG.17), Sculptures 28 

and 176 (FIG.18), and Sculpture 63, which appears to be a bench fragment7 (FIG.12b) 

(for these sculptures as architectural embellishments, see Kaplan 2011b:264; Miles 

1965:239; Parsons 1986:30). Perhaps most relevant and exciting for the current 

discussion is a pair of tenoned sculptures that appear to represent the hands of drummers 

(FIG.19). The orientation of the tenons on the more complete Sculpture 170 suggests that 

it was once inserted into the side of a building, creating a highly three-dimensional 

                                                
7 Like all Kaminaljuyú sculptures, dating Sculpture 63 is difficult. People sometimes mention it as having a 
Mexican style (and thereby date it to the Early Classic), but the overall carving style, treatment of the stone 
surface, and scale of carving are similar to Late Preclassic monuments at Kaminaljuyú. I therefore see no 
need, at this time, to date this monument any later than the Late Preclassic period. 
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architectural surface that jutted out into the performative space before it.8 These 

sculptures are discussed in more depth below. 

In many ways, Late Preclassic monumental art appears to play on the movement 

of people through the landscape. The images carved on many monuments are quite small, 

requiring viewers to get “up close and personal” to distinguish the scenes upon their 

surfaces. These kinds of interactions would have not only forced viewers to move around 

the built landscape in a specific way, but would have created a kind of intimacy between 

humans and monuments (see Clark 2004:213-214; Guernsey 2010b:216; Newsome 

2001:187; and Orr 1997:37 for discussions of viewer relationships with art). Pearson and 

Shanks (2001:122) discuss the profound impact these intimate encounters would have 

had on human actors in the built environment: “That structuring then of a landscape 

through the building of monuments, is actually the ‘making’ of human subjects and their 

consciousness…. They channel and direct movement, the encounter between body and 

environment, in choreographies which prescribe time and sequence and which ultimately 

map patterns of practice and of belief.” 

These dialectic encounters between people and the material world may also have 

changed the ways in which people conceived of and dealt with the past. As Jones 

(2007:24) argues, the sensory engagement with things in the world helps produce 

memory: “…due to the physicality or perdurance (physical persistence) of material 

culture, things act as a means of presencing past events to the senses” (see also Connerton 

1989:3; Jones 2007; Malafouris 2004:56-57; Melion and Küchler 1991; Olsen 2010:125-

126; Renfrew 2003:135, 144; Tilley 1994:204-205). As Jones (2007:61) states: 

                                                
8 It is important to note that the archaeological context of Sculpture 170 is unknown. Its more fragmentary 
paired monument (Sculpture 135) was found in a Late Classic (600AD) context, however (Arroyo 2013). 
The three-dimensionality of these forms and their unusual format mean I cannot comfortably assign them 
even a rough date in the Kaminaljuyú chronology. 
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It is because of the physical ability of objects to presence the past, and because 
their physical change indexes the past, that the passing of time is made apparent 
and it is through the sensual and physical medium of material culture that times 
past are reexperienced. It is because of, and through the medium of, the temporal 
framework offered by material culture that memory is produced and made 
apparent. 

As past moments materialized in permanent form, objects (and particularly monuments) 

become not just embodiments of memory or access points into past experiences, but serve 

to actively reinvent and re-presence that past in the present. As Olsen (2010:108) argues: 

“Things are not just traces or residues of absent presents; they are effectively engaged in 

assembling and hybridizing periods and epochs. As durable matter, things make the past 

present and tangible.” 

The author who has written the most eloquently about this phenomenon in the 

Maya world is Joyce: “My argument is, in short, that the entire material world 

surrounding Classic Maya people was a medium for the construction of memory over 

time, giving coherence to the continuity of social life” (2003:112). Joyce (Ibid.) not only 

argues for the structuring, recall, and regeneration of memory through repeated 

movements through the built environment, but argues for the profound effect permanent 

buildings (especially mortuary mounds) and monuments would have had on people’s 

understanding of time: “People engaged in making these monuments and those simply 

witnessing the events would have experienced profound changes in spatiality, connection 

to place, and materialization of time at multiple scales as a result of the new 

constructions” (Joyce 2004b:8). Most importantly, ideas of durability and permanence 

would have arisen alongside conceptions of decay, changing ideas of temporality and 

thereby affecting both individual and group memory through movement within the newly 

built environment (Joyce 2004b). 
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In the end, when thinking about monumental art and the built landscape, it is 

perhaps most important to view people and things as mutually constitutive. In other 

words, monumental art and architecture “…construct the people who constructed them” 

(Tilley 2004:138, see also Bender 2002:103; Ingold 2000:198; Tilley 1994:26). 

Unfortunately, however, as Webster (1998:17) points out, we often lack the data that 

would give us insight into both sides of the equation. Although we have been left with the 

ruins of Kaminaljuyú, these are but a partial remnant of the site’s former self. We are also 

lacking the people who once moved through this ancient landscape, so it is difficult to 

analyze how human bodies once interacted with and moved through it and how those 

human paths and activities might have been influenced by monumental art and 

architecture. In the case of Kaminaljuyú, then, the most we may be able to do is simply 

consider the ways in which things and people might have affected each other. Scholars 

often discuss the concept of “peopling the landscape,” but I believe “object-ing the 

landscape” is just as important, for it reminds us that people are not much at all without 

the things that constitute them. 

Movable Landscapes: 

These approaches to material engagement emphasize that people, landscapes, 

spaces, and things are in a constant state of production, reinterpretation, and modification 

(see, for instance, Bradley 1998; 2003:223-225; Cochrane 2008:158; Cosgrove 1998:15; 

Edmonds 1999; Ingold 2000:150, 154; Olsen 2010:48-50; Pearson and Shanks 2001:99; 

Pollard 2004:48; Pred 1985:337; Tilley 1994:17, 23; Van Dyke and Alcock 2003:5-6). As 

Ingold (2000:199) states, “…the landscape is never complete: neither ‘built’ nor 

‘unbuilt’, it is perpetually under construction.” Bender (2002:103) espouses a similar 

view: 
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Landscapes are created out of people’s understanding and engagement with the 
world around them. They are always in process of being shaped and reshaped. 
Being of the moment and in process, they are always temporal. They are not a 
record but a recording, and this recording is much more than a reflection of 
human agency and action; it is creative of them.  

In short, landscapes are agentive (Tilley 2004:12); in their constant becoming, in their 

constant interaction with social actors (both human and non-human), they constitute, 

shape, and form those actors. 

Several scholars have noted the character of Maya sites as one of growth and 

modification. Schele and Freidel (1990:72-73), for instance, describe the successive 

accumulation of power in the places inhabited and acted upon by kings (like temples and 

plazas) through time: “The result was a layered pattern of power points particular to each 

Maya royal capital…” Joyce (2004b) describes the constant shifting of landscapes as a 

series of unintentional consequences (see also Fahsen 2010a:242; Smith 2003), while 

Reese (1996) discusses the changing of performance and performance spaces through 

time in the Maya world. The author who addresses these themes in the greatest depth, 

however, is Webster (1998:15), who describes the plasticity of the Maya built 

environment in detail: “Although buildings do sit, rather reassuringly, where they were 

originally placed, architecture at all Maya sites has to be approached as somewhat 

transitory and changeable” (Ibid.). Webster (1998:18) argues that Maya sites should not 

be viewed as single, monolithic systems “…so much as historical accretions…” They are, 

he states, “…garbled by historical contingency” (Ibid.). 

As described in more depth in Chapter 10, the plazas, temples, platforms, and 

facades of Kaminaljuyú would have likely been totally transformed during performances. 

As Inomata (2006a:811; 2006b:194, 198) suggests, it is likely that these spaces were 

bedecked with banners and colorful decorations, with temporary scaffolds, stages, and 

bandstands constructed for both audience and performers alike. One has only to visit the 
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contemporary highland Maya town of Momostenango to see the transformative effects 

performances can have on plaza spaces (see Garrett Cook 2000; and Rhonda R. Taube 

2009 for descriptions and analyses of these contemporary performances). Ancient ritual 

landscapes, thus would have looked very different than they do now, with garlands of 

flowers and other perishable materials lending extravagant color and a festive atmosphere 

to these events. They were truly transformative and transform-able places, factors that 

lend some difficulty to their re-creation or understanding within a single interpretive 

framework. 

It is also quite possible that the silhouette sculptures of Kaminaljuyú were used to 

embellish performance spaces. As early as 1965, De Borhegyi (1965a:17) noted the 

possibility that Kaminaljuyú silhouette sculptures “…may have served as portable 

markers during ceremonies or games.” Though some of these monuments are small, the 

majority of them are too heavy to have been carried around with much ease (Sculpture 

102 (FIG.12a), for example, one of the only complete examples of a silhouette sculpture, 

measures about 174cm tall). They are also carved on only one side,9 suggesting they were 

placed in areas with limited access—perhaps in front of buildings or on façade terraces. 

Many of the larger sculptures also have tenons, indicating they would have been inserted 

into some horizontal surface (FIG.20). It is not difficult to imagine that these sculptures 

may have participated in the temporary adornment of performative spaces during public 

performances—perhaps inserted into the surfaces of stages or in front of some kind of 

temporary backdrop and then removed sometime afterwards. Their relatively delicate 

nature makes them ill-suited to a permanent life exposed to the elements. In short, some 

                                                
9 Sculpture 27 represents an important exception. Parsons (1986:65, Fig.168) describes this monument as 
having been carved on both sides. However, the sculpture is now lost, and only one photograph of one side 
of the monument is currently available. 
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of these silhouette sculptures may have been used as temporary “props” to activate and 

fill the ceremonial landscape during performances. Experientially different than stucco 

facades, solid stelae, or in-the-round monuments, these cut-outs may have been utilized 

to embellish temple façades or create a backdrop of stone performers against which 

rituals could take place. 

In addition to these larger, heavier silhouettes, a number of silhouette sculptures at 

Kaminaljuyú were small enough to be carried around relatively easily (FIG.21). This 

clearly adds to the impossibility of recreating or analyzing original context, but the very 

nature of portability (or, at least “move-ability”) is interesting in and of itself. First, it 

suggests that many monuments at Kaminaljuyú, much like those at earlier sites like San 

Lorenzo and La Venta, were designed with movement, rather than permanency, in mind 

(see, for example, Clark 2004:212; Cyphers 1999; González Lauck 2010:145-146). 

Although stone monuments were certainly durable media for display, one perhaps might 

best read this durability as counter to, juxtaposed against, or conversant with a kind of 

flexibility, as monuments were arranged and rearranged within the landscape. As 

Cyphers (1999:174) explains: “This observation raises the probability that the ‘meanings’ 

of each piece may have been multivocal, modifiable in terms of what other pieces were 

placed where and in what association with it.” This landscape of stony forms therefore 

may have been quite mutable in meaning. As Clark (2004:211) describes, “Sculptures 

could be mixed and matched to convey different meanings. They were not rooted in 

political or sacred space as were later monuments.” These moveable monuments, then, 

instead of having fixed meanings, may have “…accrued meaning through time 

commensurate with their performance histories” (Clark 2004:212; see also Cyphers 

1999:175; Kubler 1962; Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:200). 
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Several authors mention not just the historical, but the social contingency of 

landscape. Landscape is not something monolithic and interpretable but is rather in a state 

of constant negotiation and interpretation by the people who experience it (see, for 

example, Bender 2002:104; Tilley 1994:26). Landscape is thus neither neutral nor 

singular, but plural, conditional, and subjective. One must here recall the fact that bas-

relief monuments were only one of a great variety of sculptural forms that moved around 

and inhabited the Kaminaljuyú landscape—other monument types include plain stelae, 

potbellies, boulder sculptures, mud-brick façade sculptures, etc. As Guernsey 

(2012b:105-106) discusses, these different forms of sculpture likely reflect a multi-

cultural audience, emphasizing the diversity of reception and the different kinds of 

communication that were likely taking place in these monumental exchanges (see 

Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of this topic). As she states: “Preclassic 

sculpture can obviously not be thought of as doing just one thing, or operating in just one 

type of space: it was far more dynamic than that” (Guernsey 2012b:230). The diverse 

perceptions of viewers were not just cultural or linguistic in nature, but could be based on 

numerous other features of identity, leading to further differences in reception and 

interpretation (for more on identity formation in the highlands and Pacific Slope during 

the Preclassic, see Love 2007; also reference Chapter 2). As Bender (2002:107) states, 

“This plurality of place is always in the making, and how it is used and perceived 

depends on the contours of gender, age, status, ethnicity, and so on, and upon the 

moment” (see also Guernsey 2012b:238). 

We therefore cannot define a single landscape at Kaminaljuyú, nor can we define 

a single way in which it was interpreted. The built environment would have been 

constantly modified (even more so than many Maya sites, because its adobe buildings 

would have required continuous maintenance and upkeep). Furthermore, the way in 
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which the Kaminaljuyú landscape was experienced would have varied not just with time 

but depending on who moved through it: princes or paupers, the old or young, men or 

women, someone on his way to the marketplace or a dancer in a ritual ceremony. As 

McAnany (1998:271) describes: “Built environments are emergent phenomena that 

undergo constant change and transformation. They rarely form and crystallize as a 

singular vision or construction event but rather accrue form and meaning through a 

continued and dynamic interaction between people and places.” The Kaminaljuyú 

landscape therefore should be understood as innumerable and irreducible. As such, 

selecting a single, definitive landscape seems impracticable, for, as Olsen (2010:50) 

states “…the imperative of an invariable context, or an authentic object that escapes 

difference, seems impossible to maintain.” As such, the current thesis must be viewed as 

one among many interpretations, rather than a declaration of what the built environment 

of Kaminaljuyú “meant” to all people through all time. 

Performing Sculptures at Kaminaljuyu: 

Within this moving, changeable landscape, some of the monuments of 

Kaminaljuyú were treated as especially person-like beings. As discussed in Chapter 3, 

there was a high degree of conceptual overlap between stone and human bodies in the 

ancient Maya world.10 Some sculptures at Kaminaljuyú, however, are more particularly 

marked as truly performative, human-like bodies. These bodies of stone appear to have 

moved (or been moved) around the built landscape just as performing, fleshy, human 

bodies did. 

Some of the smaller, more portable silhouette monuments at Kaminaljuyú, for 

instance, show human figures as singers, speakers, or musicians (see Chapter 9 for a 
                                                
10 Many other objects, like ceramic figurines, shared this conceptual space as well, a topic discussed in 
more depth in Chapter 5. 
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more detailed discussion of these carvings). As depicted in the early Xoc relief, which 

portrays a figure toting around what appears to be a small sculpture, it is quite possible 

that such portable sculptures were carried around the performative landscape during 

Preclassic ritual events (FIG.21) (Clark, et al. 2010:10; Guernsey 2006a; 2012b:76-77; 

Reilly 2006:5-7). Even contemporary performances in the Maya area often use portable 

stone or wooden images of saints and other divine figures, treating them as ritual 

participants actively involved in the performance (see, for example, Houston and Stuart 

1996:305). It is quite possible, then, that some of the smaller silhouettes of human 

figures, literal stone cut-outs of musicians and singers, may have been viewed as 

actualized performers, occupying space and moving about it just as human performers 

could (See Chapters 9 and 10 for more on performance). That said, the fact that these 

sculptures were only carved on one side does limit how they may have moved about the 

environment and how the Kaminaljuyú populace may have viewed them. 

A second category of Kaminaljuyú sculpture that emphasizes the active 

participation of sculpture within the landscape are what I call “throne figures.” The first 

example, the fragmentary Sculpture 178, depicts the lower half of a seated figure with his 

legs dangling over the edge of a four-legged throne (FIG.22a). Other examples of this 

kind of object are seen elsewhere, in Olmec styles (see, for example, Clark, et al. 

2010:15; Stone 1986:9, Fig.5), and from the southern Maya area in both full-round and 

pedestal forms (Clark, et al. 2010:13-14; Easby and Scott 1970:No.66; Parsons 

1981:Fig.8; 1986:22-23, figs.31-34, fig.38; Stone 1986). Classic period, two-dimensional 

depictions of this body position are grouped into Stone’s (1977:44-46) “Group H.” 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 178 is small enough (approximately 45cm wide and originally 

probably about 30cm deep; the original height is unknown) to have been moved with 

relative ease within the ceremonial landscape. If, as discussed in the previous chapter, 
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images of rulers could contain the extended selves of the rulers they represented, then this 

monument may have acted as a proxy for the Kaminaljuyú ruler himself.  

If throned figures were moved about the landscape as stone avatars for the 

multiplied selves of kings, it is quite possible that a second Kaminaljuyú carving, 

Sculpture 165, was used for a similar purpose (FIG.22b). This highly fragmentary, full-

round sculpture depicts a cross-legged individual with his hands resting on his knees (it 

measures approximately 40cm X 30cm at its base; the original height is unknown). 

Similar full-round versions of seated or kneeling figures are seen not only at Kaminaljuyú 

(eg. Sculptures 60 and 62) (Parsons 1981:Figs.13,14; 1986:24, 33) but also at nearby sites 

like Sin Cabezas (Parsons 1981:Figs.10,11, 12). Parsons (1981:270-274) discusses and 

illustrates a number of these examples. Since all of its visual counterparts appear to be 

early (see, for instance, La Venta Monument 23, illustrated in Bachand, et al. 

2003:Fig.8), dating sometime within the Preclassic, I would suggest that Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 165 has an equally early date. 

Based on the idea that sculptures were moved about the landscape and the idea 

that stone sculptures could serve as true stand-ins for human actors at Kaminaljuyú, I 

tentatively suggest that this portable sculpture may have been used almost like a stone 

doll or marionette, placed upon sculpted thrones to create a fully animate tableau of a 

throned ruler. Such ideas parallel arguments by Reilly (2002:52) and Cyphers (1999:168) 

regarding Loma del Zapote Monument 11, a full-round sculpture whose body position 

indicates that he once sat upon an elevated seat, likely a throne (see Reilly 2002:52). At 

Kaminaljuyú, then, it is quite possible that sculpted human figures like this fragmentary 

Sculpture 165 were once moved about and placed on thrones in the landscape, very 

literally serving as stand-ins for the body of the king (see Chapter 10 for a discussion of 

thrones as transformative spaces). 
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In sum, the more portable silhouettes and these intriguing two “throne figures” at 

Kaminaljuyú indicate that human bodies interacted with stone bodies in very real ways at 

this ancient site. As Bachand, et al. (2003) argue, these interactions likely influenced the 

construction of social, personal, and group identity, a constitution of self that was 

structured in accordance with the stony bodies that populated the landscape. The cut-out 

format of silhouette sculptures, the human scale of many of these monuments, and their 

evocation of the full, fleshy human body (especially the “marionette” described above) 

enabled interactive social contexts at Kaminaljuyú between sculptures and people (see, 

for instance, Bachand, et al. 2003; Clancy 1999:24; Guernsey 2006b:15; Newsome 

1998:121). The affective quality of interactions between human actors and objects is 

discussed in greatest detail by Armstrong (1971), who describes these social interactions 

as follows: “…They encounter, transact, and then the act of perception, the experience of 

encounter, is terminated; and the perceptor… grows with respect to the work and under 

the precise conditions of the work, much as he does after an encounter with a person who 

has instantly created an impact within him” (1971:56). Art objects, then, particularly 

stone sculptures, can be seen as sites of identity construction; they both structured social 

networks and represented the materialized result of those social structures (see Guernsey 

2012b for a treatment of this subject for Preclassic sculpture in particular). 

HUMAN-OBJECT NETWORKS—AGENTS OF STONE AND FLESH: 

Not only does the sculpture of Kaminaljuyú present us with moments of human-

object interaction, it also presents us with moments of sculptural and artistic interaction. I 

investigate these ideas through a phenomenon I call “pairing” at Kaminaljuyú. The 

repeated occurrence of paired artists working on single monuments, as well as paired 

objects carved by different hands, speaks to the complicated ways in which humans and 
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stone sculptures interacted with one another at ancient Kaminaljuyú. In the discussion 

that follows, these sculptures begin to take shape as the materializations of moments in 

which dualities, singularities, multiplicities, and social exchanges were played upon in 

fascinating ways.  

Monument Pairings at Kaminaljuyú: 

A number of monument pairs at Kaminaljuyú suggest that the site’s inhabitants 

considered sculptures to be communicative, social, and interactive beings. These 

monuments are identifiable as pairs through their shared iconography, compositions, and 

formal design, features that suggest they were conceived of as a set or a unit rather than 

as individual, unique pieces. In discussing monument pairs at Kaminaljuyú, I follow 

arguments by Guernsey (2006b), who discusses the ways in which Late Preclassic 

monuments at Izapa created dialogues across the landscape, referencing one another in 

their iconography and interacting across space. In other words, I believe these objects not 

only communicated with human audiences, but also “talked among themselves” in 

complex and interactive object networks (see also Guernsey 2012b:14-15).11 

Although clearly not a “pair,” the three massive stone incensario bases 

(Sculptures 216, 217, and 218) that represent the head of the Kaminaljuyú rain deity (see 

Chapter 7) appear to have been carved by the same artist as a set (FIG.23). I tentatively 

suggest that these sculptures may have originally been a foursome. This suggestion is 

based on the repeated quadripartite presentation of deities related to water (rain, vapor, 

groundwater, etc.) in the art of Kaminaljuyú (see Chapter 7). Although the incensario 
                                                
11 Monument pairs and monument groups are not unique to Kaminaljuyú or to the Late Preclassic period. 
Stelae pairs, for instance, are known from Classic period Maya sites like El Peru (Miller (1974), though 
here they are misidentified as being from Calakmul (Stuart, personal communication 2012)) and Calakmul, 
where several monuments were designed as husband-wife pairs, facing one another across plaza space 
(Marcus 1987). For similar examples of monument pairings and groupings at Olmec La Venta, see 
González Lauck (2010). 
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faces do differ somewhat, these differences seem to be due to the dimensions of the 

stones being used rather than serving as an indication of different artists being involved. 

In short, the sculptures’ details are consistent throughout and do not vary in a way that 

would indicate the participation of multiple artists. 

As mentioned above, several other sets of monuments appear to have once served 

as architectural embellishment at Kaminaljuyú. These may once have been positioned to 

flank a central architectural feature, perhaps a stairway or a throne. For instance, a 

recently discovered fragment (Sculpture 135) has provided a mate for Sculpture 170, a 

tenoned carving of a drummer (FIG.19). The orientation of the tenons on Sculpture 

170(FIG.19b) indicates that it was once set into a wall, projecting out into space as a 

three-dimensional volume. Sculptures 28 and 176 (FIG.18) as well as Sculptures 19 and 4 

(FIG.17) likely served instead as wall panels, set into architecture rather than projecting 

out from it (Parsons 1986:30). The orientation of the scene on Sculpture 28, for instance, 

indicates it was placed horizontally, rather than vertically as a stela. As for Sculptures 19 

and 4 (FIG.17), the monuments are far too thin to have acted as freestanding sculptures, 

suggesting they, too, originally served as wall panels. 

As integrated features of architectural space, these sculptures would have actively 

affected, articulated, and activated the environment that surrounded them (see, for 

example, Guernsey 2006b:120; Newsome 1998:121-123). As described above, their very 

presence would have changed the meaning of the buildings to which they were affixed 

and would have influenced and structured the relationship between their human audience 

and the spaces they occupied (see, for example, Inomata and Coben 2006:17; Love 

1999a). This is probably particularly true for Sculpture 170 (FIG.19b); jutting out into 

human performative space, this monument would have actively affected the ways in 

which people moved through and conceived of that ritual space. 
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As a final note, Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIGS.13a,b and 24) and Sculptures 10 

and 8 (FIG.25) suggest that some paired monuments were designed to interact with one 

another. In both cases, the main figures carved on the monuments face opposite 

directions. Therefore, depending on placement, they could have quite literally and quite 

directly interacted across space. This potential dialogue between paired monuments 

emphasizes their active participation in the ritual landscape of ancient Kaminaljuyú, 

identifying them as fully communicative agents in social networks that involved both 

human and stone actors at the site. 

Artist Pairings at Kaminaljuyú: 

A number of monuments at Kaminaljuyú indicate that the sociality of sculptures 

was expressed in the process of their carving as well. To illustrate this point, I discuss 

three monuments, each of which was apparently carved by two different artists. 

Collective carving of monuments is known from the Classic period (see, for instance, 

Tate 1994; Van Stone 2005), but until now the practice has not been recognized at 

Kaminaljuyú. In the cases of Sculpture 2 and Sculpture 68, the pairing of artists was 

clearly simultaneous. In the case of Sculpture 10, however, the artists may have carved 

their sections at different times. Other authors have described Sculpture 65 as 

representing the work of separate artists at different times (see Doering and Collins 2010 

for a summary of these arguments), but the reverse of the monument is so thoroughly 

erased that I feel uncomfortable drawing such conclusions at this time. 

To begin, I argue that two different artists carved the text and imagery of 

Sculpture 10 (FIG.25b).12 First, since the text bends around the carved forms of the main 

                                                
12 Much ink has been spilled over the inscription of Sculpture 10. More than eight different renditions of 
the inscription have been published by authors (see, for instance, FIGS.9-10). Various, competing 
interpretations and proposed decipherments have been presented in a number of articles. As this is not my 
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images, it appears to have been added after the monument was carved.13 While Parsons 

(1986:69) argues that as much as a century may have elapsed between the carving of the 

imagery and that of the text on Sculpture 10, similar formats at places like San Bartolo 

reveal that large, elaborate day signs were frequently followed by smaller, less elaborate 

texts in Late Preclassic art. It is therefore quite possible that only minutes or hours 

elapsed between the two carving events on Sculpture 10.14 Second, I believe that the 

image and the text of Sculpture 10 were carved by different artists at different skill levels. 

The main imagery of Sculpture 10, for instance, was carved by a true master, capable of 

subverting the hardness and inflexibility of stone and transforming it into fleshy volumes 

and precise, delicately incised details. The text of Sculpture 10, in contrast, is almost 

haphazard and displays none of the precision, mastery, or confidence seen in the 

iconography around it.15 (Sculpture 10 is discussed in more detail in Chapter 6)  

The argument that two different artists were involved in the production of both 

Sculpture 2 (FIG.26) and Sculpture 68 (FIG.27) is based on subtler visual evidence. In 

the practice of translating each iconographic detail from stone to paper (or, with today’s 

technology, from stone to computer screen), an illustrator becomes uniquely and 

intimately acquainted with a carving. In the process of following and making sense of 

each carved line of a monument, details not only emerge, but sometimes even rise up and 

call for attention. In particular, as I drew Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2 and Sculpture 68, a 

                                                                                                                                            
area of expertise, I defer to those better versed in linguistic matters than I and refer the reader to Footnote 
10 of Chapter 1 for a list of citations regarding this subject. 
13 Martin (2000:56) makes the same case for Uolantun Stela 1, arguing that the text was likely added later 
to an earlier monument. 
14 The carving of Sculpture 10 also mimics the style of contemporaneous jade objects, which often show 
the same mixture of beautifully molded designs with sketchy, almost haphazard glyphs. For examples, see 
Fields and Reents-Budet (2005:191-192, Cat.88, Cat.90). 
15 David Stuart (personal communication 2012) does not agree with this interpretation and believes that the 
text and imagery of Sculpture 10 were carved at the same time and by the same artist. 
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number of details seemed to indicate that each of these monuments was the result of work 

by two different artists with slightly different carving styles.  

Sculpture 2 (FIG.26), for example, exhibits important differences in the ways in 

which each side of the earth crocodile was carved. The eyes, for instance, are rendered 

differently—the one on Side A is more rectangular and open while the one on Side B is 

more rounded and includes an eyelid (FIG.26d). The inverted scrolled water faces (see 

Chapter 7) that comprise the crocodile’s ears are also completely different (FIG.26e). As 

for the central cartouche, on Side B six rounded beads flank a cylindrical bead, while on 

Side A the beads are rendered differently, flanking an empty space rather than a 

cylindrical central bead (FIG. 26b-c). The crocodile’s legs drive the point home—Side A 

includes an inner border around the legs that is missing on Side B, and the rear leg on 

Side B includes a kind of “cuff” above the foot that is missing on Side A (FIG.26f). The 

reptilian faces that animate the folds in the crocodile’s legs are also different on each side 

(FIG.26g). Overall, the impression is that two different artists (equally skilled) were 

addressing identical iconographic details in subtly different ways.  

Sculpture 68 (FIG.27) provides a similar case, in which two equally skilled artists 

apparently carved the same sculpture. Here, though, the case is even subtler. Though the 

majority of the scene appears to have been carved by a single artist, differences in the 

rendering of the masks that wrap around the corners of the monument indicate that at 

least one additional artist was involved in their carving. The corners of Sculpture 68 were 

originally carved with four horned water deity masks (see Chapter 7). Two of these have, 

unfortunately, been almost completely destroyed. Although damaged, the remaining two 

masks display several meaningful differences. These include disparities in: 1) the shape 

of the horn that emerges from the forehead, 2) the treatment of the upper lip, 3) the 
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rendering of the curve or scroll that emerges from the mouth, and 4) the shape of the chin 

or lower jaw. 

Although it is very possible that other interpretations can be drawn from the data 

at hand, for me these monuments represent clear examples of paired artists working on 

single sculptures. Fundamentally speaking, the argument is based on ideas of 

“handwriting” (or personal carving style) and visual coherence. Unlike Classic period 

texts, where single artists appear to have prided themselves on spelling the same word or 

name in multiple ways,16 Sculpture 2 and Sculpture 68, at first glance, appear to be single, 

coherent scenes. In other words, great efforts were taken to carve two parts of a single 

scene as though they were carved by a single hand. That one of the artists working on 

Sculpture 2 preferred to use an outline to articulate limbs, or that one of the Sculpture 68 

artists preferred a squared-off scroll to a rounded one—I view these as evidence of 

handwriting styles. To me, these subtle differences suggest personal artistic techniques, 

the same motifs being approached by two master artists with slightly divergent personal 

styles. Although a few details did, in the end, give them away, it is important to 

emphasize that this recognition only occurred after another artist (the author) sat down 

with these monuments over the course of many hours and traced each, individual line of 

their carving. The artists seem to have made a clear effort to curb or curtail the more 

flamboyant stylistic differences that would have created visual dissonance in Sculpture 2. 

Nevertheless, the shadows of these two artists’ bodies, working together on a single 

monument in shared space, come through the carving of this monument. It is a simple 

point, but a rather extraordinary one, to come across these individual, past, human selves 

in the understated flourish of their personal handwriting styles.  

                                                
16 For a lengthy description of how artists might be identified in a larger corpus of monuments, see Van 
Stone (2005:Chapter 2). 
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The production of images as a social event articulated by different artists is not 

unique to Kaminaljuyú. At Late Preclassic San Bartolo, for example, Heather Hurst 

(2005) argues that at least two different artists were involved in the painting of the mural 

figures. Although the involvement of two artists in these murals and in the creation of the 

massive Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2 could possibly be argued as nothing more than a 

question of efficiency, the fact that two artists carved the much smaller Sculpture 68 

indicates that efficiency was not necessarily the only factor involved in these decisions.17 

Such events would have required substantial planning and continuous communication. It 

is no small feat for two different artists to create a single, coherent monument that 

appears to be the work of a single artist instead. Again, one has the sense of monuments 

representing materializations, manifestations, or moments of sociality, exchange, and 

interaction. Just as paired monuments appear to have articulated space and interacted 

across it, the production of single monuments by paired artists was a transactional 

process, a choreography of human bodies and their movements in relation to stone. 

Individualities and Dualities: 

The pairing of stone actors and the pairing of artists finds its most complex 

intersection in a number of paired monuments in which different artists carved each 

member of the set. These examples demonstrate a kind of “playing with” concepts of 

duality and dialog. Though monuments are clearly paired (sharing iconography, 

composition, and format), each piece within the set is marked as unique through the 

involvement of different artists as well as through discrepancies in iconographic details.   

                                                
17 For a discussion of possible theories that might explain group work on single monuments, see (Van 
Stone 2005:100-101, 347-349). 
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Let us begin with Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIGS. 13a,b and 24).18 Although they 

are carved with very similar iconography, important differences in details demonstrate 

that they were carved by two different artists, one more skilled than the other, a point first 

argued by Parsons (1983; 1986:53-55). Sculpture 110 (FIG.24b), for instance, shows a 

full mastery of medium as well as of iconography. Here, the Principal Bird Deity is 

shown with his feet transforming into open-mouthed serpents that spew out scrolls. His 

wings are animated by the subtle addition of noses and upper jaws, and he wears an 

ak’bal diadem across his back-curving forehead. 

At first glance, Sculpture 109 (FIG.24a) looks very similar. A number of details, 

however, suggest that this artist may not have completely understood the iconography he 

was carving. His serpent feet are less graceful and fully articulated than those of 

Sculpture 110. The Principal Bird Deity’s wings are also no longer animated—the teeth 

have been left out, and the noses have been transformed into simple decorative elements. 

The ak’bal ornament floats out in space, and the back-curving forehead, usually a 

diagnostic feature of the Principal Bird Deity, has been overlooked or forgotten. 

Although the piece was certainly carved by a capable artist, his skill level, or perhaps 

simply the level of his iconographic knowledge, appears to have been below that of the 

master who carved Sculpture 110. 

Sculptures 4 and 19 (FIG.17) present a similar case. Although only the bottom 

half of Sculpture 4 (FIG.17b) is preserved, its iconography identifies it as representing 

the same rain deity as Sculpture 19 (FIG.17a) (see Chapter 7).19 Sculpture 4 lacks the 

smoother contours and more confident lines of Sculpture 19, though, and is generally 

                                                
18 The chunk missing from the side of Sculpture 110 was sheared off by the bulldozer that discovered it 
(Parsons 1986:54) and was apparently never recovered. 
19 Parsons (1981:267; 1986:30) appears to have been the first to describe these sculptures as “mates.” 



 164 

carved more crudely. Other discrepancies between the two sculptures do not appear to be 

related to a discrepancy in the artists’ skill levels, however. The Sculpture 4 deity, for 

example, is dancing rather than kneeling, and the watery scrolled head on his knee is 

upright and isolated rather than inverted and attached to the tail of a serpent. If we return 

to Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIG.24), we encounter the same phenomenon. In addition to 

the details that seem to differ due to varying skill levels, the sculptures’ artists also appear 

made more intentional substitutions. For instance, the earflare worn by the Principal Bird 

Deity on each example is different, and he wears a shell pectoral on Sculpture 110 that is 

missing on Sculpture 109. These monument pairs therefore play with the idea of duality 

versus individuality. Though the monuments exist as pairs, their artists appear to have 

made a considerable effort to ensure each piece remained unique. 

Sculptures 10 and 8 (FIG.25) further emphasize this juxtaposition of duality and 

individuality (Miles 1965:256 appears to have been the first to notice the similarity 

between these monuments; see also Parsons 1986:71; Porter n.d.).20 Although the surface 

of Sculpture 8 has been intentionally erased, enough details remain to identify the 

monuments as a pair. Both, for instance, were originally thrones or altars. Both also show 

the same standing, axe-wielding figure, a large day sign in a dripping cartouche, and a 

kneeling figure wearing a spooled belt. Both are also framed by a mat-design border. 

Although so much of the iconography is gone, it is possible that the artist of Sculpture 8 

was less skilled than that of Sculpture 10. This is based on the execution of the dripping 

                                                
20 Before continuing, a brief, but important caveat is necessary—without chronological data, the idea that 
these monuments are contemporaneous, paired sculptures must, by necessity, be acknowledged as a theory. 
Other interpretations—that one of these monuments represents a copy of another or that a newer version 
was used to replace an older one, are feasible as well. The deposition of Sculptures 109 and 110 in the same 
cache, however, alongside the archaeological data from the E-III-3 tombs, which provides additional 
evidence for these ideas of pairing (see below), leads me to believe that these were contemporaneous 
sculptural productions and that, for the most part, they were produced as paired monuments that interacted 
in some way (implicitly or explicitly) within the ancient landscape of Kaminaljuyú. 



 165 

cartouche on Sculpture 8, which lacks the precision and grace of the Sculpture 10 

example. With so much detail effaced on Sculpture 8, however, such suggestions must 

remain conjectural. 

In addition to details that may have varied due to the participation of different 

artists, these two monuments once again emphasize intentional differences in their 

carving. First and foremost, they are sculpted from two very different kinds of stone. 

Furthermore, although both were once altars or thrones, only Sculpture 10 appears to 

have originally had feet. The relief scenes on these monuments are also carved at 

different scales, with the Sculpture 8 imagery notably smaller than that of Sculpture 10. 

Finally, though it is unknown when these monuments were ritually destroyed, it is 

notable that they were each terminated differently. While Sculpture 10 was broken into 

pieces, the surface of Sculpture 8 was carefully erased. As seen in the examples above, 

again and again, the paired nature of these monuments is balanced out with an equal 

emphasis on individuality.  

These ideas extend beyond the Late Preclassic sculptural corpus to include other 

materials as well. Tomb I of Mound E-III-3, for instance, consistently emphasizes pairs 

of things (for a good example, see Shook and Kidder 1952:Fig.78a,b,c,e). Like the 

sculptures discussed above, certain of these pairings also seem to play on the idea of 

duality versus individuality. In one instance, a small, emerald green muscovite vase was 

placed next to a larger, dark green muscovite vase (FIG.28a) (see Shook and Kidder 

1952:Fig.79a,b), simultaneously emphasizing both their paired nature and their specific 

individual attributes. A set of two, almost-matching bowls exhibits the same emphasis on 

balancing similarities with subtle differences (FIG.28b)(Ibid.:Fig.77c,d). This play on the 

concept of or space between dualities and individualities is most clearly expressed in a set 

of earflares from Tomb I (FIG.28c,d). Shook and Kidder (1952:114) theorize that these 
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were likely carved from the same piece of jade. Although they clearly represent a pair, 

the earflares were intentionally separated in the tomb (Ibid.). One was paired with an 

obviously non-matching earflare (FIG.28c), while the other was placed some distance 

away with three other jade objects (FIG.28d). This engagement with the idea of duality 

and singularity through separation and mismatching may represent similar motivations as 

the sculpture pairings described above, which are also clearly intended to be pairs but 

which differ in striking, and clearly important, ways. 

Pairings, a Summary: 

In sum, at Kaminaljuyú we find examples of paired monuments as well as paired 

artists working on single monuments, both of which emphasize themes of interaction and 

sociability between and among stone and human actors. Several of these pairs were likely 

integrated into architecture, thereby incorporating the built environment into these social 

networks as well. In several pairs, the dual nature of the matched monuments is offset by 

or juxtaposed against an emphasis on uniqueness, with each member of a pair carved by a 

different artist and containing slightly different details. Again, though, there is a sense of 

sociability and communication—of paired monuments and the interaction of two 

different artists to create a single set of objects. This transactional quality is further 

emphasized by two monument pairs that may have been designed and placed so that their 

main figures once faced each other, quite literally interacting across space. Once again, 

this triggers the idea that stone and human agents, both individuals and dyads, were 

enmeshed in social, communicative, and interactive networks with one another at ancient 

Kaminaljuyú. 

It is important to briefly note that these phenomena are not at all unique to 

Kaminaljuyú. Cyphers (1999:172) and González Lauck (2010), for instance, describe 
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similar examples of paired but differentiated monuments at La Venta. In one example, 

González Lauck (2010:133-135) notes the play of sculptural groupings and contrasting 

materials at the site, where a northern cluster of three massive basalt heads mirrored a 

southern cluster of colossal crouching figures carved from sandstone. David Stuart has 

argued a similar case at the Classic period Maya site of La Corona, where Panel 1 was 

not only made of two different kinds of stone, but carved by two different artists as well 

(personal communication 2008, 2012). Clearly, then, this play on duality versus 

individuality was meaningful and broadly expressed in ancient Mesoamerica, a fact that 

will hopefully encourage further discussions concerning these patterns and what they 

may tell us about human-object networks and negotiations between singularity and group 

identity in these ancient worlds. 

CONCLUSION: 

This chapter has focused on recreating a sense of landscape at Kaminaljuyú and 

populating it with bodies of flesh and stone. The landscape that takes shape is a mutable 

one, a contingent one, one that had an enormous effect on the ways in which the ancient 

inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú interacted with their world. As much an outcome of the 

people moving through it as an active, structuring force that constituted those people, 

landscape is an extremely complex phenomenon. At Kaminaljuyú, its changeable nature 

was made particularly visible through the use of silhouette sculptures, which were likely 

moved around to adorn performative spaces and to create interactive tableaux. The 

impression is that monuments were multivalent and organic things. Despite their seeming 

stony permanence, their significance was not monolithic, but multiple. They changed the 

contexts in which they were placed and, in turn, were acted upon by the landscapes and 
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people that coexisted with them (see, for instance, Cyphers 1999; Fahsen 2010a:242; 

Thomas 1996:79). 

A discussion of pairings—both of artists and of monuments—emphasizes the 

complexity of the social networks that branched in and among human and stone actors 

within the built landscape of Kaminaljuyú. Conversations between stone sculptures, 

between the artists that made them, and between monuments and their audiences animate 

our understanding of the complicated, interlocking webs that existed between different 

kinds of bodies and beings at this ancient site. In these monument pairs, for instance, the 

artists of Kaminaljuyú seem to have deliberately played with the gray area between 

things and people, singularities and dyads, individuals and social groups.  

Although firm conclusions are elusive at this early stage, this chapter emphasizes 

the fact that the monuments of Kaminaljuyú (and elsewhere in Mesoamerica) were 

animate and animated beings, participating in complex and multi-layered social networks 

that involved both humans and other objects. Therefore, as this chapter and Chapter 3 

have emphasized, these monuments did not lie outside human history but participated 

actively in the shaping of that history by interacting with and affecting the people who 

made and viewed them. In order to understand the ancient Maya world, then, we may 

need to start looking more carefully at monuments, not only at the ways in which they 

were constituted by the ancient Maya, but at how they, in turn, constituted, shaped, and 

influenced the world around them. 

Before moving on to iconographies and symbolisms, then, it is worth reiterating 

once again that objects, and particularly artworks, really do matter. They are not just 

indicators or reflections of sociopolitical events or ideologies; they instead constitute, as 

Armstrong (1971:5) argues, “…a distinct and significant category of human existence. If 

understanding of this category is not achieved, it follows that there is no full 
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understanding of human behavior…” As Renfrew (2003:137) summarizes, “The humans 

make the artefacts, and then the world of artefacts shapes the humans” (see also Olsen 

2010; Tilley 2004:21). In short, things and people are mutually constitutive, meaning that 

both objects and people “become” through their engagement with one another. As Boivin 

(2004:69) argues, “We do not only create the world; it also creates us, and the history of 

human social and cultural developments cannot be somehow be [sic] divorced from the 

history of human involvement with the material realm.” The world of art objects 

therefore cannot be ignored or set aside as epiphenomenal to “real” human processes. 

They are part and parcel of those processes, agentive, transactional, and communicative 

beings in the landscape. To paraphrase the many scholars who have discussed this kind of 

mutual engagement between humans and objects:21 if we hope to understand the ancient 

site of Kaminaljuyú, it is critical to understand the art that was made by, and which in 

turn made, its ancient inhabitants. 

                                                
21 Authors who have described the mutual constitution of art objects and people through engagement 
include, but are not limited to: Clark (2004:208); Cochrane (2008:160); DeMarrais, et al. (2004:1); Dillon 
(1988); Focillon (1948); Gamble (2004); Guernsey (2012b); Jones (2007:32); Knappett and Malafouris 
(2008b:xiv); Love (1999a:149); Malafouris (2004:58; 2008); Merleau-Ponty (1962); Olsen (2010); Pearson 
and Shanks (2001:90, 100); Renfrew (2003:15, 139; 2004:23-24); Tilley (2004:18); and van der Leeuw 
(2008:220). 
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Chapter 5: Blood of my Blood, Flesh of my Flesh—Human Sacrifice at 
Kaminaljuyú 

INTRODUCTION: 

Having situated stone monuments in an agentive, participatory context, it is time 

to consider the other bodies that occupied the landscape of Kaminaljuyú—those of flesh 

and blood. According to the archaeological record and iconographic depictions at 

Kaminaljuyú, the human body, like stone monuments, was embellished and made 

beautiful; it lived, died, and was buried in tombs. It marked sacred locations and places of 

memory long after its life had come to an end. It was even violently killed, hacked apart, 

and deposited in burials and caches along with rulers’ remains. Subsequent chapters will 

address the bodies of kings and gods. In the current chapter, I focus instead on the 

treatment of the sacrificial body, the physicality of which seems appropriate as we move 

from stone to bone and, in later chapters, to the divine and kingly body in the art of 

Kaminaljuyú. 

This chapter employs a multi-disciplinary approach to access the various facets of 

human sacrifice and the post-mortem treatment of the dead both in the Maya world more 

generally as well as at Kaminaljuyú specifically, including its iconographic depiction, 

historic reality, and archaeological remnants. I begin with a brief review of the general 

reluctance encountered in academic literature to acknowledge the presence and 

importance of human sacrifice in the ancient Maya world. I then contextualize the 

discussion with a broad review of the archaeological and iconographic evidence of 

human sacrifice and post-mortem body processing found throughout the Maya area. In 
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the interests of time and space I have, for the most part, avoided detailed discussions of 

Postclassic Central Mexican sacrifice, except when it seemed particularly relevant.1 

With this broad, sacrificial umbrella in place, I delve into the specifics of human 

sacrifice at Kaminaljuyú. I begin with archaeological evidence, describing specific 

examples of sacrificial contexts at the site. I then briefly discuss the conceptual overlap 

between sacrificial human bodies and bodies of stone and clay, all of which were treated 

as partible, breakable, separable materials at Kaminaljuyú. From there, the chapter moves 

into the iconographic evidence for human sacrifice at the site, particularly focusing on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 67, 65, and 68,2 which provide insight into decapitation, captive 

contexts, and the use of sacrificial trefoil blades at the site. After this, I examine the 

various motivations that may have played a part in human sacrifice to better understand 

why it was practiced throughout the Maya world with such consistency. The chapter ends 

with a discussion of the physicality of human sacrifice, the brutal, bloody nature of which 

must be approached directly if we are ever to hope to understand its significance at 

ancient Kaminaljuyú and beyond. 

In this way, I hope to use Kaminaljuyú iconography not only as a lens into human 

sacrifice and its meaning and portrayal in the Late Preclassic world, but as a first step in 

reaching a better understanding of the broader role of human sacrifice in ancient Maya 

belief and religious practice. Reaching broader still, I believe that a greater understanding 

of the practice in the Maya world will illuminate aspects of the custom in wider 

Mesoamerica as well. In the end, the goal of the chapter is to approach both sides of 
                                                
1 Since the iconography of sacrifice at Kaminaljuyú does not appear to reference battle or warfare, 
sacrificial practices in the Maya area that appear to be associated with war and conquest are also, for the 
most part, left out of the discussion. 
2 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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human sacrifice—the sacred nature of these events as well as their gruesome physical 

reality. Only by dealing with both aspects of sacrifice can we begin to understand what it 

meant, whom it involved, and how it may have been used to both stabilize and transform 

the ancient Maya world. 

THE PEACEFUL MAYA? 

In general, scholars tend to downplay the role of human sacrifice and the 

creativity with which pre- and post-mortem human bodies were treated in the Maya 

world. Part of this stems from the endurance and tenacity of the Maya-as-peaceful-priest-

astronomers model, often encountered in scholarly discussions that plot the “mild” 

human sacrifices of the Maya against the gruesome spectacles of the bloodthirsty and 

savage Aztecs. As Gann (1924:126) describes in the early part of the 20th century:  

Into the bright and joyous religion of the early Maya, whose beneficent gods 
asked only offerings of fruit, flowers, prayers, and incense in return for those gifts 
which all mortals seek of their gods, was infused the black, cruel, gloomy religion 
of Mexico, with its bloodthirsty priests and its savage, obscene deities demanding 
hecatombs of human sacrifices. 

Thirty years later, these ideas remained little changed. As Morley (1956:184-185) so 

dramatically states: 

Judging from the generally peaceful tenor of Classic-stage sculptures, Maya 
religion throughout this period must have been a more lofty faith, not debased as 
it was in later times by wholesale human sacrifice… Just as the Classic stage was 
the peak of Maya culture, so was it also the noblest period of Maya religion, 
before the beliefs and practices had degenerated into bloody orgies.  

This kind of thinking has found its way into modern discourse as well (for discussions 

and examples of this, see Demarest 1984:229–230; Robicsek and Hales 1984:50; Serafin 

2010:1–2, 25–26; Stuart 2003:25).  
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Discomfort with the idea that the sophisticated and noble Maya practiced human 

sacrifice has led some scholars to heavily downplay the importance of the practice in 

ancient Maya life and, at times, to deny it all together (see, for instance, Becker 1992; 

Chase 1994; and Weiss-Krejci 2003; see also Cucina and Tiesler 2007:2 and Tiesler and 

Cucina 2010:196 for additional citations). Weiss-Krejci (2003:356), for example, argues 

that the disarticulated remains and non-primary burials viewed by other scholars as 

evidence for sacrifice are instead the result of ancestral rites of veneration practiced by 

kinship groups.3 Generally speaking, the theory is that the Maya may have shown human 

sacrifice in their art, but they rarely, if ever, actually performed it (Berryman 2007:378). 

It can be difficult to unequivocally identify sacrificial practices in the 

archaeological record. Human remains can become disarticulated in various ways—

through reverential ancestral rites and natural post-depositional disturbances, as well as 

through violent human sacrifice (see, for instance, Beck and Sievert 2005; Fitzsimmons 

2011; Geller 2004; Houston and Scherer 2010:178, 180, 187; Joyce 2008; McAnany 

1998). Regardless, overwhelming evidence from archaeological contexts, iconography, 

osteology, Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions, and Colonial era texts indicates that human 

sacrifice did play an important role in ancient Maya religion (for early works that 

acknowledge the importance of human sacrifice, see Baudez and Mathews 1976; 

Hellmuth 1987; Schele 1984; Schele and Miller 1986; Taube 1988b). 

The clearest evidence for human sacrifice in the ancient Maya world comes from 

the bones of sacrificial victims themselves (Olivier and López Luján 2010:29; Tiesler and 

Cucina 2010:196, 202). These ancient Maya remains speak to an impressive diversity in 

                                                
3 For detailed explorations of the treatment of the ancestral dead in the Maya world, see McAnany (1995, 
1998). Also see Whitley (2002) for a critique of what he terms the “omnipresent ancestor” in modern 
scholarship. As he states, “…there are too many ancestors in contemporary archaeological interpretation, 
and they are being asked to do too much.” 



 174 

the treatment of human bodies before and after death, indicating a close and very physical 

relationship between the Maya and the corpses of their dead. Taphonomic studies have 

identified flaying, decapitation, heart removal, bludgeoning, throat-slitting, 

dismemberment, defleshing, and parry fractures in ancient Maya remains (Massey and 

Steele 1997; Serafin 2010:2, 29; see also Welsh 1988:167).4 In sum, skeletal evidence 

reveals the Maya did practice human sacrifice. Furthermore, as we shall see, 

iconographic and textual evidence confirm the important role it played in their ritual and 

ideological lives (see, for example, De Anda Alanís 2007:204; Hellmuth 1987:353-355; 

Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007:226-227; Robicsek and Hales 1984; Tiesler and Cucina 

2006:506). 

INTERACTIONS WITH THE DYING AND THE DEAD: 

It is usually the Aztecs who garner the most attention for the sheer numbers of 

victims employed in their sacrificial ceremonies and the creative ways in which these 

victims were dispatched. They are also frequently blamed for “contaminating” the rest of 

Mesoamerica with the practice (see, for instance, Demarest 1984:229-230; Robicsek and 

Hales 1984:50). This idea is encountered as early as Colonial times, when Maya 

informants are first recorded blaming the custom on incursions of Central Mexican 

populations, which, they argue, introduced the abhorrent practice (see Tozzer 1941:22-

23, 115, 118-119, 217 for citations and examples). Though this may be seen as an early 

attempt to “spin” data to suit a Spanish audience, it shows how deeply seated these ideas 

are in academic literature, both modern and ethnohistorical. Examples of human sacrifice 

abound throughout Mesoamerica, however, and clearly predate the rise of the Aztec 

Empire (see Clarkson 1978:92; Olivier and López Luján 2010:26–28). Sacrificial victims 
                                                
4 See Serafin (2010) for a review of all of the signs of skeletal violence known from the Maya 
archaeological record as well as further citations of scholarly works addressing the topic. 
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have been found at Early Preclassic Tehuacan, Tlatilco, El Manatí, Early Classic 

Teotihuacán, and at numerous other early Mesoamerican sites (Berryman 2007:378, 

citing Cabrera and Serrano 1999, Sugiyama and López 2006, and Pereira and Chávez 

2006; González Torres 1985:60; Houston and Inomata 2009; Joyce 2008; Ojeda Díaz 

1989:52; Ortíz C. and Rodríguez 1999; Pijoan Aguadé and Mansilla Lory 1997:218; 

Sugiyama 2011). The Maya were no different. 

Maya codices and Colonial accounts describe the bewildering array of methods 

by which the ancient Maya sacrificed people. These include heart extraction, throat-

slitting, disembowelment, and decapitation, not to mention hanging, stabbing, flaying, 

clubbing, burning, and drowning; victims were also thrown down from great heights, shot 

with arrows, beaten with thorny branches, and mauled by jaguars (Edmonson 1984:94; 

Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007:225–226; Nájera Coronado 2003:64, 66; Schele 1984; Tiesler 

2007; Tozzer 1941; Vail and Hernández 2007:150). Skeletal evidence from ancient 

burials supports these reports by proving that sacrificial victims were killed and their 

bodies processed in various imaginative ways (see Tiesler 2007:22-23: Table 22.21 and 

22.22). 

Before proceeding, it is important to briefly return to the idea that disarticulated 

remains and multiple burials are not always the result of sacrifice. Harrison-Buck, et al. 

(2007:74), for example, remind us of “…the methodological ambiguity surrounding the 

distinction between the remains of human sacrifice and those of protracted, but 

reverential, mortuary practices” (see also Geller 2004:301; McAnany 1995). Tiesler 

(2007:16), however, points out the ontological separation between sacrificial and 

ancestral remains and stresses the importance of recognizing the ways in which that 

separation might be expressed in the mortuary record. She argues that ignoring such 

differences “…is neglectful of the fundamental underlying dichotomy between ancestral 



 176 

practices as opposed to postsacrificial processing, and natural death as opposed to death 

originating from ritual violence” (see similar arguments in  González Torres 1995:255-

257; Medina Martín and Sánchez Vargas 2007; Tiesler 2007:27; Tiesler and Cucina 

2010:197). There is, of course, a well-documented history of ancient Maya tomb-reentry, 

particularly during the Classic period, in which rituals took place and the bones of the 

dead were manipulated in various ways (Chase and Chase 2003, 2011; De Anda Alanís 

2007:203; Fitzsimmons 1998; Fitzsimmons and Fash 2003; Geller 2004; Harrison-Buck, 

et al. 2007; Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007; McAnany 1995, 1998; Stuart 1998; Tiesler and 

Cucina 2003:347, 349). Though I would agree with Tiesler that these are very different 

practices from those undertaken with sacrificial victims and their bodies, it is nonetheless 

often difficult to tell them apart in the archaeological record, particularly when the bones 

are not preserved well enough to analyze the means of death or methods of post-mortem 

processing. 

That said, evidence of violent death is clearly found in the ancient Maya mortuary 

record, from the Preclassic through to the Postclassic and across the Maya world. 

Methods of death evidenced by osteological studies of skeletal remains include violent 

stabbing (De Anda Alanís 2007:194) and heart removal (Tiesler 2007:25, 32, 34; Tiesler 

and Campaña Valenzuela 2004:41-42; Tiesler and Cucina 2003:341; 2010:205, 214–

215), events that would have been dramatic and bloody (Tiesler and Cucina 2003:343). 

Other victims, including children, had their throats slashed, necks broken, or were 

decapitated (Houston and Scherer 2010:182; Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007:223; López 

Alonso, et al. 2002:72-73; Serafin and Peraza Lope 2007:244-245; Tiesler 2007:24-25; 

Tiesler and Cucina 2003:343-344). At Middle and Late Preclassic Dzibanche, Late 

Preclassic Uaxactun, and Middle Classic Miramar, victims were bludgeoned to death 

(Agrinier 1978:15; Tiesler 2007:25, citing Tiesler 1997a; Welsh 1988:168, 171, 306-
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307), while at Late Classic Baking Pot an adult female was found with an obsidian point 

in her eye (Welsh 1988:171). 

Textual and iconographic evidence reference other creative and painful sacrificial 

practices. Beck and Sievert (2005:299), for instance, mention ethnohistorical documents 

that describe a form of sacrifice that included bashing in the victim’s nose. A Campeche 

figurine with a bundle of faggots on his back (FIG.29a,b), a painted doorjamb at Tohcok 

in Campeche, and glyphic passages at Naranjo indicate that victims were also burned to 

death or tortured by burning during the Classic period (Houston and Inomata 2009; 

Houston and Scherer 2010:171-172; Houston, et al. 2006:221; Looper 2009:73-74; Taube 

1988b:333-335, F.N. 333).5 This sometimes took place in conjunction with an elaborate 

scaffold sacrifice ceremony (for citations, images, and discussions of this practice, see 

Estrada Belli 2011:135, 137, Fig.6.14; Looper 2009:192; Matos Moctezuma 2010:56-57; 

Schele and Miller 1986; Taube 1988b:116-117, 216; Tozzer 1941:117-119). According to 

Stuart (2003:26), throwing bound victims down the steps of temples and binding them up 

as ballgame balls were also popular forms of sacrificial death. In short, the Maya appear 

to have dispatched their sacrificial victims in surprisingly inventive ways over a very 

long period of time. 

After sacrifices occurred, interactions with the dead continued as the body was 

processed, by defleshing, flaying, and/or dismemberment (see Serafin 2010:43-45). 

Authors cite skeletal evidence of post-mortem decapitation, the defleshing of skulls and 

faces (see Beck and Sievert 2005:299; Chinchilla M. 2011a; Massey and Steele 1997), 

and the slicing off of adults’ and children’s mandibles (Beck and Sievert 2005:294, 296–

297; Berryman 2007:393; Boteler Mock 1998a:113; De Anda Alanís 2007:194; Houston 

                                                
5 These interpretations grew out of a decipherment first proposed by Stuart (1995:320-322) for puluy, “to 
burn.”  
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and Scherer 2010:182). The bodies of adults and children were also flayed and 

dismembered (De Anda Alanís 2007; Houston and Scherer 2010:182; López Alonso, et 

al. 2002; Medina Martín and Sánchez Vargas 2007; Serafin and Peraza Lope 2007:241; 

Tiesler 2007:347; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:214–215). Hurtado Cen, et al. (2007:220) 

describe the fleshy reality of this practice at Postclassic Champoton, where one body 

showed evidence of “…flaying and defleshing, with feet and hands cut off. The thoracic 

cage had been opened and its contents removed... Also noteworthy is the condition of the 

skull suggesting the mutilation of the face and the extraction of the lower jaw and 

maxilla.” 

The skeletal evidence for defleshing by the Maya is further supported by historic 

accounts of the practice (see Berryman 2007:380, citing an account by Motolinía) as well 

as imagery from sites like Palenque, where one sees shields covered with flayed faces, 

some of which even maintain their wispy eyebrows (Baudez 2004a:73; Schele and 

Freidel 1990:243, 409; for more on the iconography of facial flaying, see Houston, et al. 

2006:20-21,70, 72). On Copan Stela A, the phrase suhsaj baak, “the bone was peeled,”6 

appears, apparently referencing a rite of bone defleshing (David Stuart, personal 

communication 2012). Interestingly, Tiesler and Cucina (2010:214) note that bones at 

Postclassic Champotón with evidence of defleshing are often articulated, meaning they 

were defleshed as entire bodies, or large sections of bodies, not as smaller or individual 

body parts. This leads the authors to suggest the possibility that defleshed bodies may 

have been used as marionettes or props in ritual spectacles, much as they appear to have 

been employed by the South American Moche (FIG.29c, though Olmec in style, gives a 

gruesome picture of what this may have looked like) (Bourget 2006; Tiesler and Cucina 

                                                
6 David Stuart proposed this decipherment in 1989 (personal communication, 2012). 
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2010:215; Verano 2001; 2005:284-287). Regardless of whether skeletal marionettes were 

used in public performances by the ancient Maya, a great deal of attention was paid not 

only to the dismemberment and defleshing of human bodies, but to the very specific 

placement and choreographic arrangement of those defleshed remains in offerings, 

deposits, and burials (see, for example, Geller 2004:303-304). 

The dismemberment of human bodies is known throughout Mesoamerica, from 

the Preclassic through the Colonial period—from Teopanzolco in Morelos; Calakmul in 

Campeche; Kohunlich in Quintana Roo; and El Ujuxte in Retalhuleu, not to mention 

numerous other sites (see, for example, Arredondo 2002; Love, et al. 2002; Ojeda Díaz 

1989:52-53; Tiesler, et al. 2004:467). At Early Classic Teotihuacán, a fetus was buried 

with the remains of two adult hands (Ojeda Díaz 1989; Serrano Sánchez and Lagunas 

Rodríguez 1975:119-120), while at Late Postclassic Teopanzolco a multiple burial 

revealed trunk segments, forearms, femurs, tibias, and crania from at least 92 individuals 

(Ojeda Díaz 1989:52-53; Tiesler, et al. 2002:77). 

Dismembered body parts are found in various contexts in the Maya area as well 

(see López Alonso, et al. 2002:60, 65; Serafin 2010:42-43). Dismembered remains have 

been found at Kohunlich, Dzibilchaltún, Tikal, Seibal, Becán, Calakmul, Piedras Negras, 

Colhá, Cuello, and Kaminaljuyú (see, for instance, Houston and Scherer 2010:178–179, 

182; Ojeda Díaz 1989:53; Saul and Saul 1997). Early Classic Tomb 10 at Tikal (see 

Harrison 1999:84 for a drawing of this burial) contained at least 9 victims, or 

dismembered parts of them (Tiesler, et al. 2002:77; Welsh 1988:281), while at Late 

Classic Seibal the dismembered remains of 11-12 people were recovered, disarticulated 

and showing evidence of having been burned (Baudez 2000:192; Smith 1982:60, 62; 

Tourtellot 1990:90-91). At Postclassic Champotón, one finds isolated feet and hands, 

sometimes with individual digits severed (Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007:221). Human 
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phalanges were also found in bowls associated with an Early Classic royal tomb at El 

Zotz (Román 2011; Román and Newman 2010; Román, et al. 2010; Scherer 2010). Later 

examples are found at Caracol, where “finger bowl” caches have been found in Classic 

period contexts (Chase 1994; Chase and Chase 1998:308-309, Fig.5, 319), as well as at 

Late Classic Salinas de los Nueve Cerros in the Alta Verapaz, where human phalanges 

were found in 20 small, lidded cups associated with a tomb (Dillon, et al. 1985). 

Dismemberment is also depicted in Maya art. Perhaps the earliest explicit images 

of dismembered human bodies are found on the Hauberg Stela7 and on an Early Classic 

vessel from Becan, both of which show dead individuals with bloody scrolls curling out 

of their severed torsos (Finamore and Houston 2010:250-253; Houston, et al. 2006:93, 

95, Fig.2.39-41). Body parts (including arms, heads, and eyeballs) are often seen in 

offering bowls on Classic painted Maya ceramics as well (FIG.30), giving vivid, fleshy 

shape to the dismembered human remains found in similar offering contexts in the Maya 

archaeological record (the relationship of these practices to the breaking of sculptures and 

ceramic figurines is discussed below). 

One of the aspects of dismemberment and defleshing that I have left purposefully 

vague is whether these activities occurred while the victim was still alive or whether they 

occurred after death. The order of events and the details of their enactment are certainly 

important when arguing for sacrificial death versus ancestral veneration. Unfortunately, 

however, there is no way of knowing these details at the moment. Revered dead do 

appear to have at times been decapitated and defleshed (Baudez 2000:191; Houston and 

Scherer 2010:179; Moser 1973:9; Tozzer 1941:131), but such events certainly occurred 

after death. The flaying or dismemberment of a live victim, on the other hand, would 

                                                
7 Stross (1994:11-23) argues that these individuals are corn spirits.  
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have been an act of clear sacrificial violence. As Houston and Scherer (2010:180) argue, 

the brutality with which some human bodies were treated may help archaeologists 

distinguish between sacrificial remains and the remains of honored ancestors. In other 

words, it is likely that the bodies of revered dead would have been treated more carefully 

and less violently than the bodies of the sacrificed dead (see similar arguments in Geller 

2004; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:201). 

The Maya also appear to have subjected human remains, those of both adults and 

children, to fire (Houston and Scherer 2010:171-172, 183–184; Scherer 2010; Tiesler 

2002; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:209). Some bodies appear to have been burned while still 

fleshy, while others were dry (Boteler Mock 1998a:114; De Anda Alanís 2007:195-197; 

López Alonso, et al. 2002:68, 72; Medina Martín and Sánchez Vargas 2007; Tiesler 

2007:28). Some authors also suggest the possibility of ritual cannibalism (see, for 

example, Houston, et al. 2006:122-123, 127, 221, 278; Hurtado Cen, et al. 2007; Pijoan 

Aguadé and Mansilla Lory 1997:227; Tiesler 2007:28). At the moment, however, the 

consumption of human remains by the Maya is hotly debated (see Olivier and López 

Luján 2010:30–32; Tiesler 2007:28; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:205), and some evidence 

currently interpreted as cannibalism may, instead, be the result of methods of body 

processing like cooking and boiling, which removed flesh from bone to prepare the bone 

for reworking (Tiesler and Cucina 2010:208). 

Once defleshed, human bone was often perforated, polished, sectioned into 

pieces, and reused as tools, ornaments, or musical instruments in the ancient Maya world 

(Beck and Sievert 2005:300-301; Burdick 2010:126-127; Fitzsimmons 2011:60-63; 

Tiesler 2002; 2007:347-349). Skulls received particular attention. Throughout the Maya 

area, a number of human skulls were carved, modeled, painted, and inlayed with various 

materials, though it is unclear whether they were taken from captives as trophies or from 
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revered ancestors instead (Miller 2003:387). A beautifully carved example, for instance, 

was encountered in the Early Classic Tomb B-IV at Kaminaljuyú (FIG.31) (Kidder, et al. 

1946:90, Figs. 165, 170h; Moser 1973:14).8 That these skulls were carefully curated is 

demonstrated by a skull mask from Classic period Xuenkal, Yucatan, some of whose 

original teeth fell out during its use and were replaced by other human teeth (Tiesler and 

Cucina 2010:207). The best known historical reference to the curation of human heads is 

that written by De Landa (Tozzer 1941:131), who describes the process of cutting off, 

cooking, defleshing, and modifying the heads of dead Cocom lords for use as portraits in 

house shrines. 

A striking example of the close relationship the living maintained with the dead is 

found in the Terminal Classic tomb of a lord of Ek’ B’alam, where the deceased was 

interred holding a carved human femur bearing an inscription that states it once belonged 

to a person archaeologists believe was the lord’s father (Fitzsimmons 2011:71; Tiesler 

2007:30). In other words, the glyphic construction, which reads u-b'aakel…, or “the bone 

of…," indicates that it was the actual bone of the father’s body, rather than just a trophy 

belonging to the father that came from the skeleton of someone else, in which case the 

inscription would read simply u-b’aak (Stuart, personal communication, 2012). Another 

example that emphasizes how extended in time these relationships may have been is 

provided by a bone from the Chichén Itzá cenote that displays root marks, indicating it 

was buried in the earth, then exhumed and re-deposited in the cenote’s waters some time 

later (De Anda Alanís 2007:203). Classic period Caracol may provide the most extensive 

evidence of continuing relationships with the dead. Here, where multiple interments were 

                                                
8 Another well-known example is a human skull that was transformed into an incense burner and deposited 
in the cenote at Postclassic Chichen Itzá, (Beck and Sievert 2005:297, citing Moholy-Many and Ladd 
1992:1140; Fitzsimmons 2011:61, Fig.3.3). 
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the most popular form of burial, remains are found in varying states of articulation 

(Chase 1994:125). A number of tombs show clear evidence of reentry, and older bones 

were frequently disturbed when new bodies were placed inside (Chase 1994:125; Chase 

and Chase 1998:313). Many burials even have formal entrances to make re-visitation 

easier; one tomb shows evidence of having been reentered repeatedly over the course of a 

century (Chase 1994:125; Chase and Chase 1998:313). 

At Kaminaljuyú, too, there is evidence of what might be termed “memory of 

place.” Certain mounds at the site seem to have taken on a specifically funerary function. 

In them, burials were placed, then disturbed, either by looting or by reverential reentry 

(see Suasnávar and Flores 1992:67). As discussed in Chapter 3, both Tomb I and Tomb II 

of Late Preclassic Mound E-III-3 appear to have been looted in ancient times (Shook and 

Kidder 1952:57, 60, 65, 121). In each case, the main occupant of the tomb was the sole 

target of these actions. As the bodies of both rulers appear to have been removed along 

with their jades, I would interpret this as a reverential event, possibly triggered by the 

collapse of the roof under the weight of structures above and undertaken to salvage the 

remains and the most important accoutrement of the kings buried within. Such targeted 

tomb reentry and the possible salvage of ancient kings’ remains indicates that some level 

of respect was accorded these individuals’ bodies long after their rule had ended.9 Such 

practices also appear to evidence a relatively detailed memory of place in which the exact 

placement and orientation of certain burials may have been passed down from generation 

to generation.  

                                                
9 See McAnany (1998) and Geller (2004:291-292) for discussions of the selective and transformative 
processes that appear to have been involved in “creating” ancestors. Also see Geller (2004:216-217) for a 
comprehensive summary of some of the most important work on the creation and use of the ancestral dead 
in Mesoamerica and beyond. 
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Other burial mounds at Kaminaljuyú appear to have been used over and over 

again, as was the case for Mound A-VI-5. This structure was filled with Preclassic burials 

(Robles 1994:6), a number of which were dug into (thus partially destroying) earlier 

interments  (Popenoe de Hatch 1997b:58). This use and reuse of mounds as long-term 

burial sites is also found during the Classic period at Kaminaljuyú, when earlier burials 

were frequently disturbed or destroyed by later ones (Shook and Kidder 1952:121). 

Although it is true, as Shook and Kidder (1952:121) describe, that earlier bodies were 

frequently thrown out when the newer tombs were excavated, it appears that this was not 

always the case. The authors cite, for instance, the fact that Tomb B-I appears to have 

contained human remains and fine objects from Tomb X, an older tomb which Tomb B-I 

had partially destroyed (Shook and Kidder 1952:74). Such practices indicate that the 

remains of important ancestors were sometimes accorded reverence and honor at 

Kaminaljuyú and that some emphasis was placed on continuity through the consistent use 

of certain structures as burial mounds for long periods of time. In short, specific places 

seem to have taken on special meaning through their associations with death and the 

bodies of the dead within (Suasnávar and Flores 1992:67).10 See Chapter 3 for similar 

themes of memory of place regarding the curation and reuse of Preclassic monuments. 

The thematic overlap between human bodies and those of stone and clay are discussed 

later in this chapter. 

HUMAN SACRIFICE IN THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL RECORD OF KAMINALJUYÚ: 

Preclassic human sacrifice, including decapitation, dismemberment, and 

“attendant sacrifice,” is amply recorded in the early archaeological record, both at 

                                                
10 For a discussion of evidence for memory of place at Kaminaljuyú, please see Guernsey (2012b:145-146, 
299-300). For a summary of literature on social memory, see arguments and citations in Guernsey 
(2012b:346-347). 
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Kaminaljuyú and beyond (see, for instance,  Joyce 2008). At Middle Preclassic Tikal, for 

example, a severed head was discovered in the ruins below the North Acropolis (W. R. 

Coe 1965:1406). At Cuello the evidence is even more startling. There, in Platform 34, 

archaeologists discovered several sacrificial burials along with two mass sacrificial 

deposits dating to the Preclassic period—one involving 32 individuals and the other about 

15 (Berryman 2007:391; Hammond 1999:59; Robin 1989; Robin and Hammond 1991; 

Saul and Saul 1997). In the mass burials, articulated individuals were accompanied by 

“body bundles” containing the disarticulated bones of numerous dead. In one burial, a 

decapitated baby had its head replaced with a pot, while other burials exhibit equally 

creative rearrangements of human remains (see Saul and Saul 1997 for a detailed 

treatment of these skeletal remains). Closer to Kaminaljuyú, in the Salamá Valley of 

highland Guatemala, a Middle Preclassic tomb at Los Mangales was found with 12 

attendants outside, some of which were dismembered; another mound contained severed 

heads and burials with evidence of post-mortem body manipulation (Baudez 2000:192; 

Berryman 2007:389; Sharer and Sedat 1999:216). At Late Preclassic Chalchuapa in 

modern day El Salvador, the remains of 33 individuals were found deposited over time in 

a single mound. Some were bound, and many were decapitated, their limbs or extremities 

severed, and/or their bodies cut in half at the waist (Fowler 1984).11 

Human sacrifice is just as clearly demonstrated in the archaeological record of 

Kaminaljuyú during the Preclassic and Early Classic periods. The most predominant 

format is that of “attendant sacrifice,” bodies included with the primary occupant of a 

tomb that lack burial goods and show varying levels of dismemberment and 

                                                
11 Preclassic mass burials or group burials have also been discovered at Altun Ha and Mountain Cow 
(Berryman 2007:391 citing Pendergast 1982; Welsh 1988), while likely sacrificial trauma has been found 
on remains from Preclassic Chiapa de Corzo, Tikal, Colha, and Sin Cabezas (Berryman 2007:390 citing 
Colby 1989). 
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disarticulation, sometimes appearing simply as isolated skulls.12 The large-scale 

employment of attendant sacrifice appears to have been a relatively consistent feature of 

Maya highland burial practices (Baudez 2004b:266, 268). Along with the Middle 

Preclassic sacrifices from the Salamá Valley mentioned above, the site of Nebaj shows 

consistent attendant sacrifices from the Classic period through the Early Postclassic, with 

as many as 10 bodies included with the primary tomb occupant. Attendant sacrifices are 

also seen at Zaculeu during the Early Classic period (Ibid.), while at San Agustín 

Acasaguastlán, archaeologists found 18 bodies outside a tomb (Baudez 2004b:268).  

Kaminaljuyú follows a similar pattern. According to most scholars, it seems likely 

that the majority of non-primary and disarticulated burials from the Early Classic Mound 

A and B tombs at Kaminaljuyú represent attendant sacrifices, except for tombs A-1 and 

A-2, which appear to have been used for successive burials (Baudez 2004b:268; Kidder, 

et al. 1946; Wright, et al. 2010). Tombs I and II in the Late Preclassic Mound E-III-3 also 

contained the bodies of apparent attendant sacrifices (Joyce 2008:408-409; Shook and 

Kidder 1952:57, 61, 64). Although it is important to keep in mind that these burials may 

have come about as a result of non-sacrificial activities, including ancestral post-mortem 

rites (see, for instance, McAnany 1995; Weiss-Krejci 2003), a number of the 

Kaminaljuyú burials in Mounds A and B suggest sacrificial practices instead. According 

to isotope analysis undertaken on 13 of these non-primary burials, isolated skulls 

generally belong to people of foreign birth, while articulated skeletons around the 

primary burial are of both local and foreign origin (Valdés and Wright 2004, citing White 

                                                
12 In the Classic period lowlands, attendant sacrifices have been found at Palenque, Piedras Negras, Becán, 
and Tikal (Baudez 2004b:268–270; Houston and Scherer 2010:185). The Early Classic Motmot tomb at 
Copán contained a woman’s body along with the skulls of three males, one of which retained cervical 
vertebrae with cut marks on them (Buikstra, et al. 2004:202, 211). At Copan the bodies of two young boys 
were also included in the Classic period tomb of Ruler 12 (these were found during excavations undertaken 
by the author in the tomb during the summer of 2001). .  
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et al., 2000; Wright, et al. 2010). As Wright, et al. (2010:174) argue, the data from 

Mounds A and B “…suggest that each of the central tomb skeletons grew up at 

Kaminaljuyu. By contrast, many of the peripheral skeletons and the decapitated skulls are 

those of individuals who came from elsewhere. This finding supports their identification 

as simultaneously- deposited sacrificial victims…, rather than lineage members, 

deposited sequentially…” The correlation between attendant sacrifices and possible 

“outsider status” thus seems to suggest that these victims were taken from outside of 

Kaminaljuyú rather than from within the local population. 

Another indication that many non-primary burials that accompany a main tomb 

occupant should be viewed as victims sacrificed on the occupant’s behalf, rather than 

reverential treatments of dead ancestors, is that there is such a high percentage of infants, 

juveniles, and women (Tiesler and Cucina 2010:211). The use of children in attendant 

sacrifices is found throughout the Maya world with surprising frequency (Baudez 

2004b:268-270; Houston and Scherer 2010:185). In the Mound A and B tombs at 

Kaminaljuyú, for instance, the majority of the non-primary, full-body burials are children 

and adolescents (Baudez 2004b:268; Price, et al. 2007:286; Valdés and Wright 2004; 

Wright, et al. 2010). The main occupant of the Late Preclassic Tomb II of Mound E-III-3 

was similarly accompanied by two sacrificed children aged 8-10 years old (Shook and 

Kidder 1952:64). Another Late Preclassic child burial was found in Mound B-III-1; this 

child was missing both its hands and feet and has been interpreted by Bebrich (1969:68-

69) as a dedicatory offering. 

The inclusion of infants, children, and young adolescents in attendant burials 

suggests that attendant sacrifices were not necessarily people who served the main tomb 
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occupant in life.13 These people often appear to have been taken from marginal groups, as 

the poor nutrition in their bones seems to indicate (Tiesler and Cucina 2010:211; 

Velásquez 1993b:42-43). Houston and Scherer argue, in the case of Maya lowland 

examples, that attendant sacrifices are often complete bodies rather than dismembered 

ones and, generally speaking, show lower levels of peri-mortem violence and torture. The 

authors argue that this may be due to the fact that attendant burials were considered 

categorically different from other sacrificial bodies and that their totality and 

completeness may have been important (2010:186). Alternatively, the authors note that 

lowland sites usually include locals rather than foreigners as attendant sacrifices, which 

could also explain the general lack of violence to their bodies—as insiders they may have 

been seen as deserving of more careful treatment (Ibid.). The violent brutality with which 

the Red Queen’s attendants at Classic period Palenque were treated (Tiesler, et al. 2002, 

2004), however, does suggest that the treatment of attendant sacrifices may have varied 

either from site to site, from region to region, or through time, and emphasizes the need 

for further focused research on the treatment of the dead in differing contexts in the 

ancient Maya world. 

There is also archaeological evidence of violent death, decapitation, and 

dismemberment at Kaminaljuyú. For instance, one body in Mound D-IV-2 had a sharp 

obsidian knife embedded in his cervical vertebrae (De Borhegyi 1965a:17). The Early 

Classic Tomb A-III contained the skulls of three young adults (12-14 years of age), while 

Tomb A-V contained three adult skulls, all of which appear to have been placed there 

while still fleshy, meaning they were cut either from a living body or from a recently 

                                                
13 This could be seen as support for Baudez’s (2004b:276) argument that young attendant sacrifices were 
not meant to accompany or serve the dead in the otherworld, but were rather a means of providing the dead 
with energy or “new blood” for the afterlife. 
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dead one (Moser 1973:14). Recent excavations around Mound C-IV-4 have uncovered a 

deposit of approximately a dozen skulls, likely dating to the Late Middle Preclassic 

period (Barbara Arroyo, personal communication 2012). 

Most remarkable and relevant to the current discussion, however, is another 

Preclassic burial that was found between Mounds C-IV-4 and C-IV-1 at Kaminaljuyú 

(FIG.32). This burial offering was dug directly into the sterile talpetate sometime around 

300 BC (Velásquez 1993b:41, 43). The deposit includes a rather astonishing 33 human 

skulls and the body of a young woman (Velásquez 1993b:41). These and other offerings 

were carefully arranged in groups around a central bowl containing a severed head 

(Velásquez 1993b:42). Although the majority of the skulls did not have mandibles, others 

do show signs of decapitation, as they retain their upper cervical vertebrae (Velásquez 

1993b:42). As mentioned above, the single complete body in the deposit belonged to a 

young woman. Extended and facing south, she lay on her side with her arms displaced, as 

though her wrists and ankles had been bound (Velásquez 1993b:42). Dental evidence 

shows that the young woman suffered a poor diet as she was growing up, suggesting that 

she was of low status. This, along with her bound hands and feet, indicates that the burial 

was not made to accompany her to the afterlife. Instead, she appears to have been part of 

an offering herself (Velásquez 1993b:42-43, 45). 

Finally, two burials in Mound A-IV-2 have been interpreted by archaeologists as 

evidence of dismemberment at Kaminaljuyú (López 1993:113; López and Martínez 

Hidalgo 1992:58). In Burial 4, for instance, the occupant’s body was articulated, but 

lacked most of its torso as well as its upper extremities (Ibid). In Burial 3, a female 

appears to have been completely severed, with her torso cut apart from her legs (Ibid.). 

According to the archaeological record, then, it is clear that human sacrifice took 

place at ancient Kaminaljuyú. It also shows that the inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú practiced 
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decapitation and dismemberment. Although the lack of osteological and taphonomic 

information about these burials prevents identifying these practices as either peri- or post-

mortem, it is clear that the people of Kaminaljuyú had a very direct relationship with the 

human body before and after death. Such ideas anchor the iconographic discussions that 

follow, lending a physical sense to these images and practices and illuminating some 

interesting similarities between breakable sacrificial bodies and monumental stone ones. 

BROKEN BODIES—FLESH AND BLOOD… AND STONE… AND CLAY: 

 As mentioned above and discussed in more depth in Chapter 3, the bodies of both 

the human dead and stone sculptures at Kaminaljuyú appear to have participated in the 

construction of social memory and memory of place. The functional and conceptual 

overlap between different kinds of bodies (of flesh, stone, and clay) also extends to 

patterns of artifact breakage, in which stone monuments and clay figurines, like 

sacrificial bodies, were broken apart in acts of dismemberment and decapitation.14 These 

practices extend throughout Mesoamerica and through time, finding their earliest 

expressions at Olmec centers like El Manatí, La Venta, and San Lorenzo. At El Manatí, 

for instance, Joyce (1998:154) notes a clear intersection between the full-round depiction 

of bodies in wooden busts and the treatment of human bodies themselves (see Ortíz C. 

and Rodríguez 1999 for a description of the site and these offerings). As she argues, the 

surface wear of the wooden busts from El Manatí suggests they originally represented 

complete (or more complete) bodies, which were then dismembered like the infant bodies 

buried with them (Joyce 1998:155). Cyphers (1999:173) describes a similar case at San 

Lorenzo, where a decapitated and dismembered sculpture appears to have been associated 

with a burial in which the occupant’s skull and feet were carefully placed some 2-3 

                                                
14 This overlap was first discussed by Grove (1981). 
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meters away from the limbs and articulated bones of its torso. This placement of the 

human body not only suggests sacrifice, but clearly echoes the treatment of the sculpture 

placed above it as well (Ibid.). Similar dismembered statues (i.e. statues that were 

originally carved as complete bodies and then hacked apart before deposition) have also 

been discovered at Loma del Zapote (Cyphers 1999:168-169) and at Chalcatzingo, where 

they have been described in depth by Grove (1981). 

Guernsey (2012b) discusses the practice of monument breakage as an extremely 

widespread feature of the Maya world and beyond—found from the Middle Preclassic 

period on in both the highland and lowland Maya regions as well as South Coastal 

contexts. At Classic period Toniná, for instance, a number of sculptures were decapitated 

and dismembered, echoing the grisly mural in stucco relief in which a skeletal god dances 

with a severed head (see, for instance, Baudez 2004a:65; Freidel, et al. 1993:Fig.8.27a). 

At Palenque, the tomb of Pakal included both plaster heads cut from sculptured buildings 

as well as the bodies of human sacrifices (Moser 1973:16; Schele and Freidel 1990:469, 

N.18).  

Guernsey also notes the predominance of decapitated potbellies and severed 

sculptural heads in the Maya area and beyond (Guernsey 2012b; see also Parsons 1986 

for images). She observes, for instance, that Tikal Miscellaneous Stone 82 is a 

decapitated potbelly sculpture (Guernsey 2012b:158) and notes that similar mutilated 

potbellies have been discovered at Chanchich II in the Naranjo region (Guernsey 

2012b:159, citing, among others, Fialko 2005:259, Fig.10a). Decapitated potbellies are 

also commonly found at Kaminaljuyú, not to mention throughout the South Coast, as 

represented by the monuments of the aptly-named Sin Cabezas site (Guernsey 

2012b:241-242; Parsons 1986:20-22). That this dismemberment theme was particularly 

important in the South Coast region is also suggested by the focus on large-scale stone 
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renditions of body parts, from the colossal heads of Preclassic Monte Alto to the Late 

Classic three-dimensional human heads and limbs from Cotzumalguapa (see images in 

Baudez 2000:196; Chinchilla M. 1996; and Parsons 1974), not to mention bas-relief 

imagery of dismemberment on sculptures like Bilbao Stela 1 and Monument 63p 

(Chinchilla M. 2009:149, Fig.6.7.1; 2011: Fig.7-8). 

Such patterns of breakage are not restricted to the monumental sculptural corpus, 

however. As Guernsey (2012b) argues, these practices are closely intertwined with 

domestic ritual, particularly the treatment of figurines in caches and other deposits.15 

Throughout Mesoamerica, figurines are frequently snapped and broken into pieces that 

are then deposited separately. These patterns reach back to the Early and Middle 

Preclassic Olmec as well. As Follensbee (2009:89) argues, the fact that most Olmec 

figurines were broken—not just their arms, legs, and heads, but also at structurally strong 

points like the middle of the body—suggests that breakage formed an inherent part of 

their meaning and use.16 Grove (1981) appears to have been the first to link these figurine 

patterns with monument mutilation, particularly at Chalcatzingo. Like the sacrificed 

human bodies and the stone and stucco sculptures described above, the decapitation and 

dismemberment of ceramic figurines appears to have been an integral and meaningful 

aspect of their being (for other examples, see Boteler Mock 1998b:7; and Guernsey 

2012b:193). 

One might ask: what meaning can we glean from this repeated breaking, 

dismemberment, and decapitation of human bodies, sculptures, and figurines? The first 

                                                
15 For recent and important work on ceramic figurines, see the volume edited by Halperin, Faust, Taube, 
and Giguet (2009). 
16 The widespread and long-lived nature of these practices is emphasized by a discovery at the Late 
Postclassic Central Mexican site of Teopanzolco, where 92 dismembered individuals were associated with 
similarly decapitated and dismembered ceramic figurines (see, for instance, Ojeda Díaz 1989:52-53; 
Tiesler, et al. 2002:77). 
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option, as summarized in Chapter 3, ties these practices to ideas of termination, in which 

objects were destroyed to terminate the accumulated power within (see, for instance, 

Grove 1981). As Stross (1998:36) states, “For things of human manufacture, termination 

rituals are de-animating, disposing of the object’s soul in ways that avoid danger to 

humans.” Geller (2004:301-302) suggests that similar concepts may have come into play 

in sacrificial deposits: “In many mortuary settings, body partibility speaks to desecration 

or erasure of the individual’s identity. Mutilation of skeletal elements, as in the cases of 

decapitation and flaying, …sends a signal of violent ritual sacrifice.” Such overlaps in the 

treatments of sculptures and sacrificial human remains underscore the agentive nature of 

sculptures and emphasize the perceived correlation between the object (ceramic or stone) 

and the subject it depicted (see, for instance, Clark 2004:212; Grove 1981:65; Guernsey 

2012b; Houston and Stuart 1998; Houston, et al. 2006:76, 78, 170; Houston and Taube 

2000:283). As Grove (1981:65) argues: “…the power within the portrait statuary and 

stelae of a chief could apparently be neutralized by decapitation or effacement of a 

portrait head. The removal of a decapitated head may also suggest a concept of the head 

as a seat of the soul” (the participation of monuments in real-world events as animate, 

agentive beings is discussed in more depth in Chapter 3 and Chapter 10).17 

Alternative and/or additional meanings are also possible, however. After being 

broken, for instance, the monuments of Kaminaljuyú were frequently deposited in 

burials, caches, and other seemingly reverential deposits (see Chapter 3 for specific 

examples). The close similarity between this and the deposition of human remains (both 

                                                
17 The idea of breakage and separation of objects as a means of terminating their useful lives is also 
encountered at Naranjo, where a stair recounting the defeat of Naranjo by Caracol appears to have been 
moved from Caracol to Naranjo as a trophy when fortunes were reversed. In what appears to have been a 
public gesture of termination, the stair was reset at Naranjo, out of order and incomplete (one block was 
found at Ucanal by Ian Graham and another was left at Caracol) (for more on this complex story, see 
Martin 2000:57-58). 
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sacrificial and reverential) in caches and burials cannot be overlooked.18 As described in 

Chapter 3, the inclusion of offerings and sacrificed bodies within buildings appears to 

have been conceived of as a life-giving event, one that would have endowed the structure 

with animacy, a symbolic beating heart (Boteler Mock 1998b:6, 9; Stross 1998; Van 

Gennep 1960:23-24). As described in more depth in Chapter 3, these moments of 

breakage and burial were not end-of-life events, but instead appear to have represented 

changes-in-state (see, for example, Armstrong 1971:84; Boteler Mock 1998b:10; Hendon 

2000:47-48; Joyce 2003:111, 114). In other words, breakage may be more productively 

encountered as a means of transformation, the changing of a body (of flesh, stone, or 

clay) into a new kind of object with new potentials (see, for instance, Pollard 2004:48). 

The fact that sculptures and figurines were habitually created as complete bodies that 

were later decapitated and dismembered indicates that the physical act of pulling, 

chopping, or hacking apart bodies was considered an intrinsic part of their meaning 

(Joyce 1998:154-155; see also Long 2011:93-94). 

Patterns of breakage not only give us insight into the transformative aspects of 

dismemberment and decapitation, but also illuminate an important aspect of the way in 

which the physical body was perceived in ancient Maya thought. As Rosemary Joyce 

(1998, 2005) argues, the separability of the human body, encountered through practices 

of dismemberment and decapitation, demonstrates that the body was understood as a 

unity that could be divided into independently-acting, self-sufficient parts. As she states: 
                                                
18 As was mentioned in Chapter 3, it is often very difficult to distinguish among reverential burials, caches, 
and other offerings. A number of authors have discussed this problem (see, for instance, Becker 1992; 
Boteler Mock 1998a; Chase and Chase 1998; Hendon 2000:47). As Becker (1992:186) describes, it is 
possible that our current inability to distinguish between burials and caches in the archaeological record 
may indicate that they were “part of a single concept” in the ancient Maya world. As he states: “If this 
cannot be determined from an archaeological reconstruction of the evidence, then the process may not have 
been differentiated by those who made the burial/ cache. Thus the difficulty may be an epistemological 
problem of projecting our categories onto a situation in which the participants may not have made the 
distinctions that the archaeologists would make” (Becker 1992:187). 
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“Formative Period [Central Mexican] representations explicitly present the body as 

subject to partition that does not terminate, but rather extends, the possibilities of action 

of the liberated body parts” (Joyce 1998:156). This partibility of self, closely connected 

to the concept of pars pro toto (in which a part of a body stands for a whole), appears to 

have expanded the potential contexts and circumstances in which the physical body could 

act. 

Wilkerson (1984:109-110), for instance, suggests that body parts deposited in 

burials and caches may have acted as stand-ins for the entire body. Similar pars pro toto 

ideas are encountered in hieroglyphic passages, where glyphs that involve human body 

parts are shown as severed from an implied and complete body (see Houston, et al. 

2006:12-13 for a list of citations and arguments on this subject). As Fitzsimmons 

(2011:54-55, 64, 66-67) argues, deposits of human bones or dismembered body parts 

would have likely been understood as representative of the whole body from which they 

were cut. That said, the hierarchy of the body means that certain parts of the body were 

likely more representative or important than others—with the head or skull as the most 

important of all (see, for instance, Joyce 1998). The dismembered bits of sacrificed 

bodies, then, and their equivalent forms in stone and clay, could be separated and utilized 

in disparate contexts without losing power or meaning (see, for example, Geller 

2004:303-305).  

In sum, bodies appear to have been conceived of as sites of partibility and 

transformation. As Thomas (2002:42) states: “Both artefacts and bodies were governed 

by the principles of partibility and circulation. Both formed elements in a more general 

‘economy of substances’ which involved other materials. Both artefacts and bodies could 

be broken down into parts, and artefacts at least were made by putting different 

substances together” (see discussions and citations in Guernsey 2012b:235-236; and 
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Joyce 2005:150 for more on this complex subject). As Julia Guernsey argues (personal 

communication 2012), such moments of fragmentation and separation may have been as 

much a creative process as a destructive one, a practice that may have engendered social 

and community bonds as fragments of these bodies were distributed among people and 

deposited in various places in the landscape (for a recent treatment of this subject, see 

Long 2011:99-104). It is clear that this complicated subject deserves further attention. For 

the sake of the current argument, however, the salient themes are not only the overlap 

between human bodies and bodies represented in other media but also the deeper social 

processes and philosophical concepts that may have come into play in the treatment of 

these bodies at ancient Kaminaljuyú. 

HUMAN SACRIFICE IN THE ICONOGRAPHY OF KAMINALJUYÚ: 

The iconography of sacrifice in Mesoamerica is well known—from the Danzantes 

at Monte Alban to the blood and gore of the murals of Bonampak, to images of 

decapitation and heart excision on Maya ceramic vessels and stone monuments. Although 

these scenes are sometimes described as reenactments of myths, when combined with 

historical, glyphic, and skeletal evidence, it seems likely that these are very often 

depictions of real events. Because imagery and symbolism are usually modeled on the 

natural world, it is unlikely that these images came from imagination alone. As Stephen 

(2006:222) states, “Social anthropologists argue that society provides the model for 

symbolic forms. Since symbols reflect society, they arise from a view of reality 

predicated by the nature of that society.” In other words, images of kings, gods, and 

supernatural creatures performing acts of human sacrifice—even when they appear to be 

or are described as taking place in supernatural locales or in mythological times—should 
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be understood as fundamentally derived from and modeled upon real experiences in the 

human world. 

Art, imagery, and imaging play a crucial role in establishing, negotiating, and 

maintaining social, political, and economic power (see Orr and Koontz 2009:xv). As 

Strathern and Stewart (2006:27) state:  

The production of mental and visual images is an integral part of the reproduction 
of violence. The circulation of images is itself a device for strengthening a 
particular view of what ‘order in the world’ should be and can function as an 
instrument for the use of violence in pursuit of such an order: an order that is 
discursively projected and legitimized in cosmological terms. 

Analysis of imagery is thus key in understanding both power and violence. As Orr and 

Koontz note, “…images exert power through their unique hold on the imaginary, which 

in turn sways the individual both cognitively and viscerally” (Orr and Koontz 2009:xv, 

citing Elkins 1996). The making of violent images and the viewing of those images are 

powerful social and psychological events. Therefore, a discussion of sacrificial and 

captive imagery at Kaminaljuyú must be understood as a conversation about more than 

just iconography. These images did more than simply replicate real events; instead, they 

were part and parcel of the enactment of violence at the site. As such, these images 

should be viewed as active mechanisms in the bids for political power, petitions for 

cosmic stability, and public strengthening of community bonds that were undertaken and 

expressed through the violent destruction of human life. 

Decapitation: 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67 (FIG.33a), first published by Ugarte (2001:820), shows 

an explicit scene of decapitation. Although broken, the stela shows a standing individual 

with an elaborate belt assemblage and sandals. He faces a kneeling individual who is 

barefoot and unclothed except for a padded and woven belt. His hands are tied in front of 
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him and his head has been cut off. The tip of a spear visually perforates the victim from 

above. 

The scene is echoed in another Late Preclassic image of decapitation: that of El 

Jobo Stela 1 (FIG.33b) (Guernsey 2012b:100; Houston, et al. 2006:78; Miles 

1965:Fig.15b). Here a standing, richly attired individual holds a spear (possibly with a 

water god face on the end—see Chapter 7 for more on these faces) above a diminutive 

individual on the viewer’s left who has been decapitated. As is seen on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 67, the decapitated victim kneels with his bound hands before him; he has a 

similar bloodless stump for a neck and wears a similar woven belt. Despite the gruesome 

subject, and particularly when compared to other examples of human sacrifice from the 

Preclassic period (FIG.33c), these images are surprisingly restrained. No blood gushes 

from the severed necks of the victims, and the figures are still rather than active. Looking 

at Izapa Stela 21 and El Jobo Stela 1 (as well as later Classic Maya imagery) we can infer 

that the standing individual on Sculpture 67 once held the severed head in one of his 

hands, probably his left. Either of the two groups of plume-like elements that hang in 

front of and behind the standing figure could represent blood flowing from the head 

(Ugarte 2001:821). That the scene occurs on top of a mat design, a well-known symbol of 

Maya kingship, indicates that the standing figure is likely a ruler or, at the very least, an 

elite personage (see Ugarte 2001:820). A related scene is found on Chocolá Stela 1 

(FIG.33d),19 which shows a richly attired individual holding two severed heads in his 

arms. 

                                                
19 I believe this monument would benefit greatly from being redrawn. Available illustrations include extra 
details that do not appear in the original and conceal the heavy restoration undergone by the monument, 
which was in a number of fragments when it originally reached the University of Pennsylvania Museum. 
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Although decapitation appears to have been relatively widespread not only during 

the Preclassic period (see, for instance, Fowler 1984; Sharer and Sedat 1987; Velásquez 

1993b:43) but throughout Mesoamerica and throughout history (Baudez 2000:191-192; 

Berryman 2007:393; Buikstra, et al. 2004:202, 211; Geller 2004:302; Joyce 2008:408-

411; Massey and Steele 1997; Moser 1973:5, 13, 46; Serafin 2010:41; Smith 1982:60, 62; 

Welsh 1988),20 the mechanics of the practice are still unclear. On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 

67, for instance, there is no sign of how the head was actually severed. Although there is 

a spear pictured here and on El Jobo Stela 1, it is unlikely that spears were used to 

decapitate victims. The most commonly depicted instruments of decapitation in Maya art 

are hafted axes and knives (FIG.34). For instance, on Izapa St. 21 (FIG.33c), the 

executioner holds a flint knife in his hand, demonstrating this may have been the tool 

used at that site. Knives, however, are never depicted in the art of Kaminaljuyú. 

Given that Maya imagery shows both knives and axes in decapitation scenes, 

Baudez (2000:193; 2004a:64-65) suggests that the ancient Maya may have used both 

implements in decapitation rites. Since it is relatively difficult to sever a human head with 

a single strike of an axe, Baudez suggests that the axe was used for an initial violent 

blow, killing the victim or rendering him unconscious, after which a knife would have 

been used to cut the head from the body (Ibid.). At times, this order may have been 

reversed. As Tiesler and Cucina note, a burial of a female adult at Late Classic Calakmul 

and an infant burial at Postclassic Champotón both show evidence that the victim’s throat 

                                                
20 There is need for a systematic review of decapitation evidence as presented in publications. One 
consistent issue is that the term “trophy head” is often used without any definition, leaving the reader to 
wonder whether the designation is that of the author or whether there is archaeological or osteological 
evidence to support it. It is also unclear whether this kind of head is the result of sacrifice or warfare, or 
whether it is simply a curated head (see, for instance, Baudez 2000:192). Though bodies without heads and 
heads without bodies have been found throughout Mesoamerica, it is often difficult to distinguish between 
ancestral treatments and sacrificial ones (see, for instance, Baudez 2000:191-192). See Fitzsimmons 
(2011:56-60) for a treatment of body parts as trophies. 
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was first slit, then the head cut off from behind (Tiesler 2002:134-139; Tiesler and 

Cucina 2010:205). At Palenque, however, a young boy’s head does appear to have been 

removed from his body with a single blow, precluding the need for a knife for either the 

initial kill or for the finer points of sawing a head off of a body (Tiesler, et al. 2002:76; 

2004:461). 

With this evidence in mind, I suggest that the hafted axe seen on Sculptures 10 

and 11 and found in a Late Preclassic burial at the site (FIG.35)21 was viewed as an 

instrument of decapitation at Kaminaljuyú.22 Hafted axes are often associated with scenes 

of decapitation in Classic period Maya art (FIG.34a-b). A mural fragment from San 

Bartolo suggests this may have been the case during the Late Preclassic period as well 

(FIG.36a). Here, a kneeling figure points an axe at himself, possibly in a symbolic act of 

self-decapitation (Taube, pers. comm. 2010). Notably, Taube (Ibid.) likens this figure, his 

mop of hair, collar, beaded beard, and axe, to the principal figure shown on Kaminaljuyú 

St.10 (FIGS. 25b and 55). It is true that the Kaminaljuyú axe is shaped differently than 

most Classic period examples. A strikingly similar form, however, is seen on a Late 

Classic polychrome vessel (FIG.36b) in what appears to be a decapitation scene. That 

axes, rather than knives or spears, were the favored instruments of decapitation is further 

supported by Classic period hieroglyphic texts and Postclassic codices, which associate 

decapitations with axes and the verb ch’ahkaj (“he is chopped”) (Freidel, et al. 1993:484, 

                                                
21 Similar forms are seen throughout the Maya area, in art (see, for example, Looper 2009:39, Figs. 1.19, 
1.20 for Site R Lintels 1 and 2; Proskouriakoff 1950:Fig.34y and Fig.95a,b for column reliefs at 
Xcalumkin) as well as in the archaeological record (see, for instance, Schmidt, et al. 1998:Cat. 353). 
22 As Karl Taube (personal communication 2011) points out, this kind of curved, flint axe would have been 
too brittle to actually cut through bone, so it either served a symbolic purpose in decapitation rites or had a 
limited role in these rituals, perhaps being used to cut softer flesh.  
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N.35; Schele and Freidel 1990:486-487, N.28; Stuart 2003:27; Vail and Hernández 

2007:133-134).23   

The central figure on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIGS. 25b and 55) wields a 

hafted axe and has a beaded beard24. The same figure is shown as a severed head on 

Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.33d). Notably, on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (FIG.35a), the axe’s 

curving blade is shown touching smoke from a censer below, transforming it into a liquid 

scroll. That this kind of scroll, shown with a small “bump” on it, was associated 

specifically with liquid is demonstrated by several Late Preclassic images (see Houston, 

et al. 2006:140, Fig.4.2.e), including Izapa Stela 21, where it is most clearly depicted as a 

sign of rain. This “bumped” liquid scroll finds its most elaborate expression in the 

“bleeding” cartouches of day signs, like that on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIGS. 25b 

and 55). A severed head at Monte Alban (see Houston, et al. 2006:140, Fig.4.2.e for an 

image), shows a similar convention, suggesting that such symbolism may have been quite 

widespread during the Preclassic period. It is also seen much later. The Late Classic 

Monument 1 from the South Coast site of Palo Verde, for example, shows an upside-

down severed head with a similar blood curl coming out of it (see Chinchilla M. 

2009:Fig.6.10 for an image). 

On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (FIG.35a), then, the curved axe literally transforms 

scrolls of smoke into water. I would therefore suggest that this curved axe, and the rites 

of decapitation with which it was associated, was somehow tied to rainmaking at 

                                                
23 Jorge Orejel was the first to recognize the ch’ak glyph as signifying death by decapitation, a reading that 
was later confirmed by Nikolai Grube. For the history of this glyph’s decipherment, see Freidel, et al. 
(1993:484, N.35) and Schele and Freidel (1990:486-487, N.28). 
24 The presence of beads on the beards of watery beings at Kaminaljuyú and elsewhere in the Maya world, 
combined with the close association of cool, shining, blue-green jade with water in ancient Maya 
iconography (see Taube 2005 for a focused discussion of this symbolism), indicates that these were meant 
to be viewed as shining water droplets (see Taube, et al. 2010:8, for a description of this watery beard on a 
figure from Building Sub 1b at San Bartolo). See Chapter 7 for more on water deities at Kaminaljuyú. 
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Kaminaljuyú. That decapitation, at least in certain circumstances, may have been 

associated with rain-bringing is supported by the imagery of Izapa Stela 21 (FIG.33c), in 

which decapitation brings scrolling rain from the sky. Also, as mentioned above, the axe 

depicted on El Jobo Stela 1 (FIG.33b) appears to show a raining, scrolling water face. 

Furthering these connections between hafted axes, decapitation, and rainmaking are Late 

Classic vase paintings that show Chahk wielding a hafted axe (FIG.37). It is likely that 

this instrument was understood to be one of lightning strikes and rainmaking (Freidel, et 

al. 1993:202-203; Taube 1992:17-27; 1995) as well as head-severing blows. 

Although decapitation is closely related to the ballgame throughout Maya written 

sources and visual imagery (not to mention elsewhere in Mesoamerica) (see Christenson 

2007; Gillespie 1991; Miller 2003; Reese 1996; Schele and Freidel 1990:451, N.63; Scott 

2009; Wilkerson 1984, 1991),25 there is no evidence that the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67 

scene (FIG.33a) relates to the ballgame. Though belts similar to that worn by the 

decapitated victim are seen on Escuintla vessels and even at distant Chichén Itzá in 

scenes of ball-playing and decapitation, nothing appears to connect it to the ballgame in 

the Kaminaljuyú scene. In Late Preclassic imagery, this large, padded belt is extremely 

widespread. It is worn by the standing figure at Loltun Cave (FIG.38) and the main 

figures on Stela 1 of Nakbe. It is also, and importantly, worn by the elderly woman who 

kneels at the bottom of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIGS. 25b and 55), who is clearly not 

a ballplayer. 

Although Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67 is remarkably bloodless, the act of 

decapitation would have, in reality, soaked the earth with blood. Classic Maya painted 

vessels often depict the gushing liquids that pour from severed heads (FIG.39) (see 

                                                
25 Moser (1973:16) suggests that the connection between decapitation and the ballgame did not occur until 
the Classic period. 



 203 

Houston and Scherer 2010:176), while later images of decapitated victims show this 

blood as serpents, sometimes painted red and blue to emphasize the overlap between 

flowing blood and fertilizing water (Agüero and Daneels 2009:128; Day 2009:224, 

Fig.8.1; Miller 2003:393: Fig. 8; Taube 1994b:232, Fig.22; Wilkerson 1984, 1991). As 

Day (2009:224) states, “…the flow of blood, initiated by decapitation, was deemed 

essential in agricultural societies to assure fertility and regeneration of crops and 

people.”26  

Maya hieroglyphic inscriptions explicitly connect these sacrificial acts to creation 

and renewal (Stuart 2003:24). For instance, on the steps of Structure 33 at Yaxchilan, a 

text seems to designate three acts of decapitation by Bird Jaguar IV as three acts of 

creation and waking associated with the creation of a new world order (Stuart 2003:27; 

for more discussions of this event, see also Freidel, et al. 1993:353-354; Houston, et al. 

2006:93; Reese 1996:133-136, 160-161). The most famous of the textual references to 

decapitation, however, are probably those which describe the decapitation of the Copan 

ruler Waxaklajun Ub’aah K’awiil at the hands of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopat of Quirigua, 

an event described in texts as associated with the coming of the rainy season (Houston 

and Scherer 2010:176–177; Looper 2003:76-81, 234 EN.1; Stuart 2003:28). Such texts 

not only emphasize the fertilizing aspects of decapitation, but their historical reality as 

well. According to the hieroglyphs, Maya kings did not just perform decapitations; they 

were also, at times, victims themselves. 

                                                
26 It may be worth noting that many victims of decapitation or throat-slitting in Mesoamerica were children 
or infants. Although the victim on Sculpture 67 is clearly full-grown, the relatively common presence of 
decapitated children’s heads in tombs recalls historical reports both for the Maya area as well as for the 
Aztecs that child sacrifices were undertaken in order to propitiate the rain gods, as it was believed that their 
tears and the flow of their blood would bring about the rains (see, for instance, Joyce 2008; Townsend 
1992). 
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Mythic beings also suffered bloody ends. The Structure 33 steps at Yaxchilan, for 

instance, connect the historic actions of Bird Jaguar IV to decapitations that took place in 

mythical time. The Maya maize god is also a victim of decapitation, an event shown 

frequently in Classic Maya art and described in hieroglyphic inscriptions (for more on the 

maize god, including his decapitation, see Freidel, et al. 1993:355; Taube 1985; 1992:41-

50; 1994a:673; 1996). At Palenque, texts from Temple XIX reference the decapitation of 

a large supernatural reptile as bringing forth a new political and religious order (Houston 

and Scherer 2010:176; Houston, et al. 2006:91-93; Stuart 2003:27-28; 2005b; Velásquez 

García 2002:447-448).27 The Hauberg Stela, a painted bowl from Becan, and an altar of 

unknown provenience may reference the same kind of primordial sacrifice by 

dismemberment as that of the supernatural crocodile at Palenque (Finamore and Houston 

2010:250-253; Houston, et al. 2006:93, 95, Fig.2.40-41; Stone and Zender 2011:53).  

It appears that the pulling apart of primordial or divine bodies in mythical time 

previewed their reconstitution as usable materials or relevant phenomena in the human 

world. For instance, Taube (2010:205,210) likens the body of the earth crocodile to 

building materials like stone and wood. This body, like the bodies of primordial ancestors 

seen on the Hauberg Stela and other scenes, may have had to be torn or cut apart to create 

the structured world of humankind. Along with the cosmic ordering of earth and sky, 

there is evidence that time itself, too, may have been derived from a dismembered body 

(Houston, et al. 2006:89, 93; Stone and Zender 2011:53; Stuart 2005b:76, citing an 

unpublished manuscript from 2002). Therefore, throughout Mesoamerica, decapitation 

and dismemberment appear to have been conceived of as rites of creation, primordial acts 

of genesis that were connected to cosmic structuring and agricultural renewal as well as 

                                                
27 Weiss-Krejci (2011:28, 41) connects Tikal Problematical Deposit 76, which contains the remains of an 
actual, sacrificed crocodile, to this hieroglyphic passage. 
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calendric cycles and regeneration (see, for instance, Bricker and Bill 1994; Graulich 

1988:402; Hoopes and Mora-Marín 2009:323-324; Houston and Taube 2011:22-23; Vail 

and Hernández 2007).28 

It was not just the flow of blood but the severed head itself that appears to have 

mattered in these acts of decapitation. Heads were considered generative and were given 

animacy, movement, and agency in the ancient Maya world. Some of the most poetic 

illustrations of these ideas are found in the Popol Vuh. Here, the placement of One 

Hunahpu’s head in a tree makes it bear fruit when it had never done so before 

(Christenson 2007:126-127). The severed head even impregnates a death god’s daughter 

by spitting into her hand (Christenson 2007:128-130). Like a seed, the head was 

considered the seat of self and the source from which things would grow (for discussions 

of this idea, see Boteler Mock 1998a; Fitzsimmons 2011:54; Geller 2004:305-306; 

Guernsey 2012b:276, 278; Houston and Scherer 2010:175-177; Houston and Stuart 

1998:83, 85; Houston, et al. 2006:60, 68, 70, 72, 76; Joyce 1998; Reese 1996:130, 133, 

161; Stone and Zender 2011:55; Stuart 1996; Taube 1994a:673). Carlsen and Prechtel 

(1991:28) even describe the fact that the contemporary Maya of Santiago Atitlan in 

Guatemala call maize seeds muk “interred one” and jolooma “little skulls” (see also the 

discussion in Christenson 2007:129, FN. 277). That such ideas may have long predated 

these late examples is suggested by recent research by Guernsey (2012b:146-147, N.19), 

which has linked Preclassic spherical sculptures of pursed-lipped stone faces with ideas 

of animacy, regeneration, sacrifice, and fertility. It is not surprising, then, that heads and 

skulls were so often included in burials and offertory contexts, as they were viewed as 

powerful, regenerative, animate things (Boteler Mock 1998a:115). 

                                                
28 For relatively recent summaries of primary sources and arguments for this idea in the case of the Aztecs, 
please reference Henderson (2007:16-17) and Taube (2004a). 
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The human head also seems to have been conflated with ideas of sustenance and 

feeding. Throughout Maya art, one encounters human heads as fruits, cacao pods, and 

maize ears. This is also expressed in the archaeological record, where severed heads are 

consistently found placed in large bowls or serving vessels (see, for instance, Baudez 

2000:191-192 citing Smith 1950; Freidel, et al. 1993:241, citing Ricketson and Ricketson 

1937:plates 21, 23; Welsh 1988:170, Table 103), as though they are meant to symbolize 

food offerings. This practice is seen at Kaminaljuyú, where one of the 33 skulls 

discovered in the remarkable Preclassic offering described above was carefully placed in 

a large bowl (FIG.32) (Velásquez 1993b:44-45). It is also seen nearby in Lake Amatitlán, 

where the cranium of a woman was placed in a bowl at the underwater site of Lavaderos 

(FIG.40a) (De Borhegyi 1959a:236; 1959b:110). The placement of heads, body parts, and 

entire bodies, especially those of infants, in offering vessels is not only widespread 

archaeologically in the Maya world (see, for example, Arredondo 2002; Chase 1994:124, 

129; Freidel, et al. 1993:241, citing Ricketson and Ricketson 1937:plates 21, 23; Houston 

and Scherer 2010:170–171; Román 2011; Scherer 2010), but is also recorded on painted 

Late Classic ceramic vessels (FIGS. 30, 34a, 40b) (see, for instance, Stuart 2003:25). 

Such a context is inconsistent with arguments that isolated skulls usually belong to 

revered ancestors and emphasizes that, in many cases, they were considered food 

offerings, generative and sustaining things for the gods and the dead (see, for example, 

Houston and Scherer 2010:173; Houston, et al. 2006:36, Fig. 1.37, 127, 221). 

The placement of sacrificed bodies, body parts, and heads in bowls also hearkens 

back to ideas of creation and regeneration. Throughout Mesoamerican art, bowls are 

connected to birth and serve visually as symbols of the womb (for discussions of this 

concept in Maya and Aztec belief, see Henderson 2007:38-39; Taube 1994a; K. A. Taube 

2009c). Perhaps the most famous example of this in the Maya area is the Classic period 
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sarcophagus lid of Pakal, in which the dead king is shown as an infant, reborn from a 

bowl marked with a k’in glyph, rising like the sun from the underworld. As at Palenque, 

images of sacrifice throughout Maya art are often wrapped up in the iconography of birth. 

One vessel scene of a baby jaguar sacrifice and another scene of a human being sacrificed 

by a jaguar, for instance, show the victims’ entrails transformed into snakes, symbolic 

references to the umbilical cord (FIG.41) (see Looper and Guernsey 2001; Taube 1994a). 

Therefore, iconographic scenes and archaeological contexts in which bodies and body 

parts are placed in bowls (Baudez 2004a:67; Welsh 1988:170, Table 103) marks them not 

only as food offerings but connects them to themes of regeneration, renewal, and rebirth 

as well.  

Captive Imagery: 

Taxonomic Issues: 

Before discussing captive imagery at Kaminaljuyú, it is important to acknowledge 

the problematic nature of the terminology that is used to describe the captives and 

sacrificial victims in Maya iconography. As Marcus (1974:84) argued 40 years ago, we 

have still not progressed much from the definition of captives set forth by Morley and 

Morley (1938:13): “those subsidiary figures, generally though not always bound, in 

attitudes of degradation (used as pedestals for the principal figures or with hair grasped 

by the principal figure etc.) or of supplication (kneeling before principal figures etc.)” 

(for more on captive imagery, see Baudez 2004a:60-61; Burdick 2010:110-111; Miller 

1981:95-96). In academic literature, the term “captive” is often used rather carelessly as a 

synonym for “sacrificial victim.” The current discussion is no exception—I switch 

between these terms less carefully than I probably should because, at the moment, there is 

very little iconography at Kaminaljuyú to help me distinguish between them. 
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I must begin, then, with the caveat that all captives in Maya art and ritual practice 

were not necessarily sacrificed. In Classic period inscriptions, for example, individuals 

are referenced who are captured and returned to their home cities some time later (see, for 

instance, Schele and Freidel 1990:189-193, 464, N.76). One of the best-known examples 

of this practice is K’an Joy Chitam of Palenque, who was captured, then released years 

later by Toniná (see Houston, et al. 2006:205, 226; Miller and Martin 2004:210). During 

the Conquest-era, war captives represented one of the main sources of slaves for the 

Maya, a fact that suggests captives during Pre-Conquest times may have been similarly 

used for purposes other than sacrifice (see, for instance, Baudez 2004a:60). 

Therefore, captive status may not have always meant sacrificial status in the Maya 

world. In another frustrating twist, it is also highly probable that sacrificial victims were 

not always captives, but were obtained through other means. Clearly, much work remains 

to be done in order for scholars to better distinguish among different categories of 

captives and subordinates represented in Maya art, including war prisoners, lower-class 

captives, lords, sacrificial victims, slaves, etc. (see Houston, et al. 2006:205-206). At the 

moment, however, limitations of visual and epigraphic evidence make these distinctions 

rather difficult to draw. As such, here and in academic literature in general, the word 

“captive” is used as a kind of catch-all term, which gathers all of these groups into a 

single, rather murky, category. As the section continues, it is important to keep these 

qualifications and terminological limitations in mind. 

A Breastual Problem: 

Having called terminologies into question I would also like to briefly consider the 

old woman who kneels at the bottom of the scene on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIGS. 

25b and 59) in this discussion of captive imagery at Kaminaljuyú. Generally speaking, 
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scholars have assumed this figure is an attendant of some kind, interesting mostly 

because of the pendulous, bared breast that droops below her arm and marks her as very 

obviously female (compare to old goddesses shown on the Birth Vase (K5113)).29 Shown 

below a figure that wields a hafted axe, it is clear that this woman is involved somehow 

with a sacrificial act, a fact consistent with Stone’s argument that women are regularly 

associated with bloodletting rituals in Maya art (Stone 1988:77). I believe it is important, 

however, to move forward from this statement and at least briefly consider the possibility 

that the woman herself may in fact be a sacrificial victim, i.e. the designated victim of the 

sacrificial axe on Sculpture 10. 

As Stone (1988:79) argues, there appears to have been some kind of conceptual 

overlap between women and captives in ancient Maya thought. Women and captives are 

often shown in similar positions and both are frequently associated with bloodletting 

themes. For instance, Stone describes the women on the Yaxchilan lintels (FIG.42)—who 

crouch, sit, or kneel below male figures—as being shown in captive body positions 

(1988:79-80), something that usually escapes notice because they are women and they 

are so richly dressed, conventions that usually distract the Western viewer. 

Although female sacrificial victims are rarely shown in art (for exceptions, see 

Houston, et al. 2006:208; Schele and Miller 1986:212, 226; and K5451), there is 

overwhelming archaeological and osteological evidence that women were frequent 

victims of sacrificial violence. At 6th century Miramar, for instance, a woman was killed 

as she clutched her child (Agrinier 1978). Skeletal remains discovered in Structure II at 

Calakmul demonstrate that a female victim’s throat was violently slashed before she was 

                                                
29 The portrayal of aged women with drooping breasts stayed relatively standardized through a very long 
period. Compare the sagging breast of the Sculpture 10 woman, for instance, to elderly goddesses with 
similarly saggy breasts painted on the Classic period Birth Vase (Taube 1994a) as well as those found in 
the Postclassic Maya codices. See Chapter 6 for more on this figure. 
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decapitated during the Late Classic period (Tiesler 2002:134-139). At Classic period 

Palenque (in Temple XIII-sub), a young female attendant was the victim of even more 

extreme violence—after her heart was torn out and her organs and soft tissues removed, 

her body was hewn apart to remove a section of her spinal column (Tiesler, et al. 

2002:76-77; 2004). These practices continued into the Terminal Classic period, as 

evidenced by a skull pit at Colha, where approximately a third of the thirty severed heads 

belonged to women (Massey and Steele 1997). A similar percentage is reflected not only 

in the sexable human remains from the cenote at Chichen Itzá, 23% of which were 

identifiable as female (Beck and Sievert 2005:294), but also in historic documents, one of 

which describes a 1560s study in the Yucatan which recorded that 20% of sacrificial 

victims were women or girls (Tozzer 1957:204, cited in Beck and Sievert 2005:294).30 

The sacrifice of women and girls was practiced at Kaminaljuyú as well, a fact 

evidenced by the body of the young girl that was deposited with 33 skulls during the 

Middle Preclassic (FIG.32) (Velásquez 1993b:41, 43) as well as the body of a woman 

who was deposited in an Early Classic pit burial in Mound B (Kidder, et al. 1946:83-84). 

It may also have occurred nearby at Lake Amatitlán where, as described above, the 

cranium of a woman was placed in a bowl as an offering at the underwater site of 

Lavaderos (FIG.40a) (De Borhegyi 1959a:236; 1959b:110). Although it is certainly 

possible that the old woman shown on Sculpture 10 (FIGS. 25b and 59) is simply a 

witness to or a supernatural participant in a sacrificial event, the archaeological fact that 

females were sacrificed at Kaminaljuyú indicates that the possibility that she is a victim 

awaiting sacrifice should at least be considered. Although her hands are not visible above 

                                                
30 For additional examples of female sacrificial victims from archaeological contexts, see: De Anda, et al. 
(2004:378); Serafin (2010:41, citing Nance et al. 2003); Tiesler (2002:139); Welsh (1988:178-180, Table 
102). 
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the wrists, she appears to be in the same body position as the flanking figures on 

Sculpture 65 (described in depth below). Most interestingly, she is wearing the same belt 

as the decapitated victim on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67 (FIG.33a). Although, as 

mentioned above, this belt is worn by numerous figures in Late Preclassic art, it is 

certainly notable that the only two figures that wear it at Kaminaljuyú are both involved 

in scenes associated with decapitation. 

The way in which the woman on Sculpture 10 is depicted demonstrates obvious 

parallels to images of sacrificial captives. If this figure were a man—bare-chested and 

hands upraised, kneeling behind an axe-wielding personage—there is no question that, by 

now, numerous authors would have suggested that the figure was a sacrificial victim. It is 

therefore interesting to me that, despite her clear connections to sacrificial imagery, she 

has never been considered a potential sacrificial victim herself. It appears that her 

pendulous breast has obfuscated the matter, identifying her as primarily, even 

exclusively, female rather than a possible victim of sacrificial death. 

As discussed in more depth in Chapter 6, I believe that this kneeling female figure 

is a mythical or divine personage who is serving as an attendant to or witness of a 

primordial sacrifice. I bring up the question of her captive identity, however, because I 

think it speaks to an important disjunction in our academic approaches to images of men 

versus women in ancient Maya art. In other words, the fact of being a “woman” appears 

to be viewed as a whole and exclusive identity, a complete interpretation rather than a 

partial one that would have been multiplied and accompanied by other identities 

(situational, contextual, historical, and personal). In sum, although I argue, in the end, 

that this Sculpture 10 female figure is not a sacrificial victim, I believe the lack of 

discussion so far about this potential interpretation is a telling illustration of the biases 
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and expectations with which we often approach gender, particularly in captive contexts, 

in early Maya art (see Stone 2011 for similar arguments relating to Classic period art).  

Sculpture 65: 

Discussions regarding captive imagery at Kaminaljuyú usually focus on the 

massive Sculpture 65 (FIGS.15a and 43).31 Most agree that the figures in the central 

column of the composition are rulers—they wear large jade-bead necklaces, earflares, 

and elaborate glyphic headdresses, and they are seated on thrones. It is unknown whether 

they represent three different rulers at different times, the same ruler at different times, or 

different rulers at the same time (Kaplan 2000; Parsons 1986:58).32 Regardless, the 

specifically human portrayal of the figures and the glyphic headdresses they wear 

indicate that these are likely historical personages shown in an historic moment. 

Scholars generally identify the individuals flanking the central figures as captives. 

Several authors, for example, cite their apparent nudity as demonstrating humiliation and 

debasement (see, for instance, Ardren and Hixson 2006:18; Baudez 2004a:61; Houston 

2001:213; Kaplan 2000). Based on three-dimensional scanning data, Doering and Collins 

(2010:265-266) have recently argued that the three presumably naked captives in the 

composition are actually wearing loincloths. In the rest of the image, however, loincloths 

are very clearly depicted—wrapped and folded around individuals’ midsections. At the 
                                                
31 David Stuart (personal communication, 2012) identifies this monument as likely dating to the very Late 
Preclassic or very Early Classic (ca. 200AD). Side B, the erased side of the monument, does exhibit what 
appears to be a raised glyph column, a feature that is found later on in Late Preclassic art and which might 
support a later chronological placement for this monument. 
32 The best evidence to suggest that Sculpture 65 represents a sequence of events is that the left-hand 
column of figures appears to be a single individual in a progressively increasing state of undress. He is first 
depicted in the lowest register with a loincloth, elaborate headdress, straight nose-piercing, and round 
earflares. In the second register he maintains the nose ornament and earflares, but has lost part of his 
headdress and most of his loincloth. In the final, upper register, he appears almost totally nude, with cloth 
strips instead of earflares and a bead above his nose rather than his original nose-piece. Of course, without 
further evidence, this can only remain speculation, but the possible depiction of sequential events on a 
single monument is interesting. 
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very most, then, the three figures that appear to be nude are wearing codpieces, not full 

loincloths, indicating that they have been stripped of most of their clothing. The 

uppermost left-hand figure is in a particular state of undress, with cloth strips substituted 

for earflares and the tousled, unkempt hair of a captive (see Houston, et al. 2006:204 for a 

description of this figure). The other kneeling individuals have been left with more of 

their regalia intact.  

The flanking figures on Sculpture 65 kneel in a specific one-bent-knee posture, 

their wrists tied by large knots in front of them, a body position that is usually interpreted 

as a sign of captivity and/or sacrificial status. Although I do believe that these figures are 

bound and likely being prepared for sacrifice, I believe it is important to more closely 

investigate this body position and its possible connotations in order to more fully 

understand sacrificial imagery at Kaminaljuyú. Rather than simply acting as a kind of 

shorthand mechanism for labeling captives, this hands-upraised, one-bent-knee posture 

seems to have had subtle, yet important connections to ideas of offering and exchange. 

First, it is important to note that the majority of clearly bound individuals in Maya 

art are shown with their hands tied behind them, not in front of them. This is true for the 

Preclassic period (see De Borhegyi 1965a:17; Doering and Collins 2010:266) (FIG.44a-

c) as well as for the Classic period (FIG.44d-e) (see Baudez and Mathews 1976; Schele 

1984). However, at Kaminaljuyú there are several clear instances of hands being bound 

in front of the body, both in art (FIGS. 33a, 43, 45) as well as in the archaeological record 

(FIG.32) (Velázquez 1993). Such variations indicate that different hand positions might 

be meaningful in both iconography and the skeletal record. 

It is possible that the hand position of sacrificial victims indicates the kind of 

sacrifice to which they were to be subjected. Clancy, for instance, notes that a face-up 

position in art indicates heart sacrifice (1976:14, cited in Taube 1988b:350). Matos 
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Moctezuma (2010:55) similarly observes that heart sacrifice would have required that the 

victim be unbound, spread out, and bent backward over a sacrificial stone; this fact leads 

him to conclude that bound captives would have been involved in a different form of 

sacrifice, perhaps having their throats slit. As mentioned above, Tiesler and Cucina 

(2010:205) note that throat slitting and decapitation likely occurred from behind. This 

may be supported in art by a Classic period vessel that depicts a decapitated victim on all 

fours (Houston, et al. 2006:Fig. 1.13a). That the decapitated victims on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 67 (FIG.33a) and El Jobo Stela 1 (FIG.33b) are both shown with their hands 

bound in front of their bodies lends further credence to this idea. The decapitated victim 

on Izapa Stela 21 (FIG.33c), however, shown falling down with flailing arms rather than 

with his hands tied neatly before him, suggests that sacrificial positions and practices may 

have varied from site to site. 

When discussing bound victims, the iconographic conventions of the Classic 

period Dzibanché reliefs (see Nalda 2004) represent another point of interest. Here, 

figures are shown at times with their hands bound in front of them and at other times with 

their hands tied behind. Notably, however, it is only when the victim’s hands are shown 

tied in front of him that his binding ropes transform into vegetal scrolls edged with 

flowers. This iconographic convention hints at the possibility that victims with their 

hands bound in front of them may have been involved in a different kind of sacrifice at 

Dzibanché, one that was somehow associated with floral imagery or vegetation. In a 

similar vein, two unprovenienced, carved shell disks (FIG.46) contrast a starry-eyed, 

possibly celestial crocodile with a leafy, possibly terrestrial one (Martin in press-b:8, 

FN.7). Both have bound, potentially naked sacrificial victims before them—one with his 

hands tied in front of his body, the other with his hands bound behind him. Again, though 
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much work remains to be done to investigate the specifics of this idea, I believe victims’ 

body positions may serve to identify the kind of sacrifice he or she was destined to suffer. 

In the case of Sculpture 65 (FIG.43), the upraised hands of the flanking figures 

are apparently bound. Though this raised-hands, one-bent-knee body position is found in 

captive iconography at places like Rio Azul (see Houston, et al. 2006:206, Fig.6.3), it is 

also frequently seen outside of captive contexts in Late Preclassic and Early Classic art, 

though in non-captive contexts the hands are left unbound. As Julia Guernsey (personal 

communication 2008) has observed, the iconography appears to connect this body 

position to contexts of exchange (FIG.47). Taube (2003b:301-302, Fig.11.16) reaches a 

similar conclusion, linking this pose to themes of deference, respect, and supplication and 

the presentation of offerings (including bundles, prayer, and song), not only in the Late 

Preclassic and Classic period Maya world, but in Classic period Veracruz and Early 

Classic Teotihuacán imagery as well.  

On the North Wall at San Bartolo figures in this position give and receive the gift 

of maize (FIG.47a). In Classic period iconography, and especially when combined with 

the one-bent-knee kneeling position, the hands-raised posture appears to be similarly 

associated with offering scenes (FIG.47c) (see Baudez 2009:283-286, Figs. 10.16 and 

10.18; Schele 1984:34; G. E. Stuart 1987). In ethnohistorical documents, lords are 

described as approaching their chief on bended knee (Roys 1933:92), and at the modern 

Guatemalan town of Chichicastenango people still give offerings in this position (Karl 

Taube, personal communication 2012). These examples again illustrate the long-lived 

nature of this position in contexts of exchange and communication between powerful 

people and their subordinates. 

Likely relevant, too, is the pointed finger gesture being made by the enthroned 

rulers on Sculpture 65. This sign, as Guernsey argues (personal communication 2009, 



 216 

cited in Doering and Collins 2010), appears consistently in Late Preclassic art as a means 

of indicating the subject’s acceptance of the actions taking place before him. Taube 

(2003b:283, Fig.11.6), for instance, describes this pointed finger as a gesture associated 

with speech throughout the Maya area from Preclassic to Postclassic times, while, in a 

later publication, Taube, Saturno, and Stuart (2010:75) describe it as “a convention for 

discourse,” terminology that emphasizes the transactional and communicative quality of 

such scenes. These ideas further highlight that the captives on Sculpture 65 are shown in 

a context of presentation, dialogue, and exchange in which enthroned rulers appear to be 

accepting them as sacrificial offerings. 

In sum, although bound hands are certainly a sign of captivity, and though 

kneeling is usually viewed as a sign of subordination and/or debasement (see Miller 

1981), the raised-hands one-bent-knee body positions of the Sculpture 65 captives may 

serve to do more than simply label the figures as sacrificial victims. Instead, I suggest 

that this body position was intentionally used to tie the imagery of sacrifice into contexts 

of offering and exchange—particularly between powerful individuals and subordinate 

ones. In the context of Sculpture 65, the bound hands and relative state of undress 

indicate that the kneeling individuals are captives prepared for sacrifice. I believe, 

however, that the body position indicates that such events may have been conceived of 

more deeply as moments of presentation, gifting, and exchange—in this case focused 

around the human body as a sacrificial offering.  

Sacrificial Triple Blades: 

On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (FIG.48), as on Sculptures 65 (FIG.43) and 67 

(FIG.33a), a richly dressed individual is flanked by kneeling figures. Unfortunately, 

except for the lower extremities of two naked individuals and the lower half of the central 
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figure, the entire scene on the top of Sculpture 68 has been erased. Although so much is 

now gone, it is clear that the main figure is holding a Maya three-point blade (also called 

tridents, triple blades, and trefoil eccentrics in academic literature).33 This represents one 

of the earliest examples of this kind of blade in Maya art. 

Triple blades have been found archaeologically (FIG.49a) (see, for instance, 

Clarkson 1978; Morley 1956:Plate 102a; Thompson 1948:Fig.23) and are seen frequently 

in Classic period art (FIG.49b-c) (for images, see Baudez 2004a:73; 2008:179; Robicsek 

and Hales 1984:71–73, Fig. 15–17). Although they are never shown in active use, the 

rulers who hold them consistently wear jaguar costumes, have jaguar features, or are 

otherwise associated with jaguars, suggesting that the blade was connected to the cutting 

inflicted by jaguar claws. As Robicsek and Hales (1984:71, 73) state, “The only theory 

we may offer as to the usage of these tri-pronged blades is that they are exactly what they 

seem—an instrument designed to inflict lacerations similar to those caused by claws, 

probably those of the jaguar” (see also Baudez 2004a:74).34 This conclusion has also been 

reached by David Stuart (personal communication 2010) who, in an earlier publication, 

connects this jaguar and trefoil blade imagery to contexts of fire-drilling, sacrifice, and 

calendric renewal (Stuart 1998:402-409). 

While jaguars carry many associations in Maya art, they are frequently shown 

throughout Mesoamerican and Mayan iconography as killers and consumers of humans 

(see Benson 1998 for a treatment of jaguar symbolism in the Americas). For example, 

Preclassic imagery from San Lorenzo and Chalcatzingo shows jaguars mauling human 

figures (FIG.50a-c) (Joyce 2008:398; Saunders 2005:21, 22). Similar imagery is known 

                                                
33 Ugarte (2001:820) makes the same identification. 
34 Although some authors (see, for example, Clarkson 1978) suggest it was used for heart removal, its 
shape makes it too impractical to have been used in this practice. 
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from Río Chiquito and Portrero Nuevo (Pérez Suárez 2004:496), while at Acanceh a 

feline is shown before a severed human head (FIG.50d) (Miller 2003:385). Jaguars are 

also consistently seen in Classic Maya vessel scenes associated with human sacrifice 

(FIGS. 41a, 51, 53c) (see, for instance, Baudez 2008:179; Hellmuth 1987:354-355; Pérez 

Suárez 2004:497). On Early Classic Tikal Stela 39 (FIG.49c) (Schele and Freidel 

1990:145, Fig.4:14), a ruler holds a feline claw as a weapon; on Uolantun Stela 1, this 

weapon that is shown with an inset, trefoil blade (Fields 1989:Fig.9). Similar imagery is 

found in Postclassic sources as well. Page 19 of the Paris Codex, for instance, depicts 

mauling by jaguar as one of the many means of human sacrificial death (Vail and 

Hernández 2007:150), while on page 83 of the Codex Nuttall, figures dressed in feline 

costumes and clawed gloves attack a central figure in order to, as Baudez describes, 

“…brand him for sacrifice through scratching” (Baudez 2009:277; see also Baudez 

2008:179; Pérez Suárez 2004:497–498). Such events should be understood as associating 

the jaguar as much with painful, bloody torture as with sacrifice itself (Baudez 2008:179; 

see also Taube and Zender 2009). 

Since triple blades are never shown in action in Maya monumental art, one must 

turn to the rich iconography of painted Late Classic Maya ceramics to understand how 

these instruments were actually used. In these scenes, triple blades are most often carried 

by death gods and appear to be closely associated with a long-handled, triple-bladed axe. 

Many of these scenes involve jaguars, while the triple-blade instrument itself appears to 

be used by the death god in acts of self-disembowelment (FIG.51b). 

Although scholars rarely mention disembowelment as a sacrificial method, 

written sources and imagery suggest that it did play a part in sacrificial activities in the 

Mesoamerican world. For the Aztecs, the evidence is particularly clear. As Klein 

(1990/1991:87) argues, “It seems likely that the practice of removing the entrails of war 
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prisoners who had been captured alive and taken home to be sacrificed was standard.” 

Cortés (1986:35) similarly notes that evisceration was commonly associated with human 

sacrifice: “…they take many girls and boys and even adults, and in the presence of the 

idols they open their chests while they are still alive and take out their hearts and entrails 

and burn them before the idols, offering the smoke as sacrifice” (see also Klein 

1990/1991:87, F.N. 7; Wilkerson 1984:101). San Jose Mogote Monument 3 (FIG.52a), in 

which a disemboweled victim is depicted with “…blood and/or entrails being expelled 

from the chest” (Berryman 2007:383; see also Houston, et al. 2006:224, Fig.6.21b; Taube 

1988b), provides clear evidence that the practice of disembowelment in Mesoamerica 

long predates these Aztec examples. 

Tiesler and Cucina (2006:505) state that evidence for disembowelment has not yet 

been found in the skeletal record of the ancient Maya, since the practice deals with 

perishable soft tissues and organs rather than sturdier bones. However, according to 

Serafin, one body from Late Postclassic Champoton “…bears a pattern of cut marks on 

the pelvis, ribs, and sternum that suggests evisceration” (Serafin 2010:44). Regardless, 

enough historic (see, for instance, Tiesler and Campaña Valenzuela 2004:42 citing 

Scholes and Adams 1938:1106) and iconographic references to disembowelment exist to 

suggest it played an important role in ancient Maya sacrificial or post-mortem body 

treatments (see, for example, Houston and Scherer 2010:170; Houston, et al. 2006:224, 

Fig.6.21b; Klein 1990/1991; Looper and Guernsey 2001:23; Stuart 2003:26). The best-

known Maya-style evisceration scene is certainly the mural at Cacaxtla (FIG.52b,c), 

where two warriors are shown with their entrails tumbling out of gaping wounds. As 

Foncerrada de Molina has argued (see, for example, 1993:12-14), this scene likely took 

place as a ritual reenactment of a battle, in which defeated captives were removed from 

the field and publicly sacrificed in a performance context. A Maya vase published by Coe 
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(1973b:F.33) shows another disembowelment scene in which a figure is shown tied to a 

scaffold (FIG.52d), while a similar scene is found at Tikal in crudely executed graffiti 

(Houston and Scherer 2010:171, fig.172). A figurine of a screaming, eviscerated victim is 

known from the Classic period (FIG.29a,b) (Klein 1990/1991: Fig.8-10; Schele and 

Miller 1986:218, 228, pl.94), while the Postclassic Maya codices also represent scenes of 

disembowelment (particularly Paris Codex p.15 and p.19 and the Dresden Codex p.42; 

for descriptions of these scenes, see Klein 1990/1991:88; Looper and Guernsey 2001:23; 

Vail and Hernández 2007:150).35 Disembowelment would have not only been 

extraordinarily painful, but would have allowed a victim to live for a shockingly long 

time (see, for instance, Houston and Scherer 2010:170), making it one of the more 

gruesome forms of torture and sacrificial death practiced by the Maya. 

Interestingly, there appears to be some connection between jaguars and 

disembowelment in Mesoamerican imagery. This is true for Chalcatzingo, where scenes 

associate jaguars, evisceration, and the propitiation of the gods in return for rain 

(Gutiérrez and Pye 2010:51; Joyce 2008). Similar imagery is found in the Classic Maya 

world as well. A Jaina figurine, for example, depicts a feline biting the neck of a 

disemboweled figure (FIG.53a) (Klein 1990/1991:88, 90, F.N. 12). In the example 

mentioned above (FIG.52d), a painted Classic Maya vase shows a jaguar-costumed figure 

poking at the entrails of an eviscerated victim with some kind of bladed instrument. On 

another painted vessel, a jaguar tears at the bowels of a reclining victim (FIG.41a) 

(Houston, et al. 2006:34, Fig.1.32; Robicsek and Hales 1981:25, Vessel 32). On this 

                                                
35 As Klein (1990/1991:88) notes, the Late Preclassic Izapa Stela 50, which shows a bird-costumed figure 
tugging at what may be the viscera of a skeletal figure, may also represent a scene of disembowelment, 
though it is clearly an otherworldly one. The association of birds with disembowelment, particularly the 
eating of entrails, is also seen at the Late Classic Gulf Coast site of El Tajín (Klein 1990/1991:88; 
Wilkerson 1984:118-119).  
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vessel, giant snakes twist around the victim and his jaguar sacrificer.36 Taube and Zender 

(2009:187, 202–203) identify this jaguar on another vessel as “Jatz’al Tok Ek’ Hix,” or 

“Striking Spark Star Jaguar,” and link the manopla37 in his hand to rainmaking rituals. 

This connection between sacrificial imagery, jaguars, blood, and rain is also clearly seen 

during the Late Preclassic period on Izapa Stela 12 (FIG.53b), which shows a sacrificed 

jaguar with liquid gushing out of its mouth to the ground below.38 

A scene on a painted Classic period Maya vase confirms the connection between 

jaguar claws, the tearing of flesh, triple blades, and disembowelment (FIG.53c). Here, a 

victim is shown over a sacrificial altar with his midriff sliced open. An attendant on the 

left brings a jaguar to the scene, while an elite and elaborately costumed individual on the 

right wields the pointed blade used to disembowel the victim. I therefore tentatively 

propose that triple blades in Maya art are associated with jaguar claws, the tearing, 

scratching, or rending of human skin, the release of blood, and quite possibly the 

disembowelment of sacrificial victims. As the remnants of something organic curl over 

the abdomen of the left-hand captive on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (FIG.48), I suggest 

that this may be a scene of evisceration, undertaken with the triple blade held by the main 

figure. Without more iconography preserved, however, such a specific identification 

must, for now, remain conjectural and tentative. 

Death by disembowelment may have had a close visual connection to birth. 

Throughout Mesoamerican art, scenes of birth and scenes of death are represented as 

                                                
36 Notably, intestines are called chan, or snake, in Ch’orti’ Maya (Houston, et al. 2006:31). 
37 A heavy stone held in the hand, sometimes wrapped in leather or cloth (for a description of these objects, 
see Taube and Zender 2009:180). 
38 As Karl Taube (personal communication, 2012) remarks, it is possible that this jaguar is shown 
consuming blood (see, for instance, Taube 2011:56). The placement of substances in the mouths of figures 
as a representation of consumption is most clearly seen in the glyph UK’, “drink,” written as a human face 
with water in its mouth (see, for instance, Houston, et al. 2006:108). 



 222 

similar processes (see, for instance, Looper and Guernsey 2001:23, 46; Stone 1988:82). 

The twisting entrails of a sacrificial victim and the attendant blood would have had 

striking parallels with the bloody birth of a newborn, with a twisting umbilical cord 

emerging from its abdomen (FIG.41b).39 The placement of sacrificial victims (or parts 

thereof) in offering bowls emphasizes this overlap between sacrificial death and new life, 

both in art and in the archaeological record (FIGS. 34a, 40, 41b, 51b). Connections 

between evisceration and human rebirth were likely combined with concepts of 

agricultural renewal and regeneration. At Chalcatzingo, for example, a jaguar mauls a 

victim below jeweled rain symbols (FIG.50b) (Saunders 2005:21-22). At El Tajín, a 

decapitated victim is shown with his bowels spread over a scaffold, transforming 

themselves into maize plants (FIG.53d) (Looper and Guernsey 2001:42; Taube 

1988b:340; Wilkerson 1984). Likewise, on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68, the scene takes 

place atop a groundline marked on the four corners by the faces of a Late Preclassic water 

god (FIG.27b), likely referring to the abundant rain and agricultural fertility that were 

hoped for as a result of this sacrificial act. 

Gladiators: 

Three full-round sculptures at Kaminaljuyú (Sculptures 211, 115, and 209) 

(FIG.54) are tied to similarly bloody themes. These figures wear boxy helmets, 

medallions or shields on their torsos, and clubs (possibly made of human femurs) in their 

hands. Based on research by Orr, Taube, and Zender (see, for instance, Orr 1997, 2001; 

Taube and Zender 2009), it is possible to identify these figures as ritual combatants, or 

“gladiators” (see Guernsey 2012b:149-152, 255 for more on this identification and its 

                                                
39 For more about the representation of umbilical cords in Mesoamerican art, and the similarity between 
human sacrifice and birth, see Hoopes and Mora-Marín (2009), Looper and Guernsey (2001), Freidel, et al. 
(1993), Norman (1973:58-59), and Taube (1989a:659; 1994a).  



 223 

implications). Known from the Preclassic period and continuously practiced throughout 

Mesoamerica into modern times, ritual combat ties together themes of bloodletting, 

rainmaking, and jaguar symbolism (see, for instance, Orr 1997, 2001; Taube and Zender 

2009; Zender 2004).40  

As for these full-round Kaminaljuyú examples, I have chosen to exclude them 

from more detailed discussion for several reasons. First, their format connects them 

closely to potbellies, an extremely complex subject that Guernsey (2012b) has 

approached in a recent volume and which lies well beyond the scope of the current 

project. Second, dating these monuments is highly problematic. Scholars, for instance, 

have cited close connections between these sculptures and figurine formats found at 

Teotihuacán, associations that might suggest that they were carved late in the monument 

chronology at Kaminaljuyú, perhaps dating to the Early Classic period (to better 

understand the problems of dating these and similar figures, please see Guernsey 

2012b:150-152; Navarrete 1977:98; Parsons 1986:34-35, Figs.69-71; Scott 1988). 

Therefore, until more work is done to flesh out this symbolism and resolve its temporal 

context at Kaminaljuyú, I feel it is best to simply mention these sculptures, rather than 

fully integrate them into the current discussion of Late Preclassic sacrificial iconography 

at the site. 

THE WHY’S AND THE WHEREFORES: 

From attendant burials, to evidence of dismemberment, to a mass deposit of 33 

skulls and the bound body of a young woman, the archaeological evidence is 

incontrovertible that human sacrifice occurred at Kaminaljuyú. Images of a decapitation, 

of bound prisoners, and of a triple blade wielded before kneeling captives provide further 
                                                
40 For more on the overlap of rain gods and jaguars, see: Covarrubias (1957); Guernsey Kappelman and 
Reilly (2001); Pohorilenko (2008); Taube (1995, 2004d); and Taube and Zender (2009:210). 



 224 

support that human sacrifice was not only practiced at the site, but was considered 

important enough to be recorded in stone. As such, it seems worthwhile to consider the 

motivations and reasons that may have prompted this practice. In truth, it is quite likely 

that different forms of sacrifice were associated with different kinds of themes and 

desired outcomes. With so few iconographic examples to draw from, however, 

discussions of what purposes sacrifice might have served in the Late Preclassic world 

must for now deal in broader theories rather than more specific ones. In truth, we cannot 

currently assign particular motivations to Maya sacrifice, because we do not have the 

evidence necessary to do so (Tiesler 2007:19). However, we can certainly propose 

theories, with the assumption that they will be tested against archaeological, epigraphic, 

ethnographic, and historical evidence as it continues to come to light. 

Overall, the reasons for sacrifice (as gleaned from historic accounts, glyphic texts, 

and iconography) are extraordinarily varied. They include: the propitiation of the gods, 

expiation or punishment, the reenactment of mythic or historical events, dedication or 

termination rites associated with building episodes, attendant sacrifice, petitions (for good 

crops, longevity, or better health), communication with the supernatural, cyclical 

continuity, political stability, calendric rites, the feeding of the gods, black magic and 

sorcery, the marking of astronomical events, ballgame sacrifices, accession rites, etc. (for 

theories and arguments regarding the motivations for human sacrifice in the Maya world, 

see Aguirre Molina 2004:85-86; De Anda, et al. 2004:378; González Torres 1985:304; 

Graulich 2005:302, 394-305, 318; Matos Moctezuma 2010:43, 46; Stuart 2003:28-29; 

Taube 1994a; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:201; Zender 2004:8).  

Whatever its context, human sacrifice must be understood as a transformative 

action—the conversion of a living human body into an offering, into blood and flesh, into 

a medium of communication, into something no longer what it was (see the earlier 
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discussion of partibility). As Aguirre Molina (2004:85-86) states about sacrifice: “It is the 

drastic transformation of an offering through violence” (translated by author). As Tiesler 

and Cucina (2010:201) note, human sacrifice involves both destructive and cathartic 

aspects, as well as the metamorphosis of the victim, who loses his or her human-ness 

during the act. Notably, sacrificial victims and bound game are treated in analogous terms 

in art and text. Chuk, for instance, meaning 'capture' or 'seize' is used for both humans 

and animals. The significant linguistic overlap between captives, their bones, and meat or 

game dramatically emphasizes the de-humanizing aspect of sacrifice (for examples and 

discussion of these ideas, see Burdick 2010:124; Houston 2001:211; Houston, et al. 

2006:190, 219-223; Stuart 1985; Taube 1988b). 

The destruction of a human being through violent sacrificial death would have 

released him or her from the physical bonds of the body, allowing him or her to both 

travel to the other world as well as communicate between worlds (Aguirre Molina 

2004:85-86; González Torres 1985:28–31, 251). As Monaghan (1990:566, citing Valeri 

1984) states: “In sacrifice, the efficacy of the sacrificial gift lies in its being able to 

connect humans and the sacred, by metaphorically and metonymically representing the 

relationship between people and the gods, reaffirming it, and activating the process on 

which it is predicated.” In Maya sacrifice, then, the human body became something that 

bridged the distance between this and the other world. In some ways, it became a gift, a 

means of propitiating the gods, of asking them for agricultural wealth, fertility, and 

renewal. In other ways, the sacrificial body itself was these things: it was food for the 

gods (see, for instance, Houston, et al. 2006:127; Monaghan 1990:567); it was a ripe 

fruit, harvested maize, tamales, and cacao pods, while the blood that flowed from it was 

conceived of as a precious liquid, a chocolate drink, rain, and sprouting vines (Chinchilla 

M. n.d.; Graulich 1995:16; Houston and Scherer 2010:173; Houston, et al. 2006:36, fig. 
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31.37; Taube 1988b:333; 1994a). If body parts, particularly the head, were conceived of 

as fertile seeds in Mesoamerican thought, blood, too, was seen as a life-substance, 

fertilizing and life-giving like water, semen, or breast milk (Graulich 2005:305; 

Henderson 2008:64, N.6; Stone 1988:75–76, 80; Stuart 2003:29). As such, sacrificial acts 

were viewed as releasing a creative energy into the human world that gave birth to crops, 

humans, and gods alike (Stone 1988:75, 81 citing Stuart 1982; Stuart 2003; Taube 

1988b:340). 

As described above, the very basis of human life, the creation of the world, took 

place as a great, bloody act of sacrifice and dismemberment, so the beginnings of time 

and space were seen as the result of sacrificial death. This may be why human sacrifices 

so often appear related to period endings and calendric rites in the Maya codices and 

Colonial accounts (Edmonson 1984; Vail 2008; Vail and Hernández 2007), not to 

mention in Classic period inscriptions, like Piedras Negras Stelae 11 and 14 (Stuart, 

personal communication 2012). At the ending of certain time periods or during particular 

astronomical events, human sacrifice was considered a means of cyclical regeneration, 

ensuring continued life on earth (see, for example, González Torres 1985:73–74, 121; 

Graulich 1995:21; Matos Moctezuma 2010:61; Olivier and López Luján 2010:21; Stuart 

2003:28-29). 

Many authors also cite the widespread Mesoamerican belief in the blood debt of 

humankind to the gods (see, for example, Graulich 1995:17; Schele and Freidel 1990). In 

many Mesoamerican myths, the birth of humans, the movement of celestial bodies, and 

the creation of life on earth came about as a result of self-sacrificial acts on the part of the 

gods. Hence, cultures practiced both auto-sacrifice as well as human sacrifice. As Baudez 

(2009:271) explains, “…for Maya and Aztecs, the sacrifice of self and the sacrifice of 
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others were equivalent—that is to say, alternative means of paying one’s debt to the 

powers of nature or the gods” (see also González Torres 1995; Monaghan 2000:38). 

There also appears to be a close relationship between sacrificial rites and the 

legitimization of kingship (see, for instance, Baudez 2008:187; Fields 1989:13-14; 

Marcus 1974; Schele and Miller 1986:220; Taube 1988b). As Demarest (1984:228) 

states, “…Classic Maya human sacrifice was both a legitimation and a sanctification of 

political power.” It is likely that it is a Kaminaljuyú king who is shown decapitating the 

victim on Sculpture 67 and wielding the triple blade before the captives on Sculpture 68. 

The captives on Sculpture 65 are also clearly shown interacting with a king (or kings) of 

the site. It therefore appears that the Late Preclassic art of Kaminaljuyú placed some 

emphasis on portraying kings as captors and executioners in. As it did during the Classic 

period, the practice of human sacrifice during the Late Preclassic likely proclaimed 

“…the supernatural sanction of elite authority and… the exercise and demonstration of 

dominion” (Houston and Inomata 2009:96). 

Human sacrifice thus had a very clear role in structuring and maintaining political 

hierarchies, social relationships, and economic exchanges (see, for instance, Edmonson 

1984:98; González Torres 1985:28). As Wilkerson (1984:110) notes, “Rituals involving 

sacrifice, including human sacrifice, are not purely religious in nature. They also allow 

public reaffirmation of power and demonstrate the prerogatives of status” (see also 

González Torres 1985:181; Houston and Inomata 2009:104; Wilkerson 1991:51; Zender 

2004:8). Here it is important to note that sacrificial victims often (though certainly not 

always) were outsiders or were taken from the lower classes (for evidence at Early 

Classic Kaminaljuyú, see Valdés and Wright 2004; Wright, et al. 2010). Some were war 

captives. Others, especially orphans and small children, were purchased or kidnapped (De 

Anda, et al. 2004:378-379); many show evidence of malnutrition or of chronic illness 
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(Tiesler and Campaña Valenzuela 2004:44), including the young woman found with 33 

skulls at Kaminaljuyú (Velásquez 1993c:42). Victims, therefore, were often of marginal 

status socially, meaning their deaths reaffirmed hierarchies and social divisions, both 

between the community and outsiders as well as within the community itself. 

Although the relationship between victor and victim, captor and captive, is 

certainly a vivid proclamation of power structures, the relationship may also have carried 

more subtle inferences. For the Aztecs, the captor was considered flesh and blood of his 

captive, the captive as his son or as his ixiptla or embodiment (Baudez 2008:188; 

Graulich 1995:18). Although Maya inscriptions do not describe captives as extensions or 

embodiments of their captors, the fact that captives’ names so frequently appear in the 

names and titles of rulers in Classic period passages does indicate that captors identified 

with their captives in a meaningful way (for more on captor-captive relationships, see 

Houston, et al. 2006:205; Proskouriakoff 1963; Velásquez García 2005:2-3). In the 

sacrifices of certain individuals, there may even have been some kind of identity 

exchange between the victim and the executioner—with the former becoming a symbolic 

stand-in for the latter (see, for instance, Baudez 2004a:76; Fitzsimmons 2011:58; 

Graulich 2005:317; Houston and Scherer 2010:169–170; Houston, et al. 2006:127). In 

this way, some sacrificial deaths may have been considered k’ex offerings—substitutes or 

exchanges for the life of the king or community (see Taube 1994a:669–671). 

Although artistic depictions from Kaminaljuyú and elsewhere generally show the 

victim(s) alone or with a single sacrificer, many sacrifices were very likely public events, 

performed in spectacular settings with all the pomp and circumstance possible (see, for 

instance, Inomata 2006a:810; Orr 2001:62). In many ways, the message was that these 

events benefited the community as a whole. As Pasztory (2010:121) states, “In a narrow 

sense of the term, ‘sacrifice’ refers to the destruction of something precious, such as 
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human life, treasure, or even time, for a greater good, particularly for the survival of an 

entity larger than a single life—an ethnic group, for example, or humankind.” 

This coming together of a community to witness a sacrificial event also would 

have served to bond its members together with the feeling of communitas41 (González 

Torres 1985:33-34). As Day (2009:243) states: 

Successful sacrificial offerings of blood benefited the entire populace, and the 
violence associated with its acquisition not only provided wealth and status, but 
also confirmed the cultural viability of the values of the community. Rather than 
destroying the community, violence actually bound its members together as co-
actors in a bloody ritual performance—bloodshed, pain, and death were one side 
of the coin, and sustenance, regeneration, and life the other. (see also Day 
2009:233) 

Although we often think of a single executioner being in control of the actual killing of 

the victim,42 Day (2009:244) points out that the victim, sacrificer, and spectators played 

equally active roles in the event, creating a kind of community of shared responsibility: 

“Through mutual acceptance, guilt for the brutal act is distributed among all participants, 

both active and passive; one may kill, another be killed, and one may only watch, but the 

ritual is understood and fulfilled by all” (see also González Torres 1985:187; Graulich 

1995:19; Strathern and Stewart 2006; Whitehead 2004b:67). 

As studies of human sacrifice in the Maya world become more nuanced and better 

supported with physical, archaeological, skeletal, textual, and iconographic evidence, it 

will become more feasible to look at the specifics of human sacrifice beyond cosmology, 

religion, and ideology. It will, I think, prove both interesting and productive to begin to 

consider more all of the players in these dramas: the sacrificer, the sacrificed, and those 

                                                
41 For more on the concept of communitas, see Turner (1969). For one of the most influential works on 
community bonding through religious practice, see Durkheim (1965), a work originally published in 1912. 
42 See Houston, et al. (2006:28) for a discussion of who may have actually done the killings in sacrificial 
rites. 
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who bore witness. What, for example, were the psychological ramifications for the 

viewers of these violent acts (see, for instance, González Torres 1985:29; Strathern and 

Stewart 2006 for treatments of this subject)? As Whitehead states, “The physicality of 

violent assault cannot be limited to its destruction of human bodies but, necessarily, must 

also be related to the way violence persists as memory, trauma, and in the intimate 

understanding of one’s self-identity” (2005, quoted in Hoopes and Mora-Marín 

2009:316). 

DISCUSSION—NO GUTS, NO GLORY: 

There is a tendency in academic literature to couch discussions of ancient Maya 

human sacrifice somewhat delicately, framing it with references to its religious 

importance and sacred nature (Baudez 2009:287). As a result, scholarly treatments of 

human sacrifice frequently become almost bloodless (see, for example, Aguirre Molina 

2004; Chase and Chase 1998; González Torres 1985:26; Graulich 1995). Although 

understanding these broader, ideological motivations is important—whether they deal 

with cyclical renewal, agricultural fertility, or the power of rulers—I believe that it is 

equally important for us to consider and acknowledge what might best be called the “nitty 

gritty” of the phenomenon. Separating ourselves from the physical reality of human 

sacrifice does not do the practice justice, for an enormous part of the meaningfulness of 

human sacrifice is just that… it is human. 

As described above, the skeletal record gives us incontrovertible evidence that the 

ancient Maya stabbed and beat people to death. They slit their throats, removed their 

hearts, and cut off their heads. At 6th century Miramar, for instance, a woman was 

bludgeoned to death while holding a child in her arms (Agrinier 1978:3, 8, 15, Figs. 14, 

15, 16), serving as a heartbreaking testament to the emotional impact these events must 
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have had. The brutality of sacrifice is perhaps best expressed in the common practice of 

killing young children and infants. Evidence that Maya children had their throats slashed 

or were violently decapitated is found throughout the Maya area, from the Preclassic 

through the Postclassic at sites like Palenque, Champotón, Tikal, Colha, Kaminaljuyú, 

and elsewhere (see, for instance, Houston and Scherer 2010:183; Hurtado Cen, et al. 

2007:223; López Alonso, et al. 2002:72-73; Massey and Steele 1997; Tiesler 2007; 

Tiesler and Cucina 2010:205; Tiesler, et al. 2002:76; 2004:461; Wright, et al. 2010). At 

Early Classic El Zotz, the bodies of infants were sacrificed and burned in large offering 

plates (see, for instance, Scherer 2010).43 Similar practices are seen during the Middle 

and Late Preclassic periods at the South Coast site of El Ujuxte as well, where infants and 

adolescents were decapitated and placed in jars to accompany the dead (Arredondo 2002; 

Love, et al. 2002).  

Even if victims gave themselves willingly (a possibility which is difficult to 

believe in the case of infants and children), they still underwent excruciating pain. 

Despite the resultant cosmic alignments or the satiation of hungry gods, or the renewal of 

the calendar, people’s entrails were cut out, their heads lopped off, and their hearts 

extracted while they were still beating. Several authors, in fact, argue for the important 

role torture and pain played in sacrificial acts (see, for instance, Baudez 2004a:69, 75; 

Taube 1988b:351). As Baudez (2004a:75) states, for instance, in these rites, “… pain 

added an essential dimension to the shedding of blood and was highly valued” (translated 

by author). The murals of Bonampak, for instance, clearly highlight torture (Baudez 

2004a:70-71; M. E. Miller 1986:112-130; Miller 2001; Schele and Miller 1986:215, 217, 
                                                
43 These practices had extraordinary time depth and breadth. Evidence of infant sacrifice, for instance, is 
first found at Early Preclassic El Manatí in modern day Veracruz, where infant remains date to between 
1200-1600 BC (Joyce 1998:154-155; Taube 1995:100; 2004c:11). It appears to have been practiced 
continuously in most regions of Mesoamerica into Colonial times, when it was described in depth by Durán 
and Sahagún (see, for instance, Taube 1995:100; Taube 2004c:11; Townsend 1992). 
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218, 228, pl.94; Stuart 2003:26). In addition to bloody fingers, one of the Bonampak 

victims also appears to have deep gashes in his sides, leading Houston and Scherer 

(2010:173–174) to suggest that some victims may have been wounded in order to slowly 

bleed to death. Ancient Maya captors may have also bound the lips of their captives 

together (Houston, et al. 2006:218), a practice possibly illustrated on a Classic period 

painted vessel (see K6416). Torture and pain, then, at least in some circumstances, were 

apparently integral parts of human sacrificial practice in the ancient Maya world (see, for 

example, Burdick 2010:106; Houston and Scherer 2010:170, 180; Houston, et al. 

2006:190-191, 206, 222-223; Johnston 2001; Looper 2009:144, Fig.4.31; 164, Fig.5.116; 

Miller 2001:217; Schele and Freidel 1990:464, N.76; Taube 1988b:335, 337, 351; Zender 

2004:4). 

Beyond the brutality of sacrificial death itself, we must also consider how the 

ancient Maya then dealt with the bodies of sacrificed men, women, and children. They 

cut the flesh off of human faces, severed ligaments, and crushed bones. They were 

intimately aware of the gush of blood from severed arteries, slippery entrails, and the host 

of odors that accompanied interaction with the recent, and not so recent, dead. In Maya 

iconography (including stone sculptures but most vividly on painted ceramic vessels), 

violent death is shown in a variety of ways—blood sprays out of severed heads and the 

stumps of human necks, while the gory result of post-sacrificial body processing is 

depicted by the presence of bowls containing human limbs, the sliced-open bodies of 

infants, and extruded eyeballs. The Underworld is filled with hideous death gods, noxious 

aromas, putrefying flesh, and excrement (see, for instance, Geller 2004; Klein 

1990/1991:88, 90; Taube 2004b:70; Thompson 1970b:302). As Schele and Miller 

(1986:267) say of Xibalba: “Its primary characteristic was the stench of decaying corpses 
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and rotting blood” (for more descriptions of death god and Underworld imagery, see 

Schele and Miller 1986:54, 268). 

In fact, it appears that part of the meaning of sacrifice might have been the 

sensory impact of it—the spray of blood (see, for instance, Miller 2001:217; Pasztory 

2010:126), the slop of entrails, the crackling heat of fires, the smell of burning flesh, and 

the screaming of victims in immeasurable pain. This intense sensory experience 

continued long after sacrifice, and was part and parcel of the organic life of the body after 

its death. These concepts are most thoughtfully addressed by Geller (2004). As she 

vividly describes: “…we find that decomposition of corpses produces powerful and 

pungent chemical forces. They ooze, change color and texture, emit foul odors, 

substances, and sounds, attract insects and animals, and in some instances explode as the 

result of internal abscesses” (Geller 2004:203). As Geller (2004:204-206) so eloquently 

argues, decomposition might best be viewed then as a kind of “sensual experience” 

whose sensory impact was likely caught up in ancient Maya conceptions of death and 

sacrifice: 

Our fascination with the clean and sanitized presents an obstacle for 
understanding other cultures’ appreciation and tolerance for the pungent, 
overpowering, rich, and offensive. For the Maya in their humid hot tropical 
setting, however, powerful odors would have been inescapable. …the 
physiological aftermath of death could have played an important role in 
structuring practice and belief. (Geller 2004:206) 

In other words, the aspects of sacrificial death and post-mortem decomposition that we 

view as the most abhorrent and disgusting—the sounds, the smells, and the sight of it 

all—may have played a crucial role in what and, perhaps more importantly, how human 

sacrifice meant in the ancient Maya world. 

In sum, then, to ignore the physicality and sensory impact of human sacrifice in 

the ancient Maya world may be tantamount to overlooking its entire point. The death of 
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one human by another’s hands may have allowed for cyclical regeneration, agricultural 

renewal, the rebirth of men as kings, etc. But if blood, gore, and the myriad sensations 

that accompanied them were not somehow integrally connected to the meaning of the 

process, people could have been dispatched in more peaceful ways and their bodies dealt 

with after death in a less violent manner. The creativity with which the ancient Maya 

drew blood, caused anguish, and treated the bodies of the dead means that we must 

encounter the guts and the gore head-on if we are to understand what these practices, and 

their representation in art, really meant at ancient Kaminaljuyú and beyond.  

CONCLUSION: 

This chapter brings Preclassic iconography, particularly that from Kaminaljuyú, 

into discussions of Maya human sacrifice (see Joyce 2008 for the lack of research on the 

early expressions of human sacrifice in the Mesoamerican world). It has also sought to 

contextualize these iconographic expressions by looking at them from a multi-

disciplinary stance (for arguments for the importance of this approach, see Houston and 

Scherer 2010:169; Olivier and López Luján 2010:19; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:198). 

Several relief monuments in the Kaminaljuyú corpus appear to be related to sacrificial 

themes. Sculpture 67 appears to depict one of the earliest and clearest images of 

decapitation in Maya art, while Sculpture 68 shows one of the earliest images known of a 

sacrificial triple blade. Images of captives decorate the face of Sculpture 65, and 

Sculpture 10 appears to depict sacrificial themes as well. These examples indicate that 

human sacrifice played an important part in Kaminaljuyú life and ideology. The 

recording of such events in stone sculptures, presumably displayed in public places, 

indicates that such practices, as well as their preservation in non-perishable media, played 
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an important role in the ways in which the kings and elite inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú 

maintained and structured their cosmos. 

 Although the current chapter has focused on the similarities and continuity of 

certain sacrificial practices through time and space, it is equally important to consider the 

likelihood of regional diversity and changing meanings in varying historical contexts 

(see, for example, Houston and Scherer 2010:185; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:212). Heart 

sacrifice, for instance, appears to change through time (Baudez 2000:194; Olivier and 

López Luján 2010:29; Stuart 2003:25). Rarely, if ever, practiced during the Preclassic 

period, it becomes closely associated with rulership and accession rituals during the 

Classic period. In Colonial and historic accounts, it appears as perhaps the single most 

popular form of sacrifice. Might this be an indicator of real differences in the expression 

and maintenance of kingly power through time in the Maya world? Examining changes in 

sacrificial practices from site to site and across different periods may be worthwhile and 

rewarding (see Marcus 1974 for discussions of regional differences in captive 

iconography). There is, for instance, a considerable difference between the depiction of 

the decapitated victim on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67—restrained, controlled, balanced, 

bloodless—and that of the contemporaneous Izapa Stela 21—in which an executioner 

wields a knife before a tumbling and dramatically bleeding corpse. My hope is that future 

scholars will address these synchronic and diachronic differences in more depth, thereby 

reaching a more nuanced understanding of human sacrifice in the Maya world (for 

contextual approaches to sacrifice, see discussions in Demarest 1984; Houston and 

Scherer 2010:185; Joyce 2008; Taube 1988b; Tiesler and Cucina 2010:213; Vail and 

Hernández 2007). 

Although iconographic depictions and historic accounts often focus on the 

bloodiest part of human sacrifice, the violent ending of human life was not just an 
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endpoint or a single moment in time. Instead it was “… a process of change and 

transformation, with specific precedents and results. An end corresponds with a 

beginning; a particular moment implies a past that came before and stages that come 

after” (Houston and Scherer 2010:169; translated by author). Only by investigating 

sacrifice as a process, as a ritual composed of many moments that endured through time 

and space and which involved a host of different people, can we hope to understand its 

meaning in the Maya world (see, for instance, De Anda, et al. 2004:378-379; Schele and 

Miller 1986:116-117; Tiesler and Campaña Valenzuela 2004:44). 

Finally, I suggest that we as scholars do what we can to remove ourselves from 

moral judgments about human sacrifice that stem from our own cultural biases. Although 

humans commit acts of violence on one another every day across the globe, there is an 

overarching sense in Western belief systems that human sacrifice is particularly 

reprehensible (see Pasztory 2010:121 for a discussion of this topic).44 In fact, however, a 

look at human cultures through time indicates that violence enacted by humans upon 

other humans is the norm rather than the exception (see, for example, Eliade 1963:144; 

González Torres 1985:39–53). As Whitehead (2004b:55) states, “…violence is pervasive, 

ancient, infinitely various, and a central fact of human life…” One finds decapitation and 

human sacrificial rites throughout the Americas—in the Mississippian cultures, in the 

Huastec, Aztec, and Maya cultures, in Panama, Honduras, and throughout South America 

(Moser 1973; Pasztory 2010:122)—as well as throughout the rest of the world, from 

China to ancient Greece (see also González Torres 1985; Matos Moctezuma 2010:44-45; 

Pasztory 2010:122; Strathern and Stewart 2006:11). 

                                                
44 See Whitehead (2004a, b) for a discussion of violence as a form of performance, exchange, and cultural 
expression. 
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Scholars certainly need to continue addressing the ideological motivations of 

human sacrificial events in the Maya world. This should not, however, come at the cost 

of lifting these practices so high above the mundane that we cease to see them clearly. As 

Whitehead (2004a:11) states, “…by refusing to critically engage with the fleshy detail of 

violent acts, we remove them from that very context that makes them meaningful to 

others, if not ourselves” (see also Orr and Koontz 2009:xvii). That said, it is equally 

important to avoid sensationalism—the grisly delight of Mel Gibson’s “Apocalypto” in 

showing the Maya as bloodthirsty savages. Instead, we must attempt to strike a balance 

between a focus on ideological precepts that may have prompted these acts and an 

acknowledgement of the bloody reality of carrying them out (see, for instance, Hellmuth 

1987:355). As long as academic discourse on human sacrifice overlooks its brute 

physicality, though, we do the ancient Maya a disservice (see Houston 2009:336 for 

similar arguments). We must acknowledge that cosmic ends at times involve gruesome 

actions. We must also recognize that the meaning of these actions may have been 

intrinsically and inherently tied to their sensory impact. In sum, only by recognizing that 

human sacrifice integrates the loftiest of ideological motivations with the bloodiest of 

physical acts will we get to the heart, the meat, and the guts of the matter. 
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Chapter 6: Supernatural Bodies at Kaminaljuyú—Sculpture 10 and the 
Art of Myth 

INTRODUCTION: 

As this chapter argues, the gorgeously carved scene on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 

101 (FIGS. 25b and 55) appears to reference a primordial sacrificial event. As such, it 

provides a perfect bridge, from physical bodies of stone and bone and blood to bodies 

that were supernatural, mythical, and/or divine. In other words, Sculpture 10 provides a 

point of transition and access into the world of gods and myth as they were expressed in 

the iconography of Kaminaljuyú.  

Before I continue, it is first necessary to define myth as I employ it in the 

discussions that follow. To that end, I quote an eloquent and detailed description of myth 

written by Eliade (1963:5): 

Myth narrates a sacred history; it relates an event that took place in primordial 
Time, the fabled time of the ‘beginnings.’ In other words, myth tells how, through 
the deeds of Supernatural Beings, a reality came into existence, be it the whole of 
reality, the Cosmos, or only a fragment of reality… Myth, then, is always an 
account of a ‘creation’; it relates how something was produced, began to be. Myth 
tells only of that which really happened, which manifested itself completely. The 
actors in myths are Supernatural Beings. They are known primarily by what they 
did in the transcendent times of the ‘beginnings.’ …In short, myths describe the 
various and sometimes dramatic breakthroughs of the sacred (or the 
“supernatural”) into the World. It is this sudden breakthrough of the sacred that 
really establishes the World and makes it what it is today. Furthermore, it is as a 
result of the intervention of Supernatural Beings that man himself is what he is 
today, a mortal, sexed, and cultural being. (original emphasis) 

According to this description, myth takes place in “the before time” yet reverberates in 

real and tangible ways in the present. It is an armature upon which present realities are 

                                                
1 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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hung—a model, an explanation, a framework by which present moments can be 

understood. This topic is revisited in depth below. 

I begin the chapter by arguing that Sculpture 10 depicts divine beings enacting a 

mythical episode (likely one of primordial sacrifice). Myth was integrated with human 

history in a real and significant way in the ancient Maya world. At many Maya sites and 

in much of Maya art, for instance, it is difficult to distinguish (in any meaningful way) 

between divine figures, human beings with divine aspects, and individuals costumed or 

performing in the guise of deities. It is thus notable that the artists of Kaminaljuyú appear 

to have intentionally drawn these distinctions between divine and human figures in their 

iconography.  

After arguing these points, I move into a more detailed treatment of the three 

personages depicted on Sculpture 10. I begin with a description of the elderly female 

figure who kneels at the base of the scene, discussing her bare, drooping breast as a 

signifier of both age and divine status. I then describe the disembodied head that floats on 

the upper right of the scene, linking it to themes of decapitation and agricultural 

abundance. Finally, I consider the standing, trefoil-eyed, axe-wielding figure as 

associated possibly with the Classic period Itzamnaaj (more traditionally known as God 

D). Notably, none of the figures portrayed on Sculpture 10 have analogs at other Late 

Preclassic sites. This suggests that, while Kaminaljuyú certainly participated in broadly 

shared Late Preclassic ideologies (see, for instance, the discussion of the Principal Bird 

Deity in Chapter 8), it seems to have simultaneously maintained site-specific 

iconographies that spoke to the particular needs of its local audience (this idea is revisited 

in Chapter 7). None of the Sculpture 10 figures has an absolute or clear Classic period 

analog; they cannot be identified as any of the Postclassic deities of Schellhas’ alphabet 

or identified with figures from the Popol Vuh either. It is unclear whether this is a result 
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of changes that occurred during the Preclassic-to-Classic period transition or, as 

mentioned above, whether these figures simply represent local expressions unique to 

Kaminaljuyú. 

At the end of the chapter, I provide some tentative interpretations of what the 

Sculpture 10 scene may signify. I first tie the scene to ideas of primordial sacrifice and 

creator couples. I then more broadly describe it as a point of access into the ways in 

which mythic and supernatural precedent were integrated into the depiction of historical, 

kingly events at Kaminaljuyú. As such, Sculpture 10, though remaining enigmatic, does 

illuminate how the divine and mythical were used to lend sense, significance, and 

legitimacy to the historical, human world of Kaminaljuyú.   

DISCOVERY AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL CONTEXT: 

Before offering interpretations and arguments, it is important to first review the 

discovery and archaeological context of Sculpture 10. Although bits and pieces of the 

story are available in a number of publications, some of the information is incomplete, 

misleading, or mistaken, making a full and detailed review important. The following is a 

summary of a rather long, unpublished account written on Sculpture 10 by James Porter 

(n.d.). It appears to have been written between 1995 and 1996 and was based on a close 

reading of Edwin Shook’s excavation notes. 

Sometime after its original carving and use, Sculpture 10 was broken into four 

fragments. According to Porter (n.d.:17), the first and smallest of these (from the upper 

left side of the monument) was discovered in 1950 by Ernesto Schaffer and Joel Canby in 

an arroyo (see Parsons 1986:69, citing Shook excavation notes and personal 

communication, for a similar account).2 Late in December 1955, a group of workmen 
                                                
2 This fourth fragment (given the accession no. 2324 in the National Museum) was not recognized as 
belonging to Sculpture 10 until January of 1958, when Edwin Shook and Michael Coe managed to fit it 
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laying a water pipe came across the three remaining pieces of Sculpture 10, which had 

been deposited some 700 meters southeast of the original fragment, in Square B-II of the 

site (Porter n.d.:17; see also Parsons 1986:66, citing Shook excavation notes). Two of 

these fragments (those depicting the floating head and the figure at the bottom of the 

scene) were removed by the workmen so they could complete their work (Porter n.d.:17). 

The third was excavated in situ by Gustavo Espinoza on December 18, 1955 (Ibid.).  

On December 30, 1957, just three meters from where the three large fragments of 

Sculpture 10 had been encountered, Edwin Shook came across Sculpture 11 (Porter 

n.d.:19-20). Parsons (1986:66) argues that, despite their proximity, the monuments were 

deposited separately, Sculpture 11 sometime earlier than Sculpture 10: “Given the clear 

stratigraphic separation, Stela 11 has to be somewhat earlier than Stela 10, and was 

doubtless carved in Verbena times.” As a result, Parsons (1986:66, 69) suggests a 

Verbena carving date (200BC-50AD) for Sculpture 11 and a transitional Verbena-Arenal 

date (50BC-50AD) for Sculpture 10. Porter (n.d.:15), however, calls these interpretations 

into question, believing them to have stemmed from a misreading of Shook’s excavation 

notes. Porter (n.d.:15, 104), for instance, notes that Sculpture 11 was buried beneath the 

same 14 floors as Sculpture 10 (below a courtyard associated with Mound B-III-12). He 

also argues against Parsons’ proposed stratigraphy by noting that Sculpture 10 actually 

rested on a deeper stratum than Sculpture 11 (Ibid.). Based on this revised stratigraphy, 

Porter (n.d.:106) estimates a carving date for the two monuments that is prior to 250 BC, 

notably earlier than Parsons. He also concludes that the two monuments were deposited 

together as a stela-altar pair (Porter n.d.:20). He notes, however, that this combination 

would have taken place as a terminal event, mixing and matching two old, unassociated 
                                                                                                                                            
with the other stela fragments (Porter n.d.:23). The four pieces of Sculpture 10 were cemented together 
sometime later (Ibid.). For a reconstruction of the monument without concrete seams, see the photomontage 
published by Miles (1965). 
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sculptures into a new tableau. If this is true, then this event would represent one of the 

earliest expressions of monument reuse and rearrangement at Kaminaljuyú. 

Before continuing, I also need to clarify the point that, though it was designated a 

stela in the numeration set forth by Miles (1965), the thickness and dimensions of 

Sculpture 10 indicate it is not a stela, but instead an altar or throne (the overlap between 

these two formats is discussed in Chapter 10). Identifying two of the fragments as 

showing the remains of massive, tapering legs, Kaplan (1995:190) argues that Sculpture 

10 represents one of the largest examples known of a four-legged throne from the Maya 

area. Porter (n.d.:14-15) and Michael Love (personal communication, 2012), disagree, 

observing that the monument has feet or nubbins in the place of massive legs. Love 

(personal communication, 2012) suggests these feet were carved sometime after the 

monument was carved. Without access to the underside of this sculpture, however, I am 

unable to weigh in on these discussions. 

As a final note, I must emphasize that Sculpture 10 presents the viewer with a 

fragmentary composition. As both Kaplan (1995:190) and  Porter (n.d.:107, 109) suggest, 

it is possible that Sculpture 10 originally presented a bilaterally symmetrical composition. 

This would echo imagery both at Kaminaljuyú (FIG.11b) and other contemporaneous 

sites (FIG.56). If the composition was once symmetrical, a full third of the image 

(originally occupying the space to the left of the trefoil-eyed figure) would now be lost to 

us. With this in mind, Porter (n.d.:109) calculates that the original width of the monument 

would have been at least 350 cm, making it a truly massive sculpture (Kaplan 2011b 

similarly references the "oversized" thrones of Kaminaljuyú).  

A second possibility is that Sculpture 10 had an asymmetrical composition but 

was placed in a symmetrical arrangement with an architectural feature, a performing 

human body, or another monument (perhaps Sculpture 8 (FIG.25a), a similarly damaged 
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monument with similar iconography) to imply symmetry. If paired with a second 

monument, the two sculptures could have been arranged so that their main figures faced 

each other across space. In short, even if Sculpture 10 did not originally have a 

symmetrical composition, its placement in concert with other monuments or human 

bodies at Kaminaljuyú could have implied this symmetry. 

In sum, the original compositional qualities of Sculpture 10 are an unknown. One 

can thus only proceed with the limited information at hand. If more of the monument is 

eventually found, the arguments presented below may need to be revisited. At present, 

however, I attempt to make what sense I can of a highly complex and highly fragmentary 

scene, with the explicit qualification that such arguments are based on very incomplete 

data. 

HISTORY AND MYTH AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

When considering the divine and mythical at Kaminaljuyú, it is important to note 

how difficult it often is to distinguish between these and what we might call “real human 

history” in the Mesoamerican world. Although such distinctions make sense in Western 

frameworks, in many cultures the boundary between mythical and historical is murky or, 

in many situations, simply considered insignificant. Several authors have argued that the 

collapsing of past and present, divine and human, and mythical and historical events is a 

particular feature of both contemporary and ancient Maya belief (see, for instance, 

Bricker 1981; Gossen 1974a:248; Guernsey 2006b, n.d.; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 

Reese 1996; Schele and Freidel 1990:84; Webster 1998:36). Farriss (1984:333), for 

example, describes “The Maya conception of the past as something both irrevocably lost 

and infinitely repeatable…” 



 244 

As explained by Eliade in the passage quoted in the introductory section, myth 

often forms the basis through which present human reality was framed and understood. 

These concepts appear to be true for the ancient Maya specifically. In ancient Maya 

thought, the historical present appears to have been inextricably intertwined with the past, 

not only the ancestral human past but the deep history of primordial time, in which divine 

beings first brought the world into being. These ideas are outlined in more depth at the 

end of this chapter and are referenced again in Chapter 8 and Chapter 10. 

What I would like to investigate here, especially in light of the interweaving of 

historical and mythical time in Maya belief, is that the artists of Kaminaljuyú appear to 

have drawn clear visual distinctions between human and divine bodies in their art. These 

distinctions are most directly evidenced by the different ways in which the standing 

figures of Sculpture 10 (FIG.57a) and Sculpture 11 (FIG.57b) are portrayed. Although 

both individuals have distinctly human bodies, the Sculpture 10 figure has a non-human 

face, including a strange trefoil eye and a piscine mouth (complete with fish barbels and 

non-human teeth), and strange hanks of hair around his head. The Sculpture 11 figure, in 

contrast, has a very clearly articulated human face, eye, and mouth. Though he wears a 

supernatural mask, a distinction is made between this element of divine costume and the 

human body beneath it (see, for instance, Cortez 1986:104; Guernsey 2006b:93). Like the 

standing, trefoil-eyed figure, the floating head to the right of the Sculpture 10 scene 

(FIG.64) is also represented with non-human features, his supernatural scrolled eye, 

fanged mouth, and disembodied quality apparently indicating divine or supernatural 

status.3 

                                                
3 Conversations with David Stuart (2011-2010) lead me to believe that these distinctions may also be seen 
in the elaborate murals of San Bartolo. Here divine or supernatural males appear to be shown with “god 
eyes” and non-human mouths while ancestral males (most clearly the pair involved in the second accession 
scene on the West Wall) have more human facial features instead (for descriptions and images of the North 
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Such distinctions between human and divine figures are not a universal trait of 

Late Preclassic iconography. At Izapa, for instance, human and divine forms meld and 

blend into one another (see, for instance, Guernsey Kappelman 2004:105-106). Although 

Izapan art often shows avian masked figures that look very similar to the costumed ruler 

on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11, sometimes the avian masks are worn over bird faces, or a 

human-headed figure is represented with an avian body (FIG.58) (see, for example, 

Cortez 1986:20; Guernsey 2006b:77-78). These blended forms at Izapa may highlight a 

particular emphasis at the site on rituals of transformation, an aspect of kingly 

performance discussed in depth by Guernsey (see, for instance, Guernsey 2006b; 

Guernsey Kappelman 1997). As Guernsey argues, these performances likely emphasized 

a ruler’s ability to contact and communicate with the supernatural and the divine, abilities 

that marked him as qualitatively different from the rest of earth-bound humanity (see, for 

instance, Guernsey 2006b:80-81, 115; Guernsey and Love 2005:41). The blending and 

mixing between human and divine qualities is also a characteristic of later Classic period 

Maya art in which, as Freidel, et al. (1993:262) describe, “…the boundary between a 

human dancing as a supernatural and supernaturals materializing in this human ritual was 

never as sharply drawn as we modern researchers would like” (see also Freidel, et al. 

1993:264; Houston and Stuart 1989, 1998). 

 At present, I cannot explain why differences between supernatural and human 

figures were emphasized in the iconography of Kaminaljuyú and deemphasized at Izapa. 

At the very least, however, it points to intra-site differences in the ways in which 

mythologies were expressed in art during the Late Preclassic period. It may also point to 

site-specific strategies in which certain widely-shared ideological messages were 

                                                                                                                                            
and West Walls of San Bartolo, see Saturno 2009; Saturno, Stuart, et al. 2005; Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005; 
Taube and Saturno 2008; and Taube, et al. 2010). 
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expressed in different ways, possibly to make these messages more resonant and 

meaningful to diverse populations in differing historical, geographical, ecological, and 

political climates (Guernsey n.d. deals with similar ideas regarding myth in the Maya 

world). 

A DIVINE BREAST—THE SUPERNATURAL FEMALE FIGURE: 

At the bottom of the Sculpture 10 scene, a female figure is shown with a 

pendulous, naked breast and a god mask strapped to her back (FIG.59).4 Parsons 

(1986:69, 70) was the first to identify this figure as female and to recognize the dangling 

form on her chest as a bare breast, though Porter (n.d.:14) claims it was his idea 

originally, passed on to Parsons through Prater in 1981. That this element is, indeed, a 

breast, is proven through comparison with later iconography (FIG.60), in which profile 

representations of elderly female deities are shown with similarly sagging breasts; these 

droop down from behind outstretched arms and dangle over waistbands in a relatively 

consistent iconographic pattern (see, for instance, the Classic period Maya "Birth Vase," 

described in depth by Taube 1994a). Instead of the large, darkened nipples seen on these 

later, painted examples, the Sculpture 10 image shows the nipple as a large, flattened, and 

relatively broad protrusion at the end of the breast. This is clearly the breast of an elderly, 

post-menopausal woman, likely one who has had children (see Stone 2011:176-177 for a 

discussion of post-menopausal breasts). It is possible that the lines under her chin also 

reference her age, though these could be the remnants of a chin-strap mask rather than a 

depiction of wrinkles. 
                                                
4 This appears to be the same element of costume as the mask worn on the chest of the, trefoil-eyed figure 
and is shown with the same kinds of cloth bindings. I do not know if there is any difference between masks 
worn on the back of the body versus those worn in the front. However, it is possible that this difference is 
purely formal—as the trefoil-eyed god is shown frontally, the only way to depict his mask is as a frontal 
ornament. The kneeling woman, shown in profile, has the added challenge of a dangling breast, which 
would have confused the iconography if the mask was worn in front. 
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Although Preclassic ceramic figurines throughout Mesoamerica often focus on 

sexual characteristics like breasts and vaginas,5 such features are rarely depicted in 

Preclassic monumental art. In fact, though subtler, perkier breasts are seen in the murals 

of San Bartolo (FIG.61) (Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005) and on Chalcatzingo Monument 21 

(Cyphers Guillen 1982:384, Pl.9; Grove 1981:60), the old, sagging breast of the 

Sculpture 10 figure appears to be unique in early Maya monumental art (see Stone 

2011:168).6 As such, I believe it is worthy of attention and discussion. 

In examining the significance of the Sculpture 10 breast, I follow the arguments 

laid out by Stone (2011) in her eloquent treatment of female breasts in Late Classic Maya 

iconography. Although her discussion focuses on later imagery, most of her salient points 

are supported by Late Preclassic art as well. The overarching argument presented in 

Stone’s (2011) publication is that breasts in Maya art are meaningful and complex, 

extending beyond simple sexual identifiers to embrace broader categories of social 

identity, like status divisions, age differences, and supernatural versus human qualities. 

As Stone (2011:173) states for the Classic Maya, “Depictions of breasts in Maya art 

should not be viewed as a detail, like fingers and toes, complementing a natural rendering 

of women’s exposed bodies. The breast was deployed in a conceptual and strategic 

manner aimed at qualifying female actors in matters ranging from moral character to 

social and spiritual potency” (see also Stone 2011:168, 172). Therefore, although the 

pendulous breast of the Sculpture 10 women certainly identifies her as female, the real 

                                                
5 For more on ceramic figurine traditions in Mesoamerica, please reference the recent volume edited by 
Halperin, Faust, Taube, and Giguet (2009). For more on females in the non-monumental art traditions of 
Mesoamerica, see images and discussions in Guernsey (2012b) and Taube (1988a). 
6 For early, targeted treatments of women in Classic period Maya monumental sculpture, see 
Proskouriakoff (1961), Stone (1988), and Bruhns (1988) 
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question is what more it says about her identity as an individual and her role in the 

narrative scene that surrounds her. 

Naked breasts and nudity in general are most often discussed in a framework of 

sexuality and eroticism (see, for instance, Joyce 1996, 2000a, 2001, 2004a) or, in an 

outgrowth of these concepts, described in contexts of humiliation and debasement (see, 

for instance,  Houston, et al. 2006:42-43, 207-208).7 Joyce (2000a:65), for instance, 

views revealed bodies as sexualized and concealed ones as de-sexualized in Maya 

monumental art: “The initial effect of costume in monumental images is to cover the 

body of women while simultaneously revealing the body, and hence sexual status, of 

men” (see also Joyce 2000a:66, 78; 2001). Despite the full exposure of her breast, 

however, I would argue that the woman on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 is far less 

sexualized than many of the women depicted at Yaxchilan and Palenque, though they are 

enfolded in swaths of luxurious, richly embellished textiles. 

Gorgeously decorated fabrics may, in fact, have been understood as enhancing, 

rather than neutralizing femininity (Stone 2011:178; see also Proskouriakoff 1961:87).8 

As Stone (2011:177) states, “…sexual imagery may involve strategically hiding anatomy 

or revealing body parts that have nothing to do with primary or secondary sexual 

characteristics.” In many parts of the world, it is the concealment rather than the 

revealing of skin and breasts that is considered erotic (look at the Japanese geisha, for 

example). The parts of the body most closely associated with sexuality also vary from 

culture to culture—exposed ankles in Victorian England, for instance, were considered 

                                                
7 The connections of the Sculpture 10 female to captive and sacrificial contexts are revisited further on in 
this chapter and also discussed in Chapter 5. 
8 They also, as Julia Guernsey (personal communication 2012) points out, carry extremely complex and 
layered associations with narratives of female production, including economics and exchange. For more on 
textiles, please see, among others, Benson (1976); Earley and Guernsey (in press); Graham (2006); 
Guernsey and Reilly (2006); Reents-Budet (2006); and Reilly (2006). 
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outrageously suggestive, while plunging necklines with their attendant cleavage were a 

mainstay of fashion. Therefore, the revealing of breasts in Maya art may not always 

signify that their subjects were being eroticized or objectified. They are, as Joyce (see, for 

instance, 2000a) argues, highly intentional and charged statements, but I agree with Stone 

(2011:178) that these statements may have extended well beyond ideas of sex and 

sexuality to encompass broader frameworks of identity construction, including wealth, 

economic status, social etiquette, and supernatural affiliations. 

The sagging breast of the Sculpture 10 female appears to signal to viewers that 

she is both elderly and divine. These highly entwined aspects of identity deserve 

thoughtful consideration if we are to more fully understand the role of this figure in the 

Sculpture 10 scene. As outlined and discussed in depth by Stone (2011), bare breasts in 

Maya art (in sculpture, murals, and on ceramic vessels) very often indicate divine status, 

particularly the sagging breasts of older women, which usually identify them as creator 

goddesses (FIG.60).  

On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, the breast clearly belongs to an older female, likely 

beyond reproductive age, like those depicted on the Classic period Birth Vase (Stone 

2011:175; Taube 1994a). Ethnographic sources on the aged female body are 

contradictory, at times describing the post-menopausal female body as being in a 

weakened state and at others as having accumulated enormous power (Houston, et al. 

2006:16, 48-49; Stone 2011:177). In ancient Maya art, however, it is the latter aspect of 

these bodies that seems to be most often emphasized. In ceramic vessels and the 

Postclassic codices, for instance, the post-menopausal grandmother figure is most clearly 

embodied by the aged Goddess O, or Ix Chel (FIG.60) (Miller and Martin 2004:117; 

Stone 2011:176-177; Taube 1992:99-105; 1994a). This fearful goddess, associated with 

storms, floods, and the destruction of the world, is also closely linked to forces of 
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creation (Taube 1992:101; 1994a). As Taube states, “She appears to be the great genetrix 

and is closely identified with divination, medicine, childbirth, and weaving” (Ibid.; see 

also Schele and Freidel 1990:366). For more on this goddess and other Maya goddesses, 

see Schellhas (1904) and Taube (1992:64-69, 99-105; 1994a). The bare-breasted Goddess 

O, then, is anything but weak or powerless. Instead, she appears as a primordial deity 

associated both with the creation of life as well as its final destruction. 

It is possible that the woman shown on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 is related 

somehow to the later Ix Chel and Goddess O. It is important to note, however, that most 

of the diagnostic features associated with the later deity—her jaguar ear, clawed feet, 

serpent headdress, and skull-and-crossbones skirt—are missing from the very 

fragmentary Sculpture 10 image. The sagging breast of the Sculpture 10 figure and her 

representation in what appears to be a primordial event involving sacrifice, however, do 

associate her with similar themes as the later Goddess O. In addition, the Sculpture 10 

woman wears the mask of the horned water deity on her back (see Chapter 7 for a 

detailed description of this deity at Kaminaljuyú). The same mask is worn by the standing 

figure on Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.33d), similarly associated with themes of sacrifice and 

decapitation.9 This connection to water and to primordial, creative events further links the 

Sculpture 10 figure to the later Ix Chel and Goddess O. Unfortunately, without facial 

features, a headdress, or details of her skirt design visible, such an identification must 

remain tentative at best. She could just as easily be connected to the great female deity 

who mothered the Palenque Triad or represent an as-now unidentified goddess of the 

ancient Maya of which Sculpture 10 represents the only example. 

                                                
9 Several authors have noted the close relationship between Chocolá Stela 1 and Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, 
likely beginning with Miles (1965:256) and followed thereafter by Parsons (1986:70) and others. 
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As a final point, and as discussed in Chapter 5, the possibility that the Sculpture 

10 female represents a sacrificial victim must be considered when seeking to understand 

this monument. She is certainly shown in a position of offering—kneeling with hands 

upraised behind an axe-wielding figure. Although I tend toward a reading of this goddess 

as an attendant or participant in the event being shown rather than an actual sacrificial 

victim, it should be noted that her possible role as a creator goddess would not 

necessarily preclude an identity as a sacrificial victim. As discussed in more depth in 

Chapter 5, the ancient Maya appear to have conceived of life and creation as deriving 

from primordial acts of violent sacrifice. In this case, then, the Sculpture 10 woman could 

be both genetrix and victim, her destruction bringing about birth and life in the 

mythological past. 

A NOTE ON BREATH BEADS: 

The standing, trefoil-eyed figure and the kneeling woman on Sculpture 10 are 

each shown with a single, simple, unadorned breath bead before their noses (FIG.55). 

These likely function here much as they do in the later Classic period, as markings of 

living breath as well as exalted (i.e. divine or royal) status (Houston, et al. 2006; Houston 

and Taube 2000:265-267; Taube 2005). A variety of ethnohistorical documents prove 

these beads once had a very physical form. Throughout Mesoamerica, from the Early 

Preclassic period on, jade beads were placed in the mouths of important dead as a means 

of capturing their breath spirit (see, for instance, Geller 2004:142-143; Guernsey 

2012b:267-269; Houston, et al. 2006:142-143, 147; Miles 1957:749; Taube 2005:30-31; 

Tozzer 1941:130; Welsh 1988:217). At Kaminaljuyú, these beads are always shown in 

their simplest form and are depicted before the noses of just a handful of kings and 
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gods.10 The ruler on Sculpture 11 (FIG.57b), for example, is shown with one, as are both 

the trefoil-eyed figure and the old woman on Sculpture 10. It is also quite possible, as 

Parsons (1986:59) argues, that one is shown before the seated ruler on Monument 1 as 

well (FIG.62a). Finally, breath beads are shown before the noses of each of the central, 

throned figures of Sculpture 65 (FIG.43). That these designs were truly conceived of as 

jade beads is evidenced by a carved shell from Dzibanché (FIG.62b), where a seated 

ruler’s breath bead is represented by a small jade inlay before his nose (see Stuart 2004b 

for images and a discussion of the shell's iconography). 

Sculpture 65 (FIG.43) provides the most illuminating example of the way artists 

used the breath bead in Kaminaljuyú art. On this monument, only the central, throned 

individuals posses breath beads, “…in striking contrast to the abject prisoners who flank 

their thrones…” (Houston and Taube 2000:266). Although debates continue over the 

identities of these central individuals (see, for instance, Kaplan 2000; Parsons 1986:58), 

evidence points to the possibility that they are different kings. If each headdress 

represents, as it likely does, an emblematic name glyph (see discussions in Grube 2001; 

Houston and Stuart 1998; Kelley 1982; and D. Stuart 1987a about name glyphs in 

headdresses), then each individual carved on the monument is apparently shown with a 

different name.  

Supporting the idea that these are probably three different individuals is the fact 

that the eye of the middle figure (FIG.63) is shown closed, with a puffy lid, while the 

rulers in the upper and lower tiers have clearly open eyes. As Guernsey (2012b) has 

argued, this kind of closed, puffy-lidded eye is most often associated with ancestral 
                                                
10 At Kaminaljuyú, a serpent on Sculpture 18 is shown with a more complex breath bead assemblage, but 
this is clearly different than the simple beads shown before the noses of kings and gods elsewhere at the 
site. It is likely that breath beads were viewed differently in the case of zoomorphs. See, for instance, 
Houston, et al. (2006:142) for the different kinds of breath beads accorded different kinds of people and 
animals. 
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figures during the Late Preclassic period. Although the specifics of Guernsey’s argument 

are too detailed to outline here, such a reading suggests that the central king on Sculpture 

65 is specifically marked as a deceased, ancestral figure, in stark contrast to the two 

living kings depicted above and below him. As Julia Guernsey (personal communication 

2012) points out, such arrangements complicate our assumptions regarding the ways in 

which temporal and spatial relationships should be depicted in sculpture. With so little 

known about the context and content of this monument, however, such subjects remain 

elusive. 

THE FLOATING HEAD: 

The identity and meaning of the “floating head” of Sculpture 10 (FIG.64) is 

currently unclear, as nothing quite like him is seen in contemporary or later art. As 

mentioned above, he has a supernatural scrolled eye, large fangs, and floats in the upper 

right-hand corner of the scene as a disembodied head. 

The floating head wears a diadem strapped to his forehead by the twisting coils of 

a serpent (who breathes out vapor scrolls and is shown with a similar scrolled eye). This 

diadem is comprised of a cartouche that is infixed with a u-sign and topped with the feet 

and tail feathers of a descending bird. The longer of these tail feathers, shown as flexible 

plumes cinched with jade beads, likely represent quetzal feathers. The standing woman 

depicted on the North Wall at San Bartolo wears a similar diadem (FIG.65a), though this 

version lacks the two feet flanking the tail feathers and the cartouche contains a quetzal 

head rather than a u-sign. Another figure (also from the North Wall at San Bartolo) is 

shown with a related form (FIG.65b), though in this case a furry or feathered serpent 

emerges from the cartouche (Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:11-12). It has the same bird feet 

as the Sculpture 10 example, but the tail feathers are shown slightly differently. The 
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larger scale of the San Bartolo figure and his long topknot of hair further link him to the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 floating head, but the faces differ in most other details. 

Related examples of this descending bird diadem also appear on a number of Early 

Classic incised cylindrical tripod vessels (FIG.65c) (see Boot 2005:Fig.6c for a clear 

example). Unfortunately, however, though the diadem worn by the Sculpture 10 floating 

head is far from unique, its significance is currently unknown. 

The top of the floating face’s head is shown as a bump with delicate beaded 

strings issuing from it. This bump resembles a halved-quatrefoil, a motif associated with 

caves, emergence, breath, and moisture that is discussed in more depth in Chapters 8 and 

9 (for more on quatrefoils, see Guernsey 2010a). The bump also doubles as a corn 

symbol (for more on the corn elements attached to the heads of deities, see Taube 2000; 

Taube, et al. 2010:34-35, 39), while the jade-droplet beaded strings represent both 

shining corn silk and water. Such agricultural references are furthered by the leafy 

vegetation that curls out from the back of the head. The central stem of this foliation 

contains diagonal markings, identifying it as shining and precious.11 This vegetal design 

is identical to the leaf that emerges from the nostril of the anthropomorphized cave 

painted on the North Wall mural at San Bartolo (FIG.66) as well as other leaves that are 

depicted on the West Wall (it is also found on the mountain face mural fragments found 

in the upper shrine of the Ixim structure at San Bartolo (Román 2009:Fig.6)). Therefore, 

although scholars have previously interpreted this design as scrolls of smoke (see, for 

example, Kaplan 1995:190; 2001:39), I believe it is more clearly foliated, lending the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 floating head a more solid, vegetal quality. 

                                                
11 That this diagonal form represented a mirror was identified by Jeffrey Miller (see Schele and Miller 
1983). It is now widely accepted as a general sign for shining surfaces (Schele and Miller 1986:43; Stuart 
2010:291, citing Leonard and Taube 2007).  
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The floating head wears a large cut-shell earflare (FIG.64). This element, called a 

“knobbed ahaw” by Fields (1989:62-63, 72) is often seen as a pectoral in Late Preclassic 

and Early Classic art and represents one half of a bivalve shell. As noted by Fields 

(1989:63), another clear example of this ornament is worn as a pectoral by a hump-

backed effigy censer figure from Tomb A-VI at Kaminaljuyú (FIG.71).12 It is also seen 

on Cerro de las Mesas Stelae 6 and 8 (Fields 1989:63, Fig. 53a-b). Although I am 

uncomfortable with a few of Fields’ arguments, I agree that there is a clear association 

between the ajaw sign and these early shell images, as though the shell, like the ajaw sign 

(Stuart 1992), was understood as a scented flower, albeit an aquatic one, with its tabs 

representing volutes of aroma.13 

Overall, the floating head (FIG. 64) appears to be associated with vegetal growth, 

water, the earth, and the underworld. His jeweled, halved-quatrefoil maize topknot and 

leafy tendrils associate him clearly with agricultural fertility. His feline teeth and twisting 

serpent diadem associate him with caves, darkness, and the Underworld, connections 

further supported by his scrolled eye—though this kind of eye is closely associated with 

watery deities as well (Houston and Taube 2000:284). The figure is absolutely covered in 

jade, from his bead-dotted head to his corn-tassel hair. The beading along his head also 

links him to water deities, like the water deity mask worn by the kneeling woman below 

him and that worn the standing figure on Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.33d) (see Chapter 7 for a 

detailed discussion of these deities). His long, delicate beard may also serve as a 

reference to aquatic gods (see Chapter 5, Footnote 23 and Chapter 7). The precious, 
                                                
12 A second, identical effigy censer top was found in Kaminaljuyú Tomb B-II, though it was lacking its 
bottom section (see Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.191, Fig.206b). 
13 It is possible that one of the earliest examples of the shell-wing dragon is found just below this head (to 
the right of the female figure). As Houston and Taube (Houston 2010:77; Houston and Taube 2011:13) 
argue, the shell-wing dragon may simply have been the creature imagined to be associated with spondylus 
shells, as most artists would never have seen where the shell actually came from. For additional discussion 
and more examples of this dragon, see Hellmuth (1987:358-359, Figs. 342-346). 
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watery associations of the beads that cover him (see Taube 1995; Taube 2005 for 

discussions of the links between jade beads and water) are further emphasized by his 

spondylus shell earflare and the toothy water bird14 he wears as a mask (this mask is 

fragmentary but still visible before his face). 

The hafted axe in front of him and his disembodied nature suggest that this 

floating head has been severed. His agricultural, earthy, and aquatic associations, when 

looked at in concert with the aquatic themes repeated in the costuming and features of the 

other figures in the scene (those of the standing figure are discussed in the next section) 

may indicate that this is some kind of primordial sacrifice event. In other words, it may 

represent the letting of supernatural or divine blood to bring about agricultural wealth or 

represent some other creative context in which sacrificial death begat agricultural life. 

The belief in primordial sacrifices, particularly decapitations and dismemberments, as 

creative events is discussed in more depth further along in the chapter as well as in 

Chapter 5. 

As a final point, I would also like to note that the floating head on Sculpture 10 

exhibits a very close relationship to the standing figure depicted on Chocolá Stela 1 

(FIG.33d). These sculptures share a number of identical iconographic motifs alongside 

other, closely related details. Such connections deserve scrutiny, though what they might 

signify are, as yet, unclear. To begin, the headdress the Chocolá figure wears has the 

same feline fang, u-infixed eyebrow, and (possibly) scrolled eye as the floating head of 

Sculpture 10. The stylized corn with its beaded cornsilk atop the floating head is 

transformed into a jaguar ear with beaded filaments of hair on Chocolá Stela 1, while the 

twisting serpent diadem becomes serpent scales. The floating head’s shell earflare, 

                                                
14 See Schele and Freidel (1990:243) for a description of water birds as being shown with teeth. 
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described above as an aquatic flower, becomes a true, six-petal flower earflare on the 

Chocolá stela. In addition, the beaded head of Sculpture 10 transforms into a scalloped 

necklace on Stela 1. The bird mask and bird diadem worn by the floating head are also 

clearly echoed in the two birds found in the Chocolá composition. The same scrolled, 

vaporous breath emerges from the serpent’s mouth on Sculpture 10 as from the main 

figure’s mouth on Stela 1. Perhaps most interesting of all, however, is what appears to be 

a “reversal of roles” in the two sculptures. While the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 

composition appears to show the floating head as the result of a decapitation performed 

by a standing figure with a trefoil eye, on Chocolá Stela 1, these roles appear to have 

been reversed, with the standing figure (so closely associated with the floating head) 

clutching what appear to be two severed heads with trefoil eyes. 

As noted earlier in this chapter, both the trefoil-eyed figure and the woman on 

Sculpture 10 are depicted with breath beads (FIG. 55). It is thus worth mentioning that 

the floating head clearly lacks one. This difference suggests that the head is somehow 

being marked as qualitatively different from the other two figures. As seen on Sculpture 

65, dead ancestors could be shown with breath-beads, so the floating head’s lack of a 

bead is not necessarily a statement about death. Regardless, however, the fact that the 

head is not shown with a bead seems significant and intentional and may point to a 

different status or identity. 

THE TREFOIL-EYED FIGURE: 

Despite his human body and long-nailed human hand, the trefoil eye and piscine 

mouth of the standing figure on Kaminaljiuyú Sculpture 10 identify him as a deity 

(FIG.57a). His hair is shown in almost vegetal clumps, marked with chevrons, as braids 
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or dreadlocks might be.15 Like the woman below and the floating head above, the trefoil-

eyed figure has water associations. His bead-and-droplet beard, piscine teeth, and fishy 

whiskers, for example, link him to Late Preclassic depictions of aquatic deities. 

Furthermore, the mask on his belt wears a halved shell earflare and appears to be related 

to deities of the Late Preclassic that combine aquatic and terrestrial features. Similarly, 

the small face that is shown on his upper thigh (likely originally part of a kilt or loincloth 

design) displays some of the features of the Kaminaljuyú rain god of the Late Preclassic 

period.16 These water-related deities are all discussed in more depth in Chapter 7. For the 

sake of the current discussion, however, it is simply important to note the repeated 

references to and associations with water exhibited by the main characters in the 

Sculpture 10 scene. 

What’s in a Name? 

 A strange little creature emerges from the clumped hair of the trefoil-eyed god 

(FIG.67a). He has a shell for an eye, the same mouth as the trefoil-eyed figure, a corn-

like element flanked with scrolls at the top of his head (which could also, alternatively, be 

described as an inverted blood cartouche), and an arm marked with a dark patch that ends 

in a small, clawed paw. A similar kind of creature is depicted in a similar position on 

Tikal Stela 31 (FIG.67b). Several authors (including Martin 2000:Fig. 5; and Stone and 

Zender 2011:25) identify the Stela 31 creature as a glyphic name for the famed Tikal 

ruler Sihyaj Chan K’awil. Martin (2000:Fig. 5) also notes its appearance on a Tikal 

dynastic bowl, El Encanto Stela 1, and Tikal Stela 26. Because the small creature on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 is shown in such a similar context, it seems like that he, too, 
                                                
15 Taube, et al. (2010:18) identify similar shapes seen behind the faces of glyphs related to corn and paper 
as vegetation or foliation. 
16 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) links this face to the beaked face on the Dumbarton Oaks 
plaque, suggesting that it may represent a horned owl. 
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represents the name glyph of the deity he adorns; this name is unfortunately unknown at 

present. The convention of integrating name glyphs into the costuming and, more 

specifically, headdresses of individuals appears to have had a long history in the Maya 

world (see Grube 2001; Houston and Stuart 1998; Kelley 1982; Stone and Zender 

2011:25; and D. Stuart 1987a). 

Other carvings at Kaminaljuyú support the argument that glyphic appellatives 

were depicted in headdresses at the site during the Late Preclassic period. Sculpture 65 

(FIG.43) probably represents the best example. Although again, the glyphs cannot be 

read, it seems almost certain that the elaborate headdresses depicted on this sculpture 

name the individuals who wear them. Most interesting to me is the possibility that two of 

the figures are shown elsewhere in early Maya art. First, it appears that the central king in 

the middle register of Sculpture 65 (FIG.68a) is also depicted on the Hauberg Stela 

(FIG.68b). As Houston, et al. (2006:93) note, the bottommost severed figure on the 

Hauberg stela wears the same headdress (comprised of a central k’in in a cartouche 

surrounded by three curling volutes) as the central Sculpture 65 king. It should also be 

repeated that the Sculpture 65 ruler is shown with a distinctly closed, puffy eyelid 

(FIG.68a), a feature Guernsey (2012b) identifies as a characteristic of revered ancestors 

rather than living kings. If, as Houston, et al. (2006:93) suggest, the Hauberg Stela refers 

to an early creation event, it may provide further support for the reading of the central 

Sculpture 65 figure as an ancestral or foundational king. 

The kneeling subject to the right of the central king on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65, 

shown wearing a long-beaked, long-necked bird headdress with an outstretched wing, 

(FIG.68c) also reappears in Kaminaljuyú art. A jade bead from the Early Classic Tomb 

A-VI (FIG.68d) (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.148l), for instance, depicts an individual wearing 

a bird headdress with the same long beak and neck; here, the wing is abbreviated to a 
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crossed disk. The hands of this individual are crossed in front of his chest, perhaps 

signaling that he is a captive, as the Sculpture 65 figure is.17 There are a few potential 

chronological arrangements that might have enabled a cross-reference between the jade 

statuette and Sculpture 65. First, the jade statuette and Sculpture 65 may both be Late 

Preclassic in date, and the statuette may have been placed in the Early Classic Tomb A-

VI as an heirloom object. It is also quite possible, however, that Sculpture 65 was carved 

late in the sculptural chronology of Kaminaljuyú (Stuart, personal communication 2012), 

dating to the Terminal Preclassic or to the very beginning of the Early Classic. This 

would situate it more contemporaneously with the A-VI tomb. Regardless, and even if 

the two images were carved at different times, they may still represent the same 

individual—perhaps a famed captive of the ancestral ruler depicted in the center of 

Sculpture 65.18  

Eyes and Identity: 

In Classic Maya art, there are clear iconographic differences in the ways the eyes 

of different gods are portrayed. As Houston and Taube (2000:283) state, “If sight was 

transmissive and procreative, such distinctions might have signaled that one group had a 

particular kind of sight, perhaps as original or creator gods, and that the other did not.” 

Although Houston and Taube (2000:283-284) describe both the cross-eyed and scrolled-
                                                
17 This crossed-arms gesture was first analyzed in depth by Baudez and Mathews (1976:33) who note that, 
although it is encountered as a captive gesture in the Late Preclassic sculptures of Bilbao, the majority of 
examples date from the Middle Classic period onward. As these authors argue: “It can be interpreted as a 
gesture of respect, veneration, or prayer, as a submissive pose, or as a position of death.” By the Late 
Classic, however, and especially in the South Coast context (see, for example, Navarrete, et al. 1993), it 
appears rather commonly on freestanding sculptures. Therefore, at present, it is unclear whether this body 
position is one of captive status or not. 
18 It is also possible that the king seen in the lowest register of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 is shown on 
Sculpture 24 as well (see Chapter 9 and 10). Despite its lack of provenience, Sculpture 24 likely originated 
at Kaminaljuyú (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.141b). The reptilian or saurian face on this figure’s headdress 
recalls that worn by the Sculpture 65 individual, though enough differences exist to make this equivalence 
tentative at best. 
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pupil form of Classic period deities, the trefoil eye of the standing figure on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 10 fits neither category. Several authors confuse this trefoil eye with the eye of 

the Classic witz face (see, for instance, Fields 1989:100-101; A. G. Miller 1986:43, Figs. 

16-17), but I follow Hellmuth (1987:358) in arguing that these two eyes are distinct 

iconographic expressions. The trefoil element associated with witz eyes is actually a set 

of eyelashes that partially obscure the eye beneath them (see Schele and Freidel 

1990:169, Fig.5:2; and Schele and Miller 1986:45 for good examples of witz faces). In 

the case of Sculpture 10, however, the trefoil appears to represent either the figure’s eye 

itself or an eyelid closed over it.19 This difference is clear when one compares the trefoil 

eye of the standing figure on Sculpture 10 to the triple eyelashes of the face he wears as a 

belt mask (FIG.57a). 

Only two anthropomorphic entities with trefoil eyes are found in Maya 

iconography, both dating to the Early Classic. The first is a trefoil-eyed personage who 

floats above, and looks down at, the main individual on the Hauberg Stela (FIG.69a) 

(Hellmuth 1987:358; Stone 1988:78). The second is a full-round ceramic censer from 

Tikal Burial 10 that shows a trefoil-eyed figure sitting on a stool (FIG.69b) (Fields 

1989:100-101; Hellmuth 1987:358).20 In both Early Classic and later inscriptions, 

trefoil-eyed faces are also seen as hieroglyphs, or parts thereof. Since their reading and 

significance at this stage is currently under debate (David Stuart, personal 

communication, 2012), I omit these from the present discussion. 

                                                
19 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) notes that the kneeling woman on Sculpture 10 wears the 
same trefoil shape as an earflare element with jade droplets, possibly identifying it as a flower. Kaplan 
(2001:38), citing Taube (1992:19), suggests it might be a waterlily flower. 
20 As Julia Guernsey (personal communication 2011) has pointed out, Early Preclassic “One-Eyed God” 
figurines (see Cheetham 2009:171, Fig. 6.21) may also be related to this trefoil-eyed complex. If so, it 
proves a long history for this individual and may give further support to Guernsey’s (2012b) arguments for 
the movement of domestic figurine traditions into public art contexts. 
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Besides Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, the figure from Tikal Burial 10 (FIG.69b) is 

perhaps the most elaborated example of the trefoil-eyed supernatural in Maya art. The 

Burial 10 censer has been identified by Houston, et al. (2006:126-127) as an “aged 

creator being” who blows incense smoke over the human head in his hands to animate it. 

They connect this figure to acts of sacrifice as well as creation, likening it to scenes in 

which supernatural artists sculpt human heads (see, for instance, Coe 1977; Houston, et 

al. 2006:128, Fig.123.124bc; Miller and Martin 2004:pl.66). The Maya deity most closely 

associated with creative acts and artists is Itzamnaaj, also known as God D (for more on 

this complex deity, see Bassie 2002; Coe 1977; 1989:14; Freidel, et al. 1993:95; 

Hellmuth 1987:303-312, 363; Martin in press-b; Schele and Miller 1986:54; Schellhas 

1904:22-23; Spinden 1975:69; Stone and Zender 2011:47; Taube 1992:31-41; Thompson 

1957:4; 1970b:228-229; Tozzer 1941).21 As Taube (1992:31-41) describes, Itzamnaaj was 

one of the supreme creator gods of the ancient Maya, associated with wisdom and 

esoteric knowledge. In Classic period art and text, Itzamnaaj is often involved with the 

raising of the four directional world trees and the setting of the stones of creation (Bassie 

2002:22; Freidel, et al. 1993:92; Roys 1965:64-65; Taube 1992:36; 2006a:275). He is 

also frequently depicted enthroned and receiving kings and lesser gods in his celestial 

court (FIG.70) (Taube 1992:35; Zender 2011).22 

                                                
21 For historiographies and summaries of early theories on Itzamnaaj, see Freidel, et al. (1993:46-50, 410 
N.16, 410-412 N.19), Stone (1983:189-193), and Thompson (1970b:200-233). The Iguana House ideas put 
forth by Thompson (1970b) are now thoroughly outdated, but it is important to understand the history of 
research behind God D to understand some of the assumptions (and perhaps mis-identifications) scholars 
make today when discussing Itzamnaaj. 
22 Taube (1992:35) describes the miter-like headdress worn by God D in accession scenes in the Postclassic 
codices. I would argue this form is similar to the shape that emerges from the headdress worn by the 
attendant figure in the second accession scene on San Bartolo’s West Wall. This similarity suggests a very 
early antecedent for this Postclassic association between Itzamnaaj and accession as well as for the close 
relationship between Itzamnaaj and the PBD. 
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The Tikal Burial 10 incense burner (FIG.69b) bears the floral diadem and aged 

countenance of the Classic period Itzamnaaj, suggesting he is, in some way, related to 

this preeminent Maya deity. The nature of the relationship between the trefoil-eyed god 

of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIG.57a) and Itzamnaaj is less clear, however. The 

Sculpture 10 figure lacks most of the diagnostic features of Itzamnaaj, for example, 

including his crossed eyes, floral diadem, aged countenance, and shell pectoral (FIG.70). 

Nevertheless, the similarities of the Kaminaljuyú trefoil-eyed figure, the Tikal Burial 10 

censer, and the Classic period Itzamnaaj do seem to imply that they were connected in 

some way.  

Although such ideas can only be viewed as tentative and conjectural based on the 

paucity of current evidence, I would like to at least explore the possibility that the Classic 

period Itzamnaaj may represent a kind of amalgamated or merged form of several distinct 

Late Preclassic deities. This theory is based, in part, on recent work by Martin (in press-

b), which suggests the name glyph of the Classic period Itzamnaaj represents a 

combination of the wrinkled, elderly human face of God N with the diagnostic features of 

the Principal Bird Deity (or PBD) (see also Bassie 2002; Martin in press-b; Zender 2011). 

This composite name glyph, combined with the iconographic evidence that I summarize 

in the next section, has led me to the tentative conclusion that Itzamnaaj emerged in the 

Early Classic as a newly codified, fused form of several distinct Preclassic gods (for 

similar ideas in the context of aquatic gods at Kaminaljuyú, see Chapter 7). 

Puzzling Pieces—Itzamnaaj as a Possible Composite Deity: 

In order to approach this idea of Itzamnaaj as a potential amalgam of Late 

Preclassic deities, I first address his connection to the Principal Bird Deity, then to God 

N, and finally to the trefoil-eyed god of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10. To illustrate these 
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themes, I focus particularly on the ways in which they are manifested by the Early 

Classic Tikal Burial 10 censer (FIG.69b) and a very similar censer from the Early Classic 

Kaminaljuyú Tomb A-VI23 (FIG.71). While the Burial 10 censer depicts the trefoil-eyed 

god, the Kaminaljuyú censer instead appears to represent an Early Classic Itzamnaaj. The 

similarity between these two censers thus points to a rather enigmatic, but seemingly 

important connection between Itzamnaaj, the PBD, God N, and the Late Preclassic 

trefoil-eyed god of Kaminaljuyú. 

 First, it is clear that Itzamnaaj was closely related to the Principal Bird Deity 

from the Early Classic period on (Bardawil 1976:208, 209; Coe 1989:9-10; Guernsey 

2006b:91-117; n.d.; Hellmuth 1987:236-237, Figs.555-557, 363-365; Schele and Miller 

1986:55; Stone 1983:207-208). In fact, this association is so strong that the PBD has been 

described variously as the way (Freidel, et al. 1993:211; Guernsey 2006b:108; Guernsey 

Kappelman 2004:110; Houston and Stuart 1989:14, N.7, citing Taube, personal 

communication 1989), the avatar (Houston, et al. 2006:234), the metamorphosis 

(Hellmuth 1987:198-205, 363, 365), and the avian counterpart  (Taube 1998:458, 460) of 

Itzamnaaj (the PBD is discussed in more detail in Chapter 8). Such ideas are based on the 

fact that Itzamnaaj and the PBD are depicted with the same diagnostic features—

including a floral akbal diadem, cross-eyed pupils, cut shell pendant, and yax sign atop 

the head (FIG.72). These features are clearly exhibited on the Early Classic Kaminaljuyú 

censer (FIG.71) and evidently identify this figure as Itzamnaaj. The Burial 10 censer 

(FIG.69b) wears the same floral diadem and is also shown with a PBD tail (not 

                                                
23 An identical censer top was found in Tomb B-2 (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.191). 
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pictured),24 demonstrating that the trefoil-eyed god was likewise associated with PBD-

related features. 

Second, according to research by Martin (in press-a), the Classic period Itzamnaaj 

appears to be closely intertwined with the figure known as “God N,” an elderly deity 

associated with rulership themes in Classic period art (FIG.73) (see also Bassie 2002; 

Martin in press-b; Zender 2011). Two sculptures at Kaminaljuyú suggest that God N may 

have had a Late Preclassic predecessor (FIG.74). The first, Sculpture 179, has a wrinkled 

face, beard, and snaggle-toothed smile and wears an elaborate headdress (FIG.74a). The 

sinuous, jade-beaded, serpent-headed staff that he holds in his hand further connects this 

sculpture to the earlier25 Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 17 (FIG.74b). Sculpture 17 shows an old, 

hunchbacked figure with a beard and halved shell pectoral, who also carries a serpent 

staff in his hand. Michael Coe has identified Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 17 as a possible Late 

Preclassic rendering of God N, noting his elderly features and the similarity between his 

headdress and that of the Classic period God N (cited as personal communication, 1984, 

in Taube 1989b:358).26 Like the Postclassic God N (see Taube 1992:94 for a description 

of this deity), the Sculpture 17 figure also wears what appears to be a cut shell pendant.27  
                                                
24 For the overlap between this motif, the tail of the Principal Bird Deity, and Late Preclassic textile 
imagery, see Hellmuth (1987:364) and Earley and Guernsey (in press). 
25 The carving style and shape of the stone suggest a relatively early date for this monument (likely 
somewhere in the 400-300BC range, though this could easily be modified with additional evidence). 
26 Although some authors have cited connections between this figure and the Classic period merchant God 
L or his Postclassic form, Ek Chuah (see, for instance, Kaplan 2011b:263), Sculpture 17 lacks most of the 
diagnostic features of God L, including his merchant bundle, wide-brimmed hat, and muan bird features. 
Furthermore, God L was an underworld deity, whereas the Sculpture 17 figure is shown below a celestial 
band. For a good, brief summary of this deity, see Martin (2010). For additional description and images, 
see Finamore and Houston (2010:166-169, Pl.53-54). 
27 Although Taube (1989b:358, Fig. 24-4d; 1992:98-99) does not know of any Classic period images of 
God N carrying a walking stick, he does mention a Late Classic example from Tajín of a possible God N 
with a walking stick and proposes that this image may be related to Postclassic Huastec sculptures of old 
men leaning over such staffs (see also Taube 1994b:Fig.6d). In both Sculpture 17 and Sculpture 179 at 
Kaminaljuyú, the walking stick is clearly rendered as a serpent, a shape Taube (1989b:354, 358) believes is 
an allusion to a thunderbolt. For related concepts of old lightning and rain gods in contemporary Yucatec 
belief, see Vogt (1969:302-303). 
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The Classic period God N was believed to be responsible for sustaining the world. 

His name glyph may read pawatun (Coe 1973b; Stone 1983:220-221; Taube 1989b:355; 

1992:92), a name used in ethnohistorical documents to refer to a quadripartite being who 

sustained the sky (Taube 1989b:355; 1992:92, 94).28 He is closely related to the bacabs as 

well. Indeed, as Taube (1989b:355; 1992:92, 94) argues, bacab may simply be another 

term for pawatun.29 God N was also a year-bearer, associated with the beginnings and 

endings of temporal cycles (Schellhas 1904:37-38; Taube 1989b:355). He was also linked 

to the destruction of the previous world and the creation of the current one (Roys 

1967:100; Stone 1983:219; Tozzer 1941:135-136). One might safely assume that, if the 

Old God of Kaminaljuyú is proven to be an antecedent form of the Classic and 

Postclassic God N, he might have shared some, if not all of these associations as a world 

sustainer connected with both the beginnings and endings of the world. 

It is possible that the censer from Kaminaljuyú Tomb A-VI (FIG.71) provides 

early precedent for the blending of the elderly God N into the form of Itzamnaaj. 

Displaying the floral diadem and crossed-pupil eye of Itzamnaaj and the PBD, the 

censer’s face is also decidedly wrinkled and gap-toothed, just like the Late Preclassic 

Sculpture 179 described above (FIG.74a). Perhaps even more importantly, this Early 

Classic censer shows Itzamnaaj as hunch-backed, a feature that recalls the only other 

hunchbacked figure known from Kaminaljuyú: the Old God of Sculpture 17 (FIG.74b). 

Although other interpretations are certainly possible, this suggests that the Early Classic 

                                                
28 Stuart calls this into question in a 2001 letter (see http://decipherment.wordpress.com /2007/09/29/old-
notes-on-the-possible-itzam-sign/) 
29 In this, Taube argues against Schele and Miller (1986:54), who propose that God N, as Pawahtun, was an 
earth bearer, with the Bacab representing his younger, sky-bearing form. There is general confusion 
between the closely related pauahtuns and bacabs, a subject that is beyond the scope of the current study. 
For more on this topic, see Hellmuth (1987:370), Roys (1933:170-172; 1967:172), Stone (1983:221), 
Thompson (1970a, b), and Tozzer (1941:FN.632, FN.638). For a history of research on God N, see Martin 
(n.d.-b), Stone (1983:218-222), and Taube (1989b, 1992, 1994b). 
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form of Itzamnaaj at Kaminaljuyú integrated features of a Late Preclassic Old God, just 

as God D and God N are so closely intertwined from the Classic period on (see, for 

instance, Hellmuth 1987:216, Fig.454b). 

Finally, I would like to consider the trefoil-eyed god of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 

10. Several features suggest that he is related, in some way, to the Classic period 

Itzamnaaj. First, there is a clear connection between the Early Classic Itzamnaaj censer 

from Kaminaljuyú (FIG.71) and the trefoil-eyed censer from Tikal Burial 10 (FIG.69b). 

Both wear floral diadems; both have aged faces; both figures are open-mouthed incense 

burners, and both are depicted in sitting positions with their hands outstretched before 

them. If the Late Preclassic trefoil-eyed figure of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 represents 

the same figure as the Tikal Burial 10 censer, then I believe he, too, must be related in 

some way to the later Itzamnaaj.  

Second, I would like to reiterate that the only other anthropomorphic, trefoil-eyed 

figure known from Maya art is depicted floating above the main, supernatural figure on 

the Hauberg stela (FIG.69a). This position, as described in more depth in Chapter 8, is 

frequently occupied during the Late Preclassic by the Principal Bird Deity. Although 

speculative, this early connection between the PBD and the trefoil-eyed figure 

nevertheless deserves note. Finally, the narrative content of the Early Classic Burial 10 

censer seems to reflect similar themes as Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10. The Burial 10 

censer, for instance, holds what appears to be a severed human head in his hands. The 

animating quality of his breath, beautifully and physically embodied by incense smoke, is 

alluded to by the double breath bead under the nose of the severed head. In other words, 

this censer may reference the same interconnected themes of primordial sacrifice, 

decapitation, animation, renewal, and regeneration as encountered on Sculpture 10 (these 

themes are addressed in more depth in the next section). 
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In sum, I tentatively suggest that the trefoil-eyed god of Sculpture 10 (along with 

the Late Preclassic Old God and the PBD) may have been involved somehow in the 

development of the Classic period Itzamnaaj. Although, as mentioned earlier, current 

evidence limits such ideas to the realm of conjecture, the iconography of Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 and the Early Classic censer figures from Kaminaljuyú Tomb 

A-VI and Tikal Burial 10 intimate that some kind of fusion or mixing took place among 

the trefoil-eyed god, God N, and the Principal Bird Deity to engender the later, 

standardized form known as Itzamnaaj. Although such ideas must remain speculative for 

now, it is my hope that future investigations will begin to clarify the adaptations, 

combinations, and evolutions that occurred in the lives of these and other early Maya 

deities over time. 

DISCUSSION—PRIMORDIAL SACRIFICE AND THE POWER OF MYTH: 

Sacrificial Themes: 

The Sculpture 10 scene (FIG.55) has clear sacrificial overtones. First, and most 

obviously, the trefoil-eyed figure wields a curving hafted axe in his hand, an instrument 

that, as argued in Chapter 5, appears to be connected to human sacrifice and, more 

specifically, to decapitation.  

It is possible that the collar worn by the trefoil-eyed figure references similar 

subjects as well. Taube, et al. (2010:15), for instance, identify similar collars worn by 

three of the figures involved in penis sacrifice on the West Wall at San Bartolo as being 

made of twisted grass (FIG.75a). Although these collars are rare in Late Preclassic art, 

another example is worn by an axe-wielding figure on Pinturas Sub-1B at San Bartolo 

(FIG.36a). The authors (Ibid.) note the visual similarity between these San Bartolo 

examples and the collar worn by the trefoil-eyed figure on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, 
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concluding that these elements of costuming likely “…denote participants in blood 

sacrifice.” That the San Bartolo Pinturas Sub-1b individual (FIG.36a) appears to be 

shown in a scene of symbolic self-decapitation (Taube, et al. 2010:8, Fig.5b, 15) lends 

further support to arguments that the Sculpture 10 scene depicts similar themes. Two 

trefoil-eyed heads also appear on Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.33d), one depicted with blood 

pouring out of his severed neck. 

Taube, et al. (2010:16) have identified the grass-collared figures from the West 

Wall at San Bartolo (FIGS. 75a) as Juun Ajaw (1 Ajaw), an antecedent form of Hunahpu 

from the Popol Vuh and the mythical prototype of ancient Maya kings (see Chapter 8 for 

more on this figure). The similarities between these individuals and the trefoil-eyed 

figure of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 suggests this sculpture represents a similar myth of 

world beginnings in the context of primordial blood sacrifice (for more on primordial 

sacrifices as creation events, see Chapter 5. Also see Houston, et al. (2006:95, Fig.2.41); 

Martin (in press-b:7-8); Taube (1989a:2); 2010:204-205, 210)). In addition, as mentioned 

earlier, the floating head of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 may represent a severed head. 

Foliated and tipped with an ear of corn from which silken tassels flow like water, this 

head is both terrestrial and aquatic. To take this interpretation one step further, it is 

possible that this is an early image of the fruits of the earth, a personified form of 

agricultural riches. The watery associations of both the trefoil-eyed figure and the woman 

who kneels below him further support these connections, intimating that this great 

sacrificial act was connected to water, rain, and the rending of the earth to bring life to 

mankind. 
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Pairings: 

The fact that the mythological scene on Sculpture 10 contains a male and female 

figure—both apparently supernatural and both associated with themes of rainmaking and 

water—raises the possibility that this represents an ancestral couple.30 The pairing of 

male and female creator gods is common throughout Mesoamerica and appears to have 

been a feature of ancient ideology and myth, just as it is a feature of contemporary belief 

(see, for example, Brady and Prufer 2005:369; Christenson 2007; Guernsey 2012b:338-

339; Joyce 2000a, 2001; Thompson 1970b:199-203, 206-209). As for the Classic and 

Postclassic Maya, it is likely that the primordial creator couple was comprised of 

Itzamnaaj (or God D) and Ix Chel (Goddess O) (see, for example, Bassie 2002:22; Schele 

and Freidel 1990:366; Taube 1992:99; Thompson 1970b:206-209). As outlined earlier, 

the Sculpture 10 trefoil-eyed god and the bare-breasted female appear to exhibit 

connections to these later deities. 

In Classic Maya art there is a frequent emphasis placed on the paired involvement 

of both sexes in certain ritual actions (Joyce 1996:179-181, 185-187; 2001; 

Proskouriakoff 1961). Just as one sees later in the lintels of Yaxchilan and the sculptures 

of Palenque (see, for example, Joyce 1996:180-181, 185-187), Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 

shows what may be understood as the complementary contributions of a male and a 

female in the events of the mythological past. As Looper (2009:226) describes in the case 

of Classic period scenes, Sculpture 10 clearly contrasts the man’s position—his arm 

upraised in a vigorous pose—against the woman’s position—kneeling below the male in 

a gesture of offering (see also Joyce 2000a:186). Although what she is offering to the 

standing male figure is no longer visible, it could be food or water (as it is on the North 

                                                
30 Such an interpretation would certainly need to be revisited if it were determined that Sculpture 10 
contained more figures (either male or female). 
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Wall of San Bartolo (see Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:15, citing Taube 1989)) or items 

associated with accession and the legitimization of power (as are seen so frequently at 

Classic period Yaxchilan and Palenque). Conversely, there could be nothing in her hands 

at all, making her position analogous to that of the prisoners on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 

65 who, as described in Chapter 5, appear to offer themselves in sacrifice or submission 

to the rulers before them. 

If, as described earlier (and in more depth in the next section), myth and its 

representation in art provided a framework by which people could understand and model 

their actions, Sculpture 10 makes an extremely powerful statement about the critical role 

women played within that framework. As Miller (1988:ix) notes, “A disproportionate 

emphasis on themes of fertility and motherhood and on erotic subjects… has sometimes 

obscured the economic and political role that women had in the pre-Conquest period.” In 

Classic period imagery, particularly in scenes at Palenque and Yaxchilan, accessions, 

battles, and bloodletting rites all depend on female participation (see also Brady and 

Prufer 2005:369). Likewise, the creation event recorded on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 

involves a female. Therefore, though some may view the Sculpture 10 female as placed 

in a secondary position to the standing figure above her, it is equally important to 

emphasize that she is depicted on the monument at all. Her very presence indicates that 

the event being recorded, not to mention the efficacy of the actions portrayed therein, 

were dependent on her involvement and active participation in this primordial moment in 

time. 

References and Reiterations—the “Realness” of Myth: 

The sacrificial nature of the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 scene, the floating head 

that bears witness, and the pairing of male and female supernaturals all suggest that the 
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monument depicts primordial events of creation. This cosmogenic myth, however, should 

not be dismissed as somehow operating outside or beyond the human present. Instead, as 

Malinowski states, myth “…expresses, enhances, and codifies belief; it safeguards and 

enforces morality; it vouches for the efficiency of ritual and contains practical rules for 

the guidance of man. …[I]t is not an intellectual explanation or an artistic imagery, but a 

pragmatic charter of primitive faith and moral wisdom” (1926, quoted in Eliade 1963:20). 

As such, myth supplies “…models for human behavior and, by that very fact, gives 

meaning and value to life” (Eliade 1963:2 see also 6-8, 11, 14). 

When looking at a supernatural scene such as the one on Sculpture 10, then, one 

must keep in mind the practicality of myth—the tangible realities (including economics 

and political machinations) that underlie these tales of how the social order came to be. 

As Stone (1983:258) articulates, “…cosmogenesis is inseparable from the inception of 

social and cultural institutions. Thus, the creation of the natural world as conceived by a 

cultural group is concurrent with the creation of their social and cultural systems” (for 

similar arguments, see Guernsey n.d.; Helms 1993:214; Houston and Stuart 1996:292; 

Schele and Freidel 1990:65-66, 84, 252). Sculpture 10, then, should not be understood as 

depicting the activities of imagined individuals long past, but instead as describing 

current historical reality, explaining why things are as they are and how they came to be 

that way. 

In addition to modeling the present, myth in the Maya world was also believed 

capable of reoccurring in the present. In this conceptual framework, rites of 

commemoration and remembering do not just echo or recall the distant past, but 

“presence” those events within the human present. As Connerton (1989:43, 63, 66, 70) 

argues, these moments express not a quantitative, linear view of time, but the qualitative 

equivalence of certain events and moments. A number of researchers have shown that 
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such ideas were true for the ancient Maya in particular. Bricker (1981:6-9), for instance, 

describes this conceptualization as the “the telescoping of time” and argues: “The Maya 

believed that history was repetitive, that the events in one cycle would be repeated in all 

successive cycles as they had been repeating since time immemorial” (Ibid.:7). In both 

ancient and contemporary contexts, historical and mythical events are recreated as true, 

present events, with the identities of living performers collapsing into the identities of 

those human and supernatural performers who preceded them. In this way, non-

simultaneous historical or mythical events are often performed as if contemporaneous, 

allowing for the re-creation and re-occurrence of mythic and historical events in the 

present tense (see, for instance, Bricker 1981; Guernsey n.d.; Reese 1996; Reese-Taylor 

and Koontz 2001:12; Stuart n.d.). 

Several features of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 give flesh and depth to these 

theoretical concepts and temporal overlaps. In order to access the ways in which these 

ideas manifested themselves at Kaminaljuyú, I discuss each in turn: the curved axe 

wielded by the trefoil figure, the two elaborate day signs, and the mat design carved 

around the edge of the monument. 

Axes and References: 

The continuing reappearance of the curved sacrificial axe at Kaminaljuyú 

indicates that historical and mythical precedents were physically, visually, and 

intentionally conflated in both reality and in art at the site. This axe is carried by the 

trefoil-eyed god of Sculpture 10 as well as by the costumed king on Sculpture 11. Finally, 

as noted by several authors (Guernsey 2006b:7, 93 N.3; 2012b:105; Miles 1965:255; 

Parsons 1986:66), a physical counterpart was also found in the Late Preclassic Tomb 1 of 

Mound E-III-3 (see Shook and Kidder 1952:112, Fig.179c for a description). This axe, 
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then, bridged the distance between historical and mythical, iconographic and physical, a 

blending of temporalities that was first recognized by Guernsey (2006b). As a result, its 

presence on Sculpture 11, carried by the Kaminaljuyú king, may be seen as a 

simultaneous reference to both human and supernatural themes, an engagement of both 

synchronic and diachronic references by which the Kaminaljuyú ruler tied himself to 

mythological and supernatural precedent (see Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 

1997 for detailed explorations of this topic in the Preclassic world). 

The Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 ruler carries the same axe as the primordial god on 

Sculpture 10, suggesting that he (like the rulers of Izapa) sought to visually and explicitly 

connect himself to mythical events. It is likely that he did so in order to contextualize and 

justify his rule, linking it to the lives of past rulers and framing it as a pre-ordained 

outgrowth of a continuous line from primordial gods at the beginning of time to the 

present. As Connerton (1989:45) states, repeated reenactments of past events “…do not 

simply imply continuity with the past but explicitly claim such continuity” (see Schele 

and Freidel 1990:84; Webster 1998:36 for similar arguments in the Maya context). The 

Sculpture 11 ruler appears to announce similar claims through the visual (and likely 

physical) repetition of past mythical and divine moments. 

The Sculpture 11 ruler of Kaminaljuyú thus foreshadows the strategies used by 

later Classic Maya rulers, who similarly legitimated themselves through various claims to 

supernatural relationships. At times, for instance, they asserted descent from supernatural 

or ancestral figures or claimed to embody them (Marcus 1974:83-84; Reese 1996; Stuart 

1984:7; 2005b:186), relationships that provided “…a moral or supernatural justification 

for their actions” (Webster 1976:815; see also Guernsey 2006b:29, 40-41; and Houston 

and Stuart 1996:290). As such, kingly actions during the Classic period were described in 

real time but tied to and legitimized through their identification with mythological 
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precedents (see, for instance, Schele and Freidel 1990:84). As Reilly (2005:34) states, “In 

terms of the historical development of kingship, stelae gave Classic Maya rulers a means 

to record history publicly as linear time, while indelibly tying it in with the cycles of 

sacred time” (see also Guernsey 2006b:120; Houston and Stuart 1996:290-291; 

Nicholson 1971). The most explicit example of these linkages to mythical precedent may 

be a text on a bench from Palenque Temple XIX, which describes the accession of the 

Palenque king as a reenactment of the mythological accession of the deity GI under the 

auspices of Itzamnaaj (Stuart 2004a:263-264; 2005a:270; 2005b:162, 189). As Stuart 

(2005a:270) states, “The inauguration of the king is presented as a ‘like-in-kind’ event to 

a more ancient episode of both cosmological and local importance, and few other Maya 

artworks display so clearly the mythical underpinnings of royal office.” 

Therefore, as demonstrated by Sculpture 11, the early kings of Kaminaljuyú 

appear to have used mythical, supernatural, and ancestral events to establish and maintain 

elite power structures. Through these reiterations and multi-media cross-references, 

mythical events like those depicted on Sculpture 10 took on a very physical reality at the 

site. Events in real time were thus framed as re-creations of mythological ones, folding 

one upon the other in a cyclical view of time and human events that more resembles a 

spiral or coil than a simple circle (for similar descriptions of overlapping time, see 

Bricker 1981:6-9; Eliade 1963:19; Reese 1996). The ruler of Sculpture 11 thus presents 

himself as both mythological and historical in nature, making sense of his actions and 

place in this world by referencing archetypes constructed in primordial time. That these 

kinds of claims were so often expressed through sculpture testifies to the enormously 

affective power ascribed art and iconography in the Preclassic Maya world (see, for 

instance, Fields 1989:4-5, 10; Schele and Miller 1986:42). 
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Day Signs—Making the Mythical Historical: 

This manipulation of mythical precedent to resonate with present realities lends a 

sense of malleability to mythic time, which could apparently be curated, molded, and 

modified in highly intentional ways to suit human needs (Guernsey n.d. describes similar 

ideas in the context of the Popol Vuh, as much a mythological account as an historical 

one). Such intentional interactions with mythical precedent, particularly in visual 

representations, may also be seen in the specific way in which mythical scenes were 

labeled with calendric dates in the Late Preclassic period. 

 Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, for instance, depicts two large, elaborate day sign 

glyphs (FIG.55). Each of these is followed by an inscription in very shallow relief at a 

much smaller-scale, a format that is reflected in the elaborate mythological narratives of 

the San Bartolo murals.31 Although Kaplan (2001:38) interprets these day signs and 

inscriptions as proof of the historical nature of Sculpture 10, David Stuart (personal 

communication 2011) argues instead that this particular glyphic format is reserved 

specifically for the artistic representation of foundational, mythical, or creation events. As 

Julia Guernsey points out (personal communication 2012), this use of calendric markers 

to label supernatural scenes reveals a powerful conceptual intersection between historic 

and mythic time. In other words, these calendric glyphs anchor mythical or supernatural 

events in a quantifiable time frame that could then be referenced and utilized by historical 

rulers. This feature of Late Preclassic art not only illustrates the temporal overlaps and 

compression of the historical and mythical described above, but also the highly political 

and intentional ways in which these messages were crafted and sent (see Guernsey and 

Love 2005:39-40 for a discussion tying calendric inscriptions to political statements). 

                                                
31 Free-floating elaborate day signs without these longer inscriptions are found at other Late Preclassic 
sites, including at Izapa, in Chiapas, and Jaina, in Campeche. For a discussion of these isolated signs, see 
Benavides and Grube (2002). 



 277 

Woven Mats and Performing Bodies: 

This overlap and blending between myth and real time, past and present, may 

have happened in a very physical way with Sculpture 10. To understand this final point, it 

is important to remember that stone monuments acted in concert with human bodies in 

the Preclassic landscape of Kaminaljuyú, a topic revisited throughout this dissertation. As 

Guernsey (2006b:125) suggests, it is quite possible that altars or thrones like Sculpture 10 

were conceived of as stages for rulers, upon which ritual performances were acted out. To 

understand the narrative of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, then, we must consider the human 

body that might have completed that narrative or, at the very least, which helped it take 

on a particularly active form in the ritual landscape (these topics are revisited in Chapter 

10).  

To access these ideas, I would like to emphasize the woven mat design that 

frames the Sculpture 10 scene and drapes over the edges of the monument. As Robicsek 

(1975) first argued in detail, the mat sign is often connected to rulership in Maya 

iconography. Although I believe the mat design on Sculpture 10 has much to say about 

the scene within, I do not believe it identifies the trefoil-eyed god within it as a king. 

Instead, it appears to have a number of interwoven and complex significations that have 

much to say about the scene within and the ruler who would have sat or stood upon it. 

First, the exacting texture and detail of this design transform the top of Sculpture 

10 into an effigy stone mat. That the design hangs over the edges is a particularly artful 

detail, as though the throne itself was draped with a woven petate, well known as a sign 

of rulership and an appropriate surface for a king to sit or stand upon. 

Second, the mat serves as a framing device that opens out like a window into a 

mythological world. In this way, the mat doubles as a portal’s edge, a frame that marks 

the sacred space within (see discussions on framing in Clancy 1990:30; Earley and 
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Guernsey in press; Guernsey 2006b:39; Guernsey Kappelman 2004:100). As was 

mentioned briefly in Chapter 3 and discussed in more depth in Chapter 8, the foliation of 

the floating head deliberately overlaps this mat boundary design. The supernatural bodies 

within Sculpture 10 thus seem to reach out from the confines of their frame into the 

human world, making the monument a highly charged, transitional space. It is therefore 

quite possible that the human body of the ruler was visually understood to have been 

conjured out of, or emergent from the sacred space within Sculpture 10. Such arguments 

draw on analyses by Guernsey (2006b:126) at Izapa, where she notes that stela were 

positioned behind altars in such a way that the rulers sculpted on their surfaces appeared 

to be conjured out of the altars below. In the case of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10, then, the 

ruler himself would have been conjured up out of the mythical past, a powerful statement 

about his right to rule (see Chapter 10 for a detailed discussion regarding thrones and 

altars as sites of transformation). 

Third, the fact that the mat design frames the scene within it also serves to 

describe and qualify that scene. In other words, it appears to mark the event depicted 

within it as being in some way tied to the creation or structuring of the office of kingship 

in mythological time. The king, sitting or standing upon this scene, would therefore have 

been making a very physical and explicit statement about the basis of his power. In this 

moment, Sculpture 10 would literally have become a foundation stone for his rule.  

Finally, as a frame and as a portal, this mat joined the ruler sitting atop it to the 

events portrayed below. In such a way, the present king was physically and visually 

conflated with past mythologies, reaching through the monument’s permeable surface to 

draw these events into present reality. As such, king and divine became part of the same 

master narrative. 
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In sum, Sculpture 10 appears to represent a very physical statement about the 

divine sanction and supernatural precedents underlying the Kaminaljuyú king’s power. If, 

as described above, time were conceived of as a spiral, continuously moving forward and 

folding back upon itself, the ruler could be simultaneously historical and mythical, human 

and divine. He could be a moment in time that was all moments in time—the tangible 

“now” of the supernatural past. 

CONCLUSION: 

In many ways, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 scene serves to complicate rather than 

clarify our vision of the mythical world and the supernaturals that governed it during the 

Late Preclassic period. None of the three figures represented here can be identified 

clearly in Classic period art, and none are described or discussed in the Popol Vuh, 

suggesting that real and dramatic changes affected the Late Preclassic pantheon of gods 

at the onset of the Early Classic period. More specifically, the axe-wielding trefoil-eyed 

figure of Sculpture 10 suggests that certain disparate gods of the Late Preclassic may 

have, for reasons unknown but certainly intentional and practical, been combined during 

later periods. This idea is repeated in Chapter 7, where distinct Late Preclassic aquatic 

deities appear to morph into the Classic period Chahk. 

Although many of its details remain enigmatic, Sculpture 10 appears to represent 

a great, mythical, creation event. This event involved sacrifice (likely by decapitation) 

and seems to be associated with agricultural beginnings and fertility. The supernatural 

beings responsible for this event are depicted as a male-female pair. Both bear the 

features and/or masks of aquatic deities and both appear to be linked in some way to the 

great Classic period creator pair Itzamnaaj and Ix Chel. 
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The fact that the ruler on Sculpture 11 is shown carrying the same axe as the 

trefoil-eyed god of Sculpture 10 illustrates the complex and intertwining ways in which 

mythical time was integrated into conceptions of the present at Kaminaljuyú. These ideas 

are further illustrated by the woven mat border design of Sculpture 10, which appears to 

designate the sculptural space as both mythical and historical, compressing the earthly 

moment of the now and present king with deep and distant time, when divine beings set 

the precedent for his earthly rule. 
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Chapter 7: Water, Water Everywhere—the Many Aquatic Faces of 
Kaminaljuyú 

INTRODUCTION: 

Previous chapters have made several references to water motifs and rain symbols, 

particularly in contexts of primordial sacrifice. The current chapter therefore focuses on 

water (as clouds, rain, still water, groundwater, mist, etc.) and the myriad ways in which 

it was depicted at Kaminaljuyú. Jade-dropletted rain beards, the horned face of aquatic 

gods, crocodiles, and watery scrolls make aquatic themes the single most repeated topic 

in Kaminaljuyú art. Indeed, nearly a third of the bas-relief sculpture fragments from 

Kaminaljuyú that have discernible iconography depict faces, figures, and symbols related 

to water, indicating the depiction of these themes in art was considered of primary import 

at the site during the Late Preclassic period. 

This chapter addresses Kaminaljuyú deities related to water in all its forms,1 

situating Kaminaljuyú and its specific iconography within the larger context and 

framework that has been laid out by previous scholars. The discussion that follows is 

clearly and deeply indebted to the decades of work undertaken by Karl Taube to 

understand these themes throughout Mesoamerica. My interpretations have also been 

directly influenced by the methodology of Julia Guernsey, who has so eloquently 

articulated the intersection between broader iconographies and site-specific contexts 

(particularly at Late Preclassic Izapa). The current chapter thus represents an effort to 

situate the imagery of Kaminaljuyú within the scholarship laid out by my predecessors, 

                                                
1 It is important to note that this overarching category of “water gods” is a personal construct, employed in 
an academic context in order to more coherently and comprehensively address symbolism related to rain, 
mist, groundwater, etc. The use of such a category does not, however, imply that the ancient Maya also 
conceived of these figures as a single group or complex. 
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paying particular attention to the ways in which the iconography of this site complicates 

and enriches our view of water in the Late Preclassic world.  

This chapter has two basic goals—taxonomic and interpretive. First, I set forth a 

detailed but tentative taxonomy of deities related to water at Kaminaljuyú, attempting to 

sort these overlapping and sometimes bewildering categories into somewhat legible 

groupings so that future scholars may address them in a more confident way. Some of 

these categories show very strong overlap, so certain distinctions may prove to be, in the 

end, immaterial. I thus move forward with the expectation that this will be seen as a first 

step and that future scholars will flesh out, throw out, and reassess my divisions, 

according to the vagaries of the new evidence that is bound to come to light. 

In this taxonomic overview, I begin with the closest analog to the Classic period 

Chahk, which I call the “Kaminaljuyú rain god.” I then present the somewhat enigmatic 

“horned water deity,” who shares many of the same features, except for a prominent horn 

that issues from the center of his forehead. From these deities I move on to what I believe 

is the non-deified, animate form of water (representing rain, clouds, or scrolling mist). 

Finally, I describe a face that is only found at Kaminaljuyú and which seems to mark still 

water, particularly that carried in vessels. 

From the face of still water, I move to more terrestrial themes. Earth imagery is 

very closely bound up with water imagery at Kaminaljuyú, exhibiting overlaps and 

intertwining features that often make strict classifications difficult. Therefore, this section 

of the chapter also offers a tentative taxonomy. And, as before, this categorization is 

presented with the hope that new discoveries will create opportunities for reassessment 

and modification in the future. 

In this section, I begin with the earth crocodile, the Maya earth model par 

excellence. At Kaminaljuyú, the earth crocodile is only seen in early imagery, possibly 
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morphing into or replaced by a being I call the “bracket-beaked” deity, which appears to 

blend earth associations with those of terrestrial water. This entity and the Kaminaljuyú 

feathered-serpent earth both show close associations with the broad complex of Classic 

period deities that are referred to as the “Waterlily Serpent.” 

After this detailed account of iconographic particularities and taxonomies, I move 

to more interpretive themes, fleshing out the deeper meanings and contexts of water at 

Kaminaljuyú. I address, for instance, the complex relationship that these Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú deity forms have with the Classic Period Chahk and what that might tell us 

about the ways in which multiple forms of water in the natural landscape were integrated 

into ideology and iconography at Kaminaljuyú.  It is my hope that the categories 

presented in detail in the beginning of the chapter will help future scholars delve more 

confidently into these issues, which embrace ideas of intra-site variation and the ways in 

which iconographies may have been altered to meet changing historical contexts in the 

ancient Maya world. 

To anchor Kaminaljuyú to its particular context, I also discuss the ways in which 

iconography seems to reflect the reality of its built and natural landscape. Ideological 

emphases on aquatic themes at Kaminaljuyú appear to reflect a physical and 

sociopolitical environment in which hydraulic projects had an enormous impact on the 

site’s populace. It is not surprising, then, that water was so heavily integrated into 

iconography and belief systems at the site. With this in mind, I briefly discuss the ways in 

which access to and control over aquatic resources appear to have been highlighted in the 

imagery of rulership at Kaminaljuyú. Four ruler images at the site, for instance, clearly 

depict the kings of Kaminaljuyú as watery beings. In this way, water became not just an 

ideological concept or an environmental category, but a substance that was intertwined 

with the structuring of power and the legitimization of kings at Kaminaljuyú. 
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The chapter ends with a discussion of the “realness” of water, emphasizing the 

way in which water affected the Kaminaljuyú landscape and inhabitants in a physical, 

political, economic, pragmatic, and social sense. Water deities were not just misty faces 

dreamed out of clouds and carved in stone; they were the animate, embodied forms of a 

substance without which a population would not survive. Water, then, was supernatural 

and divine but also hugely material and practical, a substance in which many godly faces 

were perceived and which also accorded an enormous measure of power and influence to 

those who were able to control it. 

AQUATIC DEITIES AT KAMINALJUYÚ—RAIN, MIST, AND WATER: 

A Brief Word on the Ancestral Chahk: 

The figure that is most frequently identified as the storm deity Chahk in Late 

Preclassic art—the god with the elaborate topknot of hair seen on Izapa Stela 1 (FIG.76a) 

and descending from the center of the Calakmul Structure IIB-Sub frieze (FIG.76b) (see 

Carrasco Vargas 2005 for an image)—is not found at Kaminaljuyú (for identifications of 

this topknot-headed individual as Chahk, see Girard 1966:40; Guernsey 2006b:124; 

2010b:217, 230, note 2; Martin in press-a:8; Norman 1976:87, 91; Taube 1992:22; 

1995:95). This figure exhibits such close visual and contextual similarities to the Classic 

Period Chahk as to identify him as the ancestral form of this storm and lightning god.  

The absence of this figure at Kaminaljuyú is certainly notable. It is highly 

unlikely that Kaminaljuyú would lack a storm god, so the absence of the topknotted 

ancestral Chahk at the site suggests that regional or site-specific differences may have 

come into play when depicting these deities. As argued below, I believe the closest 

analog to the Izapa Stela 1 and Calakmul frieze figures at Kaminaljuyú is the deity 
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depicted in relief on Sculpture 192 and Sculpture 4 (FIG.17)3 as well as in full-round form 

on several additional sculptures from the site (FIGS. 83, 86, 88). Despite his seeming 

relationship with the Izapa and Calakmul topknotted ancestral Chahk, I hesitate to call the 

Kaminaljuyú rain god “Chahk” for three reasons. First, we lack the glyphs that would 

have labeled him at Kaminaljuyú.4 Second, it is unclear what the relationship is at 

Kaminaljuyú between the Sculpture 19 form and the horned water deity. In other words, 

it is not clear whether one of these deity forms represents the ancestral Chahk of 

Kaminaljuyú, whether both were simply iconographically distinct representations of the 

same god, or whether individual deities may have fused or been incorporated into the 

Classic period Chahk. Third, the Classic period Chahk, above all, is a lightning and storm 

god. At Kaminaljuyú, however, water deity images are not shown bearing lightning axes, 

indicating they may have had slightly different associations than the Classic period 

manifestation of the storm god.  

The Kaminaljuyú Rain God: 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 19 and Sculpture 4: 

The Kaminaljuyú rain god is depicted in relief on two panels at the site: Sculpture 

19 (FIG.77a) and Sculpture 4 (FIG.77b) (for arguments related to the chronological 

placement of these monuments, see Miles 1965:250-251, Fig.11c; Parsons 1986:62; 

                                                
2 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
3 Although Taube (1996:60-61) identified Sculpture 19 as a representations of the Late Preclassic maize 
god lifting the sky serpent in an earlier article, imagery and evidence that have come to light since have 
convinced him this is a rain deity instead. 
4 As Lacadena (2004:87) argues “Although iconographic representations clearly suggest that the existence 
of this god harks back to Preclassic times, it is important to notice that phonologically the name Chaahk 
only makes sense in a Classic Ch’olan linguistic context.” 
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Stone 1972:71-72). Unfortunately, the entire upper half of Sculpture 4 was broken off in 

antiquity, so iconographic details of the deity’s head can only be theorized based on 

Sculpture 19. A sample size of one is clearly quite small, so the hope is that, as new 

monuments are discovered, more information about this deity will come to light. 

As discussed in Chapter 4, Sculpture 19 and Sculpture 4 appear to have been 

conceived of as a pair. Both are carved in similar styles and in similar shallow relief on 

thin stone panels. Like many monuments at Kaminaljuyú, they were mis-categorized as 

stelae early on. They more likely served as wall panels (Miles 1965; Parsons 1986:30), 

however, perhaps acting as balustrade elements flanking a stairway, like those found at 

Classic period Palenque. Although Sculpture 4 is slightly less well carved, and although 

it is broken, it appears to depict the same deity as that shown in a complete form on 

Sculpture 19. 

In both cases, the deity is shown in full-bodied form in a highly dynamic pose—

the Sculpture 19 (FIG.77a) figure kneels on one knee and raises a raining sky serpent 

above his head, while the lower half of the Sculpture 4 figure is dancing (FIG.77b).5 The 

pose of the Sculpture 19 figure is highly reminiscent of that on the early Takalik Abaj 

Monument 64 (FIG.78a).6 Guernsey (2010b:216-217, fig.9.10; 2012b:80) has identified 

this latter figure as a water god not only because of its iconography, but because it was 

positioned in a particularly watery landscape as well. As Guernsey observes, this 

association of water-related sculptures with aqueducts or hydraulic systems is also 

                                                
5 The position of the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 4 feet recalls the dancing feet on La Lagunita Monument 11 
(see Fahsen 2010a:249, Fig.10.12e). Another foot that looks very similar to those on Sculpture 19 and 4 at 
Kaminaluyú may also be seen on the extremely fragmentary Sculpture 83 (FIG.78b). 
6 The one-bent-knee position of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 19 and Takalik Abaj Monument 64 may also, as 
discussed in Chapter 5, reference a context of offering—here it would indicate the offering of rain. 
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encountered at Early Preclassic San Lorenzo (Coe and Diehl 1980:361-362) and at Late 

Preclassic Izapa (Guernsey 2006b, 2010b). 

The Sculpture 4 and Sculpture 19 deities are associated with scrolling water faces 

(these are discussed in more detail in a later section), and both compositions are filled 

with twisting, curling scrolls. Both figures wear knotted snakes tied around their upper 

thighs and additional knotted snakes as anklets; they also wear the same pectoral and 

curving back plate. It is possible that a version of this curling backplate is also worn by 

an image of Chahk on an incised Early Classic vase (FIG.79). Several additional features 

are shared by this Early Classic Chahk image and the deity on Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 4 

and 19. Both figures, for example, have curving “whiskers” or fish barbels and both have 

rain droplet beaded beards as well. Their eyes, however, are different. While the 

Sculpture 19 figure has an open eye that lacks a pupil, the Early Classic Chahk image has 

the scrolled eye associated with underworld deities of the Classic period. 

On both Sculpture 4 and Sculpture 19 (FIG.77), the rain deity has markers of 

shininess on his shins and arms (see Taube 1996:50), though only the Sculpture 19 figure 

shows these elements embellished with diagonal lines. Coe (1973b:54) was the first to 

describe these kinds of motifs as “god markings,” while the reading of the diagonal form 

as a mirror sign was identified sometime later by Miller (this reading was published in 

the posthumous monograph by Schele and Miller (1983)). It is now widely accepted as a 

general sign for shining surfaces, marking the deities that bear it as resplendent beings 

(Schele and Miller 1986:43; Stuart 2010:291, citing Leonard and Taube 2007). These 

signs have also been identified as visually equivalent to celts, a format seen most clearly 

on Izapa Stela 3 (Taube 1996:50). That they were, as Taube (1996:50) argues, actually 

tied on to the arms and legs of kings and other human performers is evidenced at 

Kaminaljuyú on Sculpture 21 (FIG.80), which shows the remnants of one of these items 
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lashed on to the arm of the main, standing figure (Ibid.). In addition to shining limbs, the 

Sculpture 19 (FIG.77a), deity also has a large, backward-curving head infixed with 

mirror signs. 

That the Sculpture 19 and Sculpture 4 deity has crocodilian feet furthers these 

glistening, shiny associations. Although other authors have identified them as jaguar 

paws (see, for example, Taube 1995:95), I believe their “floppy” quality, the fact that 

they lack the claws that jaguar paws usually display, and their overall similarity to 

depictions of crocodile feet at both Kaminaljuyú (FIG.97a) and elsewhere (FIG.81) 

indicates that they are more likely crocodilian feet instead. The Sculpture 19 and 

Sculpture 4 deity is also shown with knobby joints, a feature it shares with the massive 

Sculpture 2 crocodile (FIG.97a) and which further associates it with saurian or reptilian 

beings. Thus, like Izapa Stela 11, in which a giant frog is marked as a glistening being by 

the “shiner”7 on its back (FIG.82), Sculpture 4 and 19 at Kaminaljuyú represent a wet, 

shining, reptilian deity associated with moisture. 

That said, there is a clear, and I would argue intentional and important, overlap 

between jaguarian and crocodilian features in the case of the Sculpture 19 and Sculpture 

4 deity. As Covarrubias (1946, 1957) and Bernal (1969) argued early on and Taube 

(1995:98-99; 2004c:29; 2009a:27) has reinforced with more recent study, the Classic 

period Chahk appears to be a kind of piscine or reptilian transformation of an original 

jaguarian form. The close and complex connection between jaguars and rainmaking 

rituals, both in the ancient past as well as in contemporary costumed rituals throughout 

Mesoamerica has been discussed in depth by various authors (see, for instance, 

                                                
7 This term has been proposed by David Stuart (see Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:38-41; and Taube, et al. 
2010:70) to describe this face (previously referred to as “God C”), which appears to be the embodied form 
of brilliance and resplendence. 
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Covarrubias 1957; Guernsey 2010b:219; Gutiérrez and Pye 2010; Orr 1997; 2001:62-63; 

Pohorilenko 2008; Taube 1995, 2004c; Taube and Zender 2009), so it is not surprising 

that this visual and thematic overlap would be present at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú as 

well. 

Full-Round Rain Deities—Statuettes and Chahklets: 

Sculpture 81, a small stone figure, appears to represent an example of the 

Kaminaljuyú rain deity in a full-round sculpted form (FIG.83). He is full-bodied, shares 

the same blend of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic features seen on Sculptures 4 and 

19, wears a similar simple earflare, and has the same eyebrow and eye as the Sculpture 19 

deity. The curving forehead seen on Sculpture 19 has been abbreviated to a small nubbin 

atop the head of the Sculpture 81 figure. This bump is distinct from the horn that 

sometimes issues from the foreheads of water deities and may, as Houston and Taube 

argue, be derived from a fish fin (Finamore and Houston 2010:240-241; Taube, et al. 

2010:75)). Unlike other water deities at Kaminaljuyú, the Sculpture 81 figure’s genitals 

are clearly visible, though the significance of his nudity is unknown. His mouth is also 

agape. He has a large central bucktooth and an enigmatic design depicted below it. I refer 

to this as a “water beard,” following the suggestion of Karl Taube (personal 

communication, 2012). Like the figure carved on Sculpture 19 (FIG.77a), the Sculpture 

81 deity holds a twisting, serpentine figure over his head. Here, however, the serpent 

transforms into a tumpline that curves behind him, creating a vessel out of his body (the 

face on the figure’s back will be discussed in more detail later on). Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 73 and a ceramic vessel found in Kaminaljuyú Mound B show similar 

iconography (FIG.84). Related imagery associating the rain deity with vessels of water is 

seen throughout the Classic period (see, for instance, Taube 2004b:77), but is most 
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clearly exhibited in Postclassic codex images (FIG.85), which depict gods pouring rain 

from water vessels upon the world below. 

The similarities between Sculpture 81 and Sculpture 72, another full-round stone 

figure from Kaminaljuyú (FIG.86), indicate that this latter sculpture, too, belongs in the 

Kaminaljuyú rain god category. Karl Taube (personal communication 2008) was the first 

to identify this figure as a rain god. It has the same distinctive eyebrows, pupil-free 

circular eye, simple earflare, and zoomorphic characteristics of both the Sculpture 19 

deity (FIG.77a) and Sculpture 81 (FIG.83). It further echoes the Sculpture 81 figure with 

its bucktooth, here shown as clearly T-shaped, and the carving around its chin, which 

echoes the water beard seen on Sculpture 81. Like Sculpture 19 (FIG.77a), Sculpture 72 

has an over-sized, back-tilting head. Instead of exhibiting mirror markings, however, the 

head of Sculpture 72 simply swirls like clouds or water (see Taube 1995:95 for a 

discussion of these kinds of scrolled heads as "thunderheads"). This swirling head is the 

closest analog found at Kaminaljuyú to the swirling hair of the topknotted ancestral 

Chahk and supports the theory that this is a localized variant of the same deity. 

The crouching, swirl-headed Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 72 recalls the small statuettes 

identified as zoomorphic Chahks by authors like Taube, Houston, and Zender (FIG.87) 

(see Finamore and Houston 2010:240-241, Plate 77; Taube and Zender 2009:194). I 

fondly call these statuettes “Chahklets.” Like Sculptures 81 and 72 (FIGS. 83 and 86), 

these figures (which usually lack provenience information) exhibit the same characteristic 

eyebrow, a hunched body position, a nubbin- or scroll-topped head, a central bucktooth, 

and a water beard, sometimes carved with jade beads in the form of water droplets (see 

Taube 1995:96). The main differences between these Chahklet figures and the 
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Kaminaljuyú examples are that the former show a pupil inside the eye, have shells for 

ears,8 and often wear some kind of a diadem, while the latter do not. 

With these features in mind, I place Kaminaljuyú’s three, large, three-pronged9 

stone incensario bases (Sculptures 216, 217, and 218) (FIG.88) (Miles 1965:257) in the 

Kaminaljuyú rain god category. Taube (1995:96) makes a similar comparison. If these 

large heads were placed on giant, crouching bodies, there would be no question that they 

belonged in the same category as the Kaminaljuyú figures discussed above. They have 

the same distinctive eyebrow, short snout, T-shaped bucktooth, gaping mouth, and water 

beard of other members of this group. Like the “Chahklet” statuettes, the Kaminaljuyú 

incensario bases have pupils in their eyes, wear diadems, have jade water beads 

decorating their beards, and have stylized shell ears or earflares. Although these look 

somewhat different than other examples of shells, two different formats were apparently 

used during the Late Preclassic to represent shells (both evidently symbolizing halved 

spondylus shells). One version is elongated and curved (FIGS. 87, 102, 103a), while the 

other is squared off or rounded. The latter form is best represented by the earflare worn 

by the floating head on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIG.64)—a u-infixed oval within a 

kind of curving bracket topped by two knobs. The Kaminaljuyú incensario bases wear the 

same shell earflares as the Sculpture 10 example, though the incensario versions are 

slightly more stylized. The incensario bases also have u-shaped incisors on either side of 

their mouths, which links them to images of the horned water deity (discussed below) and 

further supports their identification as watery heads. 

                                                
8 David Stuart (personal communication 2009) argues that these are spondylus shell ears rather than 
earflares. 
9 Although they are not visible in these photographs, each sculpture does show the broken remains of three 
prongs on top. 
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In order to understand the final similarity between Monuments 216, 217, and 218 

and the other water-related figures discussed above, it is important to picture them in use. 

As incense burners, the tops of these sculptures would have been transformed into 

scrolling clouds of black smoke, visually equivalent to darkened rainclouds (see, for 

instance, Freidel, et al. 1993:152; Stone and Zender 2011:143).10 The overlap also 

clarifies the meaning behind the scrolled and curving formats of the head of the 

Kaminaljuyú rain god. These watery beings were literally shown as roiling clouds (Taube 

1995:95-96; K. A. Taube 2009a:29). The topknot of hair worn by the Izapa Stela 1 and 

Calakmul frieze deities (FIG.76) was likely envisioned as a similarly scrolling form, like 

mist and rainclouds. That the foreheads of water deities are sometimes marked with 

mirror signs is therefore not surprising—wet, shining rain and the clouds that bore it were 

certainly considered shining, glittering things.11 

Scrolling foreheads, then, when combined with other watery characteristics, can 

be viewed as a consistent (perhaps even diagnostic) feature of early water gods. 

Sometimes these foreheads are depicted in stone, like the serpentine figurine from 

Tuzapan, Veracruz (FIG.89a)12 or Monte Alto Monument 3 (FIG.89b-c) (see Guernsey 

(2010b:220; 2012b:101, 112) and Taube (1995:96-97) for identifications of this figure as 

a Late Preclassic Chahk). They are sometimes molded in stucco, as on the façade of 

Building B-1st at Holmul (FIG.89d) (see Estrada Belli 2011:Figs. 5.11-15.13 for images), 

                                                
10 Karl Taube (1995) notes the similarity between these cloudy, scrolling foreheads and a passage in the 
Chilam Balam of Chumayal in which copal smoke is described as the “brains of the sky.” 
11 These ideas lead me to identify the right-hand figure on the Late Preclassic Chiapa de Corzo Bone 1 as 
the topknotted ancestral Chahk. That he shares many of the features of the Kaminaljuyú rain god, 
particularly those of the Sculpture 19 image, further supports the possibility that this deity was a site-
specific variant of the topknotted god. The zoomorphic creature below him fits most comfortably in the 
category of deities that combine terrestrial and aquatic features, discussed in more detail further on. 
12 Though Martínez Donjuán (2010:Fig.3.9) identifies this as a jaguar, I agree with Taube (1995:Fig.18) 
that it is a water deity instead. 
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and sometimes they are implied, as they are for the Kaminaljuyú stone incensario bases 

(FIG.88). Although nearly all of these have been identified otherwise in various 

publications, I believe they all represent the faces of water-related deities. In the case of 

the Holmul mask, this water face is blended with the cleft form associated with Classic 

period witz masks (Estrada Belli 2011:93-95), but the watery associations of the face are 

just as clearly indicated. For all of the examples noted above, there is also a strong 

association between rain gods and the face of the Principal Bird Deity, an overlap 

discussed in more depth in Chapter 8. 

The Horned Water God: 

Another deity form that appears to be closely related to water at Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú and contemporaneous sites is what I call, for lack of a better term, “the 

horned water god” (FIGS.90-91). It is quite possible that this is simply an iconographic 

variant of the ancestral Chahk and/or the Kaminaljuyú rain god (as argued by Taube, et 

al. 2010:75, Figs.49-50). For the moment, however, I treat the conspicuous horn or 

plume-like object that projects from the deity’s forehead as a meaningful feature that may 

indicate a separate identity. In other words, the addition of this “horn” as a specific 

iconographic feature seems intentional and important to me, so I present this deity in a 

separate category.  

The most beautifully detailed rendition of the horned water deity at Kaminaljuyú 

is the mask strapped to the back of the female depicted on Sculpture 10 (FIG.90a). This 

mask has a scalloped head, topped with a backward-bending element with an infixed u-

sign. This echoes the back-curving head of the Sculpture 19 deity, which is similarly 

marked with shining diagonal lines.13 A horn- or plume-like object projects from the 
                                                
13 This is the kind of feature that Taube and Houston argue may derive from a fish fin (Finamore and 
Houston 2010:240-241; Taube, et al. 2010:75). 
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Sculpture 10 deity’s forehead above his nose, and his earflare contains a small, grinning 

reptilian face. The deity’s eye is a rounded t-shape and may have been understood as an 

ik’ or wind sign (see Chapter 9; Guernsey 2010a:80-82; and Houston, et al. 2006:145-152 

for discussions of ik' signs; Houston and Taube 2000:267, 270-273). Although some of 

the mouth is broken off, a small fish barbel, a u-shaped incisor, and a whisker (subtly 

animated by the addition of a cross-hatched eye and a nostril) are all still visible. Similar 

horned water deities are also carved around the four corners of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 

(FIG.90b), though here they are far less well preserved. These are its only other 

representation at the site. 

The clearest counterpart of this deity is found on Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.90c). The 

Chocolá example has the same earflare, crenellated head, eyebrow design, and u-shaped 

incisor as that on Sculpture 10. It also appears to have the same back-curving element 

atop the head (though much is effaced), while a similar horn projects from its forehead. 

The Chocolá mask does, however, differ in the shape of the eye and the open circle that is 

placed over the mouth. Unlike Sculpture 10, the lower face of Chocolá Stela 1 is 

relatively well preserved and exhibits the same pendent jade droplets found on the beards 

of the rain gods described earlier.  

Horned water deities beyond these Kaminaljuyú and Chocolá examples appear to 

take on slightly different forms, suggesting some degree of intra-site variation. Examples 

include the heads carved around the sides of Izapa Throne 1 (FIG.91a), on Uaxactun 

Structure H-Sub 3 (FIG.91b), and on an incised Protoclassic vessel (FIG.91c) (although 

in this final example the motif looks more like a scroll curling in front of the forehead 

than it does a horn projecting out of it) (see Taube 1995:92 for a description of this deity 

as Chahk). Full-figure forms of the horned water deity appear on Izapa Stela 3 (FIG.91d), 

Izapa Stela 23 (FIG.91e) (Girard (1966:40) and Norman (1976:87-92, 128-131) were the 
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first to connect these to as ancestral water deities), and within the turtle cartouche on the 

West Wall mural at San Bartolo (FIG.91f) (Taube and Saturno 2008:314; Taube, et al. 

2010:75, Figs.49-50).14 These examples have smooth or less-clearly-scalloped heads, 

often exhibit a different eyebrow, wear a simplified earflare, sometimes lack the nubbin, 

bump, or curving form of the Kaminaljuyú rain deity’s head, and substitute scrollwork 

for the water droplet beards of the Kaminaljuyú and Chocolá examples (the San Bartolo 

example appears to have a pointed beard, with scrollwork attached to the back of his 

head). That so many of these figures share the same projecting horn, blunt snout, shark’s 

tooth (see Hellmuth 1987:352), and fish barbels as the Kaminaljuyú and Chocolá 

examples, however, indicates they are likely regional variations of the same deity. Below 

the image of the horned water deity on the façade of Uaxactun Structure H-Sub 3, one 

even encounters the same toothy reptilian that is infixed in the earflares of the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 and Chocolá Stela 1 deities (see Valdés 1991:Fig.8). 

As was the case for the Kaminaljuyú rain god, artistic representations of the 

horned water deity emphasize its shiny nature with diagonal “mirror markings” and 

infixed u-shapes. Although Freidel and Schele (1988a:555) suggest these u-infixes mark 

ornaments and jewelry made of stone, its presence on non-stony objects like deity 

eyebrows indicates it is likely a more general marker of preciousness instead. The mask 

on Chocolá Stela 1 (FIG.90c) even has a “shiner” for a belly, while the Izapa Stela 3 

figure (FIG.91d) wears celts strapped on to his limbs (see Taube 1996 for a discussion of 

the directional qualities of this kind of body ornamentation), further reinforcing that this 

was a glistening, shining deity. 

                                                
14 See Taube, et al. (2010:73) for more examples of water gods on the West Wall of San Bartolo. 
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 On Izapa Stela 3 (FIG.91d), the full-figured deity carries an axe and, as Julia 

Guernsey (2010b:212-213) has argued, straddles what is likely an animated, zoomorphic 

water drain. This may point to the deity’s connection to these specific kinds of water 

sources— including canals and other man-made hydraulic systems. Izapa Stela 23 

(FIG.91e) may provide further support for such a hypothesis. Although this monument is 

somewhat poorly preserved, and though published drawings appear to be somewhat 

inaccurate, the figure does seem to have a frontal “horn” projecting above his nose and, 

like the figure on Stela 3 (FIG.91d), carries a kind of “baton” in his hand (Guernsey 

2010b:215, Fig.9.9). Moreover, he is depicted descending from a skyband into a band of 

“bumped” water scrolls below. As described in Chapter 5, these “bumped” scrolls 

indicate that the deity is falling into some kind of liquid, likely a body of water. Again, 

this may support a potential association between the horned water god and hydraulic 

systems or other bodies of water.  

On the other hand, the idea of descent from the sky could connect the Izapa Stela 

23 figure to celestial or rain-bringing themes instead. In possible support of a more 

celestial role for this deity, Karl Taube (personal communication, 2012) suggests that the 

downward-facing position of the horned water god faces on Izapa Throne 1 (FIG.91a) 

indicates a celestial orientation, particularly as they appear to be associated with a 

cartouche that is often associated with skybands and portals in Late Preclassic imagery 

(Guernsey 2006b:136; 2011:131; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 2002:72). Unfortunately, in 

the vast majority of Late Preclassic examples, the horned water god is shown without a 

clear iconographic context, so although his connection to water is clear, the specific 

realm that he occupied—whether of groundwater, rainwater, or otherwise—remains, for 

the moment, unclear. 
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To summarize, the horned water deity is identifiable by the horn-like projection 

from his brow. He must also exhibit some combination of the following features: 1) a 

jade beaded, water droplet beard or scrollwork below the face; 2) a scalloped head; 3) an 

earflare with a reptilian face inside; 4) markings of shininess; 5) a back-curving element 

on top of the head; 6) teeth that include a frontal shark tooth, a u-shaped incisor, or both; 

7) an eye that lacks a pupil (the eye can be replaced by a u-sign, a T-shaped opening, or a 

circular opening, but it does not appear to ever be scrolled, as the Classic Chahk’s eye 

often is. 

Animate Water: 

I believe there is an important distinction to be made between the Kaminaljuyú 

rain god, the horned water god, and what appears to be simply the non-deified, animate 

face of water (as liquid and/or as scrolling mist or clouds) (FIG.92). As described below, 

these faces are: 1) always disembodied (i.e. they are never associated with fully 

anthropomorphized bodies as deities often are) and, 2) lack eyes and eyebrows, being 

shown instead with simple scrolled heads above their noses. Although scholars often call 

these faces Chahks (see, for example, Taube 1995:95; Taube, et al. 2010; Taube and 

Zender 2009), I believe they serve as a more generic sign for animate water, rather than 

serving as representations of the deity that governed it. Karl Taube (personal 

communication, 2012) disagrees with this separation, arguing that because deities were 

the embodied forms of the substances they governed, making distinctions between the 

face of Chahk and the face of scrolling mist or running water is misleading. I look at it 

somewhat differently, seeing Chahk, the deity of thunderstorms and rain showers, as 

bearing the facial features of the animate face of water, rather than viewing all animate 

faces of water as faces of Chahk. 
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For the moment, then, I maintain the value of drawing a distinction between water 

in a deified versus a non-deified form. At the very least, I believe these kinds of academic 

disagreements point to important, unresolved questions over the ways in which “divinity” 

and material phenomena were defined for the ancient Maya. These are complex 

theological and philosophical issues that cannot be resolved with any confidence based 

on the current dataset, but they will hopefully continue to take clearer form as more 

evidence comes to light (see Chapter 1, Footnote 20 for a list of sources on Maya 

divinity).  

At Kaminaljuyú, the clearest two examples of scrolled water faces are found on 

Sculpture 4 and Sculpture 19 (FIG.92a-b). While the Sculpture 4 example is shown 

upright (atop the zoomorphic water deity’s knee), the Sculpture 19 example is inverted 

and attached to the end of the raining sky serpent’s tail. Both share many features with 

the Kaminaljuyú rain god, including a blunt snout, similar teeth, and “whiskers” or fish 

barbels. The Sculpture 19 scrolled water face has a short beard, while the Sculpture 4 

example has a “beard” of scrolls; both are reminiscent of the Sculpture 19 rain deity’s 

water droplet beaded beard. Such close similarities indicate that these scroll-headed faces 

are, indeed, watery in nature. 

To my mind, the most significant aspect of these scrolled faces is that they lack 

eyes and/or eyebrows. Above the nose, one simply finds a scrolling forehead.15 Although 

the clearest exception to this rule appears to be Izapa Stela 1, photographs (FIG.93) (see, 

for instance, Norman 1973:Plate 1; Stirling 1943:Plate 49a) indicate that the published 

drawings, which show the deity’s face as scrolled and lacking an eye (see, for instance, 

the New World Archaeological Foundation illustration published in Clark and Moreno 

                                                
15 Karl Taube disagrees with this reading (personal communication, 2012). He argues that these beings do 
not lack eyes but instead are shown with their eyes closed, as crying, raining clouds (Taube 1995:95-98). 
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(2007: Fig. 13.1)), may be inaccurate accounts of the stela’s iconography. According to 

Norman (1976:87), the face of the deity on Stela 1 was intentionally erased in antiquity. 

This means that the details of the face cannot be reconstructed in an illustration without a 

good deal of creative interpretation. Photographs of Izapa Stela 3 and Stela 23 (see, for 

instance, Norman 1973:Plate 5 and Plate 37; Stirling 1943:Plate 50a) show equal loss of 

facial detail, meaning that the facial features included in published illustrations may be 

unreliable. For now, then, these monuments must be omitted from discussions regarding 

the presence and absence of deity eyes, as these details were effaced in antiquity or have 

eroded away over time. 

As for the scrolling water faces (FIG.92) found in Late Preclassic art, I believe 

their lack of eyes suggests a non-deified status. As Houston and Taube (2000:283) argue, 

in the ancient Maya world divine sight was considered special and powerful. As such, 

Classic period deities are often identifiable through diagnostic eyes—the celestial or solar 

“crossed-eye” of the Sun God, for instance, versus the underworld scrolled eye of the 

Jaguar God of the Underworld. This appears to have been the case during the Late 

Preclassic as well, with specific eyes associated with specific kinds of deities. I therefore 

believe that the fact that these Late Preclassic water faces lack eyes serves as an 

intentional and meaningful signal that they are not, in fact, deities. 

These scrolled water faces also consistently lack bodies. In other words, they do 

not take on anthropomorphic, full-bodied forms. Full-bodied depictions of water deities 

at Kaminaljuyú and elsewhere in the Late Preclassic Maya world (when their faces are 

preserved) are shown with distinctly rendered eyes and/or eyebrows. I therefore believe 

that the disembodied, scrolling face serves as the animate face of water, used to 

characterize figures, objects, and iconographic features as “watery” in nature. The use of 

animate faces to “embellish” forms shown in Maya art was discussed as early as 1901 by 
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Spinden (1975:44-45). Schele and Miller (1986:43) later dubbed them “personification 

heads” and noted that they were used to signify the animacy or inner power of objects 

(see also Schele and Freidel 1990:426, N.12). The current argument that these scrolled 

heads represent an animate, though non-deified form of water also recollects a statement 

by Norman (1976:91), who viewed the scrolling heads on the basal band of Izapa Stela 1 

as personified cloud formations rather than deity faces. 

Scroll-headed water faces are seen on several monuments besides Sculpture 4 and 

19 at Kaminaljuyú. One is carved on a small, eroded fragment, Sculpture 90 (FIG.92c), 

while two other inverted examples comprise the ears or earflare assemblages of the 

massive Sculpture 2 crocodile (FIG.92d-e). Four additional scrolled water faces are 

depicted on the top of a miniature altar (Sculpture 76), enmeshed in overlapping 

scrollwork (FIG.92f). This would have presumably identified whatever occurred on top 

of this sculpture (offerings of incense smoke, perhaps?) with water. A second throne or 

altar fragment, Sculpture 18, depicts a water face along its side (FIG.92j). On top, a 

serpent spews out scrolls and breathes out jade beads (FIG.92k). Again, it appears that 

this altar, too, was associated with watery, misty, or cloudy themes.  

These animate water faces appear to have directional qualities. As noted above, 

Sculpture 76 shows four scrolling water heads on its top face, each wrapped in scrollwork 

(FIG.92f). This directional quality was apparently shared by the horned water deity as 

well. For example, the face of the horned water god originally marked the four corners of 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68, though only two of these masks are preserved (FIG.90b). 

Similarly, the five horned water god faces carved on Izapa Throne 1 (FIG.91a) likely 

represent the four directions and center (see Taube 1998:439-441 for a discussion of the 

crossed bands emblem atop this monument as a sign of centrality). Such ideas suggest (as 

I mentioned in Chapter 4) that the three massive effigy incensario bases at Kaminaljuyú 
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(FIG.88) may have originally comprised a foursome. That said, three is still a significant 

number. Taube (1998:434-435), for instance, views three-pronged ceramic incensarios 

found at Chiapa de Corzo, Izapa, and Kaminaljuyú as “portable three-stone hearths,” 

meaning that their massive stone effigy counterparts at Kaminaljuyú may have carried 

similar connotations of world beginnings and centrality.16 

The Water Vessel Face: 

What appears to be an additional watery face is also represented at Kaminaljuyú. 

As far as I am aware, this face does not exist at contemporaneous sites, but at 

Kaminaljuyú it is clearly represented on four separate monuments: as a full-round head 

(FIG.94a), a silhouette sculpture (FIG.94b), on an altar (FIG.94c), and carved on the back 

of a full-round statuette (FIG.94d). Notably, it is only ever seen as an isolated head. Its 

features include puffy closed or pupil-less eyes, with scrolled or bracket-shaped brows 

above and pouches or puffy cheeks below. It has a blunt snout with a bracket-shaped tip 

and a squared-off upper lip. The face lacks a lower jaw and scrolls curl out of the sides of 

its mouth. 

This is the face that is carved on the back of Sculpture 81 (FIGS. 83 and 94d). As 

noted above, this statuette depicts a full-figure rain god holding a twisting, serpentine 

element aloft that transforms into a tumpline. The tumpline stretches behind the deity and 

converts his body into a water vessel—a vessel animated by the puffy-eyed face 

described above. A similar scene is found on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 73, which depicts a 

buck-toothed individual carrying a vessel on a tumpline (FIG.84b) (see Chapter 9 for an 

                                                
16 It is possible that Sculpture 80, a small fragment representing a face with watery features, belongs 
somewhere in this discussion of water deities (FIG.96) (see Miles 1965:257). Karl Taube (personal 
communication, 2012) believes this carving represents a bottle gourd face, citing its back-curving head and 
markings as highly reminiscent of both the gourds on the North Wall scene of San Bartolo and one of the 
glyphs on the Early Classic Mot Mot marker from Copan.  
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identification of this figure as animate wind). A vessel crafted in a related form was also 

recovered from the destroyed Tomb X in Kaminaljuyú Mound B (FIG.84a) (Kidder, et al. 

1946:Fig.193). 

Although this final watery face is only encountered as an isolated head at 

Kaminaljuyú, the two places in which it is shown with any kind of visual context suggest 

an association with vessels containing water. This is clearly the case for Sculpture 81 

(FIGS. 83 and 94d). Similarly, on Sculpture 167, the face is surrounded by scrolls 

(FIG.94c), a possible representation of water. I therefore propose this face may have been 

understood as that of still or reflective water held in vessels or bowls. That these 

monuments lack both archaeological and narrative iconographic context, however, makes 

such a suggestion tentative at best.  

As a final note, there may be something important about this face’s puffy eyes 

and cheeks, a feature that suggests a possible connection to potbelly sculptures (FIG.95a). 

Sculpture 72 (FIG.86) echoes this idea; shown in a crouching position with its hands 

down-turned over a rather rounded belly, this figure is somewhat evocative of Preclassic 

potbellies. A third example of these possible links between potbelly sculptures and early 

rain gods is found at San Bartolo where, in the Jabalí structure, a crouching, puffy-eyed, 

pursed-lipped figurine with a nubbin on its head was discovered inside an incensario base 

(FIG.95b). Clearly related to the Chahklet figurines discussed above, its puffy features 

also relate it to the potbelly tradition. Although the significance of these relationships are 

unknown at the time, they certainly bear further scrutiny, particularly in light of the 

recent volume on potbellies that has been published by Guernsey (2012b), a subject that 

is far too complex to be summarized in any meaningful form here. 
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TERRESTRIAL DEITIES AT KAMINALJUYU—MIXING EARTH AND WATER: 

Another category of deities at Kaminaljuyú blend features of the earth with 

imagery of terrestrial water. Given the extremely close association and overlap between 

water and earth gods during the Classic Maya period (see, for instance, Spero 1991), not 

to mention that of later cultures like the Aztecs (see, for instance, Klein 1980 and; 

Sullivan 1972), it is not surprising that one would encounter similar blended forms in 

Late Preclassic Maya art as well. Water and earth were not necessarily separate concepts 

in ancient Maya thought. Across Mesoamerica, rain gods are believed to dwell in 

mountains, and rain itself is seen to issue from caves. Tlaloc, the Aztec storm god, even 

derives his name from “…tlallo which means ‘full of earth’…” (Sullivan 1972:215-216). 

A life-size, stucco statue of a Protoclassic Chahk that once sat in a cave in Guatemala 

demonstrates that these ideas have a long history in the Maya area.17 This figure has the 

face of the Classic period Chahk and holds an axe across his chest, indicating that, even 

in Protoclassic times, this storm deity was viewed as dwelling in mountain caves (David 

Stuart, personal communication 2009). 

The Crocodile Earth: 

One of the predominant terrestrial images found at Kaminaljuyú is that of the 

crocodile earth. This crocodilian is found in full-bodied form on Sculpture 2 (FIG.97a) 

and Sculpture 9 (FIG.97b), and his head forms part of the costume worn by the individual 

on Sculpture 5 (FIG.97c). Throughout Mesoamerica, the surface of the earth was often 

envisioned as a giant crocodile, floating upon the primordial sea (see Taube 2010 for a 

                                                
17 Ian Graham discovered this figure in the early 1970s in a Guatemalan cave located near the ruins of 
Pajaral, southwest of Lake Peten Itza (personal communication 2001). Graham says the statue was 
destroyed soon after he was taken to the cave. 
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detailed discussion of earth models and the earth crocodile).18 This was not only true for 

the Classic and Postclassic Maya (Stuart 2005b:68-75; Taube 1989a, 2010), but appears 

in the post-Conquest books of the Chilam Balam (Roys 1933:101) and in Aztec 

mythology as well (see, for instance, Klein 1976; Nicholson 1972). The earth crocodile 

was strongly quadripartite (Hellmuth 1987:282, Figs. 595-599; Martin in press-b:8; 

Taube 2010:206) and is often conflated in Late Preclassic art with the four world trees 

(FIGS.81b, 98a).19   

The three examples of the crocodilian earth found at Kaminaljuyú appear to have 

been carved relatively early in the site’s history, so this figure may have transformed into 

or been replaced by the bracket-beaked deity form described later in the chapter. 

Regardless, its monumental representation on three separate monuments indicates that it 

is worthy of some thoughtful consideration. Sculpture 2 and Sculpture 9 (FIGS.97a-b) 

appear to be two of the earliest monuments from Kaminaljuyú. Both, for instance, wrap 

their imagery around the natural facets of the stone rather than creating a single, flat 

surface for carving, as one sees in later sculpture at the site (see, for instance, Clancy 

1990:22-27). Sculpture 9 was discovered in a Middle Preclassic (700-500BC) context and 

was associated with an elaborate cache that included the broken bases of pedestal 

sculptures as well as Olmecoid materials (see Finamore and Houston 2010:Plate 75, 234-

237; Miles 1965:248; Parsons 1981:263-264; 1986:10, 16, citing Shook 1951:240-244). I 

would argue that Sculpture 2 dates to a similar time period. Miles (1965:247-248), for her 

part, places Sculpture 2 in her early Division I category, while Parsons (1986) places it in 
                                                
18 Thompson (1950:10) was the first to suggest the crocodile earth model for the Maya. Though many of 
the associations he proposed for this crocodilian earth are correct, his ideas are so often enmeshed in his 
now-outdated theories of Itzamna Cain (see, for example, Thompson 1970b) that his scholarship is difficult 
to sift through.  
19 As Houston and Taube (2011:23, citing an image in Angulo V. 1987: Figure 10.2) note, a Middle 
Formative petroglyph from Chalcatzingo, Morelos, constitutes one of the earliest portrayals of the 
crocodilian world tree. Here the tail conflates imagery of a branching tree with the tail of a fish. 
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his similarly early Division II category (900-700BC). Although Finamore and Houston 

(2010:Plate 71) date Sculpture 2 to between 300BC and 100AD, I would place it much 

earlier in time, to the end of the Middle Preclassic or the very early Late Preclassic 

period.20 Finally, I agree with other authors (see, for instance, Guernsey 2012b:276-278, 

FN.6; Miles 1965:251; Parsons 1981) that Sculpture 5 has a similarly early “feel” to it, 

both in the simple, almost planar treatment of surface and in the style of carving. 

The clearest example of the earth crocodile at Kaminaljuyú is the massive 

Sculpture 2 (FIGS. 26 and 97a), carved as a full-bodied crocodilian form. It has scutes 

carved along its back and four crocodilian feet. The eye has no pupil; various elements 

curl out from the side of the mouth, and one can see the remnants of pointed, curving 

teeth, though the end of the snout has been broken off. Puleston (1977:458) was one of 

the first scholars to ubserve the predominance of Maya iconography related to standing 

water, including the popularity of crocodile imagery. As he argued, such imagery appears 

to reflect a landscape in which standing water, especially irrigation ditches and canals, 

played a major part (Ibid.). In his discussion of Copan Altar T, a beautiful Classic period 

carving of a crocodile (FIG.98d), Puleston (1977:462) recognized the clear relationship 

between depictions of crocodilian scutes and a landscape of raised agricultural fields: “It 

does not require any stretch of the imagination to appreciate the obvious analogy which 

must have been drawn between the regular arrangement of epidermal shields on the back 

of the crocodile… and the patterns formed by the rectangular raised field surfaces as they 

spread out over the riverine flood plain” (1977:463). As Kaminaljuyú is known to have 

used raised fields for agriculture (Ivic 1994; Ortloff 1997; Popenoe de Hatch 1997; 

                                                
20 As described in Chapter 3, Sculpture 2, along with over a dozen other Late Preclassic monuments, was 
relocated during Late Classic times (prior to 800AD) to what appears to have served as a “monument 
gallery” in the lower plaza of the Palangana. Therefore, nothing but stylistic considerations exist to help 
date the monument. For more on this “monument gallery” see Ch. 3. 
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Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:107-108), it is quite possible that the rectangular, round-

cornered back plates of Sculpture 2 mirrored the actual agricultural landscape of the site. 

The head of the crocodile on Sculpture 2 is clearly the same head as that worn by 

the individual on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 5 (FIG.97c). Interestingly, on both examples, 

this crocodilian head is combined with a scrolled water face. On Sculpture 5, it is carved 

behind the earflare with dripping beads (Taube 2005:34, Fig. 12e). On Sculpture 2 it is 

inverted and seems to serve as a kind of ear (FIGS.92d,e and 97a). This association of the 

earth crocodile with watery themes is found throughout early Mesoamerica. Chalcatzingo 

Monuments 8 and 14, for example, depict earth crocodiles exhaling moisture and 

raindrops (FIG.99) (Angulo V. 1987:Figs. 10.12 and 10.13; Grove 1984:Fig.15; Taube 

2001:7, Fig. 2). At Izapa, Stela 25 (FIG.98a) shows a crocodilian World tree with a 

scalloped shell on the tip of its snout, while Stela 27 (FIG.98b) shows a toothy 

crocodilian spewing out watery exhalations (Martin in press-b:8; Taube 2003a:426-427). 

At the Olmec site of La Venta, a sarcophagus carved as the zoomorphic earth once 

floated atop water bands (FIG. 98c) (Joralemon 1996:54; Reilly 1994:128). Even the 

much later Copan Altar T (FIG.98d) shows a similar watery context for the crocodile 

earth (Puleston 1977:459-462). The close association between the Late Preclassic earth 

crocodile and water imagery is further expressed on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (FIGS. 

27, 48, 100)—here, a central bracket-beaked face (discussed below) is not only flanked 

by two horned water deities, but by two clear crocodilian feet as well (this was also noted 

by Ugarte 2001:819), once again blending the crocodile earth with imagery related to 

water.21 

                                                
21 As described above, during the Late Classic period, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2 was reset in the 
“monument gallery” of the Palangana. Walker (in Finamore and Houston 2010:226-227), citing Cheek 
(1977:12) and others, argues that this area may have regularly filled with water due to poor drainage, 
making the sculpture truly a world crocodile floating on the primordial sea. Barbara Arroyo (personal 
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The two ovals carved on the sides of the Sculpture 2 crocodile (FIG.97a) are 

associated with two major themes. First, they are edged with crenellations, indicating that 

they act as symbolic halved shells (Freidel, et al. 2002:54, 64; Houston and Taube 2011; 

Taube 2001; 2003a:427). These are frequently seen on the snouts of crocodiles and 

serpentine beings as references to mist, clouds, and rainmaking (Houston and Taube 

2011:16; Taube 2003a:427). The scalloped ovals on Sculpture 2 also appear to presage 

the scalloped portals seen later at Kaminaljuyú (FIG.101) as well as at nearby Izapa 

(FIG.91a)(Guernsey 2011:131; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 2002:72). They therefore 

appear to signify an earth entrance, a bridge between the terrestrial body of the crocodile 

and the watery otherworld beneath it. 

The earth crocodile depicted at the bottom of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 9 (FIG.97b) 

is the most abstract (and likely the earliest) of the three terrestrial crocodiles at the site 

(see Houston, et al. 2006:139 for one of the first published identifications of this as an 

earth crocodile). Here, the naturalism of Sculpture 2 is replaced by abstraction, the body 

abbreviated to a few geometric shapes and a single crocodilian foot. The crocodile’s head 

is somewhat difficult to make out, but the face includes a pupil-less eye with a brow 

above it, as well as a nostril carved over a toothy upper jaw. The lower jaw is tucked back 

from the upper jaw and also contains several teeth. The individual standing on top of this 

crocodile earth has been interpreted by authors as a praying man (Miles 1965:250; Stone 

1972:66), as a dancer or singer (Taube, in Finamore and Houston 2010:236), and as a 

naked captive (see, for instance, Houston, et al. 2006:139; Houston and Taube 2000:265). 

                                                                                                                                            
communication 2012), the current director of archaeology at the site, however, has expressed some 
skepticism at this statement. 
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The element atop his head is enigmatic, though it does in some way resemble an abstract, 

decapitated human figure.22 

 Despite the presence of a seemingly naked phallus, I do not believe that 

Sculpture 9 depicts a captive. Captive images from Kaminaljuyú and other Late 

Preclassic sites in the Maya area (not to mention elsewhere in Mesoamerica) do show 

naked captives, but they are generally represented in submissive postures, frequently 

stripped of their regalia, with their arms or wrists usually bound. But on Sculpture 9, the 

individual is unbound. Bejeweled, he stands upright upon the crocodilian earth and raises 

one hand to call or sing out a conch shell scroll (Finamore and Houston 2010:Plate 75, 

234-237; Houston and Taube 2011:16; Miles 1965:250; Stone 1972:66; Taube 

2003a:427). As discussed in more depth in Chapter 9, I believe such an activity is more 

closely associated with early elites and kings than with captives. 

When one looks at the details of the Stela 9 image and compares it to other early 

images of the crocodile earth, another possible identity for the individual arises. First, as 

noted above, both Sculpture 5 and Sculpture 2 associate scrolling water heads with the 

terrestrial crocodile, thus combining features of earth and water.23 Second, there is no 

division between the Sculpture 9 individual’s lip and the scroll above it. In other words, 

rather than showing a conch shell scroll emerging from the individual’s mouth, the image 

is carved as though the individual’s face itself is transforming into the conch shell scroll. 

As mentioned earlier, two reliefs from Chalcatzingo show crocodiles with upturned 

snouts, breathing out rain and clouds (FIG.99) (see Angulo V. 1987:Figs. 10.12 and 
                                                
22 Taube (in Finamore and Houston 2010:Plate 75, 234-237) describes this as an avian headdress and 
connects it and the trefoil element on top to Principal Bird Deity images shown with corn atop their heads. I 
interpret it as a cushioned cap or as hair rather than as an avian beak. 
23 Though the Sculpture 9 motif has been identified as a conch shell by several authors (Finamore and 
Houston 2010; Houston, et al. 2006:139; Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:7; Taube 2003a:427; 2010:210), it 
may also be tied into, and represent an early form of, the “bumped scroll” so often associated with moisture 
and liquid in Late Preclassic art. 
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10.13; Grove 1984:Fig.15; Taube 2001:7, Fig. 2). The Sculpture 9 composition may have 

served as a more complex version of this theme. In this reading, the Sculpture 9 figure 

would not be singing out a conch shell scroll but would instead represent a personified 

being of breath, moisture, and clouds. Standing upon the earth crocodile, he perhaps 

represents the shell-tipped snout of early earth crocodiles in animated, human form. In 

this case, the phallus might be interpreted to represent fertility and potency rather than a 

captive’s humiliation. 

The Witz-Eyed Earth: 

Another head variant that combines water and earth imagery is worn as a mask on 

the torso of the trefoil-eyed figure on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (FIG.102). Although this 

mask is not seen elsewhere at the site, or indeed, at any other contemporaneous site, it 

combines the shell earflare frequently worn by aquatic deities of the Late Preclassic with 

the triple eyelashes of Classic period witz images. As Taube (1995) argues, during the 

Classic period, cauac or witz monsters share several traits with Chahk, including facial 

features, spondylus earflares, and the habit of carrying serpents in their mouths.24 Indeed, 

this iconographic overlap is so strong that Taube (1995:98) suggests a shared origin for 

the two deities (see also Spero 1991;  see Saturno, Taube, Stuart, et al. 2005 and Taube 

2004b for an in depth treatment of the Maya witz concept). Although the belt mask worn 

by the trefoil-eyed god of Sculpture 10 appears to be the only example of this deity seen 

at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú, he is notable for being, as far as I am aware, one of the 

earliest manifestations of this combined witz-water form seen in the Maya area. A similar 

combination may be encountered on Building B-1st at Holmul (FIG.89d) (see Estrada 
                                                
24 That these connections may have long predated Classic period imagery is shown by the fact that, just as 
witz monsters on the San Bartolo North Wall have serpents emerging from their mouths, so too does the 
mouth of the water god worn by the woman on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (Karl Taube, personal 
communication 2012; also see discussions in Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:14-21; Taube 2004b). 
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Belli 2011:Figs. 5.11-15.13 for images), though I would need more photographs before 

making a secure identification. 

The Bracket-Beaked Deity: 

I call the next category of figures that combine terrestrial and aquatic imagery the 

“bracket-beaked” god. At Kaminaljuyú this figure is best represented by the belt head 

worn by the ruler on Sculpture 11 (FIG.103a) and by the central face on the basal band of 

Sculpture 68 (FIG.101). The mouth is either a full bracket-shape or a modified one, with 

the lower jaw either missing completely (as on Sculpture 68) or seen in a highly 

abbreviated form (like on Sculpture 11). Teeth are rounded rather than pointed, and the 

eye either lacks a pupil or is infixed with a u-sign. Curling elements emerge from or atop 

the nose. At times, these look vaguely horn-like, associating these faces with the horned 

water god discussed above. In both examples from Kaminaljuyú there is a subtle back-

curving crest as well, further associating this figure with the Kaminaljuyú rain god and 

the horned water deity.25  

Although the Sculpture 11 and Sculpture 68 examples do differ in some important 

ways, Monument 42 from Bilbao (FIG.103b) bridges these differences and shows that 

they are, in fact, the same deity. The image on Bilbao Monument 42 has the same brow 

and nose-curl as the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 example and the same flanking scrolls 

and jeweled mouth of the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 face. I would suggest that the 

loincloth shown falling from the mouth of the Sculpture 11 belt face, studded with beads 

and diagonal mirror markings, substitutes for the jewels that emerge from the mouths of 

the Sculpture 68 and Monument 42 examples. The inconsistency with which shell ears or 

earflares are depicted with water-related deities of the Late Preclassic suggests to me that 
                                                
25 Such a feature also appears to place the left figure on Chiapa de Corzo Bone 1 in this category (though 
his skeletal teeth and anthropomorphized arms are unusual). 
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this element does not become diagnostic or appellative until the Classic period, when it 

forms an important part of the suite of features related to Chahk (see Taube 1995 for a 

description of these features). 

The presence of the bracket-beaked face beneath the feet of rulers at Bilbao and 

Kaminaljuyú (an unusual version may be present on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 73 (FIG.84b) 

as well) indicates that it served as a terrestrial symbol, akin to the crocodile earth. That it 

is seen flanked by the feet of the earth crocodile on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 further 

emphasizes these terrestrial associations. In addition to being a symbol of the earth, 

however, its jeweled and shiny nature and its watery features reference aquatic themes as 

well, possibly indicating that it represents a terrestrial form of surface water. 

The objects that emerge from the bracket-beaked deity’s mouth are frequently 

marked as shining and reflective. It is possible, then, that these faces refer to moving, but 

contained surfaces of water—perhaps lakes, lagoons, or the ocean. Monuments at 

Kaminaljuyú and elsewhere seem to support this contention. Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 76 

(FIG.92f), for instance, a miniature altar whose top is carved with scrolling water faces, 

depicts a highly simplified version of the bracket-beaked deity along its four sides 

(FIG.92g-i), as though it is a kind of terrestrial water vessel—a virtual lake, lagoon, or 

river in stone. Sculpture 171, called the “Shook Fragment” and described by Kaplan 

(1995:189, Figs.10 and 11),26 displays the same simplified bracket-beaked face on its 

edges (FIG.104). Although its top is plain, the monument again seems to reference a kind 

of contained form of terrestrial water. An even more abbreviated form may be found on 

the sides of Sculpture 169, another miniature altar fragment from Kaminaljuyú that 

depicts an offering scene on its upper face (FIG.105).  

                                                
26 I have not been able to find this sculpture. 
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Takalik Abaj Altar 36/38 (FIG.106a) (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 

2010:Fig. 8.17), supports these ideas. Here the bracket-beaked deity is shown with a shell 

ear or earflare, blunt teeth, and what may be a shark’s tooth, though it is difficult to tell. 

Faint belly scales suggest that he has a serpentine body. This body is depicted circling a 

depression that, I believe, may have been conceived of as a kind of water bowl. It is 

possible that it even may have been used as such, as Guernsey and Love argue may have 

been the case for the quatrefoil Monument 3 at La Blanca (Guernsey 2010a:77; Love and 

Guernsey 2007:926; Love, et al. 2006).  

Although most of the face is missing, it is possible that the same figure is also 

present on the west wall of the San Bartolo murals (FIG.106b) (Taube, et al. 2010:70). 

Here the serpent body transforms into a body of water marked by stacked ovals and beads 

(see Schele and Miller 1986:47; Stone 1983:70; Taube, et al. 2010:70). Taube, et al. 

(2010:70) argue that this undulating form may represent ocean waves, tipped with 

symbols of moisture and foam. Such an argument fits in well with ideas of the bracket-

beaked deity as a representation of terrestrial forms of water. 

As a final note, it is possible that the topmost face on Sculpture 102 from 

Kaminaljuyú (FIG.107) may belong to this category.27 Its mouth could be seen as 

bracket-shaped and it has jade beads in the place of teeth. The rest of the faces on this 

monument are enigmatic, however. Most, for instance, show the bared teeth of skeletal 

beings, a feature that is not generally associated with the bracket-beaked god. Regardless, 

the heavy emphasis on scrollwork suggests that this monument represents a misty or 

                                                
27 According to (Parsons 1991:23), Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 102 was found by Espinoza in 1960 at the base 
of the C-II-4 Acropolis along with two plain columnar basalt monuments and a terminal Preclassic burial 
(all were apparently associated with Arenal sherds). This find was briefly reported upon in El Imparcial 
(Anonymous 1960a; Espinoza 1961) and described as having been discovered in the house of Mr. and Mrs. 
Miranda (12 calle 12-79 de la Colonia Castillo). However, no other information on the monument was 
published or recorded.  
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watery theme (though the scrolls could represent breath or wind as well). This silhouette 

has been erroneously described as a ballcourt marker by several authors (see, for 

instance, Kaplan 2011b:253; Miles 1965:262; Parsons 1986:Fig.164; 1991:23; Schele and 

Freidel 1990:451, N.63). They base this identification on comparisons with what they 

identify as similar monument forms at Early Classic Teotihuacán and Tikal (see, for 

instance, Aveleyra Arroyo de Anda 1963; Easby and Scott 1970:147; and Pasztory 

1972b). It is unclear, however, what purposes these monuments actually served at 

Teotihuacán and TIkal. Freidel, et al. (1993:297-304, 470, N.8), for example, argue that 

they are not ballcourt markers but effigy battle standards. Furthermore, the resemblance 

between Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 102 and these other forms is tenuous at best, leading me 

to question whether they are related at all. As such, I do not believe it is possible to argue 

that silhouette Sculpture 2 is related to the ballgame in any way. 

When compared to later imagery (see, for instance, K1162; Finamore and 

Houston 2010:Plate 24; Hellmuth 1987:Figs.321-322), the bracket-beaked deity appears 

to be connected in some ways to the Classic period Waterlily Serpent (FIG.108). This 

Classic period figure is enigmatic and complex. As David Stuart (personal 

communication 2012) notes, it is likely that a number of distinct beings have been 

grouped together under a single name, making piecing together chronological 

relationships and associations difficult. In general, however, this deity or suite of deities 

in the Classic period appear to be related to various forms of groundwater—lakes and 

swamps (Robertson 1990:27, 28, F.N.10; Schele and Freidel 1990:418; Schele and Miller 

1986:46), the ocean and canals (Ishihara, et al. 2006:213), and fast-moving rivers and 
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streams (Bassie-Sweet 2008:148; Fash 2009:240; Finamore and Houston 2010:Plate 24; 

Houston and Taube 2011:13; Stuart 2007).28 

 Saturno, Stuart, and Taube have identified the right-hand figure in the quatrefoil 

turtle carapace on the West Wall of San Bartolo as the Late Preclassic form of the 

Waterlily Serpent (FIG.109) (Ishihara, et al. 2006:214-215; Saturno, Stuart, et al. 

2005:650; Taube and Saturno 2008:314; Taube, et al. 2010:75). The fact that this figure 

differs in significant ways from images of the bracket-beaked god at Kaminaljuyú and 

Bilbao, however, indicates that the relationships between these various entities may be 

complex and unclear (see Guernsey 2010b for similar arguments). The overlap of various 

blended terrestrial-aquatic beings with saurian, reptilian, or serpentine features during the 

Late Preclassic appears to foreshadow the intricate overlaps and combinations that are 

encountered in Classic period Waterlily Serpent imagery as well. 

Finally, due to its similarities with the Sculpture 11 belt head and the shell-eared 

water body from San Bartolo’s west wall, I would suggest that the right-hand swimming 

figure that wears a shell-eared headdress on the stucco frieze from El Mirador may be 

related to the bracket-beaked god (FIG.110). In other words, I suggest this Mirador 

swimmer may be costumed as a deity of groundwater. James Doyle and Stephen Houston 

(2012) suggest it is, instead, a figure related to more celestial themes like clouds and 

rainmaking. As Dave Stuart (personal communication 2012) points out, however, the 

scene is bracketed by water birds, likely denoting that it is surface water of some kind. 

While I view the figure as related to the bracket-beaked face at Kaminaljuyú, Dave Stuart 

and Karl Taube (personal communications, 2012) both identify this figure as Chahk 

                                                
28 For various treatments of the Waterlily serpent, including its possible modern analogs, namely the 
chicchans of the contemporary Ch’orti Maya, see, Fash (2009:238, 240), Hellmuth (1987:358-359); 
Houston and Taube (2011:13); Ishihara, et al. (2006); Robertson (1990); Schele and Miller (1986:46); 
Stuart (2007); Taube (1992:59); Thompson (1970b); and Wisdom (1940). 
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instead. These myriad overlapping but contrasting interpretations of the same imagery 

highlights the complexities inherent in piecing together, categorizing, and understanding 

these Late Preclassic deities. 

The Feathered Serpent Earth: 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 112 (FIG.111) further emphasizes the variety of 

overlapping forms with which the Late Preclassic Maya approached aquatic and 

terrestrial themes. This image presents a crocodilian head with a toothy mouth and a 

pointed fang. It rests atop a double row of somewhat indistinct elements and faces a third 

row of curving, pointed objects. Although the arrangement is somewhat curious, I believe 

this may represent a crocodilian entity looking backward over its own body. The 

Sculpture 112 image has the teeth of the earth crocodile, a mouth like the bracket-beaked 

deity, the pupil-free eye of many water faces, and the diagonal markings of a wet and 

shining being. The elements below it blend features of scales, crocodilian scutes, and 

feathers, and those that sprout up before its face could be feathers or waves.  

The general impression of Sculpture 112 is one of a crocodilian head with a scaly 

underbelly and scutes on top that are visually conflated with liquid—waves of water 

and/or blood (see, for instance, discussions in Finamore and Houston 2010:Plate 82; 

Parsons 1986:68; and Taube, et al. 2010:27, Figs. 16b-c). I would argue there is a further 

overlap between these scutes and feathers. In other words, this image may represent an 

early feathered serpent, a creature that is often identified with the earth, but which Taube 

(1995) has argued to be more clearly associated with wind and rain (for more on the Late 

Preclassic feathered serpent, see Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:21-22, 25; Taube 2010:215, 

217). 
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The chin mask worn by the ruler on Sculpture 11 (FIG.112a) supports the idea 

that a blended earth-water deity with avian features existed at Late Preclassic 

Kaminaljuyú. This mask hides the lower half of the ruler’s face and is comprised of the 

nose and upper jaw of an as-yet unidentified supernatural. His lower jaw is missing, and 

liquid is shown pouring out of his mouth. In an earlier article (Henderson 2010), I argued 

that this mask represented the face of a rain deity, an abbreviated form of the water god 

seen on Izapa Stela 1 and on the Calakmul frieze. Looking at contemporaneous and later 

imagery, I now believe that the Sculpture 11 chin mask may represent something 

different, although still within the thematic category of water-related deities. First, 

although I initially believed the Sculpture 11 chin mask to be without an eye and 

forehead, the artist very gently suggests both with an element that curves around the 

ruler’s chin. If this is understood to represent part of the mask’s face, its similarity to 

other Late Preclassic images becomes clear. He is, for example, worn as a chin mask by 

the scroll-helmeted ruler on Takalik Abaj Stela 1 (FIG.112b) as well as by the central rain 

deity depicted on the Calakmul frieze (FIG.112c). In all of these images, he is shown 

without a lower jaw. 

The features of this supernatural figure generally include a slightly elongated, 

rounded snout with a nose above, a blocky eyebrow, a thick curl behind the mouth, a 

frontal fang or shark’s tooth, and an eye that lacks a pupil. In the vast majority of 

examples, the face lacks a lower jaw. Curls are usually shown scrolling out from the 

mouth—often the front one is depicted as a pointed curve, while the back is shown as a 

full scroll. These scrolls associate this figure with Late Preclassic water gods, who are 

often depicted with the same kinds of scrolls emerging from their mouths (see, for 

instance, Izapa Throne 1 (FIG.91a)). That the face is a watery one is emphasized by a 

fabulous, unprovenienced silhouette sculpture (Kidder, et al. (1946:Fig.141c) say they 
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believe it comes from western Guatemala), in which water-beaded curves and scrolls 

branch out from behind this face (FIG.113) (Lothrop (1926) identifies this mask as a 

representation of God B). 

Importantly, at Calakmul this chin mask is not just worn by the ancestral Chahk 

that descends from the skyband (FIG.114a), but by both of the composite avian/ 

crocodilian forms that flank him. These flanking figures have belly scales and feet that 

could be either reptilian or avian, while the heads and feathered wings above are clearly 

avian. On Izapa Stela 90 (FIG.114b), the mask (here shown with a lower jaw) terminates 

an animated serpent loincloth, complete with belly scales. The misty, crocodilian head 

with belly scales and waves of water in the place of back scutes seen on the West Wall at 

San Bartolo (FIG.114c) is related to this category of imagery as well (see Taube, et al. 

2010:27 for a discussion of this figure). I would therefore argue that this watery face, 

represented at Kaminaljuyú as a chin mask on Sculpture 11 and likely represented on 

Sculpture 112 as well, was believed to have the body of a feathered serpent, a feature that 

connects it to both avian and aquatic themes.29  

With its combined avian, crocodilian, and reptilian associations, this “feathered 

serpent” of Kaminaljuyú also appears to be related to Classic period Waterlily Serpent 

imagery (see, for instance, Ishihara, et al. 2006:215 for avian features of this deity). 

Similar and complex mixing of avian, terrestrial, and aquatic themes is found throughout 

Late Preclassic art. On Izapa Stela 2, for example, the face of the bracket-beaked deity, 

here rendered as an earth crocodile (FIG.81b), has a disembodied bird foot30 carefully 

rendered atop his snout; this avian foot, usually associated with images of the Principal 

                                                
29 Chapter 8 deals with the relationship between water and the Principal Bird deity in more depth. 
30 This element is identified as an important part of Principal Bird Deity imagery by both Bardawil 
(1976:197) and Cortez (1986), although neither author identifies it as a taloned bird claw. 
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Bird Deity, illustrates the complicated overlaps that exist between water, earth, and avian 

imagery in Late Preclassic art. As was seen in the case of the bracket-beaked deity, such 

overlaps complicate our efforts to understand not only what these various forms of 

aquatic and terrestrial deities meant in the Late Preclassic world, but how these deity 

forms evolved, changed, and transformed between the Late Preclassic and Classic 

periods. 

CHAHK AND HIS LATE PRECLASSIC PREDECESSORS: 

As Taube (1992:22) states, by the beginning of the Early Classic period, the Maya 

rain god was called “Chahk.”31 In fact, the name “Chahk,” or variants thereof, are still 

used by various contemporary Maya groups to refer to the rain god (Looper 1991:57), a 

fact that may feed into the assumption that this figure has remained relatively unchanged 

over time. Covarrubias (1946, 1957) was the first to outline the evolution of 

Mesoamerican rain gods. Using the Olmec rain god as an origin point, he created a 

genealogical tree, beginning with the Olmec, and spreading out into the rain gods of later 

Mesoamerican groups. Taube (1995:95; 2004c; 2009a:27, Fig. 2) has recently argued 

that, with a few important changes,32 the diagram presented by Covarrubias is 

fundamentally correct, with the Maya Chahk, Aztec Tlaloc, and Zapotec Cocijo all 

deriving from an original Olmec rain god. 

The imagery of Kaminaljuyú helps to complicate this picture in a wonderful way. 

Although the broader continuities of Chahk and other deities certainly play an important 

role in iconographic messages at the site, the fact that one cannot trace a single 
                                                
31 He uses the spelling “Chac” in this publication. 
32 For instance, it is now known that Monte Alban preceded Teotihuacán, so the chart should probably 
reflect that relationship, showing Teotihuacán as closer to Oaxaca than to the Maya. The Maya Chahk 
shares few, if any, iconographic features with either of these forms. It is thus possible that the emergence of 
Tlaloc in Aztec times may have been a very concerted effort on the part of the Aztecs to revivify and 
connect themselves to the more distant past. 
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evolutionary line from Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú deities to the Classic period Chahk 

suggests that site-specific modifications and imagery were being utilized at Kaminaljuyú 

to answer localized needs. Closer examination of these site-specific (or period-specific) 

trends at other Preclassic sites may provide important insights into regional difference, 

historical change, and the ways in which iconography was manipulated to respond to the 

evolving needs of local audiences. 

It is difficult to find a single predecessor for Chahk in Late Preclassic art. Instead, 

the Classic period Chahk appears to combine the features of what seem to be either 

distinct Late Preclassic deities or site-specific variants of the same deity.33 The Classic 

period Chahk, for instance, has the topknot of hair seen on Izapa Stela 1 (FIG.76a) and 

the Calakmul frieze (FIG.76b) as well as the shell ear or earflare worn by several 

different water forms (FIG.103a). His pointed shark’s tooth is shared by a few water-

related deities at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyu, and many of the early faces of water gods 

at the site also share his characteristic fish barbels or whiskers. His diagnostic scrolled 

eye, however, is not seen at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú. 

Also notable is the fact that imagery at Kaminaljuyú does not show Chahk’s 

ubiquitous hafted lightning axe. Two narrative scenes that include water-related deities 

(Sculpture 10 and Sculpture 11) do include a hafted axe, but it is unclear whether the axe 

is associated with the watery aspects of the imagery or other themes. Two images at Izapa 

(FIG.91d,e) depict water deities with some kind of baton or axe, but overall this part of 

Chahk’s accoutrements is highly under-represented in the Late Preclassic visual record. 

During the Classic and Postclassic periods, however, Chahk was closely associated with 

                                                
33 Coe (1978:76) was the first to enumerate the features of Chahk and recognize him as the Classic form of 
the deity identified as “God B” in the Postclassic codices by Schellhas (1904). More recent work by Taube 
(1992:17-24; 1995) has done much to clarify the characteristics and associations of this deity. 
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lightning34 (see, for instance, Stuart 2010; Taube 1992:19, 22, 73; 2006a:266; Taube and 

Zender 2009). Many contemporary Maya groups still view their rain gods as associated 

with or the embodiment of lightning (Spero 1987; Taube 1992:22; Thompson 1970b:251-

270; Vogt 1969:298; Wisdom 1940:394, 396). It is therefore quite likely that lightning 

was also the domain of Late Preclassic water deities, although such associations are left 

relatively unclear in this early iconography.35 

The varied faces of terrestrial and aquatic deities at Late Preclassic sites like 

Kaminaljuyú, Izapa, and San Bartolo suggest that the Maya differentiated among 

different kinds of water—perhaps moving versus still, or terrestrial versus celestial forms 

(see, for example, Guernsey 2010b:214).  As Guernsey (2010b:219) states: 

Perhaps at San Bartolo, as at Izapa, the many aspects of water—as rain, storm, 
source of aquatic life, standing or flowing, from the sky or the earth, in streams, 
lakes, and oceans, or transported through hydraulic works—were envisioned 
through the presence of various water gods or their shifting associations. 

Bassie (2002:15) similarly argues that, in Maya belief, “Water can be divided into broad 

categories based on its physical location (sky, earth, subterranean), form (rain, mist, dew, 

spring, river, pooled water), saline content, and potability” (see also Fash 2009:240; 

Florescano 1997:56; Houston 2010:71, 73; Houston and Taube 2011; Lacadena 

2004:91).36 It is thus not surprising that different kinds or qualities of water during the 

Late Preclassic period appear to have been depicted by different deities with varying 

features. During the Classic period, these different water faces and the varying kinds of 

                                                
34 In fact, the root of Chahk’s name is the word for lightning and storm, so he was, in both name and body, 
the animate form of storms and lightning (see, for instance, Lacadena 2004:87, who spells the name 
"Chaahk"). 
35 For ethnographic discussions of rain deities in contemporary Maya groups, see Guiteras Holmes 
(1961:290-291), Spero (1987), Thompson (1970b:251-270, 272-275), and Vogt (1969:302). 
36 See Ishihara, et al. (2006:214) for similar ideas in the Aztec world. 
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water they represented appear to have been combined into singular deities like Chahk, or 

remained multiple and expanded, as one finds in the Classic period Waterlily Serpent.  

The Classic period Chahk was certainly a multiple entity, though most scholars 

associate this with quadripartite schemes of directionality rather than with different forms 

of water. Landa (Tozzer 1941:112, F.N.514), for instance, noted the quadripartite nature 

of Chacs (officers that served as assistants to the main priest) during the Colonial period, 

while Schellhas recognized the similarly multiple nature of the deity Chahk in the 

Postclassic codices as early as 1904 (Schellhas 1904; see also Taube 1992:17, 23). As 

Taube (1995:97) observes, rain gods throughout Mesoamerica are all strongly 

quadripartite. Contemporary Maya groups like the Ch’orti, for instance, believe in 

multiple forms of water deities (see, for example, Thompson 1970b:252-257; Wisdom 

1940:392-395, 409). Ethnographic studies similarly indicate that contemporary Maya 

groups view different kinds of water as controlled by different deities (see, for example, 

Spero 1987:95). The number of different adjectival qualifiers Chahk takes on during the 

Classic period, particularly in royal names (see, for instance, Grube 2001; Lacadena 

2004; Looper 1991:56; Martin 2000:57), indicates that there were likely different kinds of 

Chahks during the Classic period, not just associated with different directions, but with 

different kinds of phenomena and different types of water as well. 

Landscapes and cities across the Maya world, from the lowland Petén to the 

mountainous Guatemalan highlands, from tropical Belize to the inland Yucatan 

peninsula, had extremely varied exposure and access to water. They enjoyed higher or 

lower rainfall levels, utilized different kinds of potable water resources (springs versus 

limestone sinkholes, for example), encountered the vast ocean instead of smaller 

freshwater lagoons, or lived alongside cenotes rather than mountain streams and rivers. 
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An emphasis on water deities at different sites was not necessarily about higher or lower 

rainfall, but likely reflected their varied aquatic landscapes instead. 

Besides having highly varied geographies and climates, Maya sites also had 

localized and regional needs that changed according to historical context. It is likely that 

depictions of deities similarly served at various levels—local, regional, and intra-cultural. 

In other words, the differences we see among portrayals of water deities (like the still 

face of vessels of water seen at Kaminaljuyú and nowhere else (FIG.94)) may have 

served site-specific needs that would have changed through time. Deities, especially their 

portrayal in art, were not static in the Maya world. Depicted alongside ancestral figures, 

rulers, and elites, these deity figures embodied powerful messages and helped structure 

and maintain political power. Their site-specific nature and varying styles of depiction 

also indicate that they provided an important means by which kings could redefine their 

reigns and worlds during moments of crisis (see, for example, Sharp 1981). 

Terrestrial and aquatic deities must thus be understood as multivalent—serving 

various, likely simultaneous, functions through time and space. The challenge, and the 

reward, is in navigating the two sides of the equation—in understanding not only macro-

levels of broad cultural exchange and temporal continuity, but also in addressing the 

variance that exists within the iconographic record. On the one hand, a consideration of 

shared deity features through time and space offers a glimpse into the broader 

continuities of Mesoamerican belief. On the other hand, an investigation of how these 

forms varied from place to place and through time provides equally important insights 

about the intentional ideological adaptations that occurred according to particular 

historical circumstances in the ancient Maya world (see Guernsey n.d. for similar 

arguments in the context of myth). In other words, a focus on the diachronic and 

synchronic changes that took place in the lives of ancient Maya deities may reveal subtle 
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and important stories about the dynamics of power and the active dialogue that took place 

between gods and people through time. 

THE WATERY LANDSCAPE OF KAMINALJUYÚ: 

During the Late Preclassic period, the ancient Maya elite placed great emphasis 

not only on access to water, deities related to water, and rituals associated with water, but 

also on the physical movement of water through city centers.37 Guernsey’s 

comprehensive treatment of the sculptural programs at Izapa (see, for example, Guernsey 

2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997) illustrates the degree to which water was integrated 

into the structuring of space, belief, and human activity during the Late Preclassic period. 

As Guernsey (2012b:80-81) observes about the monuments of Izapa: 

Such conceptual programs underscore the critical relationship between sculpture, 
the built environment, and messages involving the deities and their role within the 
affairs of the community from the very beginnings of the Preclassic period. This 
sculpture, through its reference to systems involved in the actual movement of 
water, also created a link between the supernatural realm and that of practical 
public works, uniting both domains under the supervision of the ruler who most 
likely commissioned the sculpture. (see also Guernsey 2006b, 2010b; Guernsey 
Kappelman 1997) 

As described in Chapter 2, Kaminaljuyú was a very watery place. It was originally built 

around a natural lake and was surrounded by rivers. Freshwater springs flowed out of the 

sides of barrancas, providing potable water for the populace. Large-scale construction 

efforts at the southern end of Lake Miraflores carved a series of enormous canals out of 

the natural talpetate to irrigate a series of raised agricultural fields. Even the colossal 

Montículo de la Culebra, a construction coeval with these efforts, appears to have been 

                                                
37 The Olmecs placed a similar emphasis on water in ritual, art, and the built environment. See, for 
instance, Coe and Diehl (1980); Cyphers (1999); Joyce and Grove (1999); Ortíz C. and Rodríguez (1999); 
Reilly (1994); and Taube (1995:83, 99). As Fash (2009) describes, this was also the case in the Classic 
Maya world (see also Finamore and Houston 2010). 
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associated with water management, though the particulars of this engagement are still 

under debate.  

I would like to reiterate and highlight five salient points that best illustrate the 

affect Lake Miraflores and other sources of water appeared to have had on the 

Kaminaljuyú populace. First, the timeline of Kaminaljuyú appears to be inextricably 

connected to the timeline of Lake Miraflores. The first inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú, for 

instance, settled around the lake during the Las Charcas phase (beginning ca. 1000BC) 

(De León and Alonzo 1996:413-415; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:383). Likewise, 

the true beginnings of complexity at the site are first seen during the Middle Preclassic, 

likely due to or associated with the construction of the Miraflores Canal sometime before 

700BC to drain the lake’s waters toward agricultural fields (Barrientos Q. 1997:61; 

1999:18-19; Martínez Hidalgo, et al. 1996; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:103; Popenoe de 

Hatch, et al. 2002:103, 105; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996:381). 

 The Late Preclassic height of Kaminaljuyu was similarly tied into the height of 

canal use and technology, when the massive San Jorge Canal (measuring 18 meters at its 

widest point) irrigated the San Jorge area; this is also the time when some of the largest 

buildings at Kaminaljuyú, including the B-V-3 mound, were constructed (see, for 

instance, Ortloff 1997; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:12; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:107). 

Sometime between 100-200AD, however, the lake dried and canal use ceased (Ivic 

1994:3; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:11; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:103; Velez, et al. 

2011:361; Wright, et al. 2010:157, 166, 174). This seems to have caused enormous 

disruptions across Kaminaljuyú, including population displacements, movements, and 

abandonments site-wide (see, for instance, Barrientos Q. 1999; Popenoe de Hatch 1997; 

Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:109; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 1996). Evidence that 

maize consumption significantly drops within the Kaminaljuyú population at this time 
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(Wright, et al. 2010:155, 166, 174) indicates that the drying of the lake affected even the 

most basic dietary patterns and nutrition levels of the site’s inhabitants. In other words, 

the drying of Lake Miraflores and the cessation of canal use appears to have initiated a 

centuries-long “collapse” at the site (see Barrientos Q. 1997; De León and Alonzo 1996).  

Second, water management had a significant effect on the ways in which sources 

of labor were utilized at Kaminaljuyú and transformed the landscape within which the 

occupants of Kaminaljuyú lived and worked. Enormous amounts of time, energy, and 

organized labor had to have gone into the construction of these hydraulic projects. This 

not only includes the canals themselves, but the structures that were designed and built 

specifically to serve as platforms from which people could supervise their operation 

(Barrientos Q. 1997:62; Ivic 1994:6; Martínez Hidalgo, et al. 1996:399, 403; Popenoe de 

Hatch 1997:17; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:105-107; Valdés and Popenoe de Hatch 

1996:378, 381). 

In a similar vein, the Montículo de la Culebra, arguably the largest Prehispanic 

architectonic work in all of Mesoamerica (Martínez Hidalgo and Cabrera Morales 

1999:477) and certainly one of the largest in the New World (Luján Muñoz, et al. 

1988:300), appears to have been constructed either as part of a canal, a catchment system, 

or an aqueduct (see, for example, Love n.d.; Luján Muñoz, et al. 1988; Martínez Hidalgo 

and Cabrera Morales 1999; Navarrete and Luján Muñoz 1986; Ohi and Lujan Muñoz 

2001; René Ortega, et al. 1996; Valle 2007). Whether it made a lake, formed the base of 

an aqueduct, served as a canal system, or a combination of all three, this impressive 

mound was designed and constructed in, around, and for water. As Love (n.d.) notes, it 

was also, and seemingly intentionally, placed along the continental divide, a location that 

suggests the mound may have also had cosmological significance. Finally, it would have 

represented one of the most imposing structures at Kaminaljuyú—winding as it did for 
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nearly 5km (René Ortega, et al. 1996:461) through the southeastern sector of the site, a 

massive, undulating, watery mound that would have defined the built environment in 

important ways. 

Third, the lowering of the lake waters changed hydraulic technologies at 

Kaminaljuyú. Decreasing water levels necessitated that engineers and builders design 

more efficient canal systems, leading to technological innovations that allowed for better 

control over water flow. These technologies are seen early on in the shape of the 

Miraflores Canal (Barrientos Q. 1997:61; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:105; Valdés and 

Popenoe de Hatch 1996:381) and later in the highly sophisticated hydraulic jump and 

sluice gates that were installed in the San Jorge canal (Ivic 1994:5; Ortloff 1997:22-27; 

Popenoe de Hatch 1997; Popenoe de Hatch, et al. 2002:107-108). This system, in fact, is 

so advanced that Ortloff (1997) argues it may represent the earliest example of such a 

sophisticated hydraulic system in the entire New World. 

Fourth, it is clear that the Kaminaljuyú populace placed some emphasis on the 

ritual importance of these projects. An offering of a dozen human skulls, for instance, 

may have been associated with a Middle Preclassic canal, though the context is still being 

investigated (Barbara Arroyo, personal communication 2012). Sometime during the end 

of the Arenal or at the beginning of the Santa Clara (Terminal Preclassic) phase, an 

offering of vases was deposited in a ritual event seemingly associated with the 

modification of the San Jorge canal to install the hydraulic jump; this ritual included 

offerings and heavy burning (Popenoe de Hatch 1997:16-17). Since so much of the area 

around the canals has been destroyed by modern urban expansion, it is difficult to know 

the additional kinds of rituals that were associated with these hydraulic projects. 

Nevertheless, archaeological evidence does indicate that the construction and 
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modification of hydraulic systems was marked by and integrated into ideological and 

ritual practice at Kaminaljuyú. 

Finally, as mentioned above, the drying of the lake and the end of canal use marks 

an extremely disruptive time in the chronology of Kaminaljuyú and, as Barbara Arroyo 

(personal communication 2012) notes, likely played a very real role in the Late Preclassic 

collapse of the site. The dramatic effects of water loss are seen particularly clearly in the 

area known as “San Jorge,” located at the southern end of the Miraflores and San Jorge 

canal system. This area appears to have been used for agricultural production and 

communal food processing, especially during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic 

periods (Ivic 1994; Popenoe de Hatch 1997). There is strong ceramic evidence that the 

people of San Jorge were deeply affected by the desiccation of Lake Miraflores. For 

example, an abrupt and striking change is seen in the manufacture, form, and technology 

of ceramics between the Preclassic and Classic periods (see, for instance, Popenoe de 

Hatch 1997:85-92, 94; 2000, 2005). Popenoe de Hatch (1997:85; 2000) argues this 

indicates population replacement at the site. In other words, as the lake dried and the 

canals were filled in, the entire population of San Jorge appears to have vacated the area. 

Although a new population arrived, and although new areas were built and used for 

processing food, the population was much smaller than it was during the Preclassic 

period (Ivic 1994; Popenoe de Hatch 1997:94). 

In sum, the archaeological record of Kaminaljuyú indicates that water—in the 

form of Lake Miraflores, attendant canals, catchments, springheads, drainages, and the 

enormous Montículo de la Culebra—played a crucial role in the landscape of power at 

the site.38 It represented a significant aspect of the built and lived-in environment and 

                                                
38 A detailed discussion of the societal impact of the hydraulic system of Kaminaljuyú is beyond the scope 
of the current project. Please refer to Barrientos Q. (1997, 1999), Popenoe de Hatch (1997), and Valdés and 
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played a part in ritual practice. Finally, water, and the ways in which it was moved 

through and around Kaminaljuyú, appears to have been a key factor in the development 

and rise of the site. By the same token, it appears to have played a significant role in the 

site’s Late Preclassic collapse (for other factors that may have been involved in the site’s 

collapse, please refer back to Chapter 2). 

WATERY MONUMENTS AND WATERY KINGS: 

Although we lack original contexts for all of the Kaminaljuyú monuments, a look 

at contemporaneous centers indicates the placement of sculptures at the site was likely 

closely related to the physical environment (see, Arroyo and Paiz Aragón 2010:30 for a 

discussion of correspondences between sculpture and watery features at Middle 

Preclassic Naranjo). As Guernsey (see, for instance, Guernsey 2006b, 2010b; Guernsey 

Kappelman 1997) has argued for Late Preclassic art at Izapa and elsewhere, monuments 

were carved and situated to interact with their surroundings in active ways. The very 

watery Izapa Stela 1 (FIG.76a), for example, was placed next to a drain. As Guernsey 

(2010b:210) states, “I suggest that, through his carved representation on the stela, 

Chahk’s presence and role as rain-bringer and fisherman were materialized, while the 

practical and symbolic manipulation of rainwater was also placed under his symbolic 

oversight.” In this manner, Preclassic sculptures of water deities interacted with the 

watery environment in physical and practical ways. As Guernsey (2010b:215) argues, 

“Such imagery, in which stone monuments are not only personified but are also literally 

participating in ritual acts, underscores the need to understand Preclassic stone sculpture 

as more than just immobile lumps of stone, but as vibrant actors in the ritual narratives 

                                                                                                                                            
Popenoe de Hatch (1996) for discussions regarding the kinds of political organizations that may have 
governed the distribution and use of water at the site.  
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that were constructed by Late Preclassic rulers.” I believe it is very likely that the 

sculptures of Kaminaljuyú functioned in similar ways.39 

In several images, Kaminaljuyú kings show themselves as embodiments of or 

closely associated with water-related deities (FIGS. 62a, 97c, 115, 117). This emphasis is 

seen in the Classic period as well, not only in art (Fash 2009; Ishihara, et al. 2006:220; 

Stone and Zender 2011:41; Taube 1995), but also in the frequent inclusion of Chahk in 

the name glyphs and titles of Classic period kings (Grube 2001; Houston and Stuart 

1996:295; Lacadena 2004). Kaminaljuyú provides early precedent for these behaviors. 

For example, as described above, Sculpture 11 (FIG.117) depicts a ruler wearing a chin-

mask and a belt assemblage of two different water-related deities. Another recently 

discovered monument from Kaminaljuyú, Sculpture 133 (FIG.115a), shows a ruler 

wearing a very large and elaborate (though unfortunately heavily eroded) headdress 

comprised of three masks—two of which appear to be scrolling, watery faces.40 The 

tradition of showing important figures, like rulers, with watery costumes has a long 

history at Kaminaljuyú. Sculpture 5 (FIG.97c), for example, likely one of the earlier 

monuments at the site, depicts an early variant of a water face emerging from behind the 

main figure’s earflare (Taube 2005:34, Fig. 12e).41 Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 1 (FIG. 62a) 

and Sculpture 202 (FIG.115b) show that the relationship between important figures and 

water is also emphasized later on in the history of the site. Sculpture 1, for instance, 

shows a scrolling water face behind the ruler’s earflare. Similarly, Sculpture 202 (likely 

                                                
39 Although they represent secondary contexts, a number of water-themed monument fragments at Takalik 
Abaj were used during the Late Classic either as part of or associated with canals. This includes Altar 
36/38, described earlier (FIG.106a), which was incorporated into a stone-lined drain built during the Late 
Classic period. The two halves of this monument were placed at the head and foot of the drain (Marroquin 
2005:1000; Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:200-201). 
40 Although the eyes are not preserved, the arrangement of scrolls atop these faces seems to mimic the 
animate water faces on Sculptures 19 and 4 rather than the faces of other water deities at Kaminaljuyú. 
41 See Guernsey (2012b:276-278, FN.276) for a discussion of this main figure as a possible ancestor. 
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one of the latest monuments at the site (Miles 1965:264; Parsons 1986:50, 72)42) depicts a 

ruler with a water god face in his elaborate feathered back-rack. Emphasizing this aquatic 

association, the ruler also holds a scepter topped with a fish. This fish recalls the 

identification of rain gods with fishermen, both during the Late Preclassic period (as 

shown on Izapa Stela 1) and during the Classic and Postclassic periods as well (see, for 

example, Schellhas 1904; Taube 1992:23; 2010:209). It also echoes the simply carved 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 3, which elegantly depicts a single, calligraphic fish (FIG.116). 

At Kaminaljuyú one thus encounters an eloquent correspondence between the 

physical evidence of water-related behaviors on the one hand, and, on the other, the 

iconographic evidence that these activities had a profound impact on ideology at the site. 

This is not to argue that Kaminaljuyú was unique in its efforts to manipulate and control 

water, or that its art somehow reflects a singular relationship between the built landscape 

and religious belief. To the contrary, it is clear that this correspondence existed 

throughout the Maya region, indeed throughout much of Mesoamerica, during the 

Preclassic period and beyond. Kaminaljuyú, however, does present us with a particularly 

elegant example in which Late Preclassic iconography illuminates the ideological 

implications of human activities shown in the archaeological record. At Kaminaljuyú, 

water was a subject and focus of both kingly ritual and large-scale construction efforts. 

As shown in art, this water had various faces, distinct (though interrelated) beings that 

represented the multiple kinds of water flowing in and around the site. It was through 

these deities that the king established his right to rule, by not only controlling water in all 

                                                
42 Although both of these authors partially base their late chronological placement of the monument on a 
misidentification of the item the ruler holds as an atl-atl, I believe the formal arrangement of the monument 
and it shallower carving style associate it with later Classic period sculpture. 
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its forms, but also by embodying that rich and varied substance so necessary to the health 

and happiness of mankind.  

CONCLUSION—SOME FINAL NOTES ON WATER AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

Imagery related to water represents the single most popular iconographic category 

in the art of Kaminaljuyú. I do not believe this is a coincidence, nor is it the product of 

some elevated spirituality or religiosity about water. It is certainly true that water played 

a fundamental role in the spiritual lives of the ancient Maya. As Finamore and Houston 

(2010:15) eloquently state: 

 [Water] was the fundamental and vital medium from which the earthly world 
emerged, gods arose and returned to at death, and where ancestors resided. Above 
and below, on all four sides, in their past and in their future, water, embodied 
primarily by the sea, was the defining feature of the Maya spiritual world and the 
inspiration for much of their finest art. 

Alongside the spiritual, however, existed the mundane aspects of water—the everyday, 

the practical, the economic, and the physical (see similar discussions in Ishihara, et al. 

2006:220 and Schele and Miller 1986:103). The importance of water in the ancient Maya 

world therefore derives from a combination of practical consequence and spiritual 

potency. Understanding the ways in which these religious and worldly functions of water 

intersected and played on one another is what illuminates the true importance of water in 

the ancient Maya world. 

For the ancient Maya, water was alive with divine power. It was animate. It was 

the surface of the “underwater world” (Hellmuth 1987). It was also life-giving rain, 

agricultural fertility and success. It was simple irrigation ditches and complex hydraulic 

systems. It was the vast ocean and huge rivers, commercial routes over which an 

enormous array of materials were exchanged. Potable water was crucial for the survival 

of a populace. Lagoons, lakes, and streams provided fish and other food. Shells, pearls, 
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shark teeth, stingray spines, and other aquatic materials played key roles in displays of 

elite status, mortuary rituals, and exchange networks. Water thus formed the basis for 

vast economic systems and provided a means of defining and displaying hierarchies and 

social identities. Control over water meant power: political, social, economic, and 

religious. The artistic representation of water deities, then, cannot be dismissed as 

epiphenomenal or discussed solely in terms of the divine and religious. These were the 

supernatural entities that governed economic wealth, established and maintained political 

power, and reified social structures and divisions within the ancient Maya world.43 

It is only when one keeps in mind that water was an economic substance as well 

as a spiritually potent one, that the multivalent nature of water imagery at Kaminaljuyú 

becomes clear. This is not to downplay the religious importance of water, but instead an 

attempt to balance out emphases on the spiritual, mystical, and religious aspects of water 

with an equal emphasis on its role in economy and exchange. These images were not just 

an iconographic means by which rulers identified themselves with watery deities to 

increase their power. They were physical manifestations of wealth, hierarchical status, 

and economic control. They were pragmatic statements as well as spiritual ones. As 

expressed throughout this dissertation, the visual representation of gods and kings did not 

just reflect religious ideas, but represented an instrument by which the foundations of 

kingly power and social structures were expressed, maintained, modified and 

manipulated according to changing historical needs and contexts.

                                                
43 A larger discussion of the societal impact of water is beyond the scope of this dissertation. This topic has 
a long history, stretching back to Wittfogel (1957). For discussions of water in the Maya world, one can 
begin with: Davis-Salazar (2001, 2003), Ford (1996), Ishihara, et al. (2006), Lucero (1999), and 
Scarborough (1991, 1993, 1998). 
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Chapter 8: Costuming the King—The Principal Bird Deity and the 
Burden of Office 

INTRODUCTION: 

The current chapter uses the extraordinary Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (FIG.117)1 

as a case study in order to explore the body of the king and the ways in which it was 

structured and given meaning through costume.2 I argue that the kingly body and its 

representation in art served as communicative mediums through which a complex array 

of symbols were given context and meaning. As Schele and Miller (1986:42) state: “The 

imagery of art was a symbolic language that depicted both the historical actions of kings 

and the supernatural framework of the cosmos that gave those actions sacred purpose.” 

This chapter is one of in-depth iconographic analysis, based on the deep familiarity I 

forged with this image through innumerable hours logged illustrating it. By dissecting, 

scrutinizing, and interpreting each element of the scene, I hope to provide some insight 

into how and why this particular kingly body was costumed the way it was. What arises 

is an almost overwhelming multivocality in which single figures, sometimes even single, 

simple motifs, speak to a multitude of meanings.3 When approaching this 

multidimensional symbolism, I keep Handelman’s (1990:13) definition of “symbol” in 

mind: “In our usual understanding, a symbol is something that stands for, that stands in 

place of, or that points to, something else beyond its presence. Therefore the fuller 

import, or rather the ‘fullness’ of symbol is not to be sought in some inherent or essential 

                                                
1 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
2 See Chapter 6 for a description of the archaeological context of this monument. 
3 This idea, in which single symbols become multivocal motifs with layered meanings, was recognized 
early on at Late Preclassic Izapa by Norman (1973:12). 
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quality, but elsewhere or elsewhen.” The current chapter serves as an initial step in 

approaching the “elsewheres” and “elsewhens” of Sculpture 11 while emphasizing that 

many of these motifs were also tangible, real-world objects and that this “worldliness” in 

many ways may have enhanced their resonance with viewers. 

I begin with a discussion of the elements that anchor this image in the human 

realm—in particular his axe, his Principal Bird Deity (or “PBD”) mask, and the 

incensarios that flank him. I then move into the various components of the king’s 

costume, including his belt assemblage and kilt. The primary focus of this section of the 

discussion, however, is the leafy head atop the ruler’s headdress, which is recognizable as 

the highly complex figure known as the Foliated Jester God. This image references a 

multitude of layered meanings and interwoven narratives. These include references to the 

paper headband of rulers and to mythical events in which the first kings were tied into 

office, as well as allusions to the World Tree, the descent of the PBD, and themes of 

cosmic structuring. 

In general, however, this chapter primarily centers on the PBD and the numerous 

ways in which this character and its associations are integrated into the Sculpture 11 

scene. I address the PBD mask worn by the ruler as well as the round shape behind him, 

which I suggest is a bundle. This bundle references what appears to have been the earliest 

incarnation of the PBD myth—the bringing of a precious bundle of jade and riches to 

adorn the first human kings in primordial time. Dressed as the PBD, the Sculpture 11 

ruler not only associates himself with this divine entity, but embodies him in his role as 

bundle-bearer. He therefore represents both the PBD in general and the PBD in this 

specific, narrative capacity. At the end of the PBD discussion, I tie this divine myth of 

bundle-bearing into ideas of economic display, themes first identified in the Late 
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Preclassic context by Guernsey (2006b; 1997) in her treatment of avian performance in 

the monuments of Izapa. 

The final section of the chapter is devoted to the full-bodied PBD that enters the 

Sculpture 11 scene from above. I argue that this being serves three simultaneous 

purposes: as reiteration or illustration of the bundle-bearing myth, as a witness or 

supernatural participant in the ruler’s ritual performance, and as a personified skyband 

that helps to situate the ruler in cosmic space. 

In the end, what arises from the close study of this ruler image is an impression of 

dialog and interstitial spaces—between the human and divine, between the historical and 

the mythological, between simultaneous meanings embraced by single forms. As such, 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 must be understood as a monument that speaks very 

specifically about one historical ruler at a particular site and time, but which also 

embraces broader themes and messages that involved mythical precedent and 

supernatural events, and which would have resonated among contemporaneous sites near 

and far. 

STRUCTURING THE KING: 

Sculpture 11 (FIG.117) presents the viewer with the very human body of a king—

he has a human eye, fleshy lips, naked chest, bare feet, and long legs unadorned except 

for simple knotted cloth anklets. This human body serves as a kind of armature for a 

simple kilt, an elaborate stacked headdress, and a complex belt assemblage. The 

Kaminaljuyú ruler is thus represented as an intersection point between human and divine, 

with bodily flesh counterpoised against the stacked supernatural faces of his headdress 

and belt. 
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During the Classic period, the inherently human nature of kings contrasted against 

their ability to manifest the divine, a phenomenon described as “concurrence” by several 

authors (Houston and Stuart 1996:297-300; Houston, et al. 2006:270, 275), meaning the 

king’s human body became simultaneously occupied by divine presence(s) during 

performance (see also Schele and Freidel 1990:70; Schele and Miller 1986:302; Stone 

1991). As described by Guernsey (Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997, 2002), 

performances in which rulers manifested supernaturals played an important role in Late 

Preclassic ideology and ritual practice (theories of kingly performance and divine 

manifestation are discussed in more depth in Chapter 10). Numerous authors have 

recognized and emphasized the role of costume in the elaboration of these performative 

relationships with the divine (see, for instance, Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:163; 

Looper 2009:44, 193-194; Schele and Miller 1986:301) and in the structuring of Classic 

Maya kingship (see, for instance, Fields 1989:10-11, 13, 107-108; Schele and Miller 

1986:66, 109). As Schele and Miller (1986:66) argue: “The person of the king, the 

clothing he wore, the symbols he hung on his body, the objects he manipulated—all these 

were directly connected to the Maya perception of the cosmos. Thus, to understand the 

temporal and supernatural reality of the Maya, we must decipher this system of symbols” 

(see also Stone 1986:14). I suggest that a similar “breaking down” of Sculpture 11 into its 

component parts may give us some insight into the kinds of activities, narratives, and 

divine personalities this Kaminaljuyú ruler used to structure himself. 

 Two overarching categories of regalia emerge in this image: masking elements 

and additional accoutrements like his knotted bracelets and anklets, kilt, axe, etc. 

Generally speaking, I view the masks worn by the Sculpture 11 ruler as having two 

simultaneous functions—1) they represented the ruler’s ability to manifest the divine; 2) 

they explicitly stated the presence and sanction of the gods that were manifested. These 
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entities thus became both integral parts of and outside witnesses to the king and his 

actions. This argument finds some parallels in work by Reese, who describes the taking 

on of mythical identities by Late Preclassic rulers at Cerros as a two-pronged strategy, 

with the ruler both becoming mythical figures in order to sanctify his rule and using those 

mythical figures as ritual participants that sanctified his rule (Reese 1996). 

Being of this World—Axes and Incensarios: 

Having spent some time in the previous two chapters addressing the world of the 

mythical and divine, it is important to emphasize the real world nature of the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 scene. Several authors (see, for example, Fahsen 2000:90-91; 

Guernsey 2011:137, N.18; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Kaplan 1999:385), for instance, 

have identified this individual as an historic personage. The ruler is noticeably human 

below his vast headdress assemblage and he stands firmly between the earth and sky (this 

framing will be discussed in more detail below). In addition, three elements of the scene 

have been clearly tied to the archaeological record: the ruler’s mask, his axe, and the 

smoking incensarios that flank him. 

As first noted by Guernsey (see, for instance, 2006b:105-106; Guernsey and Love 

2005:40-41; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 2004:103), a greenstone version of the PBD 

mask the ruler wears was discovered in the Late Preclassic Tomb II of Mound E-III-3 at 

Kaminaljuyú (FIG.118a-b) (Shook and Kidder 1952:64, 115, fig.160d,f, Fig.181).4 

Therefore, as Guernsey (2006b:105-106) points out, this mask does not simply represent 

an artistic imagining, but instead emphasizes the reality of the event: 

…this archaeological evidence demonstrates that bird headdresses were not 
merely pictorial conventions utilized by Late Preclassic artists for purposes of 

                                                
4 In Shook and Kidder (1952:115) the actual stone is identified as albite, but its green color and presence as 
a burial mask in a rich royal tomb indicate it was treated enough like jade to have either been considered as 
such or, at the very least, considered a reasonable substitution by the ancient Maya. 
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dramatization: they existed in reality and have been confirmed in the 
archaeological record. Conversely, the imagery of [Sculpture 11] underscores the 
fact that greenstone avian masks- like the one recovered from Tomb II- were not 
solely burial costumes, but were utilized by rulers during ritual performances that 
were recorded on the stela monuments. 

In a similar vein, Inomata, et al. (2001:294, citing Beaubien 2000) describe lightweight 

clay masks found at Aguateca—formed by soaking cloth in clay, layering it over a mold, 

then firing it. Although this discovery dates to the Late Classic period, it emphasizes that 

rulers really did dress in the elaborate costumes and mask assemblages depicted on stelae, 

suggesting that monuments like Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 likewise represented kings as 

they were actually encountered in real-life performances. 

The smoking incensarios that flank the Sculpture 11 ruler (FIG.118c) have also 

been found in excavations (De Borhegyi 1951; Kaplan 1999:387; Lowe 1965; Parsons 

1986:66), although archaeological examples often have three prongs rather than the three 

loops seen on the Sculpture 11 version. It is important to consider the effect such burning 

censers may have had on the audience’s perception of the event. As Looper (2009:53) 

describes, “The clouds of smoke produced by these burners were no doubt an important 

element of performance aesthetics, altering the experience of audience and performer 

through aroma, heat, and dematerializing visual effects.” In addition to these sensory 

impacts, incense smoke embodied myriad substances at once, a belief expressed through 

the use of the same kind of scrollwork for everything from moist breath to burning flames 

in Maya art (Schele and Freidel 1990:437, N.43; Schele and Miller 1986:43). Incense 

smoke was the food of supernaturals as well as the ch’ulel or soul-stuff from which they 

were made (Freidel, et al. 1993:204, 206-207; Houston, et al. 2006:125-126; Taube 

1998:446, Fig.11b; 2006a:271). It was also black clouds, laden with rain (Freidel, et al. 

1993:152; Houston and Taube 2011; Stone and Zender 2011:143; Taube 2001:9). As 

mentioned in previous chapters, one of the Sculpture 11 smoke curls is even shown as a 
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bumped scroll, emphasizing this watery connection. In the case of the right hand censer 

on Sculpture 11, I would argue that the three interior loops subtly double as a floral 

stamen and scrolls, likening the roiling smoke to the breath and fragrance emitted by 

flowers. 

The final element of the Sculpture 11 ruler’s costume that anchors him in 

archaeological reality is the curved and hafted axe he holds in his hand (FIG.118d). As 

was mentioned in Chapter 6, an identical object was discovered in the Late Preclassic 

Tomb I of Mound E-III-3 (FIG.118e) (Guernsey 2006b:93, N.3; 2012b:105; Miles 

1965:255; Parsons 1986:66; Shook and Kidder 1952:112, Fig. 79c).5 Like the PBD mask 

found in Tomb II, the existence of this flint blade in the archaeological record emphasizes 

the reality of the performance portrayed on Sculpture 11 and grounds the ritual in space 

and time. This is the same axe that is wielded by the trefoil-eyed figure on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 10 (FIG.118f) and, as discussed in Chapter 6, is likely carried by the Sculpture 

11 ruler to connect him to mythological events, characters or precedents.  

As described in depth in Chapter 6 (and revisited in Chapter 10), Maya rulers 

justified their rule through myriad claims to supernatural relationships—including divine 

descent and the power to take on or embody supernatural identities. Through these 

claims, relationships to mythical predecessors and precedents were established and 

historic moments became reiterations of events that took place in deep, mythical time 

(see, for instance, Farriss 1984:333; Guernsey 2006b, n.d.; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 

Houston and Stuart 1996:290-291; Marcus 1974:83-84; Reese 1996; Reilly 2005:34; 

Schele and Freidel 1990:84; Stuart 1984:7; 2004a:263-264; 2005a:270; 2005b:186; n.d.; 

Webster 1976:815). In the Classic period, these prototypical events were conceived of 

                                                
5 Another identical, but unprovenienced object (seemingly from Campeche, Mexico) is published in the 
Maya catalog (Schmidt, et al. 1998) as cat. 353. 
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and described as models according to which the king structured himself. Therefore, 

“…sacred narratives not only worked to explain the patterning of natural events, but 

could establish charters for human, usually royal, behaviour” (Houston and Stuart 

1996:292; see also Helms 1993:214 and Schele and Freidel 1990:65-66, 84, 252). I would 

argue that the same is likely the case for Sculpture 11. Through his connection to the 

events represented on Sculpture 10, the ruler appears to be laying claim to mythological 

precedent for his actions, much as Guernsey (2006b:40-41; n.d.) argues was the case for 

many of the monuments at Late Preclassic Izapa. That these claims were so often 

expressed through sculpture testifies to the enormously affective power ascribed to art 

and iconography in the Preclassic Maya world (see, for instance, Fields 1989:4-5, 10; 

Schele and Miller 1986:42). 

Paper Headbands and World Trees—Labeling the King: 

Atop the ruler’s headdress is a head with an avian beak, a forehead infixed with 

three dots, and sprouting foliage above (FIG.119a). I would argue this head serves several 

simultaneous functions. First, it serves as a Foliated Jester God, a complex figure 

associated with the paper headband of rulers and prototypical kings. Second, it references 

the world tree, alluding to ideas of cosmic generation and centrality and marking the 

ruler’s body as the axis mundi. Lastly, it serves to tie this ruler image to cross-regional 

variants of the multi-faceted “Jester God” jewel in what Guernsey (2011:120) describes 

as a Late Preclassic “international vocabulary of authority.” 

Before continuing, it is important to note that much of this discussion about Jester 

Gods and primordial kings came about through conversations with David Stuart that 

began in 2009. In the interim, he has generously shared his evolving ideas about the 

subject as well as unpublished material regarding these highly complex subjects. The 
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discussion below should therefore be seen as an outgrowth of these ideas, based heavily 

on these discussions and exchanges, rather than as conclusions reached independently 

from them. 

The Jester God in Brief: 

In order to understand the multiple meanings of the foliated head on Sculpture 11, 

it is necessary first to clarify its relationship with the omnipresent rulership emblem 

known as “the Jester God,” an element first identified by Schele (1974:42; 1978:47-49) at 

Palenque and coined as such because of its resemblance to a three-pointed jester’s cap 

(FIG.119b). Many scholars over the subsequent decades have published discussions of 

this motif, seen frequently as the central jewel of rulers’ diadems during the Preclassic 

and Classic periods (these authors include: Coe 1977; Fields 1989, 1991; Freidel 1990; 

Freidel and Schele 1988a, b; Freidel, et al. 1993; Grube 2006; Guernsey 2011; Ishihara, 

et al. 2006; Reilly 2005; Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005; Schele and Freidel 1990; Schele and 

Miller 1986; Stuart n.d.; Taube 1998, 2005). 

The “Jester God” term thus permeates studies of Late Preclassic and Classic Maya 

art and ideology. Like the Waterlily Serpent, however, it appears to subsume several 

closely related, but distinct deities under a single umbrella term. As Dave Stuart (personal 

communication, 2012) notes, the Jester God is therefore in need of focused re-visitation 

and careful revision, a project that is well beyond the scope of the current chapter. I 

therefore use the term “Jester God” here as a broad taxonomic category that includes 

headband jewels associated with rulers and connected to Olmec precedents, many of 

which likely had particular and separable identities and associations. In other words, I 

apply it as a kind of umbrella term that subsumes at least three major ornament variants 

beneath it: a corn or flower form, a fish or water-related version, and a foliated paper 
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head (see, for instance, Fields 1989:18; Fields 1991:167; Hansen 1992:146-148; Martin 

in press-a:13-14; Stuart 2004b:136; n.d.; Taube 1998:454-456; Taube, et al. 2010:65-68). 

Due to Fields’ (1989, 1991) detailed analyses, the maize form of the Jester God 

(FIG.119c-e) is probably the best known of the variants and clearly connects Maya rulers 

to agricultural fertility, Olmec precedents, and the maize god (see also Freidel 1990; 

Reilly 1994, 2005; Taube 1996, 2005). Floral forms of the Jester God are tied up in this 

maize imagery as well (Stuart n.d.:23-24). One of these floral/maize forms is encountered 

on Sculpture 20 (FIG.119f) at Kaminaljuyú, embellished with what is likely an early Juun 

Ajaw or maize god face (Taube, et al. 2010:18). The second form of the Jester God is a 

piscine one (FIG.119g-h) (Fields 1989:18; 1991:167; Guernsey 2011:133; Hellmuth 

1987:358; Martin in press-a:13-14; Miller and Taube 1993:104; Miller and Martin 

2004:68; Schele and Freidel 1990:411), a variant Taube (1995:99) identifies as a “rain 

jewel” that marked the ruler as a “…rain-maker, the engenderer of water and growth” 

(see also Grove 1989a:134). The third major category of Jester Gods is the foliated head 

(FIG.120) (see, for instance, Taube 1998:454-456). This is the form seen on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 11 and will be discussed in depth below. 

In Preclassic art, the Jester God jewel seems to mark the diadems of rulers in 

particular, while in Classic period art it decorates the headbands of high elites as well 

(Fields 1989:17; Freidel 1990:68-69; Freidel and Schele 1988a:552; 1988b:58; Martin in 

press-a:13).6 The motif must be understood as both the jewel itself as well as the 

personified form of that jewel, both signifier and signified (see, for instance, Fields 

                                                
6 Stuart (n.d.:24) believes the Jester God should be understood as much more than a jewel sewn on to the 
headbands of rulers and high elites. For instance, he notes that it often takes on an oversized appearance 
and appears to reference mythological actors and events rather than serving as a simple jade adornment. 
Finally, he notes that many headband jewels are mislabeled as the Jester God. Therefore, although the 
Jester God often takes the form of a headband jewel, all headband jewels do not necessarily represent the 
Jester God. 
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1989:17; 1991:167; Freidel and Schele 1988a; Freidel, et al. 1993:242, 244; Guernsey 

2011:117; Schele and Freidel 1990:115). As Fields (1989, 1991) first noted, the form 

seems to have developed out of Olmec diadems related to corn iconography, making it, as 

Freidel (1990:67-68) argues, one of the most enduring symbols of authority for the 

ancient Maya (FIG.119e).7 Freidel (1990:68-69) also notes the importance of the 

ornament’s jade-iness, a substance connected to Olmec heirloom objects as well as to 

exotic and valuable trade items. Although he interprets this to be evidence for the 

movement of the office of Maya kingship from the highlands to the lowlands (an idea 

that is no longer tenable), I believe his observation is pertinent. As is discussed later in 

this chapter, the iconography of rulership during the Preclassic period appears to have 

been closely tied to economic displays as part and parcel of the maintenance of kingship. 

Ux Yop Hu’n—Paper Headbands and First Kings: 

The leafy Sculpture 10 head represents the foliated version of the Jester God 

(FIGS.119a, 120). According to recent research by David Stuart (n.d.), this foliated figure 

is extremely complex, not only serving as an embodied form of the paper headband of 

rulers but also representing a supernatural figure who appears to have been associated 

with the first kingly accession, which took place in mythical time. 

Before describing this foliated head and its role in the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 

scene, it is important to first review the important role paper headbands played in 

accession rights and as widespread symbols of rulership in the ancient Maya world. 

David Stuart (1996) was the first to discuss the importance of binding a ruler into the 

office of kingship through the wrapping of a cloth or paper headdress around his forehead 

(see also Houston and Stuart 1998:78; Houston, et al. 2006:83). The significance of this 
                                                
7 See Guernsey (2011:117-119) for a review of scholarship that addresses the Jester God's Middle 
Preclassic precedents.  
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act is most clearly seen through the T684 glyph, colloquially called the “toothache” glyph 

(see, for example, Schele and Miller 1983:61), which was first identified by 

Proskouriakoff (1960) as an expression of accession. As a glyph, the headband can be 

translated as hu’n or sak hu’n, meaning (in its most simplified sense) “paper” or “white 

paper” (Stuart n.d.).8 As Stuart (n.d.:4) notes, an important part of Classic period 

accession rites is described in inscriptions as k’al hu’n or k’al sak hu’n, meaning 

“headband-fastening.” According to Stuart (n.d.:5-6), this headband did not only serve as 

a kind of crown of kings, it also served as the quintessential symbol of Juun Ajaw (“One 

Ajaw”), an important mythological figure who played a key role in setting the 

mythological precedent for Maya kings. The paper headband, then, appears to have 

served an almost shorthand function as an abbreviated reference to this primordial first 

king (Stuart n.d.:6). A Maya ruler putting on this headband would therefore have directly 

claimed that he was the embodiment or the essence of Juun Ajaw (Schele and Freidel 

1990:436, N.30; Schele and Miller 1986:109-110; Stuart 2004b:135-136; n.d.). 

The “headband fastening” accession rite of kings should be understood as a 

crucial aspect of investiture ceremonies. Houston and Inomata (2009:133), for instance, 

describe this tying on of the headband of rulership as signifying a change in state: 

“…before, purely human… afterwards, avatars of gods.” In fact, it appears that the 

headband tying rite was entwined with concepts of rebirth, for kings received new names 

at their accessions, which, like the headband, were described as being “fastened” to them 

(Stuart n.d.). As Freidel, et al. (1993:131) argue, acts of binding or wrapping may also 

have served as rites of cosmic structuring: “This work of creating centers, of marking off 

their corners, of encircling them in order to ‘bind’ them up, of moving in and out of them, 

                                                
8 For earlier translations of this glyph as sak hu’un, please see Freidel, et al. (1993:466, N.52,); Grube 
(2006:96); Martin (in press-a:13); and Stuart (2004b:135; 2005a:270).  
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has an effect on the shape of time as well as space” (see also Freidel, et al. 1993:428, 

N.19). In this way, then, much like the textile designs on Late Preclassic monuments and 

architecture discussed by Guernsey and Earley (Earley and Guernsey in press; Guernsey 

2006a:32-34; 2011:123-125), the headband of rulers appears to have served as a symbolic 

frame, marking off or separating out the body of the king as a kind of sacred space.9 

In art and writing, the Foliated Jester God serves several simultaneous functions. 

First, this face can be understood to act as an appellative glyph that describes the nature 

of royal headbands as papery things (Freidel, et al. 1993:466, N.52; Grube 2006:96; 

Guernsey 2011:116-117; Stuart n.d.). In iconography and inscriptions, the glyph can be 

read as Ux Yop Hu’n, meaning “Three Leaves Headband” or “Three-Leaf-Paper” 

(FIG.121) (Stuart 2004b:135; 2005b:155; n.d.), a clear reference to the paper headbands 

of kings. The Ux Yop Hu’n reading also appears to apply to the “foliated ajaw” glyph 

(FIG.121, middle), which represents the same entity, in this case reduced to a forehead 

with three leaves sprouting from it (Stuart n.d.:21, 29). His connection to paper is 

evidenced by the long-stemmed leaves that emerge from his head (FIG.119a), which are 

identifiable as amate leaves. A Classic period ceramic sculpture of a scribe (FIG.122) 

(Miller and Martin 2004:134, Pl.65) shows how these triple leaves were used in the 

Classic period to designate amate paper. Often seen atop the pages of codices, Ux Yop 

Hu’n appears to be used as a more elaborate means of marking objects made of paper, an 

animating face or personification head of sorts (such a reading has been independently 
                                                
9 Several authors have noted the important overlap between the binding of kings into office through the 
paper headband of rulership and the binding or wrapping of monuments. Stuart (1996:157), for instance, 
describes both monuments and rulers as physical embodiments of time (see also Houston, et al. 2006:83). 
Publications by Guernsey (2006a; 2011:120-123) and Guernsey and Reilly (2006:x-xi) elaborate on this 
theme of bundling monuments and rulers during the Late Preclassic period by identifying certain abstract 
motifs carved on early stelae as representing cloth wrappings (see also Reilly 2005:36). Articles by 
Guernsey (2006a:32-34; 2011:123-125) and Earley and Guernsey (in press) extend these ideas to 
encompass early architecture as well. See Guernsey and Reilly (2006:v) for a discussion of the importance 
of unbundling or revealing bundled objects. For more on the symbolic import of cloth, see Benson (1976). 
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suggested by David Stuart, Simon Martin (in press-a), and Stephen Houston (see Stuart 

n.d.:26, EN.8)) (see Chapter 7 for similar ideas of personification heads in watery 

contexts). On Tikal Stela 4, the glyph for Ux Yop Hu’n directly refers to the headband 

being “fastened” upon the new king. As such, it apparently could serve as the label for 

the paper headband of a ruler (Stuart n.d.:22). In a sense, then, this head can be viewed as 

a representation of both the animated essence of paper as well as, more specifically, an 

embodied paper headband itself (Stuart n.d.). 

On Sculpture 11 (FIG.117), the foliated head of Ux Yop Hu’n is oversized and not 

attached to a headband. It therefore does not serve as a jewel affixed to a headband or as 

a glyphic appellative describing a headband. Instead, as David Stuart (personal 

communication 2012) has suggested, it seems to mark the PBD headdress below as a 

like-in-kind object to the paper headband of rulership. Stuart (n.d.:27), for instance, notes 

that the PBD headdress is such a standard part of kingly attire during the Late Preclassic 

period that it, in many ways, seems to represent an early version or variant of the paper 

headband. As he (Ibid.) states: “That is, the supernatural bird image, complete with wing 

and tail feathers, was itself a much elaborated ‘headband’ given to rulers upon their 

accession to office.”  

That these PBD headdresses were viewed as serving the same purpose and 

embodying many of the same messages as the paper headband of rulership is beautifully 

expressed by an inscribed bone currently housed in the Dallas Art Museum (FIG.123). 

Here, a PBD headdress is presented to a king by an elderly god. The inscription, 

however, describes the event as a headband fastening, clearly indicating that the 

headband and the PBD headdress were viewed as equivalent symbols of rulership and 

accession (though with different associations, to be sure) (Stuart n.d.:27-28). As though 

emphasizing this relationship, the headdress on the Dallas bone is also topped with a 
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small but clear example of Ux Yop Hu’n (Stuart n.d.:28). Applying these concepts to 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11, the Foliated Jester God head perched atop the ruler’s PBD 

headdress may have similarly marked it as equivalent in function to the paper headbands 

wrapped around kings at their accessions (Stuart n.d.:28). 

In addition to this appellative function, the Foliated Jester God appears in Classic 

period inscriptions as an important mythical personage, connected to the beginnings of 

dynasties and the first accessions of kings (Stuart n.d.). These aspects of the head’s 

identity are best seen at Palenque, where he is recorded as having been born on the 

mythical date of One Ajaw. Such a birthdate clearly ties him in significant ways to Juun 

Ajaw (literally translated as “First King”), the character so often encountered as the 

prototypical Maya ruler (Ibid.). The potential play between the words juun (one) and hu’n 

(headband) suggest that these may even be equivalent names for the same prototypical 

king who acceded to office in mythic time (Stuart n.d.:36). At Palenque, and in other 

Classic period inscriptions, then, Ux Yop Hu’n was a mythical personage of some import 

who appears to have formed the model for human kings (Stuart n.d.). In this capacity as 

mythical being, the head of Ux Yop Hu’n, when placed atop the headdresses of rulers, 

served two additional functions to those already described above. First, it brought this 

supernatural actor into the ritual in a physical sense, identifying him as a divine witness 

to the rite and sanctifier of the king below.10 Second, the head serves as a name glyph, 

labeling the king below as Ux Yop Hu’n himself, a present iteration of this first, 

                                                
10 It is notable that the head on Sculpture 11 is shown as a truly animate being who breathes out a jeweled 
plaque and scrolls; one of these scrolls is even incised with small bead-like circles, as though marking it as 
moist, living breath (see Taube 2001; 2003a:423, 433; 2005 for discussions of animate headdresses and 
breathing jade). Although breath is also emphasized on the PBD mask as well, it is shown quite 
differently—using cloth or paper strips as symbols of breath rather than depicting the true, breathlike 
scrolls of Ux Yop Hu’n. 
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prototypical king (Stuart n.d.:29) (for the inclusion of name glyphs in headdresses, see 

Chapter 6). 

In sum, the Foliated Jester God presents us with a highly layered suite of 

identities and meanings. Ux Yop Hu’n is not only a glyph that labels the paper headband 

of rulers, but also serves as the proper name Ux Yop Hu’n, a historicized “proto-ruler” 

found in a number of Classic period inscriptions. On Sculpture 11 he both labels the PBD 

headdress below him as a symbol akin to a paper headband and, simultaneously, labels 

the king himself as an embodiment of the first ruler, bound into office by this paper 

headband (Stuart n.d.). As Stuart (n.d.:29) summarizes: “I take these visual overlaps to be 

intentional fusions of identity between historical rulers and Ux Yop Hu’n, who was at 

once a god, a mythical actor, and an embodiment of the spirit of ritual bark paper.” In 

some ways, then, and in addition to its numerous other functions, I would argue that this 

head marks the Sculpture 11 king himself as the animate form of paper, the office of 

rulership incarnate. 

The World Tree: 

Beyond its connections to the paper headband of rulers, the foliated head of 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 also shows close visual parallels to Late Preclassic images of 

the World Tree (FIG.124) (several authors have noted this visual overlap, including: 

Cortez 1986:105; Guernsey 2011:126; Guernsey Kappelman 1997:120; Hansen 

1992:126; Schele and Miller 1986:120; Stuart n.d.:26-27, 36-37; Taube 1998:454). As 

such, and in addition to the functions outlined above, the mask on Sculpture 11 acts as a 

shorthand version of this widespread symbol of cosmic centrality. David Stuart (personal 

communication, 2009) identifies the three dots across the mask’s forehead as reading ox 

or “three” as part of the glyphic name of the paper headband, but they also visually echo 
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the crocodile scutes on images like that of Izapa Stela 25, as though intentionally playing 

on this visual connection between the amate headband and the World Tree.11 Several 

authors, in fact, note the importance of the Jester God ornament as a sign of centrality, 

connected to Olmec symbolism and widespread Mesoamerican conceptions of the ruler 

as axis mundi (Fields 1991; Fields and Reents-Budet 2005:99; Freidel 1990; Freidel, et 

al. 1993:135; Guernsey 2006b:83; Schele and Freidel 1990:67-68; Taube 1998:454, 462; 

2005:28). 

The fact that the foliated face on Sculpture 11 has the beak of the PBD reinforces 

these connections (see, for example, Stuart 2004b; Taube 1998:454-458; 2005:28, 30, 

Fig. 6; Taube, et al. 2010:65-66). Both Hansen (1992:156) and Kaplan (1999:388), for 

example, identify the three curving elements projecting from the top of the Sculpture 11 

mask as feathers. Although their naturalistic form indicates that they are, in reality, 

leaves, such symbolic overlap may have been intentional—as tail feathers (albeit foliated 

ones) they would bring to mind the PBD’s descent at the beginning of creation to set up 

the four directional world trees (for discussions of the PBD, the first world trees, descent, 

and centrality, see Cortez 1986:73-84; Guernsey n.d.; Schele and Freidel 1990:90; Stuart 

n.d.:36-37; Taube, et al. 2010:52-56, Figs.35-36). It is also relevant to note here that the 

PBD was understood as animate jade, preciousness incarnate (an association discussed in 

more depth further on). The foliated Sculpture 11 head, then, combines the two most 

basic elements of kingship as it was generally represented in art— jade jewelry and the 

amate paper headband. The PBD’s close association with the establishment of the first 

kings (discussed in more depth later on) further emphasizes these ideas of the Foliated 

Jester God as “rulership incarnate” or “the stuff of kings.” 

                                                
11 Taube (1998:454) describes these three circles as possibly referencing the three hearthstones of creation, 
while Kaplan (1999:388) identifies them simply as buttons or tabs. 
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Broader Vocabularies: 

Guernsey (2011:120) convincingly argues that the Jester God symbol likely acted 

as part of “an international vocabulary of authority…” in which the elites of different 

cultural groups across Mesoamerica participated. She identifies it on Sculpture 20 

(FIG.119f) and Sculpture 1 (FIG.62a) at Kaminaljuyú, at nearby contemporaneous sites 

like Izapa, in the Olmec heartland, and in the Maya lowlands (Guernsey 2011:119, 126-

127, 129). Such a broad geographical spread indicates that this symbol and related 

imagery crossed linguistic and cultural boundaries. As she states, “…the symbol systems 

and thematic programs shared by monuments from Izapa and Abaj Takalik appear to 

have transcended linguistic boundaries and ethnic divisions and became the lingua franca 

of a cross-cultural, Late Preclassic interaction sphere” (Guernsey Kappelman 2002:67; 

see also Guernsey and Love 2005). Therefore, the headband assumed by a ruler at his 

accession to office was not only associated with the divine and with mythic precedent, 

but also signified the ruler’s participation in “an elite political interaction sphere” 

(Guernsey 2011:132; see also Guernsey and Love 2005). The paper headdress worn by 

the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 ruler must therefore be seen as a multivocal symbol that 

communicated several simultaneous messages—it marked the bearer as a king and as an 

embodiment of the office of kingship. It also emphasized the ruler’s association with 

world trees, cosmic creation, and the establishment of the four-cornered world. Finally, it 

allowed the king to metaphorically “link arms” both with kings that came before him and 

kings that ruled alongside him across the vast ancient Mesoamerican landscape. 

OTHER COSTUME ELEMENTS—BELT MASKS, KILTS, ETC.: 

The belt assemblage worn by the Sculpture 11 ruler (FIG.103a) similarly 

expresses several simultaneous meanings. As described in Chapter 7, the belt mask 

appears to represent a terrestrial water god. This costuming element thus associates the 
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king with agricultural fertility and sources of water that come from the earth. Such ideas 

foreshadow a similar emphasis in Classic Maya art, where kings frequently portray 

themselves wearing Chahk dance costumes or belt masks, wearing diagnostic elements 

associated with Chahk, like his shell diadem, or carrying his lightning axe (for a few 

examples, see Looper 1991:106, 109; Miller and Martin 2004:218, Plate 117; Schele and 

Miller 1986:71; Stuart 2003:27; Taube 1995). The Sculpture 11 watery belt assemblage 

also provides an early prototype for the Classic period loincloths shown with the face of 

the “Shiner” (see Chapter 7 for an explanation of this figure) on them, though on 

Sculpture 11 the loincloth is simply depicted as jade-beaded and shining.12 Finally, the 

Sculpture 11 belt assemblage emphasizes the concept of the ruler as a central axis. With 

his midpoint marked by a terrestrial mask, his body becomes the connective tissue that 

stretches between this world, the celestial sphere, and the Underworld (see Baudez 

2000b:136-137 for similar arguments related to Classic period imagery of kings). 

A number of costume elements are less clear. For instance, the object in the 

ruler’s right hand is currently unidentifiable (FIG.125). Miles (1965:255) calls this object 

a “ceremonial hatchet;” Parsons (1986:67) labels it a “ceremonial scepter,” and Kaplan 

suggests that it is a “ball game stickbat” (1999:385). I hesitate to give it such a specific 

identification, especially as there are no other elements of the ruler’s costume that might 

associate him with the ballgame. It does bear close resemblance to the object held by the 

figure depicted at Loltun cave (FIG.38) as well as one of the Late Preclassic stucco 

figures from Uaxactun Structure H-Sub 10 (see Valdés 1991:Fig.5). It is therefore quite 

possible that this instrument was an object commonly associated with Late Preclassic 

                                                
12 For more on textile designs and their significance during the Late Preclassic, see Benson (1976), Earley 
and Guernsey (in press), and Guernsey (2006a:32-34; 2011:123-125). 
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kings. At present, though, assigning a function to this item would be conjecture. Even the 

material from which it is made cannot be currently identified.  

The Sculpture 11 ruler also wears a knee-length kilt (an element of dress that 

Stone 1995:132 calls a "hipcloth") with a design on the lower right corner that wraps 

behind his leg—because of this arrangement, only half of the motif is visible (FIG.126a). 

This design has a clear relationship with quatrefoils (see, for example, Guernsey 

2010a:91). This motif and its myriad associations are discussed in greater depth in 

Chapter 9, so only a brief review is provided here. Throughout Mesoamerica, these four-

lobed shapes are often viewed as earth entrances or portals (Guernsey 2010a; Stone 

1983:227-228; 1995). Quatrefoil cave images at Chalcatzingo (FIG.126b-c) even exhibit 

the same, layered format as the Sculpture 11 kilt design. Similarly, the scrolls that emerge 

from the top of the Sculpture 11 design find analogs in the vegetation often shown 

sprouting from quatrefoils and caves during the Late Preclassic period (FIG.126b). 

Quatrefoils are also closely connected to ideas of centrality and cyclicality. By its 

very nature, the quatrefoil represents the four directions and the center. Its architectural 

presence in the form of radial pyramids throughout the Maya area emphasizes this theme 

(Guernsey 2010a; Taube 1998:441). These radial pyramids and quatrefoil-shaped altars 

also appear to have been utilized during the celebration of certain period endings 

(Coggins 1980, 1987; Guernsey 2010a:87, citing D. Stuart personal communication 

2006). This kilt design, then, may again mark the ruler as the axis mundi, the center of 

space as well as time, the physical embodiment of cyclical completion. 

As Fields (1989:43-80, Fig.60) notes, there is also a clear overlap between the 

halved quatrefoil and the ajaw sign (FIG.127a-b) (see Fields 1989:46 for a description), 
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an element often seen in skybands in Late Preclassic art.13 It is, for example, seen on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 17 (FIG.74b) and Sculpture 26 (FIG.11a) as well as on the 

Structure Sub-II-c frieze at Calakmul (Carrasco Vargas 2005) and on Takalik Abaj Stela 

3. As argued by Stuart (1992), the ajaw sign ultimately derives from a flower. Thus, 

although the kilt design can certainly be understood as a foliated or scrolling cave-like 

quatrefoil, it also may serve as a celestial skyband symbol and/or as a floral ajaw, with 

the scrolls and tabs serving as the flower’s stamen and aromatic fragrance.  

In Maya art in general, there is great overlap between the associations of flowers, 

breath, vapor, and caves (Houston and Taube 2000; Taube 2001:4). Clouds and rain were 

identified as the “…misty breath or wind exhaled from caves” (Taube 2001:4), while the 

fragrance emitted from flowers was conceived of as the moist breath of life, closely 

linked to clouds and rain. As Guernsey (2010a:82) states “…these imbrications between 

quatrefoils/portals/mouths/flowers, or supernaturally-charged places from which breath, 

moisture, wind, scents, and exhalations emerge, were already widespread by the Middle 

Preclassic period.” It may, then, be no accident that the shape of the floral ajaw sign 

looks so much like a halved quatrefoil and that both so resemble ik’ or wind symbols (a 

similarity perhaps first noted by Stone 1983:149-150; see also Guernsey 2010a:80-81). 

All were seen as emitting breath or vapor and all were seen, in some way, as an origin 

point for clouds and rain (for a discussion of the myriad, overlapping themes in cave 

imagery, see Stone 1995). 
                                                
13 This element is also seen in basal bands. The overlap between the halved quatrefoil motif as both 
terrestrial and celestial is echoed by a general tendency during the Late Preclassic, especially at Izapa (see 
Parsons 1986:48), for earth- and sky-bands to share elements. This is not surprising, as rain was seen to 
originate in both earth and sky. Furthermore, both celestial and terrestrial bands mark borders between 
different realms, and therefore are somewhat equivalent in function. In many ways, an earth band is simply 
the sky-band of the underworld, while a sky-band is the ground-line of celestial scenes. In other words, the 
overlap and seeming confusion among these symbols is not artistic carelessness. It is, instead, a means of 
signifying a particular set of functions shared by earth and sky. For more on this subject, see Hellmuth 
(1987:356); Stone (1983:224); and Quirarte (1973; 1974:130). 
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Ik’ signs, quatrefoils, and breath are described in more depth in Chapter 9. At 

present, it is perhaps most relevant to recognize and emphasize the multivalence of the 

sign, a feature summarized eloquently by Guernsey (2010a:90): 

The quatrefoil, throughout the history of Mesoamerica, was not only a potent 
symbol but a versatile one as well. Its meaning encompassed references to the 
natural landscape and topography as a cave or opening into the earth; as a watery 
place associated with rain, aqueducts, pools of water, and mists; as an analog to 
the maws of beasts that symbolized dangerous passage and emitted watery vapors 
and breath; as places associated with fertility, ancestors, and creation narratives 
like that of the Maize God; as a symbol that marked places where time and its 
passage were commemorated and where the past/Otherworld intersected with the 
present/terrestrial world; as a quadrilateral symbol that mapped both space and 
time, functioned toponymically to mark geographic and supernatural locations, 
and inspired a range of sculptural and architectural forms. 

Rather than designating a single meaning for this kilt design, then, it may be more 

appropriate to embrace it as a multi-layered symbol, complete with interlaced 

symbolisms, overlaps, and gray areas. In short, by wearing this design, the ruler 

associated himself with a complex variety of themes—including aromatic fragrance, the 

conjuring of rain, and central places of intersection like quatrefoils and caves.  

THE PRINCIPAL BIRD DEITY MASK: 

The PBD in Art and Myth—a Summary: 

The ruler on Sculpture 11 wears a Principal Bird Deity mask over his face 

(FIG.118a). This deity appears to be one of the most widespread and important gods of 

the Late Preclassic period, throughout almost all of Mesoamerica (see, for instance, 

Guernsey 2006b:112; n.d.:4-5; Guernsey and Love 2005:41; Guernsey Kappelman 2004; 

Martin in press-a:11). PBD images are seen throughout the Maya lowlands (FIG.128a) 

(Estrada Belli 2011:87, Fig.5.4; Hansen 1991:Fig.4; Hellmuth 1987:366; Reese 1996; 

Valdés 1991:Fig. 8), highlands (Martin in press-a:7) (FIG.117), and along the South 
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Coast (FIGS.128b-e) (Guernsey 2006a; Hansen 1991, 1992; Lowe, et al. 1982; Reese 

1996; Taube, et al. 2010:35, 37); even the non-Maya La Mojarra Stela 1 (Winfield 

Capitaine 1988) shows a ruler wearing a PBD headdress.  

In a number of insightful publications, Guernsey has detailed the important role 

avian performance played in the legitimization of early rulers, both at specific sites like 

Izapa and as a cross-cultural theme that connected rulers throughout Preclassic 

Mesoamerica (Guernsey 2006b, 2011, n.d.; Guernsey and Love 2005:40-41; Guernsey 

Kappelman 1997, 2002, 2004). Martin (in press-a:11) echoes these arguments, 

concluding: 

[The PBD] is by no means the only supernatural theme presented on early 
monuments, but it easily is the most dominant and diverse in its representations. If 
we are to understand ideology among Late Preclassic Maya polities then we will 
need to take on the question of the great bird. The second is the tremendous 
consistency with which these ideas and their expressions are expressed throughout 
the Maya world. Ranging over great distances and diverse topographical and 
ecological zones, it displays a coherence that is not simply pan-Maya, but at root 
pan-Mesoamerican. Lastly, there are strong signs that the bird maintained its 
ideological currency beyond the great transition, retaining its vigor in the rhetoric 
of Early Classic kings, continuing in some form right up to the Colonial period. 

The Late Preclassic PBD thus permeated the ideology of early kingship, a connection that 

was expressed across Mesoamerica and which retained its grasp through an 

extraordinarily long span of time. 

Though various scholarly works have focused on the PBD in both Preclassic and 

Classic period Maya art (see, for example, Bardawil 1976; Bassie-Sweet 2008:132; 

Cortez 1986; Guernsey 2006b, n.d.; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Hellmuth 1987; Parsons 

1983; Schele 1974; Schele and Freidel 1990:473, n.39; Spinden 1975:60-63; Stone 

1983:184-185; Taube 1987),14 much of our current understanding of the PBD is based on 
                                                
14 See, in particular, Cortez (1986:2-6) and Guernsey (2006b:95-102), for helpful historiographies dealing 
with the scholarly study of this deity. 
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the Popol Vuh, a 16th century document written by the Quiche Maya that combines 

creation narratives with history and genealogy (see Christenson 2007; Schele and Freidel 

1990:429, N.24 for a history of the discovery of this document). The role the Popol Vuh 

has played in illuminating details of ancient Maya iconography cannot be 

overemphasized. The sheer number of Maya scholars who have used it over the past 

decades to decipher Maya art and symbolism testifies to its value as a resource and guide 

to ancient iconographic meaning (see, for example, Bassie 2002; Bassie-Sweet 2008; Coe 

1973b, 1978, 1989; Cortez 1986; Freidel, et al. 1993:449, N.82; Guernsey 2006b; 

Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Hellmuth 1987; Kaplan 2011b; Miller and Martin 2004:54; 

Norman 1976; Reese 1996; Robicsek and Hales 1981; Schele and Freidel 1990:74-76; 

Schele and Miller 1986; Stuart 2005b:118, FN.40; Taube 1987; Zender 2005). 

Since the early 1970s, when Michael Coe first suggested that Classic Maya vases 

represented scenes from the Popol Vuh (Coe 1973b), this historical document has begun 

to be viewed as a kind of Rosetta Stone of Maya iconography. It is frequently relied upon 

to translate scenes found in Precolumbian Maya art, particularly scenes from the Late 

Preclassic period, which lack decipherable texts that would help unlock meaning from 

their symbolism alone. As such, the PBD depicted in Preclassic Maya art is often 

discussed as a straightforward equivalent of the Popol Vuh’s Vucub Caquix or “Seven 

Macaw” (see, for instance, Coe 1989; Cortez 1986; Freidel, et al. 1993; Kaplan 2011b; 

Lowe, et al. 1982:Fig.2.2; Reese 1996; Robicsek and Hales 1981:147-148; Schele and 

Freidel 1990:473, N.39; Stone 1983; Taube 1987), a character that serves as a kind of 

warning or morality tale, in which misplaced hubris is rightly punished by the Hero 
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Twins (Christenson 2007:100, FN.190; Coe 1989:3, 4; Cortez 1986; Freidel, et al. 

1993:211, 449 N.81; Schele and Freidel 1990:407,  N.39).15 

As new evidence has come to light from the Preclassic period, however, this 

direct equivalence between the Popol Vuh narrative and Late Preclassic iconography is 

beginning to be called into question (Guernsey 2012a and personal communication 2009; 

n.d.; Martin in press-a:19; Stuart, personal communication 2009). For instance, it is 

unclear why Maya kings from the Late Preclassic through the Postclassic periods would 

so consistently costume themselves in the regalia of a character that Coe (1989:3) 

describes as the “…antithesis of all behavior and values held dear by the Maya…”, or 

why they constantly emphasize his sanctioning presence during important events like 

accession rites. Historically, authors have proposed a number of theories that generally 

identify the PBD as “…the idea of nature out of control but brought into order by the 

Hero Twins and their avatar on earth, the king” (Schele and Freidel 1990:407; see also 

Cortez 1986:105; Freidel, et al. 1993:211, 213,  N.39, 449 N.81). In this approach, “The 

Bird becomes a symbol of defeated and misplaced hubrus [sic], a reminder to all who 

dare threaten the ‘correct’ world structure. In the Late Preclassic and Protoclassic 

Periods, it is not a heroic Bird which is worshipped, but rather the concept and image of 

the bird subjugated” (Cortez 1986:72-73).16 

                                                
15 To read about the rise and fall of Seven Macaw in the Popol Vuh, see Christenson (2007:91-92, 94-100, 
FN. 152). 
16 Hellmuth (1987:365), Bassie-Sweet (Bassie 2002; Bassie-Sweet 2008:140-142), and Zender (2005:9, 13) 
argue that the Seven Macaw equivalence needs to be questioned due to some obvious differences between 
the PBD and Vucub Caquix. These authors propose that the PBD is, instead, the snake-eating bird Wak 
who appears in a different episode of the Popol Vuh (see Christenson (2007:155-159) to read this passage). 
Though I agree that the Vucub Caquix identification needs review, this alternative still relies on the Popol 
Vuh as a straightforward record, unchanged through time, which can be used to identify figures in Late 
Preclassic art. Please see Chinchilla M. (2011b) and Guernsey (n.d.) for recent treatments of the PBD and 
the Popol Vuh that move beyond literal interpretations and approach the adaptability and flexibility of myth 
rather than its monolithic nature. For more on the adaptability of myth and oral tradition, please see Gossen 
(1974a). 
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Late Preclassic and Classic period imagery, however, do not appear to support 

this approach. As Martin (in press-a:19) states, “…this view does not sit well with Classic 

iconography, where the Principal Bird Deity usually appears either at the apex of the sky 

or, in one of its quadripartite forms, at the summit of a cosmic tree. Plainly, in these 

instances it takes an honored role in the cosmos and forms part of the stable world-order 

of present time” (see also Bardawil 1976:207; Guernsey n.d.). I would argue the same for 

the Late Preclassic period. As several authors have noted, the PBD is frequently and 

intimately associated with Late Preclassic rulership; he is consistently manifested in 

avian performances and takes on an important role as witness of kingly rites (see, for 

example, Guernsey 2006b:114; n.d.; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Stuart 2005a:266). If 

the PBD in Late Preclassic art is shown as an honored subject—the witness and sanctifier 

of kingly events and a celestial symbol of agricultural wealth and worldly riches—it 

seems more likely that he was all these things during this time and that his meaning 

simply changed between the Late Preclassic period and the 16th century.17 

The literature on the PBD is vast and requires thoughtful review, a task well 

beyond the scope of this thesis. For the purposes of the current discussion, I will avoid 

Vucub Caquix as much as possible. Instead of focusing on equivalencies between the 

Late Preclassic PBD and historical forms, I focus on what the PBD may have signified 

specifically during the Late Preclassic period at Kaminaljuyú. When tied into the broader 

scholarship that has been undertaken to access the meaning of the PBD during the Late 

                                                
17 Christenson (2007:91-92, FN.152) notes the possibility that Seven Macaw of the Popol Vuh may have 
been based on an historical figure, an individual named Kenech Kakmo (“Resplendent Macaw”), who was 
the founder of Izamal and was worshipped as a god by a number of lineages during the Postclassic period. 
Izamal was eventually conquered by a Mayapan ruler. Therefore, the fall of the arrogant Seven Macaw, the 
false god, “…may be a mythic recollection of this historical incident,” in which Kenech Kakmo was 
defeated by the ancestors of the Quiché. Such a historical tie may help to explain some of the major 
changes in the myth of the great bird through time. See Gossen (1974a) and Guernsey (n.d.) for similar 
ideas, which approach the ways in which myths are modified to suit changing historical needs and contexts. 
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Preclassic period, certain themes emerge that help to illuminate the significance of 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 and the symbolism with which this king chose to illustrate his 

reign. As I argue in the next section, Sculpture 11 depicts a ruler costumed as the PBD 

who bears a bundle associated with jade, lineage foundation, and the beginning of the 

human world. As such, in this image, the PBD emerges as a divine figure associated with 

creation, the transition from mythical to historical reality, and the movement from the 

supernatural world to the world of human kings. 

Avian Performance and Jade Incarnate: 

The Sculpture 11 ruler wears a gorgeously rendered Principal Bird Deity mask 

over his face, indicating that he is costumed as the PBD in performance (FIGS. 117, 

118a). Guernsey provides detailed discussions of these widespread Late Preclassic avian 

performances and their significance during the Preclassic period (see, for instance, 

Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997). As she argues, these performances 

demonstrated to an audience a ruler’s ability to contact and communicate with the 

supernatural and the divine, proof of his qualitative difference from the rest of earth-

bound humanity (see, for instance, Guernsey 2006b:80-81, 115; Guernsey and Love 

2005:41). Guernsey and Michael Love (2005:41) further tie these broadly shared ritual 

practices and their iconographic depiction to a kind of “…standardized vocabulary of 

forms and actions that signaled participation in an elite communication network spanning 

southeastern Mesoamerica during this period” (see also Guernsey 2011; and Guernsey 

Kappelman 2002:67). 

Although Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 does demonstrate connections to broader, 

regional patterns of avian costumed performance, it also suggests that the particulars of 

these performances and their depiction in art may have varied from site to site. Sculpture 
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11, for instance, is very clear about depicting a costumed ruler in a PBD mask (Cortez 

1986:104; Guernsey 2006b:93), seemingly emphasizing the human qualities of the ruler 

as a separate but equally important aspect of his power as king. The PBD is only shown 

in one other instance at the site as a headdress element (FIG.129a), although the 

associations of this skeletal figure are unclear. Elsewhere at Kaminaljuyú, the PBD is 

shown in full-bodied, fully zoomorphic form (FIG.129b-e).18 In marked contrast, 

although avian costumed performers at Izapa are also shown wearing masks, sometimes 

the bird mask is worn over a bird face (Cortez 1986:20) (FIG.128d); at other times the 

masked human face is attached to an avian body (FIG.128c) (Guernsey 2006b:77-78). As 

such, Izapa imagery tends to show avian performers and their avian subjects as a kind of 

fused or blended form (see Guernsey 2006b:79, 81-83 for a discussion of these scenes as 

depictions of ritual transformation). Kaminaljuyú iconography, on the other hand, 

appears to have made more obvious distinctions between the costumed ruler and the deity 

this costume represented. It is very possible that the difference between zoomorphic and 

anthropomorphic forms is a feature of chronological change (see Cortez 1986). 

Seemingly contemporaneous images, however, may indicate that rulers framed 

themselves in somewhat distinct, site-specific ways during the Late Preclassic, despite 

participating in a similar kind of ritual vocabulary. 

As mentioned above, a very important detail regarding the Sculpture 11 PBD 

mask is that a real-life greenstone version of the mask was discovered at Kaminaljuyú in 

the Late Preclassic Mound E-III-3 Tomb II (FIG.118b) (Guernsey 2006b:105-106; 
                                                
18 Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 42 (FIG.143d) represents a possible exception to this statement—taking on the 
rather organic shape of a boulder sculpture, this carving is somewhat difficult to make out, but appears to 
represent a PBD head with a twisting serpent necklace affixed to a very fat, kneeling human body with long 
arms and disproportionately large hands. The fact that it is a boulder sculpture might indicate an early date. 
It is also possible that the natural shape of the stone determined the carving, which hints at an 
anthropomorphized PBD. For other discussions of this figure, including his visual connections to a 
monument from Palo Gordo, see Guernsey Kappelman (1997) and Parsons (1986). 
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Guernsey and Love 2005:40-41; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 2004:103; Shook and 

Kidder 1952:64, 115, fig.160d,f, Fig.181). Another jade PBD mask is represented on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 24 (see Chapter 9), comprising part of an elaborate belt 

assemblage with three jade celts. Just as the real mask from Tomb II is made of precious 

stone, the top of the PBD mask on Sculpture 11 is marked with diagonal parallel lines 

(FIG.118a). These, I believe, are functionally equivalent to the mirror signs worn by 

Preclassic and Classic period Maya deities to mark their bodies as bright or resplendent 

(For more on these signs, see Chapters 6 and 7. Also reference Coe (1973b:54), Cortez 

(1986:37), Schele and Miller (1983), Schele and Miller (1986:43), Stuart (2010:291, 

citing Leonard and Taube 2007), and Taube (1996:50)). This association between the 

PBD and precious materials is emphasized throughout Kaminaljuyú iconography. On the 

paired and nearly identical Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIG.129d-e), for 

example, the body of the PBD is shown as a great “God C” face (Cortez 1986:37-38; 

Taube 1992:29, Fig.11d-f, 30-31). As was described in Chapter 7, Stuart has proposed the 

term “Shiner” for this motif, describing it as personified brilliance and resplendence 

(Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:38-41; Taube, et al. 2010:70). Taube and Saturno (2008:302) 

even state that this face specifically represents shining, brilliant jade. The Shiner is found 

throughout PBD imagery of the Late Preclassic period, seemingly identifying the deity as 

the stuff of brilliance (see, for instance, Martin in press-a:10-11). 

In two instances, the PBD at Kaminaljuyú is almost glyphically labeled as jade. 

For instance, the descending, full-bodied PBD depicted on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 

sports a jade jewel (a round bead topped with a cylinder) atop his head (FIG.129b).19 On 

Sculpture 100, this motif is replaced by a jade-beaded cartouche surrounding a mirror 

                                                
19 Karl Taube (personal communication, 2012) believes this is a maize ear. 
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sign (FIG.129c). Both motifs appear to be related to the yax and tuun glyphs (translating 

as “greenstone”) so frequently worn by the PBD in Classic imagery (FIG.130a) 

(Hellmuth 1987:218, 362-363, Figs.455-460), and it is quite possible that these jade 

ornaments played a similar appellative function at Kaminaljuyú. Further emphasizing his 

resplendent quality, the top of the PBD’s tail in Late Preclassic art is usually infixed with 

either a mirror (see, for example, Taube, et al. 2010:34) or with a u-shape, a sign that 

appears to mark precious materials during the Late Preclassic period (FIGS.129b-e, 130b) 

(Cortez 1986:37). On Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIGS. 129d,e), for instance, 

the PBD’s tail is topped with a mirror while his long tail feathers (likely green quetzal 

plumes) are cinched with jade beads. He is, truly, a precious, iridescent thing.20 At 

Kaminaljuyú, the shining nature of the PBD continues into the Early Classic period, 

where dancing, anthropomorphic PBD’s or PBD-costumed individuals wear reflection 

signs on their knees and arms (FIG.130c) (Cortez 1986:48). The PBD thus appears to 

have been conceived of as preciousness personified—jade in an animate, living form.21 

An unprovenienced jade carving of a seemingly quadripartite PBD (FIG.130e) is a 

beautiful illustration of this idea. Similarly, the gorgeous Altun Ha jade boulder is carved 

in the shape of a PBD head (FIG.130d) (Hellmuth 1987:366; Taube 1998:458; Stuart, 

personal communication 2009).22 As Taube, et al. (2010:56) argue, glyphs at Rio Azul 

even portray PBD heads as directional jade celts (FIG.130f). 
                                                
20 This connection to preciousness and jade is one of the features often used to identify the PBD as the Late 
Preclassic predecessor of Seven Macaw of the Popol Vuh. See Christenson (2007:92) for a description of 
Seven Macaw’s bejeweled nature. As described in this tale: “Thus the wealth of Seven Macaw was lost, for 
the healers took it away—the jewels, the precious stones, and all that which had made him proud here upon 
the face of the earth” (Christenson 2007:100). Although much of this myth obviously changed over time, it 
is worth noting that the idea of a great, jeweled supernatural bird carried through the millennia. 
21 As Guernsey (personal communication, 2012) points out, this connection likely extended beyond just 
jade to embrace equally precious, iridescent materials like quetzal plumes and other exotic riches. The 
connection between the PBD and other rich materials is dealt with in detail further on in the chapter. 
22 This head also bears some resemblance to the Foliated Jester God, providing further evidence of the 
overlap among the Jester God, the PBD, jade, and kingship (see, for instance, Taube, et al. 2010:65-68). 
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That the PBD was viewed as a deified form of animate jade is also suggested by 

the use of its beak as a kind of glyphic label in early Maya art. As Hellmuth (1987:365) 

notes, “It is precisely this characteristic beak which hides behind virtually all Early 

Classic earring assemblages…” A mural painting from Río Azul, for example, shows a 

jade earflare with a tiny beak emerging from it (FIG.131a) (see also Hellmuth 1987:248, 

Fig.540; 1988:Fig. 4.14). I would argue, however, that the beak is not hiding behind these 

objects, but instead animates them as personified jade. This may mean that the serpent 

shown rising from an earflare on Takalik Abaj Stela 4 (FIG.131b) (Taube 2005:42-43) 

may also be marked as a precious, jade serpent by the PBD beaks along its body. This 

may also help explain why the Jester God often has a PBD beak or face. Literally the 

embodied form of kingly jade, the PBD’s face may have served to identify these 

ornaments as personified and deified greenstone (see Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:Figs.20, 

22 for examples). 

The identification of the PBD as jade incarnate also associates this deity with 

ideas of directionality and centrality (see Taube (1998; 2005:25) for the connection of 

jade to the four directions and center). Throughout the Maya world, the PBD is 

consistently associated with the World Tree and appears to have been a directional or 

quadripartite figure (Stuart n.d.; Taube 1998:456; Taube, et al. 2010:52-56, Figs.35-36). 

Such ideas are beautifully expressed on the Rio Azul Burial 19 paintings, where 

directional PBD faces are labeled with glyphic TE’ signs, meaning “tree” or “plant” 

(Stuart n.d.:26-27, Fig.16; Taube 1998:456; Taube, et al. 2010). The PBD is thus 

multiple, directional, and central all at once (Stuart, personal communication 2009). In 

Late Preclassic art, one finds the PBD closely linked to the establishment of the four-

quartered world through the raising of the four directional World Trees, a relationship 

that finds its most elaborate expression on the West Wall at San Bartolo (FIG.132) 
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(Taube, et al. 2010:52-56, Figs.35-36). A more subtle expression of the connection 

between the PBD and the World Tree is found on Izapa Stela 2 (FIG.81b), where the 

snout of the crocodilian World Tree is topped with an inverted bird claw, a frequent 

diagnostic feature of the Late Preclassic PBD (see Cortez 1986:12-16, 25 for a discussion 

of this element, though it is generally mis-identified as a jaguar paw). 

Although, as discussed above, the Foliated Jester God atop the Sculpture 11 

ruler’s headdress represents the personified or glyphic form of Ux Yop Hu’n, its ties to 

Late Preclassic depictions of world trees cannot be overlooked. A full-bodied PBD above 

seems to dive toward its branches (Cortez 1986:95, citing Schele personal 

communication 1985, draws the same parallel), echoing the more elaborate scene at San 

Bartolo, where a PBD similarly dives into a World Tree (FIG.132). The leaves on the 

Sculpture 11 Ux Yop Hu’n head seemingly sprout from a PBD face, further connecting 

this carving it to imagery like that at Izapa. At Kaminaljuyú, then, the PBD appears to 

have been conceived not only as a being associated with world creation, but also as an 

embodiment of central space and the four directions that spread outward from it. 

On Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110, the PBD is shown with one wing 

infixed with a k’in (day or sun) sign and the other infixed with an ak’ab sign (night or 

darkness) (FIG.129d-e). These wings are also seen on Takalik Abaj Altar 3 and at San 

Bartolo (FIG.132a). This contrast between day and night, light and darkness, appears to 

associate the PBD with the passage of time (Guernsey 2006b:103-104; Taube, et al. 

2010:33). Therefore, at Kaminaljuyú (and at other Late Preclassic sites), the PBD appears 

to have been associated not just with the organizing of space, but as a principle or 

representation of temporal cycles as well. 
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Costuming the Ruler—Bundles: 

Once again, I would like to note that much of the discussion that follows is based 

on conversations that began with David Stuart in 2009. Through my illustration of 

Sculpture 11, I noticed that the rounded outline behind the ruler appeared to be a kind of 

tied object, but it was Stuart (personal communication 2010) who suggested the idea of 

the great, bundle-bearing PBD. From this point, we began to flesh out ideas related to the 

PBD as a primordial, transitional being at the beginning of time. Ensuing conversations 

led me to pursue this topic independently, though the chapter that follows should be 

viewed as deeply indebted to Stuart and his (as yet) unpublished research on the subject. 

The round outline behind Sculpture 11 (FIG.133a) has been interpreted as a 

feathered cape (see, for instance, Cortez 1986:95; Guernsey 2006b:93; Parsons 1986:66; 

Taube, et al. 2010:57) based on its close similarity to the PBD costumes worn by other 

Late Preclassic figures (FIG.133b) (Taube, et al. 2010:57)23. Even an Olmec statuette 

shows a figure in a similar cape (FIG.133c), demonstrating the deep history associated 

with this avian costuming tradition. Alongside this association with avian costume, 

however, this rounded outline serves an additional, more narrative purpose. If one 

separates out the body of the ruler as foreground and rotates the round outline clockwise, 

one is left with a large, tied bundle (FIG.133d). 

One might ask why the bundle on Sculpture 11 is shown behind the ruler rather 

than beside him. I believe it is because it is being depicted as his burden, just as Stross 

(1988:118-119) argues was the case during the Classic period and in contemporary Maya 

belief. This idea finds support in an unpublished mural fragment from San Bartolo 

showing a descending PBD carrying a large bundle on its back (Stuart, personal 

communication 2010) (FIG.134a). As Stuart (Ibid.) suggests, it is very likely that this 
                                                
23 For the close connection between avian costumes, dance and the Maize God, see K. A. Taube (2009b) 
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fragment illustrates an early myth about the bringing of a bundle to earth by the PBD at 

the beginning of creation. The PBD costumed ruler on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 appears 

to be reenacting this mythical event. It is possible that Izapa Stela 9 shows a similar scene 

(FIG.134b). Although the imagery is heavily effaced, the figure’s feathered cape appears 

to be in front of, rather than a part of, the rounded disk behind him. Izapa Stela 9 may, 

therefore, like Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11, represent a ruler during this primordial bundle-

bearing event. 

Unfortunately, there is very little bundle imagery from the Late Preclassic period, 

meaning that, for the moment, an understanding of the significance and symbolism of the 

Sculpture 11 bundle and the ruler who bears it must necessarily include scholarship and 

imagery from later periods. Substantial insightful research has been published addressing 

the role, meaning, and value of bundles in both Mesoamerica generally as well as in the 

Maya area specifically (see, for example, Guernsey and Reilly 2006, a volume dedicated 

solely to bundles in Mesoamerica; see also Stenzel 1968 for an earlier review of bundles 

in Mesoamerica). My purpose here is not to reiterate this scholarship but to use it to reach 

a better understanding of what messages the Sculpture 11 image may have been 

communicating. I believe the Sculpture 11 bundle serves a similar role as bundles seen in 

Classic period art at sites like Yaxchilan (FIG.134c) and Palenque (FIG.134d). Usually 

borne by secondary individuals in scenes involving accession and bloodletting (Benson 

1976:51, citing personal communications from Greene Robertson and Schele; Schele and 

Freidel 1990:293-294, 298; Schele and Miller 1986:71-72, 104, 109, 182), these bundles, 

both wrapped and unwrapped, appear to contain regalia associated with the office of 

rulership, such as headdresses, shields, and jade headband elements (Bricker 1986:154, 

Fig.179; Freidel, et al. 1993:279-280, 283; Newsome 2001:165-167; Reents-Budet 

2006:115; Schele and Miller 1986:109, 112, 114-115, Fig.II.5, II.7; Taube 1998:458). 
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Notably, “regalia bundles” like those seen on the Yaxchilan lintels are known 

archaeologically (see, for example, Freidel, et al. 1993:242, 244; Schele and Freidel 

1990:463 N.69 for a bundle cached at Tikal). The most famous of these was found at 

Cerros and dates to the Late Preclassic period. Covered with layers of mosaic mirrors, 

spondylus shells, and other exotic goods, the cached bundle contained four jade headband 

ornaments arranged in a directional pattern around a central jade pectoral (Freidel, et al. 

1993:242, 244; Schele and Freidel 1990:120-121, 435 N.14).24 Though Schele and 

Freidel (1990:120-121, 435 N.14) argue this was the jade diadem and pectoral of the first 

Cerros king, such specifics are impossible to verify. That said, it does point to the fact 

that the bundles shown so frequently in art had physical counterparts and formed an 

important part of Late Preclassic ritual activity.25 

In a number of Classic period scenes, tied bundles resembling that shown on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 are labeled with the glyph ikatz (FIG.134c), a term 

independently deciphered by both Stross (1988:118) and Taube (cited as a personal 

communication, 1988, in Stuart 2006:129) as meaning “cargo” or “burden” (see also 

Guernsey and Reilly 2006:x). Stuart (2006:127, 130-132) argues that these bundles likely 

contained jade jewelry and cites their appearance in contexts that suggest not only 

accession but more general elite gift giving as well as exchanges between men and gods 
                                                
24 Stuart (n.d.) does not believe that much evidence exists to identify these as headband jewels. 
25 Even the dead were often bundled (see, for example, W. R. Coe 1965:21; and Schele and Freidel 
1990:134-135 for Tikal Burial 85). This kind of ancestral bundling was practiced throughout the Late 
Preclassic Maya world (see, for example, Geller 2004:298-301) and may be represented on the North Wall 
at San Bartolo (Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:38). It may even have been practiced at Kaminaljuyú, as 
evidenced by the apparently cloth-bound remains of the main occupant of Tomb II in Mound E-III-3 
(Kaplan 2011b:260; Shook and Kidder 1952:64). Geller cites the different kinds of body bundling that take 
place during a person’s lifetime, particularly that at birth and death. As she states, “Death and birth 
represent major life-cycle events in which specific ritual activities—wrapping bodies for instance—ensure 
the acquisition of new social identities” (Geller 2004:300; see also McAnany 1995 and Reese-Taylor, et al. 
2006). If bundling was involved in moments of transition and birth, and if bundles of riches were seen as 
key to the formation of new beginnings, it may also explain the common practice of cloth-wrapped 
dedicatory caches (Reents-Budet 2006:115; Schele and Miller 1983:64). 
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(see, for example, K7796 and K1728). The transferring, carrying, and presentation of 

bundles appears to have played an important role in activities associated with power 

shifts and dynastic history, both in ritual practice and in the visual record (Stross 1988; 

Stuart 2006:133-135). 

Ethnographic and ethnohistorical sources also speak to the astonishingly long-

lived connections between jewel-filled bundles and transfers of power. In the Popol Vuh, 

for instance, one encounters the Pisom Q’aq’al, or “Bundled Glory,” a precious bundle 

left behind by the first men to serve as foundational memory for their descendents 

(Christenson 2007:254-255; see also Guernsey and Reilly 2006:vi, ix; Newsome 

2001:166; Schele and Freidel 1990:463, N.69; Schele and Miller 1983:64; Stenzel 

1968:350-351; and Taube 1998:458, FN.15, 460). In the Chilam Balam of Chumayel, a 

similar bundle is said to contain “a bead of precious stone” (Roys 1967:91;  see also 

Schele and Miller 1983:64), while in the Annals of the Cakchiquels, Recinos, et al. 

(1953:170, FN.5) describe the Giron-Gagal as “The ‘bundle,’ symbol of power and 

majesty, the carefully kept stone which, as related further on, made the other peoples fear 

and respect the Quichés.” 

In Classic period art, bundles play an important role in creation myths (FIG.135a) 

(also see K2796 and K7750, as noted by Freidel, et al. 1993:454, N.21; Reents-Budet 

2006:115; and Stuart 2006:130). They are also frequently shown before or behind 

Itzamnaaj—the Maya creator god par excellence—on painted vessel scenes. In many of 

these images, Itzamnaaj is encountered giving bundles of riches to the first kings of men 

(FIG.135b-c) (see also K8485, K1607, and unpublished vessel cited by Stuart (2008)). 

On K1183 (FIG.135c), for example, Itzamnaaj sits before a vessel whose contents 

include what appears to be a skyband and a skeletal head (see Coe 1989:15, Fig.20; 

Freidel and Guenter 2006; and Taube 1998:458, 460 for interpretations of this scene). 
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The vessel appears to portray a creation event in which the shape of the world (embodied 

by the skyband), the structure of rulership (embodied by Juun Ajaw and the skull, which 

wears a jade Jester God diadem), and the most precious materials on earth (the vessel 

itself is shaped as a massive jade earflare and contains jade and possibly corn) are given 

to the first king of humans and the Maize God. As Hellmuth (1987:362, Fig. 436), 

describes, a painted stucco Early Classic bowl from Kaminaljuyú (FIG.135d) in which a 

spotted “headband twin” (Juun Ajaw) kneels in front of God D may represent an early 

precedent for these Classic period scenes. 

The PBD and Earthly Riches: 

Very importantly, and as argued in Chapter 6, Itzamnaaj does not appear to 

emerge as a deity until the Early Classic period and, when he does, it is as the human 

counterpart of the PBD (Freidel, et al. 1993:211; Guernsey 2006b:108; Hellmuth 

1987:363, 365; Houston and Stuart 1989:14, N.7, citing Taube, personal communication 

1989; Houston, et al. 2006:234; Martin in press-b:31, F.N. 31; n.d.:10; Stone and Zender 

2011:45; Stuart 2005b:118; Taube 1998:458, 460). The PBD is even called Mut 

Itzamnaaj, or “Bird Itzamnaaj” in Classic period inscriptions (Stuart, personal 

communication 2009). I therefore argue that, during the Late Preclassic period, it was the 

PBD, not Itzamnaaj, who was so closely tied to this myth of primordial bundle-bearing 

and the offering of the bundle to the first kings of humankind. 

The narrative of the PBD as a primordial bundle-bearer lends potential meaning to 

other Preclassic scenes. Izapa Altar 20 (FIG.136a), for instance, which shows a PBD 

holding a round object in his talons and seemingly offering it to the seated figure before 

him, may represent another Late Preclassic example of this mythical event.26 Likewise, it 
                                                
26 Guernsey (2006b:136) identifies this object as a hearthstone, likewise associated with world beginnings 
and mythical narratives of creation. 
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is possible that the imagery described by Taube, et al. (2010:50-51, Figure 34) as scenes 

of offering to the PBD may in fact represent figures receiving goods from the PBD. As 

pointed out by Julia Guernsey (personal communication, 2011), an inscribed Olmec-style 

celt from Chalcatzingo (FIG.136b) (Guernsey Kappelman 1997:Fig.5.7a) may record a 

similar scene, indicating that this narrative may have had an extraordinarily long history 

in the ancient Mesoamerican world.27 Classic period vessels that, like Izapa Altar 20, 

show PBDs clutching either stones or bundles in their talons (FIG.136c) demonstrate that 

this narrative likely continued for some time after the Late Preclassic period. 

The visual overlap between bundles and stones may have been intentional. 

Although there are relatively few bundle images in Late Preclassic art, in Classic period 

vessel scenes it is often difficult to tell whether objects (particularly those associated with 

Itzamnaaj) are bundles, cushions, or stone thrones (FIG.136d) (see also K7727 and 

K4339). Bundles are seen throughout Mesoamerica as symbols of lineage, of the 

supernatural and ancestral precedents that shaped the office of king. As several authors 

have noted (Stross 1988; Stuart 2006:133, citing personal communication by Taube, 

1988), these jade bundles were called “cargo” during the Classic period, emphasizing the 

idea that they were considered burdens of some kind. The concept may therefore have 

been very close to the modern phrase “the burden of office.” It is not, therefore, 

surprising that these bundles may have been visually conflated in some images with the 

throne itself, the quintessential symbol of the office of kingship. 

On the Palace Tablet at Palenque (FIG.134d), this overlapping of meanings is 

expressed particularly well. In this image, K’inich Kan Bahlam is depicted sitting in front 

of the Oval Palace Tablet (FIG.134e), clearly linking his accession to that of his father, 

                                                
27 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) identifies this as a maize ear or maize ear fetish with quetzal 
head. 
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Pakal. Simultaneously, however, the Oval Palace Tablet also becomes part of K’inich 

Kan Bahlam’s throne, analogous to the cushions shown behind Itzamnaaj in vase 

paintings. Despite their clear separation in time and space, the rounded outline behind 

K’inich Kan Bahlam is evocative of that shown behind the ruler on Sculpture 11 

(compare FIGS. 135a and 136d). If looked at through the lens of Sculpture 11, the Oval 

Palace Tablet (as depicted on the Palace Tablet) becomes much more than a sculptural 

reference. Instead, it multiplies out, simultaneously alluding to a stone throne back, a 

lineage bundle, and the ruler’s burden of office.  

In Classic period imagery, the same ideas may hold true for the descending PBDs 

seen in the headdresses of rulers. In many Classic period images, the descending PBD is 

shown as a key part of royal headdresses and costuming (Stuart n.d.:36). These 

headdresses are generally viewed as referencing the PBD’s descent into the human realm 

to serve as a witness or sanctifier of the events taking place below him. In addition to his 

witnessing role, however, these descending PBDs may now be understood more fully as 

the bearers of the ruler’s kingly accoutrements and embodiments of the office itself 

(Dave Stuart, personal communication 2009). 

Flesh and Jade—the Sacrifice of the PBD: 

As described above, the Late Preclassic PBD was not just a figure that brought 

riches to earth; he was also jade in a living form. 28 In the gloriously complicated way 

ancient Maya iconography works, this precious body also signified wealth in general—

particularly agricultural wealth in the form of rain and corn. The PBD in art is therefore 
                                                
28 Again, ideas in this section came about as a result of conversations with David Stuart, both in an 
iconography class he taught during the spring semester of 2009 at the University of Texas at Austin and in 
meetings outside of class. My arguments about the PBD as a great sacrificial victim and the identification 
of the PBD as a key figure in the transition from the world of myth to the world of kings in ancient Maya 
belief began with those conversations and has been elaborated upon through my individual research since 
that time. 
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blended with both aquatic iconography as well as maize symbolism, representing a kind 

of all-encompassing embodiment of wealth and riches.  

As Taube has argued over the years (see, for instance, Taube 2005), there is a 

very clear connection between jade and water. The jade-covered, shining PBD is no 

exception. On the West Wall at San Bartolo, for example, a PBD descends through a 

skyband roiling with black rainclouds (FIG.137a) (Taube, et al. 2010:46-47).29 Similarly, 

on Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIG.129d-e), the “Shiner” not only marks the 

belly of the PBDs, but is also seen within the celestial cartouches behind them from 

which sky-serpents descend. These sky-serpents spew out curls cinched with beads, a 

clear allusion to rain that finds a close visual analogy in the bead-dotted tails of the PBDs 

adjacent to them (this was first noted by Cortez 1986:39-40, although the vocabulary she 

uses to describe these motifs is different). The PBDs carved on these sculptures are 

therefore not only associated with raining sky serpents, but also (as green jade beads and 

quetzal plumes) become rain symbols in and of themselves. Such associations apparently 

continue through the Classic period. On the Blom Plate, for instance, the PBD is depicted 

upon a jeweled and watery background and has water stacks emerging from his headdress 

and tail (FIG.137b) (Stone and Zender 2011:162, illus.1, 163). Likewise, in Classic art 

one frequently encounters the PBD paired with or combined with water gods (see, for 

instance, Fields 1989:54 and Freidel and Schele 1988, where they are called “blunt-

snouted and long-lipped zoomorphs”; also see Guernsey 2010b:219; Hellmuth 1988:Fig. 

4.6; Houston, Nelson, Ware, et al. 2005). 

The PBD’s connection to earthly riches is emphasized by his close relationship to 

maize iconography (see, for instance, K. A. Taube 2009b). Though the complexities of 

                                                
29 This scene recalls the imagery of “black rain” described in the Popol Vuh (Christenson 2007:87).  
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this topic extend far beyond the scope of the current chapter (for the earliest targeted 

treatment of the Maize God, see Taube 1985), suffice it to say that jade and quetzal 

plumes in art and costume serve as visual metaphors for green, sprouting maize (Klein 

1980; Miller and Martin 2004:53, 70; Taube 1995, 2000; K. A. Taube 2009b). Taube and 

Saturno (2008:302, 304, Fig.6-7), for example, cite the overlap between images of jade 

celts and ears of corn, while Taube (2000) describes the metaphoric relationship between 

feathers and maize silk. The visual similarity between flexible, green quetzal plumes and 

the long leaves of corn plants are clear as well (K. A. Taube 2009b). This overlap carries 

through to PBD imagery. In Late Preclassic iconography, for example, the PBD is shown 

with the same back-turning cranium as the Maize god and often bears maize symbols—

either a corn cob atop his head or conflated with his tail (FIGS. 128d-e, 132, 137) (Taube 

and Saturno 2008:299, 311, Figs. 5, 10e, 11; Taube, et al. 2010:34-35, 39). As Taube, et 

al. (2010:39) state, “We believe that the Principal Bird Deity was considered, among 

other things, a being of maize, abundance, and riches.” 

Therefore, with the great bundle he bears on his back, the PBD brings riches of 

jade, corn, verdant foliage, and quetzal plumes to earth.30 He not only bears these things 

upon his back, but is these things in animate form. In short, the gift the PBD bestows 

upon humankind in primordial time is that of his own flesh and body. Much like the 

Maize God and the deities of the earth, the PBD appears to represent one of the great 

primordial sacrifices that allowed the current world to be. A subtle reference to this 

theme may be found in Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIG.129d-e), where the 

PBD is represented in what Cortez (1986:29) calls a “rampant attitude.” The same half-

                                                
30 Such ideas may have had a surprisingly long life. In the Chilam Balam, for example, the bundle that 
contains the “heart of God the Father in heaven” is described as a jade bead wrapped in a tortilla (Roys 
1967:91).  
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kneeling position is seen on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (FIG. 43) where, as described in 

Chapter 5, it appears to take place in a context of offering, specifically the offering of the 

captives’ bodies and flesh to the presiding kings. 

Again, it is the murals of San Bartolo that provide the most visual support for 

these theories. If the West Wall, for instance, is read from right to left, one encounters a 

PBD that, bit by bit, falls to pieces; even the heads of the twisted serpents he holds in his 

mouth appear to be torn from their bodies (Saturno 2009:120-122). Taube, et al. 

(2010:39, 41) describe this as a sequential loss of “…regalia, wealth, and power, an 

episode graphically described for the defeat of Vucub Caquix in the Popol Vuh” (see also 

Saturno 2009:121). Another mural fragment shows what may be Juun Ajaw carrying the 

dead PBD on his back (FIG.138a) (Saturno 2009:123; Taube, et al. 2010:19).31 As 

Saturno (2009:123) notes, this raises “…the intriguing possibility that the final defeat of 

the mythic bird may have taken place as the narrative continued on the now-destroyed 

south wall mural.” 

In general, these two scenes are interpreted as relating to the defeat and conquest 

of the PBD, much as it takes place in the Popol Vuh (see, for example, Saturno 

2009:124). In this view, later kings envision themselves as embodying Juun Ajaw in his 

moment of triumph, in which the humiliation and assassination of the solar imposter 

Seven Macaw made the world fit for mankind. I would argue, though, that the death of 

the PBD represents yet another moment of interwoven, layered meanings in which things 

are not always what they seem. First, at its core, even the Popol Vuh’s account of Seven 

Macaw appears to contextualize him as a sacrificial offering (Freidel, et al. 1993:212). As 
                                                
31 Although the significance of the monument is unclear at this time, another seemingly dead PBD is worn 
as a headdress by a skeletal god on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 30 (FIG.129a). Though his beak is awkwardly 
bent, the headdress is clearly that of a PBD. His bared teeth, however, and the equally skeletal teeth of the 
individual that wears him are a well-known death sign. At the bottom of the scene, part of a third skeletal 
jaw is also present. 
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Guernsey (2006b:150) argues, for instance, the shooting of Seven Macaw was less about 

punishment of wrongs and more about the transition between the supernatural world of 

myth to the present world of historic kings. Likewise, as Stuart (personal communication, 

2009) describes, the PBD’s descent and sacrifice brought the richness of the heavens 

down to earth and humankind.32  

The PBD myth in its Late Preclassic incarnation thus appears to highlight the 

sacrifice of the PBD as a primordial act of genesis rather than a violent and righteous 

defeat of an arrogant pretender deity. As such, the story of the bundle-bearing PBD in the 

Late Preclassic world would have served as an illustration of the supernatural events that 

gave meaning and structure to life on earth (Guernsey n.d. has reached similar 

conclusions). In this view, the PBD carried on the back of Juun Ajaw at San Bartolo 

(FIG.138a) becomes much more than a dead and humiliated victim. First, he should be 

understood as a sacrificial offering—he is, for instance, bound to Juun Ajaw’s back just 

as the deer is in the West Wall bloodletting scene (FIG.138b). Second, his limp-armed 

position, like that of the mummy bundle borne on the back of Takalik Abaj Monument 

215/217 (FIG.138c), may be associated with ancestral status (Guernsey 2012b:280). This 

suggests that the dead PBD at San Bartolo may have also been conceived of as an 

ancestral being, one deserving of reverence and respect.33 Finally, this image of the bound 

and bundled PBD wonderfully inverts the ideas expressed above—in other words, the 

bundle-bearing PBD is himself converted into a bundle, a burden of office borne by the 

first human kings (Guernsey n.d.). 

                                                
32 See K. A. Taube (2009b) for a discussion concerning the donning of the defeated Principal Bird Deity’s 
feathers and jade by the Maize God. 
33 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) disagrees with these readings and believes that the PBD in 
the San Bartolo scene is being shown primarily as hunted prey. 
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Ideas of sacrifice, particularly the literal “falling apart” of the body of the PBD, 

recall topics that were visited in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5, in which the tearing apart or 

fracturing of human, divine, and sculptural bodies enabled their reframing in new 

contexts, their rebirth as newly relevant things. As such, I am in agreement with Julia 

Guernsey (personal communication, 2012), that we should view the dead PBD at San 

Bartolo as signifying themes beyond termination and endings. Viewing the bird as a 

“dead end” may limit our understanding of this figure, whose bodily death appears to 

have been viewed and represented in art as a context for the birth of human kings and the 

structuring of the cosmos (see also discussions in Guernsey n.d.; Guernsey Kappelman 

2004:112). 

A painted Early Classic vessel from Tikal (FIG.139a) shows a scene that is 

similar to that on the West Wall of San Bartolo. Here, an anthropomorphic PBD, possibly 

an early version of Itzamnaaj, is shown literally falling apart. The hieroglyphic caption 

reads ma’yaxtuun, “no jade,” seemingly referencing this loss of precious regalia. Before 

him is a vessel, an object generally associated with wombs and birth in Mesoamerica (for 

more on this subject, see Chapter 5; also see Henderson 2007:38-39; Taube 1994a; K. A. 

Taube 2009c), which contains a jade belt-celt assemblage and the head of what appears to 

be the Maize God. The head is animated—his living breath shown by a jade breath bead 

before its nose—suggesting that this moment of the PBD’s self-sacrifice is a creative 

event. Therefore, as was the case for the Maize God and the earth deity, the sacrifice of 

the PBD appears to have been understood as an event in which the material body of the 

PBD was torn apart to allow humankind to live and rule on earth. Like Classic period 

imagery in which the Maize God carries a sack of corn (Taube 1985:177), the Late 

Preclassic PBD is thus shown carrying a bundle of jade jewelry. Just as the Maize God 

gave of his flesh to create humankind, the PBD gave of his flesh to create the world of 
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kings—the jade and quetzal plumes that ornamented them and the rain and corn that 

sustained their rule. 

In another important Classic period vessel scene (FIG.139b), it is Juun Ajaw, the 

first king, who bears the jewel-filled burden (Stuart 2006:130 here the vessel is 

mislabeled as K1009). Though very complex (see Freidel and Guenter 2006:60; Freidel, 

et al. 1993:92-93, Fig.2.27b, 279; Stuart 2006:132-133; and Taube 1998:461-462, 

Fig.18c for published descriptions of this scene), the iconography hints at the idea that the 

rebirth and dressing of the Maize God (seen to the left with a female attendant) is 

intimately associated with the receiving of the great, jewel-filled bundle by Juun Ajaw 

from either the PBD or Itzamnaaj. Therefore, the bringing of jade to earth by the PBD 

represents a crucial moment of transition from the mythological world of supernaturals 

and gods to the world of corn, jade, and humankind (see Guernsey n.d. for discussions of 

the PBD as bringing about social order). 

This transitional role of the PBD—his role as an intersection point between cycles 

of time and the organization of space—is best seen in the elaborate San Bartolo narrative. 

Importantly, the outside of Las Pinturas, Structure Sub-1A, is decorated with great, 

descending, stucco Principal Bird Deities, indicating that this moment of descent is the 

key aspect of the narrative described within (Stuart, personal communication 2009). 

When one moves inside the structure, one finds that the West Wall is clearly divided in 

half (see Saturno 2009; Taube and Saturno 2008; Taube, et al. 2010). To the left, the PBD 

and figures associated with Juun Ajaw establish the world directions and the world order 

(Saturno 2009:120). To the right, a winged Maize God stands before a fifth tree with a 

naturalistic bird on top. As Saturno (2009:127) states, in this scene “…the Maize God 

reinforces the notion that the world center is governed by order and that order is founded 

in agriculture.” This moment is followed by the first royal accession of the Maize God 
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(Saturno 2009:127; Taube, et al. 2010:65), an event in which he receives a jade PBD or 

Jester God jewel (Saturno 2009:127; Taube, et al. 2010:65-66). The establishment of the 

world of maize, in turn, appears to create a foundation for human rule. Thus, a second 

accession scene shows ancestral human figures, the attendant wearing an elaborate PBD 

headdress and handing over a jade headdress to a seated ruler (Saturno 2009:127; Taube, 

et al. 2010:68). An almost identical scene is found on the Classic period Dallas bone 

described earlier, in which a seated ruler is presented with a PBD headdress (FIG.123) 

(Taube, et al. 2010:68-69 view this as a mythical scene, with the seated figure as a 

possible Maize God, and note that this and the San Bartolo Event took place just two 

days apart). 

The King’s Burden—Ideology and Economy at Kaminaljuyú: 

In sum, the Late Preclassic PBD appears to represent a site of transition and 

transmission, from the mythical world of gods and supernaturals to the earthly world of 

humankind and its kings. On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 the ruler, as a bundle-bearing 

PBD, thus associates himself with the beginning of the world order and the first kings. 

The bundle-bearing event seems to have been understood as a great primordial sacrifice 

in which the bundle was not only given, but the bird itself (its precious body of jade, rain, 

corn, and quetzal plumes) was torn apart to allow the human world to be. The event was 

thus envisioned as a sacrifice, as a gift, and as a burden for future kings. 

In order to truly understand the significance of the burden-bearing myth and the 

PBD, however, it must be emphasized that these seemingly religious notions of world 

beginnings and the rule of kings are very closely tied to, and in fact appear to be anchored 

in, very practical, economic terms. These ideas, which tie avian performance and the 

PBD to issues of economy and the display of wealth in Late Preclassic contexts, were 
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first considered in depth by Guernsey (see, for instance, Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey 

Kappelman 1997). As a number of authors have noted (see, for example, Grube and 

Martin 2006:157; Sharer and Golden 2004:33-34), the acquisition of tribute goods and 

the accumulation of both personal and community wealth were inextricably tied to the 

power of kings during the Classic period as well. Much of ancient Maya kingship, from 

the Preclassic through the Classic period, revolved around the king’s body as a site of 

display (see, for instance, Freidel 1992:119; Looper 2009; Roys 1972:24).  

Looper (2009) specifically focuses on Classic period dance as a means of 

economic display, with the dancer’s costume indicating his wealth, status, and access to 

exotic materials, connections clearly established long before, when Preclassic kings 

donned their elaborate avian costumes of jade and quetzal plumes (see, for instance, 

Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; K. A. Taube 2009b). Work by Stuart 

(2006) and Looper (2009:64, 231) has also stressed the importance of tribute bundles in 

Classic Maya scenes as important signifiers of accumulated wealth. As Looper 

(2009:232) states: “The display of luxury goods in the form of regalia or foodstuffs 

during a feast or performance was not merely a sign of personal wealth, but an 

affirmation of the ruler’s ability to mobilize resources on a local and regional scale.” 

Monuments and other art forms played an active role in the construction of these value 

systems. As Grube (2006:96) argues, for instance, “…an important function of royal art 

was to make the extent of royal power quite clear to the outside world.”  

Taube (2005:23) cites the particular importance of jade in these displays: “In 

Classic Maya art, jade is so inextricably linked to images of Maya rulers that it is difficult 

to conceive of them without this precious stone.” As Guernsey (2011:134) points out, the 

precious materials that bedeck kings in imagery were not simply symbolic. Instead, they 

would have been viewed and understood as real trade items: “… these emblems of 
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rulership, which grew out of a well-established Middle Preclassic iconography of 

authority, were polyvalent, communicating broad notions of political authority, 

supernatural control, and economic clout.” Guernsey (2006b:143-155) also highlights the 

close connection between representations of PBD-costumed rulers in Late Preclassic art 

and networks of trade and exchange. As she states: “The rituals, which by their very 

nature necessitated contact with the supernatural realm, were metaphorically analogous to 

long-distance trade. As such, the avian performances were certainly more than esoteric 

incantations and arcane dances: they carried political and economic significance that 

served to buttress a ruler’s claim to status and power” (Guernsey 2006b:152).  

This imagery, then, was used to give supernatural weight and sanction to the 

economic value system employed by elites to maintain power. Images like Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 11 illustrated the mythical precedents that explained the value of precious 

substances like jade, quetzal feathers, and corn in the Maya world; they then established 

and validated the king’s claims to power by visibly tying him into these ancient 

narratives. The myth of the great bundle-bearing PBD thus provided supernatural 

precedence for and attributed sacred meaning to these displays. Once again, we are 

presented with the enduring fact that art and myth represented powerful ways of 

structuring and maintaining social divisions, economic systems, and political agendas in 

the ancient Maya world. 

THE DESCENDING PBD—FRAMING THE KING: 

Above the Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 ruler is a second Principal Bird Deity in a 

full-figured form, his wings swiveled to show he is in an active position of flight and 

descent (FIGS. 117, 129b). Although such images, in which two PBDs simultaneously 

occupy a single scene, are rare, similar imagery is found on Izapa Stela 4 (FIG. 128c) and 
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on the West Wall of San Bartolo (FIG. 132). As I argue in this section, the second full-

figured PBD on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 appears to serve at least three interconnected 

functions. First, he reiterates the idea of the king as burden bearer by representing the 

moment of descent that is so important in this primordial myth of the PBD. Second, he 

serves as a witness to and participant in the events below. Third, and finally, he (in 

concert with the basal band below) serves to create a frame of natural space, positioning 

the king solidly between the earth and sky. 

The first function of the full-figured PBD requires no further discussion. 

Essentially, it appears to play a reiterative function. By representing the primordial act of 

descent itself, this second PBD calls particular attention to the fact that the ruler below is 

costumed as the bundle-bearing PBD of mythic time, who brought the precious bundle of 

earthly riches to the first human kings. 

With the Bird as my Witness: 

In its second function, the PBD both witnesses and actively participates in the 

events below, acting as a form of supernatural sanction for not only the performance, but 

for the performer as well (see, for example, Cortez 1986:95). As Houston and Stuart 

(1996:301) note, supernatural figures in monumental art are often depicted in this active 

role: “…‘gods’ operate not as distant creator beings, coupled exclusively with incidents 

in remote time and space, but rather participate as ritual sponsors…” (see also Cortez 

1986:92-100; Fields 2005:24; Houston and Stuart 1996:290-291, 300-301). In Late 

Preclassic art, the PBD is frequently utilized as a witness to events. PBDs, for instance, 

are shown in celestial bands like Takalik Abaj Altar 13 (FIG.140a) and Altar 12 (where 

just the beak is visible), while a floating figure at the top of Takalik Abaj Stela 2 wears a 

PBD headdress (FIG.140b). A lovely full-bodied form very much like that depicted on 
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Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 is also seen at the top of Izapa Stela 4 (FIG.128c). The 

frequent depiction of the PBD as witness continues into the Classic period, where he is 

shown in skybands, above Classic period accession ceremonies, and above the doorways 

of temples (see, for example, Bardawil 1976:207; Houston, et al. 2006:238, 242, 

Fig.7.14; Taube 1987:5).  

This presence of the PBD as witness in Late Preclassic scenes may show early 

precedent for the concept of –ichnal, a phrase used in Classic period inscriptions to 

describe rituals as occurring “in the company of” or “in the sight of” certain deities 

(Houston and Stuart 1996:301, F.N.6; see also Houston and Taube 2000:286-287; Stuart 

1997:10). Elaborations of these arguments are based on ethnographic research by Hanks 

(1990), who provides an in-depth analysis of the contemporary idea of –iknal, a multi-

faceted term that, in one of its many senses, describes “…a mobile field of action related 

to an agent the way one’s shadow or perceptual field is” (Hanks 1990:91-92). In other 

words, -iknal is dependent on the bodily movements and activities of a specific speaker, 

though two interacting speakers may be encompassed in a single –iknal (Ibid.). As Hanks 

(1990:94) describes, -iknal  can be possessed by inanimate objects and can be shared 

between more than one person, an idea that Houston, Stuart, and Taube integrate into 

ideas of witnessing and supernatural ritual participation (Houston and Stuart 1996:301, 

F.N.6; Houston and Taube 2000:286-289). As Houston and Taube (2000:289) state, what 

-ichnal creates is “…a field of vision and witness that appears to have been crucial in 

validating ritual. It served almost as a notarial presence that concretized actions through 

shared experience and participation. Such witnesses were not passive, but, through 

eyesight, active celebrants in the events before them.” 

During the Late Preclassic and Early Classic periods, ancestors were also shown 

in this witnessing role, looking down upon scenes below (FIG.141a) (Cortez 1986:100; 
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Houston 2010:78, see Plate 46; Houston and Stuart 1996:Fig. 11; Houston, et al. 2006:50; 

Looper and Guernsey 2001:Fig.20; McAnany 1998:281-284; Schele and Freidel 

1990:441, N.33).34 In Classic iconography, ancestors and supernatural figures are 

frequently shown wrapped within s-shaped motifs that appear to be linked to the glyph 

muyal or “cloud” in Classic texts35 (FIG.141b) (Freidel, et al. 1993:151-152, 206, 

Fig.3:21; Guernsey 2012b:80; Reilly 1996; Schele and Freidel 1990:389-391, Fig.10:7-

10:8a; Schele and Miller 1986:181, Fig.IV.2, 183; Stone 1983:138, 146-148, Fig.78, 

Fig.88; 1996; Stuart 1984:11; Stuart and Houston 1994:44, Fig.51).  

Although removed from Kaminaljuyú by both time and geography, these appear 

to be the closest analogs to a curious scene depicted on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 25 

(FIG.141c). Here, an individual is shown seated atop the yawning, skeletal jaw of a 

reptilian figure and enveloped within scroll-edged curls, suggesting that the scene is 

located in supernatural space and that the individual is not a living ruler. His human facial 

features, however, suggest that he may be an ancestral human figure rather than a divine 

one. The cloth headdress he wears—a wrapped cap with a cloth strip covering the mouth 

and another element looped under the chin—is worn on the North Wall murals at San 

Bartolo by two bundle-bearing figures (FIG.141d) as well as an individual that explodes 

from the center of a bloody gourd (FIG.141e). The bundle-bearing figures also wear 

complex earflare assemblages that closely resemble that worn by the Sculpture 25 figure. 

As Saturno, Taube, et al. (2005:38) argue, the bundles in the San Bartolo scene may be 

ancestral ones, further reinforcing the likely connection between the Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 25 individual and ancestral themes. 

                                                
34 Although Doering and Collins (2010:270-272) identify a human figure emerging from the skyband on 
the back of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (FIG. 143c), the monument was deliberately erased in ancient times 
and thus is too effaced to make such a positive identification possible. 
35 For the history of the decipherment of this glyph, see Freidel, et al. (1993:447 N.68, 436 N.65). 
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When describing the witnessing role of the full-bodied PBD on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 11, it is also important to note the way in which this figure is carved. Rather 

than showing a simple, full-figured form of the PBD, the artist chose to depict it as 

though it was quite literally coming into the frame of the stone from somewhere above it. 

The PBD thus flies into Sculpture 11 as though into a picture frame—frozen at a moment 

when his tail and legs are still out of sight. This seems to be a highly deliberate statement 

about the space created by this stone monument. The stone becomes a portal, a window, 

or doorway, a special kind of space that operates between the realms of human and divine 

and allows them to come together in these moments of ritual performance. Echoing this 

powerful statement about stone being more than just a permanent surface for carving, the 

Sculpture 11 ruler’s right hand presses out against the stone’s edge, seemingly stretching 

or bending the stone outward. In another, deliberate attack on the impermeability and 

durability of stone surfaces, the vegetation that curls out of the Floating Head of 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 laps over the woven mat border of the sculpture—as though 

designating the scene as somehow floating above or reaching through its frame. In short, 

Sculpture 10 is represented as both a woven-mat in stone as well as some kind of living 

scene actively moving around, above, and below its surface.36 

Sculpture 177, a boulder sculpture that displays two simple footprints (FIG.142), 

provides another example of the ways in which Kaminaljuyú artists played with the 

expected solidity and immobility of stone. Although these footprints must, practically 

speaking, have been carved (with some measure of difficulty) into the monument’s 

surface, they appear instead as impressions, as though a person’s weight had simply 

                                                
36 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) observes that the extremely shiny surfaces of Sculptures 10 
and 11 also liken them to mirrors. This might represent another intentional way in which Kaminaljuyú 
artists subverted the solid materiality of stone. 
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pressed down into the stone, like they would into a soft and pliable material. These stone 

footprints, then, in all their permanence, not only deny the hardness of stone but 

transform the medium into something momentary and gestural. As such, this monument 

represents a rather beautiful intersection between implied presence and explicit absence, 

seemingly marking where bodies might have been and giving weight to the emptiness 

they left behind.37 

Such delicate and articulate statements about the nature of stone as a material and 

the kinds of space it represented deserve more attention than I can give them here. It does 

indicate, however, that stone was both a surface for symbolism and iconography as well 

as a kind of space unto itself at Kaminaljuyú. The idea that stone may have been seen as 

malleable, living space that flexed around the actors portrayed on its surface seems 

counterintuitive and paradoxical when so much literature focuses on stone’s permanence. 

But here at Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú, we find signs that it was exactly that—both 

permanent and permeable, both surface and interior space. Monuments thus “meant” far 

beyond the designs that were carved into their surfaces (this concept is discussed in depth 

in Chapter 3).38 

Animate Skybands and Simple Basal Bands: 

The third purpose served by the descending PBD at the top of the Sculpture 11 

scene is as a framing device that places the king solidly between earth and sky. An in 

depth discussion of skybands and celestial symbolism is a complex one and beyond the 

scope of the current chapter (see, for example, Carlson and Landis 1985 for an early, 

targeted study on Classic period skybands; also see Clancy 1999:40-41; Cortez 1986:40; 
                                                
37 As Guernsey (personal communication 2012) notes, these footprint monuments (see Chapter 2 for other 
examples) point toward intriguing ideas of sculptural embodiment. 
38 For a recent study that addresses the idea that the cultural meaning of stone extended beyond its carved 
surface, see Dean (2010). 
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Earley and Guernsey in press; Martin in press-a:5-6; Norman 1976; Quirarte 1974; Reese 

1996:99; Taube 1995; and Taube, et al. 2010:4 for discussions including Late Preclassic 

skybands). Instead, I focus on the specific argument that the descending PBD at the top 

of the Sculpture 11 scene, in addition to performing as divine witness, is also subtly 

rendered as an animated, avian skyband.39 This reading hinges on two small but important 

details: the crossed-band sign in the PBD’s wing and the round, trilobed blob depicted at 

the end of his beak (FIG.129b). While crossed bands appear throughout skyband imagery 

as celestial symbols during the Late Preclassic period (FIG. 140a), the trilobed motif 

requires more explanation. 

The trilobed blob is frequently seen in Late Preclassic imagery tipping the snouts 

of serpent faces that descend from skybands (Cortez 1986:40-41). These sky serpents are 

represented on four Kaminaljuyú monuments—Sculptures 109 (FIG.129d), 110 

(FIG.129e), 1440 (FIG. 146a-c), and 66 (FIG.143a). Sculpture 14 is broken, and Sculpture 

111 shows some kind of scrolling knot at the end of its snout, but the serpents on 

Sculptures 109 and 110 both have trilobed elements at the end of their noses. Similar 

serpents with trilobe-tipped snouts are seen throughout Preclassic art (FIG.143b)—on 

Tres Zapotes Stela D (Cortez 1986:94; Martin in press-a:5-6), Takalik Abaj Altar 12 and 

Stela 1 (Cortez 1986:40; Martin in press-a:6), and Izapa Stela 18 (Norman 1976:26-28). 

In many images, the trilobed element is combined with scrollwork, indicating that it is 

likely an abstracted sign for vapor or liquid (Stuart, personal communication 2009). On 

Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 109 and 110 (FIG.129d-e), the trilobe-tipped serpents are shown 

                                                
39 This visual substitution is likely associated with the Classic Maya tendency to conflate celestial bands 
with avian symbolism, either using raptorial bird heads as termini for the band or, as seen at Uaxactun, 
animating the skyband with feathers (David Stuart, personal communication 2009). 
40 I am indebted to Karl Taube for this identification (personal communication 2008). 
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with beaded water scrolls pouring from their mouths, further strengthening this 

association with rain and moisture. 

More than just rainy beings, these sky serpents (frequently called the “zip 

monster” or “square-nosed serpent” in publications) may represent animate lightning 

(David Stuart, personal communication, 2009). The façade of the Early Classic Margarita 

building at Copán, for instance, appears to show one of these serpents as a lightning bolt 

ridden by an early Chahk figure (Ibid.). On the other side of the skyband, a starry-deer-

alligator vomits rain. The visual overlap between this trilobed motif and the floral ajaw 

sign (see Guernsey 2006b; Looper and Guernsey 2001; Stuart 1992) further associates it 

with the scent of thunderstorms. Tipping the beak of the Sculpture 11 PBD with the same 

moisture element that so often terminates the snouts of lightning serpents thus explicitly 

associates this avian representation with thunderstorms and rain, particularly the heavy 

scent of rainstorms and perhaps the acrid aroma of lightning strikes. 

In addition to being associated with rain and storms, the full-bodied PBD of 

Sculpture 11 appears to represent an actual skyband. Placed at the top of the scene with a 

wing infixed with celestial crossed bands and a snout tipped with a moisture symbol, this 

PBD conflates bird, skyband, and sky serpents into a single form. In other words, he 

becomes an animate sky band, almost a shorthand version of contemporaneous scenes, 

like Izapa Stelae 2 and 4 (FIG.128c,d), where full-bodied PBDs descend from skybands 

above (Guernsey 2006b:79).41 If one views the imagery of the cylindrical Kaminaljuyú 

Sculptures 109 and 110 as continuous, roll-out scenes, the PBD similarly becomes 

flanked by and centered between two flashing sky serpents and rain symbols. As Karl 

                                                
41 An early (ca. late Middle Preclassic) relative of this PBD descent from a skyband may be seen in Tres 
Zapotes Stela D, which appears to have a full-bodied PBD flanked by lightning serpents descending from 
the jaws of a supernatural figure (Guernsey, personal communication 2012, referring to discussions in 
Cortez (1986)). 
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Taube (personal communication 2012) observes, the k’in and ak’bal signs in these PBDs’ 

wings are also frequently seen as basic elements of skyband imagery. In a more narrative 

format, a great PBD descends through a split sky on the West Wall of San Bartolo, with 

dark, roiling thunderclouds all around him (FIG.137a), a more elaborate version of the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 skyband PBD as rain-bringer. 

Stuart (2005a:266) suggests that the Classic period PBD may have “…served as 

something like an ‘animate sky’.” The expanse of the blue sky was equated with blue 

jade, so the PBD, as the embodiment of this precious substance, was a great, animate sky 

symbol (Stuart, personal communication 2009). This interpretation may help to explain 

the common depiction of the PBD with serpents—he either carries one in his mouth 

(FIG.132a) or is shown with one around his neck (FIG.143d). On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 

11, the full-bodied PBD has the moisture symbol of sky serpents on its beak, while on 

Sculptures 109 and 110 the PBD is portrayed with sky serpents,42 indicating that these 

celestial associations are consistent and important. It is also possible that the repeated 

depiction of the PBD with snakes or snake imagery may have acted as either a pun or 

appellative, playing on the homonym “Kan” or “Chan” as both snake and sky (see a 

similar argument regarding the serpent wing of the PBD in Taube 1987). 

In contrast to the full-bodied PBD-as-skyband imagery at the top of the scene, the 

basal band of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 is quite simple (FIG.117). This motif, composed 

of inward curving scrolls with two vertical tabs, is one of the most common groundlines 

seen in the monumental art of the Guatemalan highlands, Pacific Slope, and elsewhere in 

Preclassic Mesoamerica (see, for instance, Cyphers Guillen 1982:Fig.3; Guernsey 

                                                
42 Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 30 (FIG.129a)—described above as a skeletal PBD could, alternatively, be 
participating in this linkage between PBDs and sky serpents. His skeletal teeth are never seen elsewhere in 
PBD imagery, but they are a consistent aspect of sky serpent imagery, suggesting that the PBD carved on 
this sculpture may also be linked to skyband themes.  
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2006b:78-79; Norman 1976:28-31; Quirarte 1973). The basal band depicted on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 is almost identical to that found on Izapa Stela 4 (FIG.128c), 

which, as Guernsey (2006b:79) argues, “...appears to signify the terrestrial realm, firmly 

anchoring the performance of the individual standing upon it to the earth,” a fact which 

indicates that the performance is occurring in the human, or earthly, realm (see also 

Fields 1989:73-77; Guernsey 2006b:93). 

As in the case of Izapa Stela 4 (Guernsey 2006b:79), the PBD at the top of 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 contrasts against the basal band below, creating a kind of 

framed space for the ruler’s performance (see Stuart 2005a:266, 269 for a similar 

argument for stelae at Piedras Negras). These two elements of the scene thus perform the 

same function as the textile motifs and framing bands discussed by Earley and Guernsey 

(in press). On the one hand, “Framing bands in the Late Preclassic define the sculptural 

space around them as sacred, different, or otherworldly” (Earley and Guernsey n.d.:370; 

see also Clancy 1990:30; Guernsey 2006b:39; Guernsey Kappelman 2004:100). On the 

other hand, however, the framing elements of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 simultaneously 

mark the space as clearly “of this world,” thereby reinforcing the earthly implications of 

the smoking incensarios, axe, and jade PBD mask described earlier in this chapter. Just as 

the human body of the king is emphasized in opposition to the divine costume elements 

he wears, he is depicted both between solid earth and raining sky as well as in a world 

apart from the viewer. The skyband and basal band thus speak to the two different kinds 

of space negotiated by this stone surface—the human and the godly—and create a 

uniquely interstitial space between them.   
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CONCLUSION: 

In sum, close iconographic study of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 reveals the 

enormously complex nature of Late Preclassic iconography. As the discussion above 

demonstrates, this imagery employs a multivalent symbolism, in which single attributes 

or elements take on an almost prismatic meaning. By way of summary, the ruler of 

Sculpture 11 provides us with a multitude of narratives and associations. Among these is 

the visual statement that the king is a rain-bringer, an activity referred to by the water 

mask at his belt, the smoking, cloud-making incensarios that flank him, and the raining 

Principal Bird Deity above. Wearing the personified form of the paper headband of 

rulership, this king is not just a specific ruler in a particular historical moment, but also 

becomes an earthly manifestation of the first king, and an embodiment of the office of 

kingship itself. 

The king also takes on the identity of the PBD—wearing an elaborate jade mask 

and standing in front of an outline that echoes the feathered capes so often shown in 

images of Late Preclassic avian performances. Alongside associations with rain-bringing, 

the PBD appears to have been a key player in creation events. He was involved with the 

establishment of the four-quartered world by the raising of the World Trees and appears 

to have been understood as an embodiment of time and its cycles. In addition, the PBD 

was understood as preciousness incarnate—jade, quetzal plumes, maize, and moisture—

the iridescent personification of worldly wealth. Like the PBD, the Sculpture 11 ruler is a 

bundle bearer. The ruler thereby associates himself with the primordial descent of the 

PBD who gave of his own precious flesh so that the first kings could rule. Allying 

himself with this narrative, the Sculpture 11 ruler lays claim to the foundations of 

kingship, to lineage, to supernatural precedent, and to economic wealth and agricultural 

abundance.  



 391 

Perhaps most importantly, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 should be viewed as a place 

of intersections, of transition, transformation, and centrality. The king is clearly divine 

and yet clearly human, identities that seem to be able to coincide uniquely in the kingly 

body. One sees the king costumed as the PBD, a historic reiteration of creation events. At 

the same time, the PBD serves as a witness to or participant in the event. While so much 

of the image declares that the ritual is taking place in the real, historic present, it also 

beautifully illustrates the layering of time—within which a historic action can operate 

simultaneously in the present and in the past. As such, the Sculpture 11 king marks 

himself as both between mythical and historical time and as simultaneously operating in 

both. He is both a particular moment and a coalescence of all of the moments that led to 

this point. He is placed physically and solidly between earth- and sky-bands and yet his 

head branches into a World Tree; his belt has the face of the terrestrial water deity, and 

his kilt is marked with a cave-like partial quatrefoil. Thus, he is also the three-tiered 

universe, a cosmogram unto himself (see Baudez 2000b; Kaplan 1999:385; and Schele 

and Freidel 1990:67, 90 for similar arguments). Even the stone with which Sculpture 11 

is carved appears to be viewed as a liminal space—both carved surface and space within, 

stretching out with the pressure of the king’s hand, yet preserving him in this moment for 

all time. It is difficult to think of a more eloquent statement about the properties of stone 

and the messages within. 
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Chapter 9: The Art of Exhalation—Animate Wind and Sounding Kings 
at Kaminaljuyú 

INTRODUCTION: 

In this chapter, I focus on wind, breath, sound, song, and speech at Kaminaljuyú, 

themes that are emphasized at the site to a degree unmatched in the Late Preclassic world. 

In order to frame the discussion that follows, I first argue for the presence of a 

bucktoothed face at Kaminaljuyú that, in his association with wind, rainstorms, aroma, 

and music-making, appears to be the face of animate wind. This discussion is followed by 

an analysis of various images in which subjects (both human and supernatural) are shown 

in acts of ritual song or speech. It appears that these vocalizations were closely tied to 

ideas of divinity and kingship at the site. In fact, analysis of these noisy carvings suggests 

that, at Kaminaljuyú, kings were conceived and portrayed in art as “sounding,” noisy 

beings, not just through their acts of speech and song but through the clinking of jade, the 

rustling of feathers, and the rattling of shells in their royal costumes.  

As the chapter continues, it is important to keep in mind the sensory world opened 

up to us by these Kaminaljuyú sculptures. To a degree unprecedented in Late Preclassic 

bas-relief sculpture, Kaminaljuyú monuments emphasize the exhaled—the windy, the 

noisy, the aromatic, and the spoken. The permanent recording of these fleeting moments 

in stone thus gives us a rather extraordinary glimpse into the sensory world of 

Kaminaljuyú. In general, this chapter focuses as much on theorizing, pondering, and 

considering sound as it does on providing specific interpretations of iconography at the 

site. Most importantly, it addresses a sensory world that archaeologists and art historians 

do not often study in depth. Since the sculptures speak and sing and sound with such 

volume at Kaminaljuyú, it seems only appropriate that an entire chapter be dedicated to 

this uniquely auditory and performative aspect of the sculptural corpus of the site. 
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THE ART OF EXHALATION—ANIMATE WIND AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

A Note on Scrolls: 

Before embarking on a larger discussion of wind, sound, song, speech, and breath 

in the art of Kaminaljuyú, I must begin with a very important caveat: it is nearly 

impossible to tell these different categories of exhalation apart in Maya iconography. 

Such overlap has a long and widespread history in Mesoamerica. Guernsey (2012b:272), 

for instance, describes the intertwining themes of breath, animating forces, whistling, and 

sound as stretching back to at least the Middle Preclassic period and likely earlier. Classic 

period texts and imagery, Colonial dictionaries, and contemporary ethnographic research 

show the interlocution and overlap among themes of animating breath, souls, sound, and 

song had extraordinary continuity in the Maya world (see, for example, Hanks 1990:86; 

Houston, et al. 2006:152; Houston and Taube 2000:267, 274, citing Barrera Vasquez 

1980:977; Taube 2001:5; 2004b:71-72).1 Such overlap frustrates any real attempt at 

taxonomic classification and indicates that it may be more productive to simply embrace 

the myriad, intertwined nature of this symbolism than focus on making specific 

identifications of breath versus speech or song in art.  

In this chapter, I argue that Kaminaljuyú sculpture illuminates and deepens our 

understanding of sound and breath in the early Maya world. As discussed in Chapter 7, 

the earliest known example of a breath or sound scroll in the Maya world is depicted on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 9 (FIG. 97b)2 in the shape of a halved conch shell (for discussions 

of this figure, please see Finamore and Houston 2010: Plate 75, 234-237; Houston, et al. 
                                                
1 The same overlap holds for the Aztecs (see, for instance, Furst 1995:42, 47; Houston and Taube 
2000:267; López Austin 1988:208) and for the Mixtecs as well (see, for instance, King 1994:105-107, 115-
116). 
2 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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2006:139; Houston and Taube 2011:16; Houston and Taube 2000:265; Saturno, Taube, et 

al. 2005:7-8; Taube 2010:210). The Sculpture 9 figure—shown singing, speaking, or 

exhaling moisture—therefore provides an early precedent for these themes, which 

continue to be represented with great enthusiasm throughout the Kaminaljuyú corpus of 

bas-relief sculpture.3 

The idea of rendering exhalations in stone is somewhat antithetical to Western 

ideas of the tangible versus the ethereal. As Houston, et al. (2006:138) state, “…the 

Classic Maya regarded sound, odor, sight, taste, and touch in hugely concrete ways, as 

tangible yet invisible phenomena” (see also Houston, et al. 2006:228). In fact, the idea of 

breath, speech, and sound being tangible things is found throughout Mesoamerica for an 

extraordinarily long time. Some of the most articulate descriptions come from Aztec 

sources, which consistently identify things like song and breath as physical objects: “I 

drill my songs as though they were jades. I smelt them as gold” (Bierhorst 1985:22). In 

these writings, songs are carved, drilled, and scattered; they drizzle as mist or rain; they 

bloom like plants, and spin and whirl through space (Bierhorst 1985:24-25; López Austin 

1988:209; Sahagún 1950:248-249). As Tomlinson (1995:379) argues, speech and song 

must thus be understood as physically interacting with the material world: “…the powers 

of Mexican song unfolded as its uttered materiality came into contact with other 

materials. These probably included the paint of the codices, the materials of sacral and 

mythic reality they encoded, …the landscape of a migratory past, …and the ‘water and 

hill’ itself of civic space, locus of societal order.” Although separated by time and 
                                                
3 As articulated in great detail by Guernsey (2012b), these themes of song, sound, and breath have a very 
deep history. Non-monumental art traditions like ceramic figurines and potbelly sculptures, for instance, 
indicate that these concepts grew out of a tradition that not only stretched back into the Early Preclassic, but 
was widely expressed throughout Mesoamerica. As described in the Introduction, there is much work to be 
done on the many and varied sculptural forms of Kaminaljuyú. In the interests of time and space, however, 
I limit the current discussion specifically to the consideration of monumental and bas-relief sculptures at 
the site. 
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geography, I believe the scrollwork of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú similarly depicts 

what Tomlinson (1995:372) so beautifully describes as “…the palpable, worldly volume 

of indigenous utterance.” 

At Kaminaljuyú, at least 15 bas-relief sculptures and sculpture fragments show 

individuals exhaling, speaking, singing, or playing musical instruments. This is a rather 

remarkable number and seems to indicate that a detailed analysis of these scrolls is in 

order—be they symbols of wind, breath, sound, and/or song. In investigating the multiple 

meanings and associations of the iconography of these sensory phenomena, one comes to 

realize that it was not just the surfaces of stone that were enlivened by these exhaled 

moments, but the full environmental landscapes in which these monuments lived, 

breathed, sang, and spoke in perpetuity. As Houston and Taube (2000:264) argue, “For 

the Mesoamerican mind, the substance of sight, odour, and sound was neither empty nor 

ethereal; rather, it invested vitality and meaning in the spaces it traversed and occupied.” 

God H and “Ik’ K’uh”—an Important Distinction: 

Before delving into the iconography of wind, breath, and song at Kaminaljuyú, I 

would like to clarify that the figure I discuss below is most closely related to Schellhas’ 

God H (Schellhas 1904), an entity that wears a floral headband and is marked with an ik’ 

sign (either on his cheek, as an earflare, or behind his head) in Classic and Postclassic 

images (FIG.144) (see Taube 1992:56-64; and 2004b:73-78 for an in-depth description of 

this entity). God H, “…the personification of the breath soul” (Houston and Taube 

2000:272-273), is closely associated with wind, the sweet-smelling aroma of flowers, and 

music (Houston, et al. 2006:151, 229; Houston and Taube 2000:273; Looper 2009:59; 

Stone 1995; Taube 1992:59; 2001; 2004b:74; 2005:32).  
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As a glyph, the face of God H performs as the head variant for the glyph IK’, both 

as a noun and as a day sign of the Maya calendar. That IK’ was used as a day sign at Late 

Preclassic Kaminaljuyú is demonstrated by its appearance on the side of Sculpture 1 

(FIG.62a), where it appears with the numerical coefficient 6. In Classic period texts, the 

glyph IK’ can be translated as “breath” or “wind” (though its meanings, associations, and 

connotations are much broader). In both iconography and text, ik’ signs are associated 

with life, particularly the breath of life (Houston, et al. 2006:143; Houston and Taube 

2000:267; Taube 2001:5; 2004b:72). This appears to have been true in the Colonial 

period as well (Houston and Taube 2000:274, citing Barrera Vasquez 1980:977) and 

carries through to modern Maya groups, which describe a person’s breath or animacy as 

his or her –iík’ or “wind” (Hanks 1990:86; see also Wisdom 1940:397). Ik’ signs are also 

associated with floral imagery and floral scent in Classic period art, thus visually 

connecting the ik’ sign to sweet, exhaled aroma (Houston, et al. 2006:143, 147-148, Fig. 

4.8; Houston and Taube 2000:267, 270, 273; Taube 2004b:72). The Classic period ik’ 

sign also marks musical instruments since, “As with wind, breath and aroma, music is 

also ethereal and incorporeal” (Houston and Taube 2000:273). 

In Classic period imagery and texts, artists and scribes appear to have drawn a 

distinction between God H and another figure they labeled Ik' K'uh, or "Wind God" 

(FIG.145) (this decipherment was first proposed by David Stuart in the early 1990s; also 

see discussion in Taube, et al. 2010:49). In art, the Classic period Ik' K'uh is represented 

as a duck-billed figure, usually associated with watery symbolism, including water signs 

and a fish that nibbles at his waterlily headdress.4 He appears to have been quadripartite, 

associated with the cardinal directions, and was the subject of rites of royal 

                                                
4 As such, he is probably an early predecessor for the Aztec Ehecatl (David Stuart, personal communication 
2012; please reference Taube, et al. 2010:48-52 for more on this duck-billed character). 
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impersonation, particularly at Yaxchilan and Dos Pilas (David Stuart, personal 

communication 2012). 

The bucktoothed figure of Kaminaljuyú (see FIG.146b) that I discuss below 

shows far closer connections to God H than Ik' K'uh. I therefore refer to the Kaminaljuyú 

figure as “animate wind” throughout the chapter in order to prevent confusion between 

this figure and the entity referred to as “Wind God” in Classic period texts. As Thompson 

(1970:270-272) and Wisdom (1940:397) describe, ethnographic and ethnohistoric 

sources describe multiple deities associated with wind in modern Maya belief systems. It 

is therefore not surprising that the ancient Maya had a similar multiplicity of entities, 

gods, and symbols related to wind that they showed in their art and described in their 

texts (see Taube (1992) for an early discussion of these different characters). 

Sculpture 14—the Face of Wind: 

Just as Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 9 represents the earliest speech/ breath scroll in 

Maya art, the side of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 14 (FIG.146b) shows the first explicit ik’ 

sign, exhaled from the mouth of a bucktoothed supernatural face along with wind or 

breath volutes (Guernsey 2010a:77, 80; Houston, et al. 2006:145; Houston and Taube 

2000:267, 270; Taube 2003a:420, Fig.9a). As I argue in this section, I believe this face is 

the face of wind at Kaminaljuyú, associated with the same themes as the Classic period 

God H and identifiable through: 1) his bucktooth, and 2) his windy contexts.  

In fact, I feel comfortable discussing the bucktooth itself as a diagnostic feature of 

animate wind at Kaminaljuyú. This bucktooth is certainly a feature of Early Classic forms 

of God H (see, for instance, Houston and Taube 2000:Fig.8a; Saturno, Taube, et al. 

2005:Fig.29c,d), and faces portrayed with it at Kaminaljuyú appear to be related to wind 

and the rainstorms wind carries. It is quite possible that this tooth was envisioned as a T- 
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or ik’ shaped one. Sculpture 72 (FIG.146d), a crouching, scroll headed rain god (see 

Chapter 7) supports this a theory. Sculpture 72, our only frontal view of a bucktooth at 

Kaminaljuyú, shows it as clearly T-shaped. That it belongs to a rain god is not surprising, 

for rain and wind were closely intertwined throughout the Mesoamerican world (see 

below). These T-shaped teeth are encountered archaeologically, as Classic period Maya 

sometimes carved their teeth into ik’ shapes and/or inlaid them with jade. As Houston and 

Taube (2000:270, Fig.5b) describe, “Utterances emitted from such mouths were probably 

imbued with qualities of preciousness and purity…” (see also Houston, et al. 2006:146-

147). At Kaminaljuyú, I believe such teeth in art served to mark the exhaled breath of 

these beings as moist and windy. In other words, this tooth at Kaminaljuyú appears to 

serve as a glyph-like qualifier that denoted the windier, more musical, breathy aspects of 

beings. Importantly, outside of Kaminaljuyú bucktoothed beings are seen in other 

capacities during the Preclassic period (Maize God images, for example), meaning that 

the appellative and diagnostic function of the tooth as sign for animate wind must be 

understood as a site-specific one.  

As a final note, it is unclear whether the bucktooth at Kaminaljuyú indicates that 

figures are supernatural or whether human actors could be shown with the tooth as well. 

Based on current iconography, I would tentatively suggest the former: that figures with 

the bucktooth are supernatural entities. Although such a suggestion is tentative at best, 

such distinctions are implied by a set of small silhouette sculptures that show human 

figures in acts of music making and song. Despite their similar carving styles and similar 

subjects, some of the figures are shown with the bucktooth while others are not (compare, 

for instance, FIG. 158 and FIG. 159). This suggests that the tooth served as an intentional 

indicator of supernatural versus human status. Such ideas for now, however, must remain 

conjectural and tentative until more comparative imagery comes to light. 
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On the side of Sculpture 14 (FIG.146b) the face is not only shown with a 

bucktooth, but carries an ik’ sign in his mouth, just as the Classic period God H is shown 

with a bucktooth and an ik’-shaped earflare (Taube 2001:8-9; 2005:32) (FIG.144).5 The 

top of Sculpture 14 (FIG.146a,c) depicts a skyband with roiling thunderclouds below it. 

This skyband terminates in a crenellated earspool6, from which the face of a sky serpent 

emerges, flashing downward like lightning (see Taube, et al. 2010:47 for the 

identification of this as a sky band and sky serpent). The imagery on the top of Sculpture 

14 thus reinforces the windy connotations of the bucktoothed face upon its side.  

The termini of Late Preclassic skybands were often visually conflated with 

earspools (FIGS. 114a and 143b), and earspools appear to have been conceived of as sites 

of emergence for mist, clouds, and rain throughout the Mesoamerican world (Taube 

2005:33-34, 37-38). In the Late Preclassic murals of San Bartolo, for instance, an 

earspool is shown emitting a scrolled cloud and raindrop (Taube 2005:34) (FIG.147a). 

An exhaling serpent’s face emerges from an earspool on the Dumbarton Oaks plaque as 

well (FIG.147b). The iconography of earspools exhaling rain and lightning serpents in 

Late Preclassic art continues through to Classic period imagery, where earspools breathe 

out bead assemblages, scrollwork, raindrops, and serpents (FIG.153a) (Taube 2005:33-

34).7 Basically, then, the face of animate wind on the side of Sculpture 14 (FIG.146b) 
                                                
5 As described in Chapter 5 (Footnote 37), it is also possible that the ik’ sign shown in the mouth of the 
Sculpture 14 figure could be tied into consumption as well as exhalation. Taube (personal communication 
2012), for instance, observes that deities are sometimes shown with what they consume in their mouths. As 
he states, “Rather than eating actual food, the spirits consume the breath or aroma, whether of food, 
flowers, incense, or blood” (see also Taube 2011:56; Taube 2004c:73). This concept is related to the glyph 
read UK’ (“drink”), in which a human face is shown with a water sign in his mouth (see, for example, 
Houston and Taube 2011:13). 
6 See Taube and Saturno (2008:304-305) for a discussion of these skyband termini at San Bartolo as 
connected to the imagery of directional celts. Also see Taube, et al. (2010:47) for a description of the 
Sculpture 14 terminus as an early form of the yax sign, meaning “green” or “first.” 
7 It is possible that this Late Preclassic skyband imagery may also be related to Classic period scenes in 
which rulers carry a ceremonial bar marked with skyband motifs with giant jade earspools on either end 
(see Taube 2005, citing Dave Stuart, personal communication 1999, for a description of these scenes). 



 400 

mimics the position and context of the exhaled lightning serpent on the monument’s top, 

contextualizing the bucktoothed entity as one associated with wind and rainstorms. 

The rainy associations of the Sculpture 14 image are not surprising, for, as 

mentioned above, rain and wind are closely related throughout Mesoamerican belief. 

Wind, for example, is generally seen as the source or the carrier of rain (see, for example, 

Houston and Taube 2011; Taube 2001:2, 4, 6-7; Thompson 1970b:270), which explains 

the widespread connection and/or conflation of wind and water gods throughout 

Mesoamerica (see, for example, Bassie-Sweet 1991:119; Taube 2004b:78; Thompson 

1970b:270, citing Redfield and Villa 1934:164). The specific association between the 

bucktoothed face of animate wind at Kaminaljuyú and water or rainmaking is further 

supported by Sculpture 73, a small silhouette sculpture of a bucktoothed figure carrying a 

reptilian-faced water vessel on a tumpline (FIG.148a). This figure sits atop what appears 

to be a stylized rendition of the bracket-beaked god, discussed in Chapter 7 as associated 

with both terrestrial and aquatic themes. If the vessel is understood as a water jar, akin to 

those worn by the Classic period Chahk as a pectoral (FIG.148b) or emptied out as rain 

by the Postclassic goddess Ixchel (FIG.148c), then this monument once again combines 

the bucktoothed face of animate wind at Kaminaljuyú with imagery of water and 

rainmaking. 

Sculpture 28—a Bucktoothed Jaguar: 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 288 (FIG.149a) further reinforces the connection between 

the bucktoothed god, breath, and wind. This monument shows a jaguar emerging from a 

quatrefoil that breathes, sings, or speaks out a precious beaded element amidst scrolls and 

                                                
8 Although originally designated “Stela 28,” the format of this monument indicates it would not have stood 
upright as a stela but was instead either oriented as a kind of oblong altar (with its carving facing up) or as a 
thick panel that would have been set into a wall. 
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volutes. The point most relevant to the current discussion, however, is the subtle addition 

of the bucktoothed mouth of animate wind within the jaguar’s jaws. Such an addition 

clearly associates this image with windy exhalations and emphasizes the appellative 

function of the bucktooth, which seems to qualify the exhaled object as windy, breathy, 

moist, musical, and/or aromatic. 

 The exhaling jaguar of Sculpture 28 is framed by a partial quatrefoil border. As 

Guernsey (2010a:80-81) argues, this T-shaped motif can be viewed as conceptually 

analogous to the ik’ sign. As described in Chapter 8, quatrefoils, as symbolic caves, were 

viewed as breathing things in ancient Mesoamerica; they were places of emergence and 

sources of moisture-laden, fragrant exhalations (Guernsey 2010a; Houston and Taube 

2000:271; Love, et al. 2006; Stone 1995; Taube 2003a:433). As Guernsey (2010a) 

describes, the quatrefoil in Mesoamerican art was multi-vocal, versatile, and complex, 

intertwining associations with portals, mouths, moist or fragrant aromas, emergence, and 

rainmaking since at least the Middle Preclassic period. As such, the quatrefoil is one of 

the most consistent, longest-lived, and most widespread symbols in the Mesoamerican 

world (see, for example, Guernsey 2010a; Love, et al. 2006).  

Both Stone (1995:30-35) and Guernsey (2010a:90) highlight the fact that the 

symbolic power of the quatrefoil rested in its simplicity, its simultaneous codification and 

condensation of large amounts of cultural information into a single, simple symbol. This 

broad reach did not diminish its importance or dilute it, however. Instead, it made it a 

potent means of communicating key concepts of ideology across cultural and temporal 

boundaries (Ibid.). Thus the imagery of quatrefoils, like that on Sculpture 28, allowed 

Kaminaljuyú to participate in a cross-cultural and cross-temporal lingua franca that 

linked it both to its contemporaries—like Izapa (FIG.150a) (Love, et al. 2006:65), 

Takalik Abaj (FIG.150b) (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2009), and San 
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Bartolo (FIG.150c) (Taube, et al. 2010)—as well as to its predecessors, like nearby La 

Blanca (FIG.150d) (Love and Guernsey 2007; Love, et al. 2006) and distant Chalcatzingo 

(FIG.150e) (see, for instance, Grove 1984). 

As a brief final note, and as mentioned in Chapter 4, Sculpture 28 appears to have 

once formed a monument pair or set with a second sculpture fragment (Sculpture 176) 

(FIG.149b). Although most of the scene is broken on this fragment, one can still make 

out the curved edge of a quatrefoil frame as well as a similar (though not identical) 

exhaled object surrounded by scrollwork. Little can be said about such a fragmentary 

sculpture, but one might safely assume it deals with similar themes and ideas as the 

beautifully preserved Sculpture 28. 

In sum, on Sculpture 28 (and likely Sculpture 176 as well), animate wind is 

visually connected to quatrefoil imagery, to ideas of exhalation and emergence, and to 

rainmaking, breath, and aroma. This imagery also emphasizes the appellative function of 

the bucktooth at Kaminaljuyú, which appears to mark that which is exhaled as windy, 

breathy, rainy, perhaps even noisy or musical. 

Sculpture 22—Exhalations: 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 229 (FIG.151) is a gorgeously complex monument that 

provides further insight into the myriad meanings of the bucktoothed face of animate 

wind at Kaminaljuyú. That this carved face is supernatural rather than human is indicated 

by his large, round “god eye” (D. Stuart, personal communication 2009) as well as his 

zoomorphic lower jaw (which is not a chin mask but an inverted, supernatural face) 

(FIG.154a). That he is a highly elaborate representation of animate wind is indicated by 

his bucktooth and by other details of his iconography discussed below. The figure wears 
                                                
9 Again, though originally called “Stela 22,” Sculpture 22 is, in fact, a fragment of a silhouette sculpture 
and not part of a stela. 
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a very large T-shaped jade pectoral, representing an early precedent for Classic period 

pectorals that are shaped as or marked with ik’ signs (FIG.152) (see, for instance, 

Finamore and Houston 2010:Plates 40,41; Taube 2005:32, Fig. 9a,b). 

What is perhaps most interesting about the pectoral of Sculpture 22 is that it is 

oriented as though the anthropomorphic face itself is the substance being exhaled from 

the ik’ sign (which could also easily be viewed as a halved quatrefoil design). In order to 

understand this more fully, one must take into account the iconographic overlap between 

this pectoral and profile earspools, which are shown with the same T-shape silhouette 

during the Classic period (Taube 2005:32) (FIG.144). As discussed earlier, throughout 

Maya art, earspools are often shown exhaling rain, breath, and/or floral aroma (Taube 

2001; 2004b:72-73; 2005:32), substances represented by scrolls, bar and bead 

assemblages, or by a serpent that emerges from the center of the earspool (FIG.153a). In 

the case of Sculpture 22, however, it is the bucktoothed supernatural’s face that appears 

to be the stuff of moisture and exhalation. 

The use of an ik’-shaped ornament as a site of emergence for the face of animate 

wind on Sculpture 22 closely recalls the God H glyph, in which the deity’s ik’-shaped 

earspool is often so enormous that the face of wind seemingly emerges out of it 

(FIG.144) (Taube 2001:8-9, Fig.13). An Early Classic incensario at Kaminaljuyú 

(FIG.153b) supports the argument that earspools were viewed as sites of emergence, 

sound, and exhalation at the site (Kidder, et al. 1946:Figs.201i, 207g). This vessel depicts 

a drumming ruler or high elite whose singing mouth would have served as an exit hole 

for the “…smoking ‘breath’ of the censer” (Taube 2005:45). Most relevant to the current 

discussion is the fact that this musical scene of exhalation is situated within the opening 

of a bead-rimmed earflare (Ibid.). 
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As Taube (2005:42-43) notes, Takalik Abaj Stela 4 (FIG. 131b) shows an 

undulating serpent rising out of an earspool floating in a body of water.10 Houston and 

Taube (Houston and Taube 2011:21; Taube 2005:42-43) describe the serpent as curling 

around a k’in sign. The central circle and four-lobed nature of the motif makes this k’in 

sign particularly flower-like, perhaps labeling the body as an aromatic exhalation as well. 

I would also add that the body is marked with jeweled and shining avian beaks. As 

discussed in Chapter 8, I believe these beaks, associated with the Principal Bird Deity, 

were used during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic to label precious, jade-like 

substances, themselves understood as the stuff of moisture and exhalation (for more on 

jade and breath, see Houston and Taube 2000:267, 270; Taube 2004b:72; 2005:31-32). 

Takalik Abaj Stela 4 may thus provide an early antecedent for Classic period scenes 

described by Taube (2005:37-39, Figs. 13,14) in which moisture-laden exhalations from 

earspools take on the form of serpent faces. 

Just as a precious, aromatic serpent emerges from a watery earflare on Takalik 

Abaj Stela 4, I believe Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 22 (FIG.151) shows the aromatic, 

moisture-laden face of animate wind emerging from an earflare-shaped pectoral. This 

representation of the animate wind as exhaled substance connects Sculpture 22 to the 

earlier Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 9 (FIG.97b), in which, as I suggest in Chapter 7, the figure 

portrayed may be viewed as an animate form of rain and moisture, either associated with 

or exhaled by the crocodile earth below. In this argument (one which is certainly 

tentative), the figure becomes an anthropomorphized and complex version of the cloud-

spewing crocodilians carved at Chalcatzingo (FIG.99) (see, for instance, the discussion in 

Houston and Taube 2011:23). 

                                                
10 Taube (2005:33-34) connects this to a broader discussion of the concept of Flower Mountain in 
Mesoamerica, a topic far too complex to be addressed here (see, for instance, Taube 2004b). 
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The inverted zoomorphic face shown on Sculpture 22 (FIG.154a), which appears 

to be a crocodile with a conch-shell snout, reinforces these associations. As Taube 

(2003a:427) argues, this conch-shell design, when seen on Classic and Late Preclassic 

crocodiles, likely refers to “their breath-making wind…” (see also Houston and Taube 

2011:16; Taube 2001; Taube 2010:210). Supporting this contention, an Early Classic 

incised vessel shows the shell-snouted crocodilian world tree exhaling the face of God H 

(FIG.154b) (Hellmuth 1988:Fig. 4.2; Taube 2004b:74, Fig. 3a). A similar conch-snouted 

crocodilian World Tree is depicted on Izapa Stela 25 (FIG.154c). Such iconography 

suggests that other images, like an unprovenienced shell carving found in Mexico 

(FIG.154d) may similarly represent the exhaled face of the wind god. 

This shell-snouted crocodilian was just as closely associated with aquatic themes 

as it was with wind. The earth crocodile, for example, floated atop the watery surface of 

the Underworld (see, for example, Hellmuth 1987:370, Figs. 595-600). The earth 

crocodile was also portrayed in Preclassic art as a creature that breathed moisture or 

clouds into the air (FIGS. 97b and 99) (Houston and Taube 2011:16, 19; Taube 2001:7; 

2010:210) (see Chapter 7 for more detailed discussions of the earth crocodile). For its 

part, the watery nature of the Sculpture 22 zoomorph is explicitly demonstrated through 

the jade beads that dot his conch-shell-edged snout, clear references to moisture and rain 

(see Taube 2005 for the connections between jade and water). 

In sum, the bucktoothed entity depicted on Sculpture 22 is shown not just as an 

anthropomorphic being of wind and rain, but as an exhalation in and of himself, as an 

embodied form of wind, aroma, and moisture. Just as Late Preclassic skyband earflares 

exhale serpents of rain and lightning, and just as quatrefoils so frequently exhale moisture 

scrolls and mist, the T-shaped pectoral of Sculpture 22 breathes out the face of wind, a 

scrolling being of breath, moisture, and the scent of rainstorms. 
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It should also be mentioned that the Sculpture 22 face is shown with a breath bead 

before his nose, indicating he is an animate, breathing entity (see Chapter 6 for more on 

breath beads). A scroll exhaled from his mouth suggests he is in the act of singing or 

speaking as well. This connects Sculpture 22 to Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 183 (FIG.155), 

which depicts a bucktoothed figure singing out some kind of scrolled vocalization. The 

Sculpture 183 face shares the same heavy-lidded or squinted eye and the same bucktooth 

as the tumpline figure of Sculpture 73 (FIG.148a). Such images clearly connect the 

animate form of wind at Kaminaljuyú to acts of speech and song, characteristics shared 

by the Classic period God H and discussed in more depth later on in the chapter. 

Sculpture 132—Wind and Summoning the PBD: 

Understanding the associations of the bucktoothed wind deity at Kaminaljuyú 

may provide insight into the somewhat enigmatic imagery of Sculpture 132, a newly 

discovered altar fragment (FIG. 156) (Arroyo, et al. 2012). The scale and carving style of 

Sculpture 132 are very similar to Sculpture 14  (FIG.146a-c) (except that the new 

fragment is plain on top), and the main figure appears to be the same bucktoothed 

embodiment of wind. Besides the bucktooth, he shares the same double outline around 

his mouth as the Sculpture 14 face. Furthermore, the large scroll in front of the face of the 

Sculpture 132 figure associates him with the same kinds of exhalations as the windy 

beings of Sculpture 14 (FIG.146a-c), Sculpture 28 (FIG.149a), Sculpture 22 (FIG.151), 

and Sculpture 183 (FIG.155). 

On Sculpture 132, the animate form of wind reaches out his hand and grasps 

something knotted and beaded. A serpent-wing floats above, the body to which it once 

belonged unfortunately beyond the broken edge of the monument. I very tentatively 

suggest that this image may be connected to the same mythic moment shown at San 
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Bartolo, in which a duck-billed figure summons the Principal Bird Deity (FIG.157) (see 

Taube, et al. 2010:48-52 for a discussion of this duck-billed figure). First, the serpent 

wing is a well-known characteristic of the Principal Bird Deity.11 Second, the beaded 

element held in the wind god’s hand recalls the beaded tail of the PBD as it is seen 

elsewhere at Kaminaljuyú (FIG.129d,e). Third, the concept of “grasping” is uncannily 

similar to the tzak, or “fish-in-hand” glyph, a term commonly used in Classic period texts 

that appears to be related to the conjuring of gods and ancestors as well as to rainmaking 

(Houston and Stuart 1996:300; Stuart 2005a:276-277). Like the duck-billed figure at San 

Bartolo, the face on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 132 is represented with scrollwork before his 

mouth, possibly referencing the act of singing or calling to the PBD. It is unclear how this 

early duck-billed figure at San Bartolo is related to the Classic Period Ik’ K’uh, 

particularly because he lacks the water signs that are associated with the Classic period 

wind god (Dave Stuart, personal communication 2012). Regardless, in the San Bartolo 

scene, a character somehow associated with the Classic period god of wind appears to be 

summoning the Principal Bird Deity through song, a narrative I would argue may be 

closely related to that portrayed on Sculpture 132.12 

                                                
11 It is important to note, however, that it is by no means a diagnostic feature of the Principal Bird Deity. 
See Spinden (1975:60-61) for the first treatment of this feature in Maya art. It was Taube (1987), however, 
who first determined that a wide range of beings was associated with this animated wing, an argument cited 
by Guernsey (2006b:168-169, FN.22) in her discussions of the PBD in Late Preclassic contexts. 
12 As described in the beginning of this section, Late Preclassic entities associated with wind are poorly 
understood. It is, for instance, unclear whether the San Bartolo duck-billed figure and the bucktoothed 
Kaminaljuyú entity are two different but related forms, regional variations of the same form, or two 
completely distinct entities. Duck-billed figures have a deep history in Mesoamerica and appear to date 
back as early as ca.1400BC (see Guernsey 2012b:186-187; Houston and Taube 2011:18-19; K. A. Taube 
2009b:42-44; and Taube, et al. 2010 for discussions of duck-billed figures). It is possible, as Taube, et al. 
(2010:49) argue, that these early forms and the duck-billed figure at San Bartolo are related to the Classic 
period Ik’ K’uh, as well as, potentially, to the Aztec god Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, god of wind and rain. 
Although the current corpus of imagery and glyphs provides a murky view of early supernaturals related to 
wind, the hope is that future research will clarify this subject. 
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Music and Animate Wind at Kaminaljuyú: 

As mentioned above, God H was closely associated with music. As Taube 

(2004b:74) states, “…wind is the creative source and vehicle by which music is 

conveyed. Not only are ‘wind instruments’ sounded by breath, but air and wind carry 

sound and music” (see also Houston, et al. 2006:229; Houston and Taube 2000:273; 

Looper 2009:59; Taube 2001; 2004b:74; 2005:32). Sculpture 182, a silhouette fragment 

from Kaminaljuyú that shows a bucktoothed figure blowing into some kind of instrument 

(FIG.158), demonstrates that the animate form of wind at Kaminaljuyú was similarly 

associated with musical themes.  

Though they do not specifically represent the bucktoothed face of animate wind, 

four additional silhouette sculptures from Kaminaljuyú show human figures in acts of 

music-making, practices that, as seen in Sculpture 182 (FIG.158), appear to have been 

connected to the music-making personification of wind. For instance, the silhouette 

Sculpture 75 (FIG.159) shows a musician blowing into some kind of instrument.13 

Though he lacks the bucktooth of animate wind, he does share the incised mouth outline 

seen on Sculpture 14 (FIG.146b) and Sculpture 132 (FIG.156). Another silhouette 

sculpture, shows what appears to be a seated human figure blowing into a whistle 

(FIG.160). Although the provenience of this sculpture is unknown, its silhouette format 

suggests it was made in the vicinity of Kaminaljuyú (see Shook (1971:74) and Freidel 

(1981:201) for descriptions of silhouette sculptures as unique to Kaminaljuyú and its 

                                                
13 It is difficult to specify what kind of instrument is being played, or even if it is the same instrument in 
both reliefs. The long shafts depicted in the Kaminaljuyú reliefs seem to indicate they are not whistles, 
which generally have much shorter, fatter bodies. More likely, these instruments are some kind of trumpet, 
horn, or flute. However, the majority of trumpets shown in Maya art are much too long to play with just 
one hand (Kurbjuhn 1983; M. E. Miller 1986:83-85). Trumpet shafts are also much straighter than that 
shown on Sculpture 75 (FIG.159). Flutes, on the other hand, are often carried in one hand (see M. E. Miller 
1986:85, Fig.37). Those found in archaeological contexts also sometimes have double or triple shafts 
(Boggs 1974), which may explain the central lines down the shafts of the instruments depicted at 
Kaminaljuyú. 
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immediate surrounds). Unfortunately, the only available image of the monument is 

difficult to make out (Parsons 1986:Fig.155). Though its iconographic details cannot be 

discussed in any real depth, it nevertheless adds another example to the impressive corpus 

of images at (or around) Kaminaljuyú that are related to wind, sound, music, etc.14  

Finally, Sculptures 135 and 170, a pair of monuments (FIG.19) that simply show 

drummers’ hands over what may be effigy turtle shell drums,15 emphasize that music-

making at Kaminaljuyú extended beyond wind instruments. These may be connected to 

the Early Classic drummer incensario from Kaminaljuyú discussed earlier (FIG.153b). 

Since their format is totally unique and their original context is unknown (Arroyo 2013), 

it is difficult to date these sculptures. Nevertheless, they further stress the importance of 

music-and noise-making at ancient Kaminaljuyú.16 

Bas-relief stone carvings of musicians are very rare in the Maya world. Though 

the Kaminaljuyú sculptures are by no means monumental, the fact that such activities 

were consistently recorded in stone indicates that music was considered particularly 

important at the site. This is possibly associated with the fact that, throughout 

Mesoamerica, the playing of musical instruments is associated with summoning and 

conjuring. As Taube (2004b:78) notes, for example, “In ancient Mesoamerica, music was 

an essential means of conjuring gods and other supernatural beings. As with floating 

incense, it was both the food and essence of the gods and ancestors” (see also Taube 
                                                
14 Kaminaljuyú archaeology enhances these ideas. See, for instance, Alvarado Galindo and Ivic de 
Monterroso (2006:180, citing an informe section by Stöckli in Ivic de Monterroso and Alvarado 2004), 
who discuss a number of Preclassic flutes discovered at Kaminaljuyú, artifacts that highlight the 
importance of wind instruments at the site. 
15 Based on a comparison with Copan Altar T, a beautiful Classic period carving of a crocodile, Karl Taube 
(personal communication 2012) identifies these cartouches as representing crocodile skin markings. 
16 For more on drums and drumming, see Houston, et al. (2006:255-256, 261-262, 265, Fig.8.14). The 
items held in the hands of Kaminaljuyú Sculptures 135 and 170 could also be rattles, like those seen on a 
Late Classic ceramic vessel (Coe 1973b:76; Houston, et al. 2006:259, Fig.8.5) and on an Early Classic 
unprovenienced vessel (Hellmuth 1988). For more on music-making, see Looper’s (2009:61-81) discussion 
of dance and music imagery at Bonampak. 
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2001:4; see Vogt 1969:403 for ethnographic examples). Such connections are long-lived 

and widespread, from the use of the conch shell trumpet by the modern Lacandon Maya 

to call the gods to the “god house” (McGee 1990:53, 75) to the Aztec myth in which 

Quetzalcoatl must blow on a conch trumpet to retrieve the bones of humankind (for these 

and other examples, see Guernsey 2006b:43-44; Guernsey 2012b:283-284, F.N. 9; 

Houston and Taube 2011:21-22; Olivier 2002; Taube 1986; Vogt 1977).  

In addition to the conjuring powers of trumpets and other wind instruments, 

rattles, drums, and rasps are associated particularly closely with rainmaking rituals in 

Mesoamerica (Seler 1990b:[V]:281; Taube 2001:4; Taube, et al. 2010:76; Vogt 1977). 

This appears to have been the case for the Late Preclassic Maya as well. A scene on the 

West Wall of San Bartolo, for example, shows the Maize God dancing and “making 

thunder” with his rasp before two aquatic gods (FIG. 150c) (K. A. Taube 2009b:48; 

Taube, et al. 2010:77). Images of musicians at Kaminaljuyú may therefore have been 

associated with the summoning or supplication of supernaturals or perhaps with the 

conjuring of rain.17 As Houston, et al. (2006:254) describe, rhythmic music and 

percussion were indispensible parts of ancient ritual performance: “Whether by drums or 

other instruments, music also aroused deities, paced and guided the rhythm of dancers, 

induced trance through repetition, mimicked bird or animal calls, and glutted the 

sensorium by giving sound to visual displays.” 

A Few Final Fragments: 

Two additional fragments deserve mention in the current discussion. The first is 

an unprovenienced silhouette fragment (FIG.161a) (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.142b), which 
                                                
17 The affecting nature and ritual potency of music particularly well evidenced in the Aztec world. For 
discussions of music in the summoning of Aztec gods and in other Central Mexican ritual behaviors, see 
Craine and Reindorp (1970:217-218); Durán (1967:39-40); Garibay (1965:111-112); Olivier (2002:119-
120); and Taube (2001:14). 
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shows the face of the bucktoothed wind deity. The very close similarity of this fragment, 

particularly its carving style and iconography, to the sculptures described earlier strongly 

suggest it was carved at Kaminaljuyú. I have thus included it in the sculptural catalog as 

Sculpture 172. A second fragment, Sculpture 27 (FIG.161b), displays a bucktoothed face. 

This fragment is described in Parsons (1986:Pl.168) as having been discovered in Finca 

Las Charcas and being currently housed in the Peabody Museum (see also Kidder, et al. 

1946:Fig.142d). However, inquiries at the museum suggest it was never housed there. 

Regardless, the monument appears to now be lost. The face has the same bucktooth as 

other images of animate wind at Kaminaljuyú and exhibits the same incised design 

around its mouth as the faces on Sculpture 14 (FIG.146b) and Sculpture 132 (FIG.156). It 

also appears to have a tiny remnant of a speech or breath scroll emerging from its mouth. 

A comparison of these two fragments with images identified as the Late 

Preclassic and Early Classic Maya Maize God (FIG.162) (see, for example, Fields and 

Reents-Budet 2005:138-139, Cat.39; Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:Fig.20; Taube 1996:66, 

Fig.20; Taube, et al. 2010:Figs. 8, 10) reveals a certain level of similarity, particularly in 

the use of a bucktooth. The main difference appears to be that the face of animate wind at 

Kaminaljuyú generally has a flatter, blunter lip with a more pronounced bucktooth, while 

the Late Preclassic Maize God is usually shown with a subtler overbite. Animate wind at 

Kaminaljuyú also lacks the back-sloping cranium of the Maize God that resembles an ear 

of corn (for maize god iconography, see Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005; Taube 1985; Taube 

1992; Taube, et al. 2010). Although he is often ornamented, animate wind at 

Kaminaljuyú does not drip with jade jewelry as the maize god so often does, and he also 

lacks the Maize God’s corn silk hair (see, for example, Taube 1992:46). Finally, unlike 

contemporaneous images of the Maize God, animate wind at Kaminaljuyú is closely 

associated with the iconography of sound, scent, breath, and wind. 
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Significantly, there appears to be only one carving of the Maize God at Late 

Preclassic Kaminaljuyú. Though much of its iconography is unclear, Sculpture 2018 

(FIG.119f) does represent what appears to be an early Maize God. He has the same 

mouth, wrapped headband, and back-curving hank of hair as the more elaborately painted 

examples of Juun Ajaw seen on the West Wall of San Bartolo (see Taube, et al. 2010 for 

a discussion of this figure). His round, supernatural eye and his Maize God overbite 

indicate he is a supernatural being. He wears a Floral Jester God diadem, shown here 

with a plated collar, an avian beak, and a strange curling eye topped with a circle. The 

lack of Maize God images at Kaminaljuyú is noteworthy, especially in light of the fact 

that so many authors over the years have argued for the importance of maize in the 

subsistence patterns, economy, ideology, and rulership strategies of Late Preclassic rulers 

(for the importance of maize in early Maya kingship, see Coe 1968; Estrada Belli 2006; 

Fields 1989; Fields 1991; Miller and Martin 2004; Stross 1994; Taube 1985, 1996, 2000). 

That the face of maize is almost absent in the bas-relief sculpture of Kaminaljuyú, then, 

emphasizes that sites likely had site-specific approaches to deities. In other words, 

localized contexts appear to have affected what deities were portrayed in art, how they 

were depicted, and their relative importance at different sites during the Late Preclassic 

period. 

SINGING AND SPEAKING—THE VOICES OF HUMANS AND GODS AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

At Kaminaljuyú, a number of monuments (including Sculpture 14, Sculpture 28, 

Sculpture 22, Sculpture 27, Sculpture 132, and Sculpture 183) all show scrolls of breath 

or sound emerging from the mouth of animate wind, suggesting that he is shown in the 

                                                
18 Sculpture 20, initially called “Stela 20,” appears to be a round altar rather than a stela (Parsons 1986:55). 
Unfortunately, I was unable to find the monument, so the only image of it is a single photograph published 
in Parsons (1986:Fig.143). 
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act of speaking or singing (FIGS.146b, 149a, 151, 155, 156, 161b). Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 9 (FIG.97b) also certainly fits into this discussion, but whether the standing 

figure is a god, king, or simply the embodied form of moisture and wind is unclear. Five 

other carvings of singing or speaking figures at Kaminaljuyú appear to represent kings 

(FIG.163a-e).19 Two additional sculptures with speech scrolls seem to represent deities. 

Sculpture 30 (FIG.164a), for instance, depicts a skeletal figure with a speech scroll and 

what looks like a speech “banner” emerging from its mouth. Sculpture 79 (FIG.164b), a 

much more fragmentary carving, simply shows the lower half of an individual’s face with 

a scalloped scroll emerging from his mouth. That this individual has a split beard 

(reminiscent of a fish tail) and what appears to be a toothless mouth suggests that he is an 

elderly god of some kind rather than a human being. In sum, the individuals who speak or 

sing at Kaminaljuyú are consistently either divine or kingly, a pattern that suggests these 

performative acts were uniquely associated with gods and rulers at ancient Kaminaljuyú. 

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, scrolls in Maya art can represent 

breath, moisture, wind, smoke, or sound. This intertwining of meanings was deliberate, 

so, as we move forward, it is important to recognize that discussions of the speech and 

song acts recorded in these sculptures does not preclude their simultaneous identification 

as scrolls of breath, aroma, rain, or wind. In the corpus of images described in this 

section, however, it seems to be the act of speech or song that is prioritized over other 

meanings. I assume that these acts of speech or song were ritual in nature, as they were 

considered important enough to memorialize in stone. As such, Kaminaljuyú bas-relief 

                                                
19 Kidder, et al. (1946:Fig.141a) describe Sculpture 173 (FIG. 163c) as being from western Guatemala, 
while Parsons (1986:Fig.58) says it was found near Santa Lucia Cotzumalguapa, Escuintla. Such 
contradictions indicate this sculpture is, in actuality, unprovenienced. Because it is carved in a silhouette 
format and because it has such close iconographic similarities to silhouettes from Kaminaljuyú (including 
Sculptures 183 and 75 (FIGS.155 and 159)), I believe this sculpture may have been originally carved at 
Kaminaljuyú. I thus feel justified in including it in the new Kaminaljuyú catalog as Sculpture 173. 
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sculptures should be viewed as placing a particular emphasis on records of song and 

speech—especially when compared to its contemporaries like nearby Takalik Abaj and 

Izapa. 

It is clear that we have been given a special and unique gift at Kaminaljuyú, 

where transient and fleeting acts of speech and song were given solidity and permanence 

in stone. As Houston and Taube (2000:273) state, “Speech scrolls ensure that, through 

graphic means, sound can be seen as something concrete and imperishable, in deliberate 

subversion of the intrinsically ephemeral nature of speech” (see also Houston, et al. 

2006:153). Although we certainly cannot know what was being said or sung at 

Kaminaljuyú, we can at least think upon the ways in which such acts, as ritualized forms 

of communication, occurred. In other words, it is important to consider the myriad ways 

in which ritual speech is articulated and how this articulation may have affected meaning 

at Kaminaljuyú, even if firm conclusions are, in the end, elusive. 

As Bloch (1974:55) argues, for example, rituals frequently change the normal 

syntax of language (see also Tambiah 1985:140-146 for a discussion of ritual 

verbalization). As he (Ibid.:62-66) describes, ritual speech is codified, or “impoverished,” 

which limits both its ability to communicate new messages as well as the kinds of 

responses available for the messages it does communicate. Perhaps most interestingly, 

formalizing language to operate in a ritual context often has the effect of reducing words 

so much that they become more like symbols than explanatory forms of communication. 

Words therefore become very much like “things” (Bloch 1974:75). It is perhaps not 

surprising, then, that ritual acts of speech and song found permanent shapes in stone, just 

as the other objects and accoutrements of ritual performance did at Kaminaljuyú. 

One might ask whether the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú record acts of song or of 

speech. The line between these two categories in the context of ritual vocalizations, 
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however, is rather fuzzy. Some authors view song and speech as occurring along a kind 

of spectrum, with informal speech at one end and fully formalized ritual song at the other. 

As Gossen (1974b:410) describes in the case of the Chamula Indians: “’Song’ may be 

seen as the opposite end of a continum [sic] of formalism and redundancy beginning with 

‘ordinary language’… ‘Song’ has all of the formal stylistic attributes of ‘prayer’ and 

‘ritual speech,’ plus musical accompaniment (harp, guitar, and rattle).” In a number of 

contemporary Mesoamerican groups, “song” is always religious in content and context 

(see, for example, Davis 1998:117; and Gossen 1974a:216-217). 

One must recognize, therefore, that when authors like Tomlinson (1995:354) 

describe “Song’s uncanny otherness from speech…” in a Mesoamerican context, it is in 

comparison to un-formalized, everyday speech. Ritual speech, on the other hand, is often 

difficult to separate from ritual song. In contemporary Maya ceremonies, voice pitch and 

volume are modified in ritual speech (see, for instance, Davis 1998:134; Freidel, et al. 

1993:31-33). These modifications are reflected in ancient Maya glyphic passages as well 

as in art (Houston, et al. 2006; Houston and Taube 2000:280), a fact that suggests there 

may have been a whole range of vocalizations used in ritual contexts in the ancient Maya 

world (see Gossen 1974b; and Hanks 1990:238-239 for overlapping categories of speech, 

song, and prayer in contemporary Maya practice). One might ask whether the strange 

“banner” that emerges from the mouth of the figure on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 30 

(FIG.164a) may reference a specific kind of oration, with its vocalized quality denoted by 

the speech scroll riding atop it. Houston, et al. (2006:229) ask similar questions: “Did the 

Maya distinguish carefully between ‘song’ and ‘eloquent spoken word,’ or did courtly 

address veer between lyrical, full-throated vocalization and something closer to cadenced 

speech?” In the end, they conclude, “…Classic Maya notions of ‘song’ may have 

reflected multiple genres of speech, including lofty oration and other feats of eloquence” 
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(Ibid.).20 The connections between ritual speech and the foundations of Mesoamerican 

rulership are discussed in depth later on in this section. 

Alongside the various examples in which animate wind and other supernatural 

figures are shown singing or speaking at Kaminaljuyú, five sculptures appear to show 

rulers in similar acts of speech or song (FIG.163a-e). First, Sculpture 16, a miniature stela 

(FIG.163a), shows what appears to be a ruler wearing the tied-paper headband of kings 

ornamented with a jade-beaded “shiner.” He walks atop a mat design, a well-known 

symbol of Maya royalty, and has a clear scroll carved in front of his mouth, likely 

alluding to the fact that he is singing or speaking. The Sculpture 74 figure, shown with a 

speech or song scroll emerging from his open mouth, is also very likely a ruler 

(FIG.163b). He wears the large jade bead armlets, pectoral, and earflare of a high elite, 

and his body position indicates that he is likely seated in a cross-legged position, with his 

chest shown frontally—a body position frequently associated with kings. Third, Sculpture 

173, a more crudely executed carving (FIG.163c), shows an individual wearing jade bead 

bracelets, anklets, and a necklace who holds a shining, mirror-marked double-headed 

serpent above his head (in many ways, the iconography is similar to Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 19, though I would argue this is a human ruler rather than a rain god because of 

his humanized features). That this individual is shown speaking and grasping the body of 

a shining supernatural serpent suggests he is likely a king. Furthermore, the fact that the 

serpent curves below his feet and above his head locates him in a kind of charged space, 

supporting his identification as a ruler or some other powerful individual.  

Likewise, Sculpture 13, a highly fragmentary sculpture, portrays the lower half of 

an individual who wears a knee-length kilt with a jeweled belt or waistband (FIG.163d). 

                                                
20 For these overlaps in the Aztec world, see Bierhorst (1985) and Tomlinson (1995). 
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Given that he is depicted sitting cross-legged on a woven mat, I believe this individual is 

very likely a ruler (a possibility first noted by Parsons 1986:72). I believe the element 

upon his knee is likely the remnant of a speech scroll (though other identifications are 

certainly possible). If this is true, then this king, too, is shown in the act of speaking or 

singing. Finally, Sculpture 5 (FIG.163e) is worth mentioning. Although the eye of this 

figure may be closed, which would indicate he is a deceased ancestor rather than a living 

personage, the scale of his display and the elaborate nature of his costuming suggests this 

is a ruler portrait (perhaps an ancestral ruler). Although his mouth is damaged, a scroll is 

depicted curving out from it, demonstrating the long history of royal speech in the 

sculptures of Kaminaljuyú.  

The question raised by these monuments is: why was the recording of these 

moments of ritual vocalization considered so important to the artists and patrons of Late 

Preclassic Kaminaljuyú? One factor may be that, throughout Mesoamerica—from the 

Mixtec codices to the Quiché Maya Popol Vuh—speech was viewed as a creative act 

(see, for example, Houston, et al. 2006:153; Houston and Taube 2000:273-274). Roys 

(1920), for instance, describes a modern Maya creation story in which the world and 

humankind are brought into existence simply by the dialogue of the “first priest” with his 

family. Such ideas are seen half a millennium earlier in the Popol Vuh, where speech is 

similarly associated with the beginnings of the world (see Christenson 2007:67). The 

gods form the earth by simply speaking its name: “Then the earth was created by them. 

Merely their word brought about the creation of it. In order to create the earth, they said, 

‘Earth,’ and immediately it was created. Just like a cloud, like a mist, was the creation 

and formation of it” (Christenson 2007:71). Notably, this creative speech act takes the 

shape of a misty exhalation, just as one sees at Kaminaljuyú well over a thousand years 

before the Popol Vuh was written. 
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In addition to its creative role, ritual vocalization is seen throughout 

Mesoamerican sources as an important means of communicating and communing with 

the divine (see, for example, Freidel, et al. 1993:179-180; Hanks 1990:238-239).21 The 

importance of ritual speech is heavily emphasized in the Popol Vuh, where the gods 

punish those who cannot worship them with speech. This occurs first with the animals 

and then with the mud people (Christenson 2007:76-79). The important role played by 

ritual speech and song in worshipping deities is still found today in contemporary Maya 

groups like the Chamula (Gossen 1974b:410) and the Lacandon, who call ceremonial 

music kasahk’uh or “communication with the gods” (Davis 1998:118). In fact, ritual 

words seem to take on an almost material existence as food for deities (see, for instance, 

Houston, et al. 2006:228). As the gods state in the Popol Vuh, “…it is with words that we 

are sustained…”(Christenson 2007:80). Such ideas dovetail nicely with Bloch’s 

(1974:60-62) more theoretical discussion of ritual speech becoming so codified as to 

become objectified as a material “thing.” 

The five images of what appear to be Kaminaljuyú kings in acts of ritual 

vocalization (FIG.163a-e) suggest that these activities were considered a fundamental 

trait of kingship at this early site. In the early 1980’s, David Stuart circulated arguments 

regarding the etymology of ajaw, suggesting that the title was tied to ideas of public 

speaking (David Stuart, personal communication 2012; Stuart 1995:190-191). Fields 

(1989:75) similarly theorized that vocalization was deeply intertwined with the office of 

kingship in the ancient Maya world. In her dissertation, she suggests that the Maya king 

may have been viewed as a “speaker,” much like the later Aztec tlatoani (see also Fields 

                                                
21 The same kind of ritual potency of speech and song is also found in the Aztec world, where these acts 
are considered key methods of communicating with the divine (see, for instance, Bierhorst 1985; and 
Tomlinson 1995). Carrasco (1990:79-80, quoted in Tomlinson 1995:364) even states that the Texcoco 
rulers used “…language, instead of blood, to communicate and make offerings to the gods.” 
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and Reents-Budet 2005:99, 120). Subsequent scholarship (see, for example, Guernsey 

2012b:272-273; Houston and Stuart 2001:59; Houston, et al. 2006:153; Houston and 

Taube 2000:273; Inomata 2001a:344; Stuart 2011) has supported this view, suggesting 

that the Maya ajaw title may derive from aj-aw “he of the shout, shouter” (Houston and 

Stuart 1996:295). As Houston and Taube (2000:273, citing Laughlin 1988, II:569) 

describe, the Maya term k’opoj “speak” also means “to become a lord,” further evidence 

that speech was an important aspect of higher office in the Maya world. 

These connections between ritual speech and the bas-relief iconography of 

rulership at Kaminaljuyú are likely tied into broader patterns of elite speech and song that 

had a very deep history in Mesoamerica. As discussed in depth by Guernsey (2012b), 

emphases on speech and song are widely exhibited by the early Middle Preclassic period 

in pursed-lipped figures (both ceramic figurines and potbelly sculptures). As she 

describes, these portrayals of breath and sound appear to have signified broader concepts 

of animacy and sound that were tied into both elite and commoner iconography at this 

early time. To clarify, then, my argument is not that ritual speech and song were the 

unique privileges of rulers at Kaminaljuyú or that these themes are unique to bas-relief 

imagery at the site, but instead that these concepts were utilized, emphasized, and 

articulated in a special way in the iconography of kingly power at the site. As such, these 

themes serve to illuminate the mechanisms by which early kingship was codified and the 

ways in which it was visually constituted and framed by Kaminaljuyú kings. 

As reflected in ethnohistorical and ethnographic sources, high offices in the Maya 

world appear to be connected to performance, especially the performance of speech and 

song. Stuart and Law (2011), for instance, discuss texts in temple sanctuaries at Copan, 

Honduras, that appear to represent royal proclamations; here the first-person speech of 

the king was preserved in stone. Several authors, for example, cite the Colonial-era office 
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of holpop as being connected to things like singing, caring for musical instruments, and 

the keeping of songs and ceremonies (Guernsey 2012b:283; Inomata 2006b:195-196; 

Roys 1939:8, 44, 46; 1943:63-64). Davis (1998:133) cites a similar office called to?ohil 

in contemporary Lacandon society: “The keeper of songs and ceremonies is the one who 

is also the religious and political leader. He is the cultural repository for all esoteric 

knowledge. This includes mythology, cosmology, genealogy, folklore, astronomy, 

agricultural observances, and magic spells.” That this was true for the Classic Maya as 

well is suggested by the use of the term k’ayoom (singer) as one of the principal titles of a 

Tikal lord (Houston 2006:143). Furthermore, at Aguateca, elites appear to have not only 

been involved in costuming and theatrical performances, but with music and musical 

instruments as well (Inomata 2006b:207).22  

Several authors focus on the hot, solar connections of lordly speech (see, for 

example, Gossen 1974b:411; Houston, et al. 2006:153, 228; Houston and Taube 

2000:273). Gossen (1974b:410), for instance, emphasizes the hot nature of ritual song in 

contemporary Maya contexts. At Kaminaljuyú, however, the iconographic contexts of 

ritual speech and song seem to be more closely connected to wind, breath, and moisture, 

with little evidence of heat or solar associations. It is unclear whether this seemingly 

“cooler” ritual speech is due to actual differences in conceptions of rulers and the nature 

ascribed to their vocalizations, to a skewed sample set (the Kaminaljuyú corpus is 

remarkably fragmentary and lacks most context), or if the hotter associations of speech at 

Kaminaljuyú were simply not made explicit in art. In fact, only two scrolled exhalations/ 

vocalizations at Kaminaljuyú are marked in any way. The scroll on Sculpture 9 (FIG. 

97b), for example, is shown with bumps or spikes, likely denoting its nature as a misty or 

                                                
22 For Aztec connections between speech, song, music, and elites and rulers, see Sahagún (1950:43-45). 
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otherwise moist exhalation (see Chapters 5 and 7 for discussions of these bumped scrolls 

as watery motifs). On Sculpture 79 (FIG.164b), the scroll is edged with what look like 

beads. If one compares this to other examples of speech scrolls from the Classic period 

Maya and throughout Mesoamerica, it appears that the Sculpture 79 scroll may be jade-

beaded or floral (see also Houston, et al. 2006:154, Figs. 4.2e, 4.5b,c; Houston and Taube 

2000:275), indicating that the exhalation is misty, precious, aromatic, or divine.23 

The repeated presence at Kaminaljuyú of representations of kingly and divine acts 

of ritual sound give great historical resonance to the idea that vocalization was connected 

to the office of Maya rulership. Though several authors have noted the importance of 

dance performances in kingly life and art, these musical, sounding sculptures at 

Kaminaljuyú lend an additional sensory aspect to those performances by supplementing 

bodily movement with verbal expressions. Although non-royal images of sound-making 

are found in figurine traditions and on potbelly sculptures, the re-contextualization and 

emphasis of these deep-set ideas in monumental, bas-relief, and public formats appears to 

have occurred rather uniquely at Kaminaljuyú. 

At Kaminaljuyú, kings and gods are represented as sound-filled, exhaling, vocal 

beings, a fact that indicates this sounding-ness played a particularly important role in 

ideas of divinity and kingship at the site. Although he is describing much later Central 

Mexican sources, I believe an observation by Tomlinson (1995:374) is particularly 

applicable here. As he notes in the case of speech scrolls in codices, “…song is rendered 

complete, in its full indigenous materiality, but without response to any Western demand 

for precise reconstitution.” In short, these permanent records of ritual speech and song do 
                                                
23 The idea of precious, jeweled speech is most poetically represented in Aztec sources (see, for example, 
Sahagún 1950:57, 79, 246, 248-249). One passage in Sahagún (1950:248), for example makes the 
following statement about “…one who made pronouncements, who admonished one very well. It was said: 
‘He spoke very wonderfully; it was like a precious green stone, like a precious turquoise.’ The discourse 
which was heard was like a perfectly cylindrical, well-rounded precious green stone.” 
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not focus at all on what the actor is saying. Instead, what is prioritized is the simple fact 

that he is in the act of saying, in the act of sounding. Though glyphs were certainly in use 

by this time at Kaminaljuyú, they are not used to explain the content of these vocal 

moments. These scrolls, then, are not used to record the details of speech acts, but to 

express the substance of song itself. 

Thinking about Sound: 

The images of musicians, singers, and speakers thus far discussed provide us with 

a new dimension of sensory experience at Kaminaljuyú, giving us an exciting perspective 

on the ritual life of this ancient site. Ritual practice was not just about aromas, smoking 

censers, the feel of wind or mist or rain. It was sound-filled, with whistles, trumpets, 

rattlers, drummers, singers, and speakers moving through space (see Freidel, et al. 

(1993:257-258) and Vogt (1977) for evocative descriptions of the noisiness of 

contemporary Maya festivities). By virtue of these sculptures, our senses are called upon 

and activated in an entirely new way, leading to an enhanced experience and 

understanding of the early ritual world of Kaminaljuyú. Several authors (including, for 

instance, Ingold 2000:155; and Van Dyke and Alcock 2003:6) note the prioritization of 

the visual over other senses that has often occurred in anthropological discourse 

regarding ancient worlds.24 Ingold (2000) provides one of the most detailed critiques of 

this phenomenon. As he states: 

Many philosophers and historians have noted the ‘ocularcentrism’ of the Western 
tradition, its privileging of sight over the other senses as a source of human 
knowledge. Anthropologists, for their part, have stressed the importance of 
hearing in the sensorium of many non-Western peoples. Yet the comparison 

                                                
24 See  Ingold (2000:254-266) for a very good review and discussion of Descartes’, Jonas’, Gibson’s, and 
Merleau-Ponty’s theories of sight. As Ingold (2000:265) states: “…we have progressed from a notion of 
vision as a mode of speculation, to one of vision as a mode of participation, and finally to one of vision as 
a mode of being.” 
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remains couched in terms of a dichotomy between vision and hearing whose roots 
lie firmly in the intellectual history of the West. In the terms of this dichotomy, 
vision is distancing, objectifying, analytic, and atomising; hearing is unifying, 
subjective, synthetic and holistic. Vision represents an external world of being, 
hearing participates in the inwardness of the world’s becoming: the former is 
inherently static, the latter suspended in movement. Whereas one hears sound, one 
does not see light, but only the things off whose surfaces light is reflected. This is 
why hearing is supposed to penetrate the inner, subjective domain of thought and 
feeling in a way that vision cannot. (2000:155, see also 245, 255, 283) 

Archaeologists work with the tangible remains of ancient lives, while art 

historians and iconographers work with the visible representations these living bodies left 

behind. It is not, then, surprising that we might encounter a scholarly record skewed in 

the direction of the visual over the audible. This is compounded by the fact that, in the 

written and artistic record of the ancient Maya, the process of seeing appears to be 

prioritized over other sensory phenomena (Houston, et al. 2006:138). Ethnographic 

research by Hanks (1990:89) further emphasizes seeing over hearing: “…while making 

visual contact is thus seen as a potentially effective act, aural contact is not.” In other 

words, while one can affect things through comprehending them visually, one cannot do 

this by simply listening to them. The prioritization of the visual over the auditory is 

further intensified by the total impossibility of accessing ancient moments of ritual sound. 

Sound is, by nature, fleeting, transient, and momentary. Except for the carved scrolls that 

tell us that sounds did, indeed, occur during ritual moments at Kaminaljuyú, there are no 

remnants, fragments, or wisps of sound left; there is not the faintest echo. Ancient sounds 

cannot be seen, felt, smelled, tasted, or heard, which makes them a particularly 

challenging subject of analysis. 

That said, the bas-relief monuments of Kaminaljuyú place a great deal of 

emphasis on noisy moments, the making of sounds by various actors, and the 

preservation and display of these moments in stone. These monuments thus call us to 



 424 

attention and demand that we, at least momentarily, think on the subject of sound. Even if 

we lack the dataset to make conclusive arguments, we can nevertheless attempt to 

participate in these stone records in a more thoughtful way, asking ourselves what 

moments of hearing might mean. What may the impact of sound have been on 

performers, on audiences, on the spaces that surrounded them? How might the effect of a 

whisper vary from a shout, or the sound of rattles differ from the blast of trumpets? In his 

review of anthropological theory on seeing and hearing, Ingold (2000:251) summarizes 

the various ways in which sound has been distinguished from sight: 

…what we hear are sounds that fill the space around us whereas what we see are 
things abstracted or ‘cut out’ from the space before us, that the body responds to 
sound like a resonant cavity and to light like a reflecting screen, that the auditory 
world is dynamic and the visual world static, that to hear is to participate whereas 
to see is to observe from a distance, that hearing is social whereas vision is asocial 
or individual… 

Therefore, despite the naturally inconclusive nature of our ponderings, involving sound in 

our analyses of the rituals of ancient Kaminaljuyú may help us to at least theoretically 

approach them in a more meaningful way. Considering the sensory experience of sound 

in our interpretations of these performative events allows us to be more mindful of these 

moments and provides us with a richer, more highly textured understanding of ancient 

practice. 

Several authors have called for a greater consideration of the presence and power 

of noise in ritual spaces (see, for example, Houston, et al. 2006:163; Houston and Taube 

2000:281; Joyce 2003:111; Pearson and Shanks 2001:126-127), while Looper (2009:60) 

describes the transformational capacity of sound and song. Seeing and hearing are thus 

most productively considered as co-producers of the full sensory experience. As Ingold 

(2000:277) explains:  
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If hearing is a mode of participatory engagement with the environment, it is not 
because it is opposed in this regard to vision, but because we ‘hear’ with the eyes 
as well as the ears. In other words, it is the very incorporation of vision into the 
process of auditory perception that transforms passive hearing into active 
listening. But the converse also applies: it is the incorporation of audition into the 
process of visual perception that converts passive spectating into active looking or 
watching. (original emphasis) 

It may, then, actually enhance our experience of the visual if we integrate it with the 

auditory.  

In many non-Western societies, vision and hearing are viewed as not “…radically 

opposed, but rather as virtually interchangeable” (Ingold 2000:156). The overlap between 

sound, smell, and sight in ancient art shows us that senses in the ancient Maya world 

were not easily separated out into coherent, isolable categories: “Thus the sound of 

speech or song would be metaphorically expressed through beautiful aromatic flowers or 

shining jade” (Houston, et al. 2006:178). This cross-modality experience is most 

explicitly expressed in sound and speech scrolls, where “…sound, an invisible force, is 

rendered as though it were visible and substantial, much in the manner of smoke, or as 

clouds pregnant with rain” (Houston, et al. 2006:139; Houston and Taube 2000:265). 

SOUNDING KINGS: 

These Kaminaljuyú monuments call on their audiences to be better listeners. As 

discussed earlier in the chapter, rulers and supernaturals in bas-relief sculptures at the site 

were memorialized in acts of ritual oration. These lordly or divine vocalizations were 

both uniquely creative and communicative; they were also linked to exhalations, mist, 

rainmaking, aromas, and the multi-faceted world of animate wind. Houston, Stuart, and 

Taube not only describe the special kinds of speech accorded Classic period kings, but 

further argue that kingly hearing may have been similarly described as a unique and 

precious phenomenon (see, for example, Houston, et al. 2006; Houston and Taube 2000). 
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As Houston and Taube (2000:276) state, for instance, “The jade flower earspools 

expressed the refined and omniscient nature of élite hearing, or perhaps served to 

symbolically enrich or purify the sounds penetrating the regal head” (see also Houston, et 

al. 2006:156). At Kaminaljuyú, kings and gods are certainly shown with large jade 

earflares, often with scrolls or jade assemblages above, below, or emerging from them. 

On Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (FIG.165a), the king wears an earflare infixed with crossed 

bands. Crossed bands are usually identified as a celestial symbol but, as Guernsey 

(Guernsey 2006b:136; 2011:131; Guernsey Kappelman 2002:72) points out in the case of 

Izapa Throne 1 (FIG.91a), the motif was also used during the Late Preclassic period to 

represent portals (See Chapter 10 for more on these motifs). The ear ornament on 

Sculpture 11, therefore, may have been conceived of as an appropriately jade-lined 

entrance into the inner body of the ruler.25 

It seems a natural process to take these ideas of the uniquely speaking and 

uniquely hearing king one step further and suggest that Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú 

kings may have been conceptualized as uniquely “sounding things,” sources of particular 

kinds of auditory phenomena that were produced through royal costume and 

performance. It is true that not all representations of Kaminaljuyú kings depict them as 

noisy actors. But enough images of sounding kings do exist at the site to indicate that, at 

least at certain times and in certain places, the noise of kings was considered a highly 

important feature of ritual practice at Kaminaljuyú and thereby worthy of emphasis in 

stone. 

Although the unique sounds associated with kingly costume have not been 

addressed in much depth by scholars, the performing Maya king would certainly have 

                                                
25 This idea was prompted by comments by Houston, et al. (2006:156) referencing the Classic period 
connection between earspools, the glyph for "road," and passageways of the human body. 
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been a noisy thing. Taube (2005:32), for instance, has shown through replicative research 

“…that a set of three jadeite belt celts emits high and sharp clinking sounds, something 

that must have [been] especially impressive to the non-metal-using Classic Mayas [sic]” 

(also see Houston, et al. 2006:267). In art and in real life, many of these jade ornaments 

(particularly pectorals and belt celts) are marked with ik’ signs (FIG.152) (also see 

Caracol Stelae 5 and 6; Miller and Martin 2004: plate 25), likely identifying the sounds 

they made as “ethereal and incorporeal” (Houston and Taube 2000:273, see also 

Guernsey 2010:81; and Taube 2005:32, Figs. 9a,b). 

Rulers wear elaborate belts and belt assemblages on eight monuments at 

Kaminaljuyú, costume elements that would have produced the same high-pitched jade 

noises as their Classic period counterparts (FIGS. 62a, 163a, 165). The feather backrack 

worn by the ruler depicted on Sculpture 202 (FIG.14c, 115b) hints at a different kind of 

sound—the whispering of quetzal plumes. Feathers are included in an additional three 

costumes in the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú (FIGS. 20, 163a, 165c). The vestments of the 

rulers of Late Preclassic Izapa, Takalik Abaj, Nakbe, San Bartolo are just as elaborate, if 

not more so. What seems to be different about Kaminaljuyú rulers, however, is that the 

sound of these kings and their costumes is so explicit and so clearly emphasized in art. 

For instance, though the rulers on Takalik Abaj Stela 5 (FIG.166) wear similar serpent 

leg ornaments as those seen on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (FIG. 165d), the Kaminaljuyú 

versions are more fully animated, expressive, and dynamic. In place of the scrolling 

sound and breath that is dramatically exhaled from the serpents on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 68, the Takalik Abaj serpents are frozen in place, with pendant beads hanging 

motionless from their mouths. Although these differences may indicate site-specific 

styles and varying artistic choices, they also, to me, serve to highlight the special animacy 

with which these elements were approached in the art of Kaminaljuyú. 
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Seven Kaminaljuyú monuments depict scrollwork emerging from items of the 

ruler’s costume (FIGS. 62a, 163a,c, 165b,d-f). Historically, this kind of scrollwork has 

been discussed within the context of breath spirits and ch’ulel. Ideas of jade and breath 

have been studied in the most depth by Karl Taube, who observes that jade itself was 

believed to live and exhale moist breath (Houston and Taube 2000:267, 270; Taube 

2004b:72; 2005:31-32). He notes, for example, that “…jades exhale the same 

symmetrical breath volutes that emerge from flowers and the mouths of serpents in Maya 

art” (Taube 2005:32; see also Saturno, Taube, et al. 2005:7; Taube 2001, 2003a). Such an 

observation connects the scrollwork emitted from the serpent knee wrappings on 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (FIG.165d) to breath and moisture. The serpents may even 

represent animated jade ornaments themselves. 

Although Late Preclassic stone sculpture outside of Kaminaljuyú rarely, if ever, 

depicts rulers surrounded by scrollwork, such a convention is well known for early 

murals and stucco ornamentation found at several Late Preclassic lowland sites 

(FIG.167), including Uaxactún (Valdés 1991:Fig. 5, 6, 7), Tikal (Coggins 1975:75-77), 

and San Bartolo (see Taube, et al. 2010:8 for a discussion of these lowland examples as 

Late Preclassic phenomena). These swirling milieus have been addressed in several ways. 

Saturno, Taube, et al. (2005:8), for instance, describe the figures at Uaxactún and Tikal as 

surrounded by breath conchs and air currents, while Freidel, et al. (1993:142) describe the 

Uaxactun figures as “lords wrapped in clouds of ch’ulel.” At San Bartolo, one figure has 

scrollwork dotted with le or water signs (Taube, et al. 2010:8), while others are 

surrounded by what Houston and Taube (2011:16-17, 19) identify as breath and air 

volutes. Finally, Schele and Freidel (1990:134) view the figures at Tikal as wrapped in 

the blood scrolls and smoke of vision rites. Recent research by David Stuart indicates that 

some of these differences may have been articulated in the coloration, shape, or glyphic 
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marking of scrolls, particularly at San Bartolo, where red scrolls seem to differ from gray 

scrolls, and k’uh elements contrast against water signs (Stuart, personal communication 

2012). 

Since scrolls are so multifaceted and complex, and since we do not have the 

added benefit of coloration or glyphic notations at Kaminaljuyú, assigning a single 

meaning to these scrolling rulers in bas-relief sculpture at the site may be impracticable. 

That said, I would like to add the possibility of noise to the discussion. In other words, I 

believe that some of the scrollwork at Kaminaljuyú was used to represent the uniquely 

“sounding” quality of ancient kings. For instance, on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 24 

(FIG.165e), a striding ruler is depicted with a shell-edged kilt and an elaborate belt 

assemblage. The belt mask represents the face of the Principal Bird Deity, with three 

large jade celts hanging below. Notably, the scrollwork is not shown emerging from the 

mouth of the mask, as it might be if it represented breath or speech. Instead, the scrolls 

form a surrounding atmosphere for the clinking jade belt assemblage and rattling shell-

edged kilt, as though stressing the noisy quality of the costumed king. Again, on the 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 21 fragment (FIG.165f), the scroll does not emerge from the 

mouth of the belt mask, but from its forehead. In other words, like Sculpture 24, this belt 

assemblage is not shown speaking, but seemingly more generally in the act of 

“sounding.” Shown with three jade celts hanging below, I would argue that this likely 

references the clinking sound of jade. 

That belt assemblages at Kaminaljuyú were depicted as loud, sounding things 

lends another layer of meaning to the scrollwork that emerges from the bottom of the 

loincloth panels on Sculpture 11 (FIG.165a) and Sculpture 16 (FIG.163a), suggesting that 

these costume elements are not just vivified, but “audio-fied” through these scrolls. This 

may also explain the scroll that emerges from the waistband of the king on Sculpture 173 
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(FIG.163c) and might even be extended to the ruler’s knee wrappings on Sculpture 68 

(FIG.165d), which may not only be breathing, animate jade beings, but also singing or 

sounding ones. On Sculpture 16 (FIG.163a), the ruler is shown not only with noisy 

clothing, but with a speech scroll as well. He also has elaborate scrollwork surrounding 

his wrist and appears to be holding a scroll in his hand. The same kind of dripping, 

elaborate scrollwork emerges from the wrists of the ruler on Sculpture 1 (FIG.62a). 

Although it is unclear at this time, it is possible that these scrolls reference noises made 

by the rulers’ wristbands or bracelets. Another possibility is that they refer to some kind 

of noise that the kings are making with their hands—in both cases, the rulers’ hands are 

closed into tight fists, possibly obscuring a small rattle or some other instrument that 

would have made noise when shaken. 

In the arguments above, the images of scrolling Kaminaljuyú rulers become 

analogous to scenes described by Houston, et al. (2006:269) in which Classic Maya 

dancers are surrounded by flowers and jewels as physical representations of sound. 

Instead of representing ambient noise, however, I argue that at Kaminaljuyú these sounds 

should be understood as being produced by the king’s body itself. In other words, we 

may need to think of this sound as a factor inherent in, rather than external to, concepts of 

kingship at Kaminaljuyú. Again, it is important to emphasize the overlap between the 

imagery of sound, breath, moisture, and wind in the art of the site. My arguments in favor 

of recognizing sound as part of the meaning behind these scrolls, therefore, does not 

preclude their simultaneous identifications as, or associations with, these other 

phenomena. 
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CONCLUSION: 

In sum, a number of monuments at Kaminaljuyú depict what I have identified as 

the face of animate wind at Kaminaljuyú. Associated not only with wind but also with 

breath, aroma, rainmaking, song, and sound, this entity is highly complex and warrants 

further intensive study. Understanding the myriad associations of this entity lends depth 

and meaning to Kaminaljuyú monuments in which human actors are shown in acts of 

music making, practices possibly connected to ideas of conjuring and divine 

communication as well as to rainmaking and the forces of animate wind. 

The anthropomorphic figure of animate wind is also frequently shown in acts of 

ritual speech or song. Notably, all other monuments at Kaminaljuyú that depict 

individuals producing similar vocalizations appear involve either supernaturals or kings. 

This suggests that sacred speech and song played a fundamental part of both divine and 

kingly practice at the site, ideas that tie into broader, deeper connections between elite 

identity, song, speech, sound, and breath. The bas-relief monuments at Kaminaljuyú thus 

provide a special point of access into the ways in which these wider concepts were 

reformulated to structure and enhance the iconography of rulers at the site. 

The Preclassic inhabitants of Kaminaljuyú believed that acts of music, song, and 

speech were worthy of being sculpted in stone, and they populated their site with 

musicians and performers that breathed, played, sung, and spoke in perpetuity. As 

Houston, et al. (2006:178) state in the case of Classic Maya art: 

…texts and imagery do not exalt the mundane but the exceptional. That is why 
they were thought worthy of record. Although idealized and conventionalized, 
such representations were treated as though they were the most real of the real—
they were moments of authentic experience in its most distilled, self-conscious 
form. 
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Moments of breath, song, music, and speech were considered highly important and 

worthy of record at Kaminaljuyú. In fact, artists at the site recorded these ephemeral 

moments to a degree unprecedented during the Late Preclassic period, giving scholars a 

unique glimpse into the auditory world of ancient Kaminaljuyú. 

Alongside all of this, Kaminaljuyú art emphasizes that kings themselves were 

considered uniquely sounding things. In other words, part of the unique substance, breath, 

moisture, and wind of kings may have not just been seen or felt, but also heard at 

Kaminaljuyú. There is a reason that Kaminaljuyú kings are shown in the same acts as 

animate wind. Wind would have produced unique sounds and auditory phenomena; wind 

was associated with rainmaking and fertility; wind carried floral scents. Kingly bodies, 

too, were considered fertile things, the origin points for certain kinds of aromatic 

exhalations and the sources of music and song. At Kaminaljuyú these overlapping 

thematic categories—the fragrant smoke of incense, serpent breath, floral aromas, 

vocalizations, mist, and rain—create of the king a tangible, physical manifestation of 

ephemeral things. In this, he is much like the scrollwork that surrounds him: a bodily 

presence that stands in stark opposition to the fleeting ephemera (like smoke, song, and 

mist) he brought into being. 

Chapter 10: Performing Kingship—Monuments and Movement at 
Kaminaljuyú 

INTRODUCTION: 

Having addressed the idea of costuming (see Chapter 8) as well as exhalation, 

sound, and oration (see Chapter 9) we can now move on to a more holistic view of the 

king’s body as it traversed performative space at Kaminaljuyú, or, perhaps more 

accurately, we can delve into the ways in which this performative body was recorded and 
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displayed in stone at the site. From there, we can approach the structuring of the king 

through these monuments, which give us access to the social interaction that took place 

among bodies of flesh and bodies of stone across the ritual landscape at Kaminaljuyú. 

Before the chapter moves into iconography and performance theory, it should be 

mentioned that performative spaces have been discovered archaeologically at 

Kaminaljuyú. It is therefore clear that the inhabitants of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú did 

construct spaces with human performances in mind. Reynolds and Cardenas (1973:241), 

for example, discuss Mound B-V-4 as a flat platform designed for public ritual. In fact, 

they describe this area as one specially and specifically suited to performances: “…the 

five principal mounds represent platforms upon which dramatic spectacles could be 

performed and witnessed by large numbers of people located in the flat, open, plaza-like 

area bordered on the west by the four-mound alignment and on the east by mound B-V-

12 and Mounds B-V-8 and B-V-15” (Ibid.). The paucity of contextual information for the 

sculptures of Kaminaljuyú makes a full, contextualized analysis of performative spaces, 

bodies, and monuments at the site impossible; however, one should reference Guernsey 

(Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey, et al. 2010a; Guernsey Kappelman 1997) and Reese (1996), 

for contextual treatments of sculptures and bodies at other Late Preclassic sites.26 

This chapter begins by considering the basic characteristics of performance at 

Kaminaljuyú, including concepts of audience, theatricality, vocalizations, movement, and 

sacred purpose. The chapter then moves into the complex topic of performative 

embodiment, in which the ruler’s body became a site of multiple identities. Just as the 

                                                
26 When dealing with performance, we must keep in mind the landscapes that these performances 
traversed. These architectural contexts are discussed in depth by Looper (2009), who describes these spaces 
as participants in ritual events: “The particular way in which Maya architecture actively assimilates the 
audience into the spatial matrix of performance underscores the fact that the Maya did not conceive of 
space as strictly representational. Indeed, rather than being an inanimate vehicle for performance, space 
was conceived as a co-participant in ritual” (Looper 2009:155, citing Wright 2005). 
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ruler’s body could contain several entities at once, the ruler’s self could also be 

reproduced across the landscape in sculptural form. I discuss this multiplication of self 

through an analysis of sculptures as performative beings. Finally, I focus on the ruler’s 

body as a site of construction. In his role as ritual performer as well as in his reproduction 

in bas-relief carvings across the built landscape, the ruler appears to have been as much a 

creative force that acted upon his surroundings as subjected to action by those 

surroundings. Overall, this chapter considers the Kaminaljuyú king in motion, the living, 

moving body that was recorded in so many instances in bas-relief stone sculpture at the 

site. One encounters this body as a site of intersection and transformation, both human 

and divine. A construction as much of flesh and bone as of carved stone surface, this 

body appears to have been a specially marked place where extraordinary things could 

happen. 

PERFORMANCE AT KAMINALJUYÚ: 

I believe the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú present us with moments of ritual 

performance. The simple fact that they were carved as stone monuments indicates the 

acts they recorded were considered beyond the daily or mundane. I believe we can 

comfortably assume or, in the case of the majority of the following points, comfortably 

argue that the performances seen in the art of Kaminaljuyú were characterized by the 

following features: 1) they were performed in front of an audience and were recognized 

as a performance by that audience; 2) they were carried out with some measure of 

theatricality; 3) they involved formalized language/ oration/ vocalizations; 4) they 

included formalized and repetitive movements (possibly including dancing, stepping, or 

striding); and 5) they were conducted in order to achieve some special or sacred purpose 

(including communication with or embodiment of gods, petitions for health or 
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agricultural success, reification of hierarchies, etc.). Each of these points is discussed 

below. 

Audience: 

One of the most important features of performance is that it takes place in front of 

an audience (see, for example, Beeman 1993:379; Inomata 2006a:806; 2006b:201). As 

Pearson and Shanks (2001:20) note, performance always involves two kinds of 

participants—the watcher and the watched. In fact, a key way in which one can identify 

performance is that it is consciously recognized as such by both the performer(s) and the 

audience (Bell 1997; Inomata 2006a:806; Inomata and Coben 2006:14, citing Hymes 

1975:13–19). Unfortunately, as is so often the case in Maya monumental art, the audience 

is never referenced in the bas-relief sculpture of Kaminaljuyú, leaving its numbers, 

composition, and level of participation completely unknown. Simply by being visible 

objects, however, the sculptural records of performance at Kaminaljuyú indicate that the 

viewing of these events and their permanent record in a viewable form were heavily 

emphasized at the site. 

As mentioned in Chapter 8, witnessing was a very important feature of ancient 

Maya ritual. In Late Preclassic art, witnesses often take the form of floating ancestral or 

supernatural characters, like the descending Principal Bird Deity on Kaminaljuyú 

Sculpture 1127. Deeper, more specific ideas about viewership and audience at 

Kaminaljuyú may possibly be accessed through Classic period glyphs and modern Maya 

ethnographic studies, though such suggestions are made tentatively and with the full 

knowledge that this evidence was far removed (both spatially and temporally) from Late 
                                                
27 As noted in the Introduction, the monument numbers used in this dissertation are the newly-designated 
Proyecto Arqueológico Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers. For a table correlating these new sculpture 
numbers with museum inventory numbers and monument numbers presented by previous scholars, please 
reference Appendix 2. 
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Preclassic Kaminaljuyú. Among the most important glyphs that help us understand 

ancient ideas of viewership is the il glyph, deciphered by Stuart in the 1980s (see, for 

instance, D. Stuart 1987b:286-287), which means "to see" and "to witness." As Inomata, 

et al. (2001:302) state, “…the occurrence of this glyph in inscriptions indicates the 

political importance of the act of witnessing among the Classic Maya.” 

Ethnographic research by Hanks into contemporary Maya conceptions of 

viewership may be far removed from the sculptures of ancient Kaminaljuyú, but the ideas 

he discusses are nonetheless important to think about as we consider the ways in which 

the viewing of performances may have resonated with an ancient populace. As Hanks 

(1990:88) describes, seeing is inherently linked to understanding; it is also active and 

agentive (Hanks 1990:89), a feature that appears to be recorded in Maya art as early on as 

the Classic period, where the verb “to see” is depicted as an eyeball with tendrils 

emerging from it, as though actively grasping at the world around it (Houston, et al. 

2006:170; D. Stuart 1987b). One should also recall from Chapter 8 that Classic period 

texts use the term –ichnal to describe rituals as taking place “in the company of” certain 

deities (Houston and Stuart 1996:301, F.N.6; see also Houston and Taube 2000:286-287; 

Stuart 1997:10). This is closely linked to the modern concept of –iknal, which Hanks 

(1990:91) describes as “…a mobile field of action related to an agent the way one’s 

shadow or perceptual field is.” Interestingly, -iknal can be possessed by inanimate objects 

and can be shared between more than one person (Hanks 1990:94). Perhaps most notably, 

the visual or experiential field of a person usually involves that with which the person 

interacts (Hanks 1990:91-92), an important idea when contemplating ancient Maya 

interactions with performing bodies as well as the sculptures that recorded these 

performances. Theoretically, it was not just the performer(s) and the audience involved in 

these rites that had intertwining –iknals but the monuments as well. 
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Theatricality: 

In the specific case of Kaminaljuyú performances and the sculptures that depict 

them, there is very little evidence that helps us negotiate between the heavily overlapping 

categories of ritual, theater, spectacle, and other forms of performance (for more on this 

overlap, see Beeman 1993; Inomata and Coben 2006; and Looper 2009). A number of 

authors distinguish ritual from other kinds of performances (see, for instance, Handelman 

1990:10-11; Looper 2009:6-7; Schechner 1994, 2012; and Tambiah 1985 for synopses of 

the term "ritual" and its academic use). I like the simple eloquence of Lukes’ (1975:291) 

definition of ritual as: “…rule-governed activity of a symbolic character which draws the 

attention of its participants to objects of thought and feeling which they hold to be of 

special significance” (for a more elaborate definition, see Tambiah 1985:128). This 

definition allows for ritual to assume different meanings in different contexts. I also 

subscribe to Houston’s (2006:138-139) taxonomic framework, wherein ritual is viewed 

as a broad umbrella category, with different kinds of performances (including spectacle 

and smaller-scale formalized activities) collected beneath it. 

A few comments about what the performances recorded in the Kaminaljuyú 

sculptures are not may help crystallize some of these definitions. By virtue of being 

monuments, even at a small scale, they are not ordinary or mundane. The Kaminaljuyú 

monuments represent instead, as defined and described by Connerton (1989:72-104), 

practices of inscription, or acts of intentional remembering. It would be very difficult to 

argue that these sculptures represent daily performance in the realm of habitus as defined 

by Bourdieu (1977).28 As Houston (2006:138) describes “…true performance is above all 

                                                
28 For discussions of habitus and its production of meaning, see, among many others, Connerton (1989); 
DeMarrais (2004:13); DeMarrais, et al. (1996:16); Ingold (2000:168); McAnany (2006); Pred (1985); and 
Renfrew (2004:30). 
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a ‘marked’ behavior of restricted occurrence. It deliberately contrasts with, and is 

bounded from, the neutral hum of quotidian existence.” 

As such, I believe it is important to consider and integrate ideas of “theater” and 

“theatricality” when approaching these performances at Kaminaljuyú (for more general 

discussions of theatrical performance, see Beeman 1993; Geertz 1980; Schechner 1994, 

2012).29 Here I follow Inomata and Coben (2006:15), who take a middle road, defining 

performance as more than daily life practice, but not so formalized as modern concepts of 

“theater” may be (for more on theatricality as different than other kinds of performance, 

see Beeman 1993:378, 383-384; Inomata 2006a:806). It is possible that some of the 

performances recorded in the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú may have fit within the category 

of “spectacle” (see Houston 2006:135-137; Inomata and Coben 2006:17), flashy, 

ostentatious shows that focused more on entertainment value and impressiveness than the 

communication or understanding of esoteric messages. However, due to lack of evidence, 

such ideas for Kaminaljuyú must remain conjectural and theoretical at present. 

When talking about theatricality at Kaminaljuyú, it is productive to at least briefly 

imagine the kind of landscape through which these costumed performers moved. It is 

likely that, as Inomata (2006a:811; 2006b:194, 198) suggests for Classic period 

performances, the plazas and performance spaces of Kaminaljuyú were bedecked with 

colorful decorations like paper banners, textiles, and floral garlands. Temporary scaffolds 

and stages were likely built for performances, for spectators, or as bandstands (Houston 

1998; Inomata 2006a:811; 2006b:194, 198; Taube 1988b). One has only to visit the 

highland Maya town of Momostenango to see the transformative effects performances 

can have on plaza spaces (see Garrett Cook 2000; and Rhonda R. Taube 2009 for 

                                                
29 For a background on the problematic Western connotations of the term “theater” see Looper (2009:6-7). 
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discussions of these contemporary highland performances). In addition, as described in 

Chapter 4, it is quite possible that the moveable silhouette sculptures at Kaminaljuyú 

were designed with the enhancement of performative spaces in mind. They are thin 

enough to have been repositioned during performances, and some are small enough to 

even be considered relatively portable. As we think about the king’s body in space, then, 

we must also consider the myriad other bodies that were performing alongside him, not to 

mention the performing landscape that shaped his movements and the audience that gave 

those movements meaning. 

In sum, the performances recorded at Kaminaljuyú appear to have involved some 

measure of theatricality. Whether they fulfill the definition of “spectacle” as defined by 

Houston (2006:135-137) and Inomata and Coben (2006:17) is not known at this time. 

However, they were certainly marked as special and separate from the performance of 

daily routines through their use of costume, vocalizations, ritualized movement 

(discussed below), and their positioning within an enhanced, performative landscape. 

Sound and Dancing: 

The performances depicted in the monuments of Kaminaljuyú likely took on a 

character akin to what Beeman (1993:381) calls Music-Text-Dance (MTD) theater, in 

which “Music, sung or spoken text, and dance are used to advance a dramatic narrative, 

or form an integral part of such a narrative.” These events must therefore be seen as 

multi-media activities, including not just the king’s body, but its sounds, its movements, 

and assorted ritual objects, all of which were used in concert to express and communicate 

various ideas (see, for example, Inomata 2006a:806; Turner 1984:25; 1986:23). The 

simultaneous movement, sound, sight, and smell of these various sensory triggers would 

have allowed multiple messages to be sent and received. As Turner (1986:24) states: 
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“The many-leveled or tiered structure of a major ritual or drama, each level having many 

sectors, makes of these genres flexible and nuanced instruments capable of carrying and 

communicating many messages at once, even of subverting on one level what it appears 

to be ‘saying’ on another.” At Kaminaljuyú, many of these performative levels and the 

vast majority of these messages are unfortunately lost to us. It is important, however, to 

consider what evidence we can—the fragmentary remnants, the shreds and the sherds—in 

order to better understand the ritual life of this site. 

The preceding chapter addressed musical sounds, ritual song and speech, and the 

aromatic and the exhaled, all of which were given permanence in the medium of stone 

and which should be considered here as part of the performative rites of kings. But what 

about dance? What about the movement of the ruler’s body through space? At 

Kaminaljuyú specifically (and at many Late Preclassic sites in general), one does not 

encounter the glyphs or body positions that are associated with dance in the Classic 

period.30 Specifically, the one-heel-raised position (Coe and Benson 1966:16; Looper 

2009; Miller 1981) is absent from art at the site.31 That said, in a number of Kaminaljuyú 

sculptures, subjects are shown striding and/or swinging their arms (FIGS. 163a, 165a,c-e, 

168), actions that suggest prescribed and formalized bodily movements set in stone. 

Again, traditional religious dances in the Mesoamerican world are often (though not 
                                                
30 Although the one-heel-raised position is understood to indicate dance in Classic period art, in many 
Classic period images flat-footed, static subjects are described in the associated text as dancing (see, for 
instance, Looper 2009:23-24). This suggests that there were likely a number of different body positions 
associated with dance in the Classic period (see, for example, Houston, et al. 2006:253). 
31 There is a long and complex history associated with the study of ancient Maya dance. To learn more 
about this complicated subject, one should begin with Looper (2009). For more on Maya kings, deities, and 
dance, see Guernsey (2006b) and K. A. Taube (2009b) For reviews of the decipherment of glyphs 
associated with dance and the recognition of this activity in iconography, see Freidel, et al. (1993:258, 458 
N.4, 458 N.6) and Nikolai Grube (1992), who decipher and describe the uses of the glyph for “dance” in 
Classic Maya inscriptions. Coe and Benson (1966) were the first to recognize that the one-heel-raised 
position seen in Maya art represented the act of dancing, a practice first described in depth by Miller 
(1981). For scholarly treatments of contemporary Maya dance, one should begin with Cook (2000) and R. 
Taube (2009). 
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always) very different from what we conceive of as “dance” in the Western world. In 

both ancient Maya practice and in many modern Maya communities, ritual dance may 

best be understood as formalized, prescribed bodily movements that take place in the 

context of ritual performance, rather than movements undertaken as casual, personally 

expressive forms of entertainment. When one looks at modern Maya performances, many 

dances involve very simple movements comprised of shuffling, repeated, rhythmic 

stepping rather than anything we might consider akin to the exuberant dancing of the 

secular West (for more on contemporary highland performance, see Cook 2000; and R. 

Taube 2009). 

It is therefore quite possible that the common iconography of striding kings with 

swinging arms at Kaminaljuyú represents formalized movements taking place in the 

context of ritual performance. The actions recorded by these monuments thus may be 

definable as “ritual dance” (Looper 2009), though it may be more prudent to simply call 

it “performative movement.” 

THE MEANING OF PERFORMANCE—SOME GENERAL IDEAS: 

There is very little to tell us about the specific content and meaning of the 

performances of ancient Kaminaljuyú. Some general functions of ritual performance that 

scholars have identified, however, are relevant and important to consider in this 

discussion. To my mind, one of the most useful definitions of performance is that 

provided by Pearson and Shanks (2001:27): 

Performance is a mode of cultural production that works with material and 
intellectual resources to create meaning. Performance is a special world set aside 
from everyday life by contractual arrangements and social suspensions, not 
entirely hermetically sealed, but a devised world, all the elements of which—site, 
environment, technology, spatial organisation, form and content, rules and 
practices—are conceived, organised, controlled and ultimately experienced by its 
orders of participant. It is a locale of cultural intervention and innovation, a place 
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of experiment, claim, conflict, negotiation, transgression: a place where 
preconceptions, expectations and critical faculties may be dislocated and 
confounded; where extra-daily occurrences and experiences and changes in status 
are possible.  

In other words, performance represents a space where the social world is built, 

maintained, questioned, negotiated, opposed, and reinterpreted. 

Again, the process of contemplating the aspects of ancient performative events 

that have left no trace in the archaeological record is necessarily a theoretical one, a 

practice more of thinking about and thinking on than of testable conclusions. Therefore, 

approaching ritual performance and its depiction in stone at Kaminaljuyú must be 

handled with some measure of caution. Nevertheless, the process of considering the 

meanings behind and the functions of performance at Kaminaljuyú is a rewarding one. 

This section thus delves into the unsure, the tentative, and the potentially unknowable in 

an attempt to illuminate as much as possible about ritual practice at ancient Kaminaljuyú. 

All-embracing, this section is one of consideration, of both the baby and the bathwater 

and what they might tell us about ancient worlds. 

Although a detailed review of the varied and complex purposes of ritual 

performance is beyond the scope of the current project,32 a few of its aspects do need to 

be highlighted. First, throughout the world, ritual performance is found as a medium for 

the production and negotiation of power structures and a site for the production and 

maintenance of both individual and group identities. Pearson and Shanks (2001:28), for 

                                                
32 For “thinking on” the deeper natures and processes of these performances, one should start with Van 
Gennep (1960) and his Structuralist identification of the distinct performative phases of separation, 
transition, and incorporation. Also see Turner (1969, 1984, 1986), who focuses on the liminality of 
performance, the structural stages of drama, and the relationship between ritual, theater, social drama, and 
daily performance. For a treatment of the myriad ways in which performance can take place, see Pearson 
and Shanks (2001). For more about the mechanics and taxonomy that might have come into play for the 
performances at Kaminaljuyú, see Beeman (1993). Finally, two very useful recent summaries of dance and 
performance theory, especially the historiography of research (both within and outside of Mesoamerica) are 
provided by Looper (2009) and R. Taube (2009). 
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example, define performance as “…a place where identities may be created, shaped, 

contested and changed, where new agendas are set” (see also DeMarrais, et al. 1996:17; 

Inomata and Coben 2006:19, 25-26; and Jones 2007:67). Inomata and Coben (2006:25, 

citing Scott 1990:49) describe these negotiations as active ones: “All forms of power 

relation necessitate constant affirmation and maintenance through the acts of performance 

and witnessing…. Ideologies that underlie social relations do not appear from thin air, but 

need to be generated and maintained through practice.” 

Performance creates and maintains communal identities, a subject highlighted by 

a number of authors (see, for example, Connerton 1989:48; DeMarrais, et al. 1996:23; 

Durkheim 1965; Handelman 1990:191-233; Inomata 2006a:807-808, 818-819, 833; 

2006b:206; Inomata and Coben 2006:11, 24; Inomata, et al. 2001:289; Turner 1969). As 

Inomata (2006a:818) states: “Large-scale theatrical events gave physical reality to a 

community and helped to ground unstable community identities in tangible forms 

through the use of symbolic acts and objects.” Pearson and Shanks (2001:108) use the 

term “theatre,” but propose the same argument for these events as sites for building and 

negotiating communal identities: “Since the classical Greek period, theatre has been 

regarded as an institution in which a society reaffirms and articulates its common 

identity, turning its history into a story for the audience to include in its common 

memory. This representation is achieved spatially, and arrangement of performance and 

spectators is the result of and medium for concrete social practices.”33 

                                                
33 When describing ideas of community building, it is also important to acknowledge the very likely 
presence of resistance. In the art of Kaminaljuyú, we see the declarative monuments of the elite and the 
powerful, so the voices that may have resisted or counteracted these declarations are mute. For more on 
ideas of resistance and the role of the less-powerful in the performative context, see Bell (1997), Bloch 
(1974:59-60), Inomata (2006a:808), Inomata and Coben (2006:20), Pearson and Shanks (2001:27), Scott 
(1990), and Turner (1969; 1984:22). 
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Based on the juxtaposition of human features and supernatural costuming seen on 

Sculpture 11 (see Chapter 8 for more on this stela), I would argue that this specific ritual 

performance (and likely other performances at the site) may have been a blend of what 

Handelman (1990) calls “events-that-model,” “events-that-present the lived-in world,” 

and “events that re-present the lived-in world.” As the author describes, “…an event-that-

models is a maker of change that is neither haphazard nor aimless—it has particular and 

specified directions. …an event-that-models is anticipatory: it indexes or pre-views a 

hypothetical future condition that will be brought into being, and it provides procedures 

that will actualize this act of imagination” (Handelman 1990:28; see also Inomata and 

Coben 2006:26). Events that present the lived-in world, on the other hand, are 

declarative, imperative, and reflective; in effect, this second category is more about the 

reification, acknowledgement, and proclamation of current social reality than about the 

transformation or alteration of that reality (Handelman 1990:41, 44, 48; see also Inomata 

2001a:344; Inomata and Coben 2006:26; and Lucero 2003:525). Finally, “…events that 

re-present do work of comparison and contrast in relation to social realities,” often by 

inverting the known order or by highlighting controversies and contradictions in society 

(Handelman 1990:49). As Handelman (1990:60) notes, these categories—modeling, 

presentation, and re-presentation—are non-exclusive, meaning performative events may 

contain a little bit of each. I would argue, then, that the performances recorded at 

Kaminaljuyú likely involved a mixture of presenting reality, modeling a hoped-for 

reality, and reflecting upon that reality to maintain, justify, and solidify the socio-political 

order. 

Whether performance reifies the status quo or is used to establish new structures, 

it is always a site for the production of meaning and an active means of affecting or 

changing the world (Helms 1993:22-23; Inomata and Coben 2006:19-21; Lucero 
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2003:524; Reese 1996; Schechner 1994:626-632; Tambiah 1985). As Turner (1986:24) 

observes, “…cultural performances are not simple reflectors or expressions of culture or 

even of changing culture but may themselves be active agencies of change, representing 

the eye by which culture sees itself and the drawing board on which creative actors 

sketch out what they believe to be more apt or interesting ‘designs for living.’” Inomata 

(2006a:807, citing Bell 1992, 1997:72-83, 1998; Schechner 1994; and Tambiah 1979), 

similarly argues that, “…a performance does not simply transmit preexisting meaning but 

also creates new meaning and transforms the existing one. It acts upon the world as it is 

experienced by participants and produces social changes” (see also Handelman 1990:15). 

Tambiah (1985:129-132) similarly argues for the paradoxical quality of ritual as being 

both reflective and affective, defining ritual “…as an entity that symbolically and/or 

iconically represents the cosmos and at the same time indexically legitimates and realizes 

social hierarchies” (Tambiah 1985:155). Thus, the performances of Kaminaljuyú must be 

seen as more than religio-mystical events dealing in the esoteric mysteries of ancient 

belief. Instead, they should be understood as concrete, affective events that operated 

within the real world and that helped to structure it. 

Looper (2009:9, citing Schieffelin 1985:709) argues that performance is effective 

and affective because it integrates the formalized and ritualized with the daily life of the 

observer: “A performance works not merely through the communication of symbolic 

meaning, but by the way in which it makes these symbols part of lived experience” (see 

also Beeman 1993:370; Handelman 1990:16). Looper (2009:224) describes this 

phenomenon as one that “actualized power,” “…making it real through an aesthetically 

grounded experience.” Stone (1991:194) makes a similar argument: “Within an 

ideological system of the divine, impersonation, by its concrete nature of being sensible 

to sight, gives an illusion of empirical reality, making it particularly useful in 
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manufacturing the sacred contexts in which political leaders want to place themselves” 

(see also Inomata 2006b:190). This feature of ritual performances as lived in, lived 

through, and experienced makes them ideal means of carrying ritualized messages into 

the daily lives and daily structures of both performers and audience. As such, the 

meanings of ritual performance are not limited to the event itself, but are propagated 

through daily practice, spreading out like tendrils from the sacred to the mundane. As 

Connerton (1989:44-45) states, ritual performances “…have significance with respect to 

a set of further non-ritual actions, to the whole life of a community. Rites have the 

capacity to give value and meaning to the life of those who perform them.” 

Hand-in-hand with the very “here and now” presence and immediacy of 

performance, however, is its ability to transcend the boundaries of temporal specificity. 

Ritual performances frequently reach back into mythical and historical pasts as well as 

forward into the future, creating models by which the path to that future can be better 

understood. As Connerton (1989:43) states regarding a modern example of performance: 

“We would underestimate the commemorative hold of the rite, we would minimise its 

mnemonic power, if we were to say that it reminded the participants of mythic events; we 

should say rather that the sacred event… was re-presented; the participants in the rite 

gave it ceremonially embodied form.” It is thus not so much about a quantitative view of 

time (past vs. present) as about the qualitative equivalence of certain events and moments 

(Connerton 1989:66). Ritual performance, then, creates a kind of simultaneous or layered 

temporality, in which all times (past, present, and future) intersect. As Connerton 

(1989:43) states, performance thereby denies temporal difference. Through merging 

temporalities, people can find meaning in their present by its recognized association with 

and reiteration of the past (Connerton 1989:63-64). 
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As described in previous chapters, in the ancient and modern Maya world 

specifically, ritual appears to have been able (and to be able) to be at once past and 

present (Bricker 1981; Houston, et al. 2006:271; Reese 1996; Reese-Taylor and Koontz 

2001:12). As Inomata (2006a:819) states: 

Social memory of dynastic history and tradition, then, was not a timeless entity 
but a constant process of reiteration and re-creation through performances which 
allowed room for their transformation and for the invention of new traditions. 
Further, the references to the dynastic past and royal prerogatives made in 
theatrical events did not homogenize perceptions and emotions of the participants 
but provided objectified notions on which they could reflect and act. 

In many ways, then, the past formed a modeling function for the present, and it was 

through performance that this model was embodied and given meaning in that present. 

These ideas take more detailed shape in Chapters 6 and 8, in which depictions of 

the mythical at Kaminaljuyú appear to have given meaning to historical events. As 

Guernsey has argued (see, for instance, Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997), 

historical figures at Late Preclassic sites made use of present reality to ground these ritual 

performances in real time and space, to make them relevant and effective in the eyes of 

an audience. In this way, monuments like Sculpture 11—in which a human ruler is 

depicted as both of this world and beyond it, standing in physical, earthly space yet 

involved in discourse with supernatural beings like the Principal Bird Deity—were given 

resonance, relevance, and depth, creating of the king something simultaneously timeless 

and timely. 

The Historicity and Singularity of Performance: 

The sculptures of Kaminaljuyú record the voices of the powerful, so the voices of 

less powerful people are completely absent. Hieroglyphic inscriptions that might lend 

detail and specificity to our interpretations are missing, and the sculptures are lacking 
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even the most basic of sensory data like sound, smell, and movement. In sum, we are 

dealing with an inherently skewed dataset. This chapter thus concentrates on the broader 

generalities of performance, in overarching theories and ideas. Though it does so by 

necessity, such a discussion risks making performance at Kaminaljuyú seem monolithic 

and unchanging. It is thus important to acknowledge the fact that performance is never 

timeless or fixed. Though it may visibly anchor itself as a present in which both past and 

future are manifested, ritual performance is always historical and contextual in nature 

(see, for example, Bell 1997; Tambiah 1985:125). Ritual performances therefore change, 

adapt, and are modified depending on social circumstances and historical contingencies. 

As Guernsey (2012b:337) states: “…performance is, by definition, not static. Nor should 

the meanings assigned to any performative object ever be assumed static.” This is one of 

the fundamental paradoxes of ritual performance: it is at once anchored in timeless 

tradition and yet among the most dynamic of social processes. Despite the discussion 

above, then, ritual performance cannot be understood as a fixed or stable medium.34 

Although I have touched upon the idea of communal identities, the highly 

individualized nature of the viewer’s response to ritual performance is equally important. 

As Beeman (1993:386) states: 

Theater does even more than engage participants and spectators in the immediate 
context of the theatrical event. It evokes and solidifies a network of social and 
cognitive relationships existing in a triangular relationship between performer, 
spectator, and the world at large… no single experience of theater or spectacle is 
ever exactly like any other. This indeterminacy is part of what makes theater and 
spectacle forever intriguing. 

                                                
34 Although this idea of ritual performance as dynamic process does appear to contradict the theories of 
Connerton (1989:66-69) and Bloch (1974, 1977, 1985), both of whom focus on the formalization, 
repetitiveness, and stability of ritual performance, I prefer to see it as a kind of “adding on.” In other words, 
I view the dynamism of ritual as going hand-in-hand with its seeming regularity and predictability. For 
more on the historically contingent aspects of performance, see Bell (1997); Bradley (1998:89); Guernsey 
(2006b); Handelman (1990:58-59); Inomata (2006a:807-808; 2006b:191); Inomata and Coben (2006:20-
21); Pearson and Shanks (2001:57); and Reese-Taylor and Koontz (2001:11). 
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Ritual performances thus confront us with what Pearson and Shanks (2001:57) call “a 

cluster of narratives.” In short, in ritual performance “The same event is experienced, 

remembered, characterised in a multitude of different ways, none of which appropriates 

singular authority” (Ibid.; see also Inomata 2006b:190-191; Tambiah 1985:125). 

Although the current corpus of monuments and archaeological evidence provides 

little assistance in accessing these changing, fleeting, and contextualized (not to mention 

sensory) experiences at Kaminaljuyú, one must at least recognize that these features 

likely existed and qualified ancient performances at the site. The process, then, becomes a 

dialog between the visible, tangible, permanent (and thereby seemingly unchanging) 

record and the dynamic and momentary events that brought these records into being. As 

Bradley (1998:85) describes, it is an act of negotiation between “…the apparently fixed 

forms of ritual monuments and the more varied ways in which they were interpreted and 

used…” Again, although the current discussion is limited to broader themes and more 

theoretical generalizations by the nature of the available evidence, one should 

acknowledge the fact that the other side of performance—the moving, ephemeral, 

responsive, and adaptive—existed alongside the repetitive, the formalized, the stable, and 

the traditional at Kaminaljuyú. 

When discussing the historicity of performance, it is also worth noting that these 

performative, ideologically charged moments were also important economic events. Just 

as plaza spaces were transformed by perishable structures, decorations, and moveable 

sculptures, they were also likely, and simultaneously, used as marketplaces. Ritual 

performances and markets often share participants, audiences, and spaces. This 

performance-as-market idea finds further support in the fact that theatrical events 

involved the consumption of a vast number of goods and materials—from the labor 

required to construct performance spaces to the acquisition and/or creation of individual 
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costume elements used in the performance(s). As Inomata (2006b:209) states, 

“…theatrical events were among the most significant economic events in Maya society.” 

This is certainly not to downplay the role of religion, ideology, and cosmological belief in 

ritual performance (see Looper 2006:827 for a warning against overly "secularizing" the 

Maya), but simply to ensure its place in the discussion. Performances create 

marketplaces. Performances are thus religious, ideological, and performative, but they are 

also closely interwoven with practical considerations of economy, trade, value systems, 

and power negotiations (see, for example, Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; 

Lucero 2003:524; and Stuart 2005a:284). 

Maya Performance—the Embodiment of the Divine: 

Numerous authors have cited the key role that ritual performance played in the 

ancient Maya world in the legitimization of kingship during both the Late Preclassic 

(Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Reese 1996) and Classic periods (Fields 

and Reents-Budet 2005:155; Grube 1992; Houston, et al. 2006:275-276; Houston and 

McAnany 2003:34; Inomata 2001a; Looper 2009:5; Schele and Miller 1986; Stuart 

2005a:269). In the Maya world, performance appears to have served a number of specific 

functions. Among these was the re-creation or re-presencing of mythical or past historical 

events to reify, maintain, and structure the social and religious world. Much of this took 

place through what might best be termed “embodiment”—a phenomenon in which Maya 

rulers took on the identities of gods through ritual performance (for more on embodiment, 

see Chapter 8). As Freidel, et al. (1993:262) note, “…the boundary between a human 

dancing as a supernatural and supernaturals materializing in this human ritual was never 

as sharply drawn as we modern researchers would like.” Individual sites appear to have 

approached this differently in their art. At Kaminaljuyú, for instance, artists appear to 
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have focused on creating more discernible differences between human and supernatural 

actors. At sites like Izapa, however, these categories fuse into blended, hybrid forms. 

Regardless of these differences, rites of embodiment appear as a feature of ancient Maya 

ritual performance from the Late Preclassic period through the Classic period and seem to 

be one of the most important aspects of performance in the ancient Maya world. 

Several terms have been put forward to describe the phenomenon of embodiment. 

Some authors, including Houston and Stuart (1996:299-300) and Stone (1991), for 

example, use the term “impersonation,” which can be understood as the taking on or the 

claiming of another individual’s (in this case a god’s) identity. As Stone (1991:194) 

states, “A clear signal is sent that the act of impersonating the god was esoterically as 

meaningful as the god’s holy presence. In addition, by impersonating gods, human beings 

could interject their presence in supernatural affairs. Thus, impersonation provided a 

powerful interface with the sacred.” Authors have argued that such moments were 

transformative (see, for instance, Freidel, et al. 1993:264-265; Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey 

Kappelman 1997; Schele and Miller 1986:66; Stone 1991:195), acts of becoming 

(Houston, et al. 2006:270; Taube 1989b:366, citing unpublished paper by Stone 1986), or 

a merging of the supernatural and human into a single form (Houston and Stuart 

1998:81). As Schele and Miller (1986:66) describe, for instance, “Maya ritual was more 

than a symbolic act. It was conceived as a power process that transformed spiritual beings 

into corporeal existence in the human realm and allowed people and objects to become 

the sacred beings they represented.” 

More recently, Stuart (2005a:270) has described these ritual moments as ones of 

“convergence.” As he states, “Maya lords thus become bodily manifestations of gods, 

and such ‘fused’ beings perform the rituals so compellingly depicted on the stelae” 

(Stuart 2005a:272). This fusion of identities or the multiplying of selves through 
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performance has also been described as “concurrence,” meaning that the performer does 

not lose himself to the supernatural he manifests, but allows that supernatural (or 

supernaturals) to inhabit his body simultaneously (Houston, et al. 2006). In this, the 

transformation or becoming is both partial and momentary: “…divine essences came to 

visit, briefly, and were made animate by human flesh and motion” (Houston, et al. 

2006:276). What is most exciting about this idea is that images of kings in performance 

become images of potentially multiple selves—divine and human identities nested within 

a single bodily form. As Houston, et al. (2006:272) state, “It does not appear to have been 

troubling that one could be several kinds of person at once.” 

Based on extremely limited evidence and the highly theoretical nature of the 

subject, it is impossible at this time to select a single term to describe these performative 

moments. Therefore, though disappointing to those interested in harder taxonomies, I 

suggest that, rather than rejecting certain terms in favor of others, it may be a more useful 

enterprise to consider all of these terms collectively instead. Since ritual performance is, 

by nature, complex and multi-faceted, it may serve us well to apply a number of terms 

simultaneously. This may help us to access the layered nature of these ritual moments, 

which could have been at once transformative and concurrent, with identities embodied, 

impersonated, and converging all at once in the body of the performer. Regardless of 

terminology, these moments must be seen as actualized experiences. As Houston and 

Stuart explain, “…Maya impersonations were not simply mummery and costumed drama. 

Rather, rulers and certain non-regnal figures shared in some manner the divinity of those 

gods. The costuming offered not so much a theatrical illusion as a tangible, physical 

representation of a deity” (Houston and Stuart 1996:299; see also Looper 2009:224). 

These events, then, in which divine beings were called into performing human bodies, 

were not considered fiction, but fact; they were real, experienced events (see, for 
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instance, Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; Houston and Inomata 2009:203; 

Looper 2009:224). 

What all of this appears to hinge on is the human body as a site of movement, 

sound, smell, embodied identities, and multiple selves (see, for instance, Geller 2004; 

Houston, et al. 2006; Joyce 2005; Looper 2009:11-14; Stone 2011; Stuart 2005a:269; 

Tilley 2004). Therefore, it is the human body as performative body that forms the crucial 

and primary aspect of these events (see Bell 1997). For the contemporary Maya, it is not 

just the body, but the body in motion that defines experience (Hanks 1990:90). It is 

therefore likely that the moving body of the king at Kaminaljuyú defined the space 

around him in a unique way (see, for example, Houston and Stuart 2001:63). I would 

suggest that the socially constructed and ideologically charged space around the body of 

the king may have created a tension or interplay with the structured environment that also 

surrounded him. This is all to say that the movements of the king through the socially and 

physically constructed environment (not to mention his proximity to others during those 

movements) likely structured the meaning of that environment. 

These kingly performances thus represented creative, affective moments that 

changed the landscape in which they took place. As a number of authors have theorized, 

performed movements have just as clear an effect on spatial organization as physical 

walls and buildings (see, for example, Cosgrove and Daniels 1988b:1; Ingold 2000:168, 

193-198; Olsen 2010:109; Pearson and Shanks 2001:122; Reese-Taylor and Koontz 

2001). As Reese-Taylor and Koontz (2001:10) note, “Therefore, all space is construed to 

be culturally constructed performances, both secular and sacred. Performances treat space 

concretely—through them space is changed, transformed, and shaped.” Although places 

certainly have an effect on how bodies move through them, bodies should be understood 



 454 

as powerful instruments by which those same places are afforded meaning (see, for 

example, Ingold 2000:192). As Bender (2002:103) describes: 

Landscapes are created out of people’s understanding and engagement with the 
world around them. They are always in process of being shaped and reshaped. 
Being of the moment and in process, they are always temporal. They are not a 
record but a recording, and this recording is much more than a reflection of 
human agency and action; it is creative of them. 

When envisioning performance, then, we must understand places and people as being 

mutually constitutive, creating one another through constant dialog and interchange (see, 

for instance, Pred 1985:337).35 These ideas are discussed in more depth in Chapter 3. 

PERFORMING BODIES OF FLESH AND STONE: 

If the performing bodies of rulers could contain several divine presences at 

once—a multiplication of inner identities—the performing bodies of rulers could also be 

projected in multiple forms upon the external world. As Gell (1998:223) states: 

The idea of personhood being spread around in time and space is a component of 
innumerable cultural institutions and practices. Ancestral shrines, tombs, 
memorials, ossuaries, sacred sites, etc. all have to do with the extension of 
personhood beyond the confines of biological life via indexes distributed in the 
milieu. 

Scholarship by Houston and Stuart (1998:77) demonstrates that this multiplication of the 

royal self in the ancient Maya world took place, at least in part, through the medium of 

stone sculpture. The use of u-bah (“the ‘self’ of…” or “the body of…”) (Stuart 1996:162; 

see also Proskouriakoff 1968) on ruler portraits, the existence of monuments that describe 

themselves as the gods or royal figures they depict (Houston and Stuart 1996:304; Stuart 

                                                
35 Joyce (2003:112) ties these ideas into concepts of memory formation. She argues that the creation of 
everyday memory is formed through “…the frequency and formality of movement through space. As 
memories are strengthened by their repeated regeneration, the way Classic Maya spaces channeled 
movement was a means through which memory could be rehearsed and, through recall, strengthened.” As 
Joyce argues, “...movement through Maya sites required implicit, embodied memory of prior performances 
and, I argue, would have triggered explicit memory” (Joyce 2003:112). 
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1996:158, 160), and Colonial sources that describe the “raising” or “setting up” of four 

directional rulers like stelae (Newsome 1998; Roys 1933:102) indicate these monuments 

were viewed as much more than just stone images. They were, instead, viewed as 

extensions of the royal person, multiplied onto the landscape in numerous, 

simultaneously acting forms (Houston and Stuart 1998:77; Houston, et al. 2006; Stuart 

1996).36 

In addition to the idea of multiplication, I would like to consider two additional 

terms that may help to describe the extension of the self through the landscape. In Hanks’ 

(1990:240) discussion of the performance of contemporary Maya shamans in healing 

rights, for example, he describes the stretching of the shaman between the human and 

spiritual world as follows: “…the shaman dilates his corporeality into the world and 

thereby remakes the corporeal field of the patient.” The idea of “dilation” intimates a 

larger expansion of the self to incorporate different realms (both supernatural and human) 

as well as different participants (human and divine). I believe these concepts are useful 

and productive to think about as we consider the expansion of the ruler’s self beyond his 

physical body. 

I also like the idea of the king’s person as prismatic. What this term emphasizes is 

the division (but not diminishment) of the royal person in different aspects, different 

actions, and different performative moments. Just like rays of color are inherently part of 

a unity of all colors, the king would have been a unity of all of these selves. This 

embraces Monaghan’s (1998:141-143) discussion of the Mesoamerican co-essence, in 

which a person’s “completeness” rests on his or her being comprised of many different 

selves. This phenomenon might also be related to Joyce’s discussion of partibility (as 

                                                
36 See Stuart (1996; 2005a:272-273) for both rulers and stelae as embodiments of time and its passing. 
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expressed through figurine breakage), which represents “…the body as subject to 

partition that does not terminate, but rather extends, the possibilities of action of the 

liberated body parts” (1998:156; see also 2005:150 and Chapter 5). Instead of viewing 

images of kings as a fragmentation of self, it may be best to understand that the ancient 

Maya conception of the self may have been, at heart, multiple, so the way in which kings 

replicated themselves over the landscape may have been viewed as a relatively natural 

act. Stuart’s (1996:164) description of the “pliable nature of being” provides a 

particularly eloquent phrasing of the subject at hand. 

This extending, expansion, dilation, division, or multiplication of self, “…by 

establishing many presences” (Houston, et al. 2006:277), allowed for various performing 

bodies to act upon the landscape simultaneously. As Houston, et al. (2006:277) describe 

“…a deity or royal body could be in many places at once, in simultaneous if varied 

action, and perceived by the unrecorded bodies—those of long-deceased viewers—who 

flitted through this world.” Stelae allowed the kingly body not only to act concurrently in 

different spaces, but also to act in perpetuity. As Stuart (1996:165) states, “If we consider 

that a stela portrait renders a ruler present, then we may view the ruler’s bah or person 

manifested by a stone as existing in a perpetual state of ritual action” (see Guernsey 

2006a:25; Guernsey 2006b:40-41; and Reese 1996 for discussions of these ideas 

specifically within the Late Preclassic context). 

An understanding of the bas-relief monuments of Kaminaljuyú, especially those 

that depict ritual performances, thus hinges on the rather contradictive conception that 

these were at once permanent forms and active, agentive ones. As Stuart (1996:160) 

states, “The emphasis… appears to be on conceiving the stela as a ‘body’ of the 

represented subject, be it god or ruler.” The stone monument as performative body 

operates on two levels: as a means of projecting the king’s self through the landscape in 
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multiplied form, and as a performing stone body in and of itself (in this latter function, it 

does not much matter whether it portrays a king or not… the monument can even be 

plain). Guernsey (2006b, 2012b) provides some of the most focused research and 

discussion of Late Preclassic monuments as performing bodies (for discussions related to 

Classic period imagery, see Houston, et al. 2006:252; Looper 2009:46; Stuart 1996). In 

Guernsey’s arguments, stelae do not just allow for the perpetual repetition of performing 

rulers, but perform in and of themselves, their shape and human scale making them 

potentially more understandable to an audience as ritual actors in a sacred landscape 

(Guernsey 2006b:41). At Kaminaljuyú, the silhouette form, quite literally a body cut out 

of stone, inhabits space in much the same way as human bodies do. Such monument 

formats enhance and support these ideas of the monument itself as a performing body. 

Altars and Transforming Kings: 

A brief look at Kaminaljuyú thrones helps to illustrate this idea of kingly bodies 

as sites of intersection. Human and divine, fleshy and carved in stone, these bodies 

occupied an enormously complex position in the ancient landscape (for more on the 

contradictions and paradoxes of the kingly body, see Houston and Stuart 2001; and 

Inomata 2001a:342). The unique quality of the kingly body as simultaneously of this 

world and beyond it, his special status as past-present-and-future being, comes to the 

surface as one tries to make sense of the category of monuments that some scholars call 

altars and others call thrones. These monuments are more numerous at Kaminaljuyú than 

at any other Late Preclassic site, including nearby Izapa and Takalik Abaj (see, for 

instance, Kaplan 1995; Parsons 1986),37 indicating that they played a particularly 

important role in the ritual life of the site (FIGS. 169-173). 
                                                
37 Examples of these kinds of monuments that are carved in bas-relief at Kaminaljuyú include: 1) four-
sided altars/ thrones (FIGS.169-171); 2) round altars/thrones (FIG. 172); and 3) very likely Sculpture 8 and 
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Key to the discussion is the general disagreement and taxonomical confusion over 

whether these flat-topped, four-sided monuments were used as altars or as thrones (see, 

for instance, Clark, et al. 2010:13; González Lauck 2010:138; Grove 1973:135; Lowe, et 

al. 1982; Parsons 1986). Generally speaking, the functional difference between altars and 

thrones is that scholars define the former category as a site of offering while they define 

the latter as a royal seat. The scaled, burned surfaces of monuments like Sculpture 68 

(FIGS. 27a and 169f) support an offering function, while the common depiction of seated 

figures on four-legged thrones in Late Preclassic art support the seating function (see 

Izapa Stela 8, Takalik Abaj Stela 5, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65; also see citations in 

Clark, et al. (2010:14) for Middle and Late Preclassic pedestal examples). 

It may be tempting to argue that the distinction between monument forms relies 

on “leggedness,” with four-legged monuments representing thrones and flat-bottomed 

monuments serving as altars (see, for instance, Clark, et al. 2010:13; Kaplan 1995).38 

Several Kaminaljuyú monuments with legs, however, are far too small to have served as 

seats (many are only 5-6cm thick and would have measured less than 40cm square) 

(FIG.170). Furthermore, in scale and iconographic format, the flat-bottomed 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 12 (FIG.169b) is basically identical to the four-legged 

Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 1 (FIG.169a). Even Kaplan (1995:190), who ostensibly focuses 

on leggedness as a meaningful diagnostic feature, groups these two monuments together 

as thrones. The same is true for the four-legged or “footed” Sculpture 10 (FIG.169c) and 

the flat-bottomed Sculpture 8 (FIG. 173a) (Kaplan 1995:191; Parsons 1986). These 

monuments have shared iconography and similar dimensions, features that suggest 
                                                                                                                                            
possibly Sculptures 28 and 100 (FIG. 173). Kaplan (1995) adds Sculptures 6 and 118 (FIG. 174) to the list, 
but I believe these were more likely panels than altars or thrones. 
38 Parsons describes Sculptures 1, 14, and 18 as having been originally 4-legged (Parsons 1986:55, 59). 
Kaplan (1995) adds Sculpture 10, the Incienso Throne, and the Shook Altar to the list, while I add 
Sculptures 76 and 169. 
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analogous functions, despite the fact that Sculpture 8 lacks legs. Leggedness does not 

appear to have been very meaningful in the Classic period, either, as rulers are shown 

seated on thrones both with and without legs with equal frequency.39 

I suggest that these taxonomic frustrations, rather than indicating some failure of 

classification on the part of scholars, may instead indicate something ontologically 

meaningful about the ways in which these monuments were conceptualized at ancient 

Kaminaljuyú. In other words, I believe the overlap between throne and altar formats may 

signify some kind of conceptual similarity in their functionality and significance. Though 

we in the West may believe that surfaces for sitting and surfaces for ritual offering are 

very distinct, it is quite possible that this was not the case for the ancient Maya. My 

argument is most simply articulated as follows: in effect, these flat-topped, four-sided 

monuments (with or without legs) defined a transitional or liminal space. That which was 

placed or seated atop them, then, would have been conceived of as a transformative 

substance—in burning, a solid material became smoke and vapor; in performing his 

office, a speaking king was simultaneously of and beyond this world, both a single, 

human body and multiple, embodied divine essences. 

Several monuments at the site support the idea that altars were viewed as sites of 

transformation at Kaminaljuyú. Large toad altars, for instance (FIG.175a), exactly mimic 

the form of the small, toad-shaped mortars found in Kaminaljuyú Mound E-III-3 

(FIG.175b) (Miles 1965:257; Shook and Kidder 1952:111, Fig. 78c-e). Christa Schieber 

de Lavarreda (personal communication 2010) has expressed similar ideas, noting that 

miniature four-legged mortars are consistently identified as altars in the archaeological 

record. The toad mortars at Kaminaljuyú, complete with miniature pestles, were used for 

                                                
39 For discussions related to the identification of thrones and symbols of early rulership, see: Clark, et al. 
(2010:15); Grove (1973:135); Guernsey (2006b:81); Kaplan (1995, 1999); and Lowe, et al. (1982:95). 
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grinding materials, a practice that can easily be viewed as analogous to burning or other 

ritual actions that change the material nature of substances. 

The iconography found on the bas-relief altars, thrones, and miniature altars at 

Kaminaljuyú also indicates close associations with moments of transition or 

transformation. For instance, Sculpture 169, a miniature altar fragment, shows a human 

figure burning an offering atop a bound altar (FIG. 170a), suggesting such activities may 

have occurred on the surface of this monument as well.40 Sculpture 6 (FIG. 174a) may 

show a similar offering scene. On Sculpture 14 (FIG. 169e), roiling clouds and the 

scrolling face of the wind god are found in a scene of rainmaking. Sculpture 132 (FIG. 

170c) appears to depict the conjuring or summoning of the Principal Bird deity, and other 

altars show scrolling water faces on their sides or tops (FIGS. 169d, 170b, 171a-b, 172a). 

All of these monuments thus consistently reference transformational, transitional, or 

supernaturally-charged events and spaces, marking the sculptural space as somehow 

separable from the mundane or ordinary space that once surrounded it. 

It is also notable that most of these flat-topped monuments (whether legged or 

not, whether large enough to be sat upon or not) are marked with clear border designs. 

These vary considerably and include “sawtooth” patterns, glyphs, and woven mat designs 

(see FIGS. 169-171). As Clancy (1990:30), Earley, and Guernsey (Earley and Guernsey 

in press:370; Guernsey 2006b:39; Guernsey Kappelman 2004:100) have argued, borders 

on monuments appear to reference a qualitative difference between the space within the 

border and the space beyond it. These monuments thus appear to mark whatever was 

upon their surface (whether king or offering) as ritually charged and meaningful (see, for 

                                                
40 Kaplan (1995:188-189) identifies this as a throne fragment, but it is far too thin (only 6cm deep) and 
small (the complete monument would have measured less than 40cm square) to have been used as an actual 
seat. Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) suggests the smoking item may be an earflare. 
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instance, Kaplan 1995:191). That three of these monuments are bordered by either 

scrolled water faces or versions of the bracket-beaked deity (FIGS. 169d, 170b, 171b) 

(see Chapter 7 for more on this figure) further supports these ideas, suggesting that 

whatever was placed atop them was being positioned in a kind of in-between space, a 

watery portal between earth and Underworld. In general, then, the iconography of these 

monuments consistently references moments of transformation, liminality, and transition. 

Izapa Throne 1 (FIG. 176a) provides further evidence for the qualitative similarity 

between altars and thrones. As Guernsey (Guernsey 2006b:136; 2011:131; Guernsey 

Kappelman 2002:72) notes, the top of this monument is carved with a scalloped portal, 

quite literally locating the king who sat upon it in a transitional space between worlds. 

The same motif (though in a halved format) is also seen on several Late Preclassic 

monuments and serves as a skyband on Sculpture 65 (FIG. 176b) (see, for example, 

Kaplan 1995:193).41 Here and elsewhere (FIG. 176c), it forms a celestial portal from 

which a human or supernatural figure descends. In effect, then, the king who sat upon 

Izapa Throne 1 would have been positioned in the in-between space that linked the 

human and supernatural worlds. That enthroned kings were, like offered substances, 

considered in a transitional space, is further supported by the fact that enthroned kings 

and gods are often shown within quatrefoils in Late Preclassic art—these include Takalik 

Abaj Altar 48 (Taube, et al. 2010:73, Fig.47), Izapa Stela 8 (Guernsey 2006b:136), and 

an example from San Bartolo (Taube, et al. 2010:72-73, Fig.46).42 Karl Taube (personal 

communication 2012) notes that the cloud thrones seen at Chalcatzingo (see, for instance, 

                                                
41 Karl Taube (personal communication 2012) interprets this motif as a crossed-bands sun with jades at its 
corners, similar to the sun disks found in Late Postclassic imagery. 
42 Guernsey (2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 2004) argues that the toad altars of Izapa were sited in tandem 
with ruler stelae in order that the rulers carved on the stelae would appear to be born out of the altars, once 
again indicating that altars were emergent, transformative, transitional spaces. 



 462 

Chalcatzingo Monument 1 in Taube 2004c:84, Fig.38f) indicate that these ideas of 

thrones as transitional spaces may have been widespread throughout Mesoamerica. 

These monuments, then, as altars, thrones, or a blend of both, served as kinetic 

spaces. They were sites of display, transformation, and transition, the unique places of 

kingship, where rulers could simultaneously operate in different realms and separate 

bodies while embodying multiple selves. As Clark (2004:212) states, “…thrones were 

purposely composed as incomplete historic narratives that required a regal presence to 

complete the circuit between past and present, myth and history.” The unique 

characteristics of the kingly body and the kingly self completed this narrative, marking 

the king as a site of communication, transformation, and exchange. 

CONSTRUCTING THE KING: 

So far the current chapter has discussed the body of the king from a relatively 

egocentric standpoint, addressing the ways in which the body of the king activated space 

or acted upon his human and architectural surroundings. I would like to end this chapter 

with the idea that the king, though acting upon the world in both fleshy and monumental 

form, was also, and in turn, structured by the world around him. Just as a monument was 

carved by human hands, the king, too, was human-made, a site of constant construction, 

transformation, and reinterpretation. Like monuments, then, the royal body was a 

“conversant” and social being, constituted by its interaction with other human actors, 

with the landscape, and with its audience. 

As we move forward, it must be recognized that monuments do not have some 

inherent, monolithic, or unchanging meaning, but are subject to the interpretations and 

meanings of the people who encounter them. Monuments are thus infinitely interpretable, 

for, as Gell (1998:33-34) argues, perception is an act of construction. As Houston, et al. 
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(2006:98), observe, the act of fixing a self in an image leads to the interaction of that 

image with an audience. That interaction, in turn, enables interpretation, a constructive 

enterprise, which leads to change and growth. In short, the transactional nature of the 

relationship between image and viewer leads to an ongoing negotiation of hierarchies, 

selves, power structures, and the social environment. 

In the West, viewership is often seen as passive and receptive. Linguistic and 

ethnographic research, however, indicate that in other cultures (including that of the 

ancient Maya), sight is viewed as an “extromissive” sense, a tactile phenomenon that 

actually reaches out and touches the objects it seeks to comprehend (Gell 1998:117). As 

Houston, et al. (2006:167) state, “What is crucial here is that the eye is procreative. It not 

only receives images from the outer world, but positively affects and changes that world 

through the power of sight…” (see also Hanks 1990:89; Houston, et al. 2006:173-175, 

178, 278). 

As Guernsey (2006b:140-141), describes, the Late Preclassic monumental 

landscape was designed with this “active viewing” in mind, demanding that viewers 

move around it. Through movement, human bodies interacted with carved scenes at 

different distances and closed the circuit among them, creating narrative flow by allowing 

objects to communicate across the landscape (Ibid.). The relationship of viewer and 

viewed, then, was reciprocal, a mutually constitutive arrangement of subject and object, 

actors and acted upon. As Tilley (2004:30) states, experiencing the world requires “…an 

opening of my body to things, a reversible relationship between touching and being 

touched, myself and other, the effect of myself on things and those things on me.”  
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Bodily Inscription—the King as Surface: 

All of this is to argue that the Kaminaljuyú king’s body was a constructed thing, a 

built thing, a site of symbolic production and communication. Just as the stony surfaces 

of monuments were carefully designed and carved to give them symbolic resonance and 

specificity, the king’s fleshy surface was enriched, ornamented, and enhanced by status 

symbols, exotic materials, and other codified elements. As Joyce (1998:159) so 

articulately states: “Body decoration, whether displayed directly on the living body or 

represented in other media, serves to transform the raw material of flesh, bones, and hair 

into the culturally prescribed form of a person” (see also Joyce 2005). Clark (2004:215) 

echoes this idea of the king as a moldable material: “The royal body became the most 

precious substance of all; like other materials it was carved, modeled, pierced, and 

painted as a representation of a god” (see also Freidel 1992:128). There is thus an 

important correspondence between the inscription of the royal body and the inscription of 

stone monuments (see, for instance, Joyce 1996; Joyce 2005:144).43 In many ways, the 

king was like an art object—a meaningful material body made somehow doubly 

meaningful by its transformation from raw human flesh into performative, ritual 

substance (see Chapter 3 for more on these ideas). 

In many ways, the Kaminaljuyú king was just as much a “made” object as the 

carved sculptures that display his image. As Baudez (2000b:135) so cleverly states, it 

becomes a situation in which “The royal persona hides the royal person.” The king’s 

body and its depiction in art expressed paradigms; his actions and his representation in 

sculpture thus maintained and perpetuated mythical, historical, and ideological structures 

(see, for example, Guernsey 2006b; Houston, et al. 2006:8; Stuart 2005a:269). As 

                                                
43 For more on bodily inscription, modification, and transformation and the relationship of these processes 
to the construction of self in the ancient Maya world, see Geller (2004:326-410) and Joyce (2005). 
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discussed in Chapter 8, the king was also a site of display—a jeweled thing, a quetzal-

feathered thing, bedecked in exotic goods and gorgeous finery—that would have 

established, defined, advertised, and articulated concepts of value and economic systems 

(see Guernsey 2006b; Guernsey Kappelman 1997; and Looper 2009 for discussions of 

the connections between royal performance and economics).44 The king was therefore not 

a true individual but instead (at least in his publicly-“discoursed” form) an idea—a 

representation, solidification, concretization, or expression of societal concepts 

concerning what a king was meant to be. 

Inomata (2006a:819) notes the importance of kingly performance being 

“successful” in the eyes of beholders: “The strong emphasis on the performance and 

visibility of rulers implies that they were under constant scrutiny” (Ibid.). Royal 

performances, then, cannot be seen as claims to power enacted at the whim of the 

performer before a passive audience. Royal bodies were, in many ways, prisoners to these 

displays, as much acted upon and constructed by the viewers who beheld them as active 

agents capable of determining their own outcomes (see, for instance, Inomata and Coben 

2006:28). 

The production and maintenance of hierarchies, authority positions, and the 

“world order” was therefore not uni-directional, but instead established through a dialog 

between viewer and viewed, performer and audience (see, for example, Houston and 

Stuart 2001:55; Inomata 2006a:809; 2006b:191; Schele and Freidel 1990:92). As 

Houston and Stuart (1996:308) state, “Power derives from social and political discourse 

involving assertion, on the one hand, and acceptance or rejection by persons for whom 

that message is intended, on the other.” Power, in other words, is a dialog—manifested in 

                                                
44 See DeMarrais, et al. (1996) for a similar argument made in the context of the ancient Moche. 
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the transactional relationship between the performing body of the ruler and the people 

who watch him, between the king and his images, and between viewers and those images. 

In sum, the king and his stony avatars in the landscape may have populated and 

affected the world around them in myriad important ways, but they too, in turn, were 

acted upon, interpreted, and created by the bodies that moved around them. Through 

witnessing, accepting, rejecting, subverting and structuring these events, this audience 

constituted their king in a complex choreography of viewer and viewed, actor and acted 

upon, in which the ritual landscape became a site of constant negotiation, interpretation, 

and ideological framing. 

CONCLUSION: 

A recurring theme throughout this chapter (and one that was also encountered in 

Chapter 8) is the Kaminaljuyú king as a site of interaction and intersection. He is bodily 

human yet somehow, “supra-human” (Houston and Stuart 1996; Houston, et al. 2006:6-8; 

Stuart 1996). He is solid flesh, blood, and stone and also the incorporeal substance of 

song, sound, and exhalation. In this chapter I have focused not only on how the king 

acted upon and through the physical and social landscape, but on how those things and 

people reciprocally constituted him through social interaction. 

There is a true overlap between the king’s body and stone monuments at 

Kaminaljuyú—both embodied inherent, internal, material meanings, intrinsic to their 

very substance, and both also served as surfaces for inscription, communication, and 

symbolic meaning. In addition, the power of each was articulated and manifested through 

performance, through the social interaction that comes about through viewership and 

witnessing. Both, in a way, can be considered iconographically legible systems, infinitely 

expressive and infinitely reinterpretable. Just like monuments, the king cannot be 
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understood fully in isolation, but must be considered in context. Although the vast 

majority of this context is gone and therefore not fully “knowable” at Kaminaljuyú, 

thinking about the king’s body in social and architectural space allows us to understand it 

as a site of display, negotiation, interpretation, and reiteration.45 

The seeming “finality” of the carved images of kings at Kaminaljuyú carries the 

risk of belying their inordinate flexibility—that of the fleshy actors themselves and the 

stony vessels that contained their multiplied personae. The king’s body, however, in both 

fleshy and stony form, was a mutable being. As Stone (2011:167) argues, “The body is 

recognized as mediatory—of action in the world, and between individual and society. Its 

fluctuating identities are understood as historically contingent and constituted by 

actualized cultural conceptions, these being subject to control by society and state” (see 

also Houston, et al. 2006:5). In previous chapters, I have described the iconographic 

symbols and messages of Kaminaljuyú as multivalent and multi-layered phenomena. In 

this chapter, I have argued that the king and the material selves of monuments were 

equally complex and multidimensional. In short, the king and the monuments that 

replicated his self across the landscape were contingent on the vicissitudes of the world 

around them, which interpreted and gave them meaning in innumerable, shifting ways 

through time. 

                                                
45 Although we are lacking the kinds of painted scenes found on Classic period ceramics showing the king 
in more intimate surroundings, it is very likely that the king was structured differently in different spaces. 
For more on the ideas of ruler display in public versus intimate settings, see Miller and Martin (2004:24). 
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Chapter 11: Conclusion 

“Archaeology is all about absences, about writing around what is obstinately not 

there…” (Pearson and Shanks 2001:60) 
 

A SYNOPSIS OF SORTS: 

As stated in the Introduction, this dissertation is, at heart, a salvage operation. I 

did not approach the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú with an initial research question, but 

rather let the monuments and their voices determine the shape of the arguments I would 

make. The narrative became, rather organically, the story of bodies—past and present, 

stone and flesh, whole and broken, traversing ancient and modern landscapes, 

intertwining, coalescing, and multiplying out into innumerable stories and moments and 

messages. This, then, has been a dissertation about how stone and human bodies were, in 

their inherent materiality, built, broken apart, inscribed, and made meaningful by the 

many other bodies that coexisted with them through time. It has also been a dissertation 

about art, about drawing, about the power of images not only to structure the lived-in 

world, but also their role in shaping and illuminating our present encounter with past 

objects, people, and landscapes.  

Through these chapters, we have consistently encountered monuments as multiple 

identities. Both actors and acted upon, messages and messengers, reflections of 

sociopolitical realities and the means by which these realities were altered, these 

monuments are encountered as active, sociable, affective beings in the Kaminaljuyú 

landscape. As Guernsey (2006b:9) states, “…these monuments and their repertoire of 

symbols represent more than mute testimony, written in stone, to events that were soon 

forgotten. They must be understood as protagonists—albeit stone ones—that structured 
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sacred space and delivered powerful messages to a diverse Late Preclassic audience” (see 

also Guernsey 2012b). As Love (1999a:149) argues, the advent of these stone sculptures 

in the Preclassic world changed the nature of that world in powerful ways: “Material 

culture had shaped the situations in which people came into contact with one another, the 

ways in which they became co-present in space-time. It affected the quality of those 

interactions as well. Far from being simply symbolic of social change, changing material 

culture remade the social world” (see also Joyce 2005:147). 

To understand the Late Preclassic world of Kaminaljuyú, then, we must recognize 

the fact that it was populated as much by objects as by people and that each affected the 

other in mutually constitutive exchanges. As Jones (2007:37) argues, “Things provide 

people with the capacity to act and through action things and people endure. Things make 

people exist, and people make things exist.” These objects, then, are part of human life, 

part of the activities that structure our understanding of the world around us. Boivin 

(2004:64) describes this most eloquently when he states, “Material artefacts are more 

than just abstract signs and symbols that physically manifest the social and cultural 

transformations taking place in people’s minds. They, by virtue of their very physicality, 

are part and parcel of those transformations, implicated in what we were and what we are 

to become.” 

FUTURE TENSES: 

As mentioned in the Introduction, I view this project as a first step in what I hope 

will be a long and energetic interaction by future scholars with the sculptural corpus of 

Kaminaljuyú. It therefore closely echoes the sentiment expressed by Clark, et al. 

(2010:24): “We view this book as opening research questions rather than shutting them 

down.” Each chapter presented here is just the beginning. Each could easily form the 
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basis for a dissertation all its own. I thus call upon future scholars to write those 

dissertations, to engage with, reassess, and move forward with the interpretations 

presented here to worlds that I cannot even conceive of at this stage. The length of this 

dissertation testifies to how much there was to say, even in a preliminary way, about 

Kaminaljuyú—how much was simply “lying on the surface.” The footnotes and asides, 

not to mention the repeated phrase “beyond the scope of the current project,” however, 

attest to how very much remains to be done. 

These future projects will hopefully include more holistic and comprehensive 

analyses of the sculptural corpus of Kaminaljuyú, studies that would address the 

multiplicities inherent in both the objects and the audiences of Kaminaljuyú. Such ideas 

follow work by Guernsey (2010b:207): “My premise is that rulers invoked particular 

themes and sculptural types for specific purposes that engaged different sectors and 

concerns of society. In so doing, rulers orchestrated a multi-faceted sculptural program 

that negotiated a variety of social constituencies and ideological realms” (see also Love 

2010:150-151, 157). The previous chapters have addressed a number of topics, but 

innumerable additional messages were sent through the diverse sculptural corpus of 

Kaminaljuyú. To truly understand the sculptures of Kaminaljuyú, then, a more holistic 

approach to the corpus—one that takes into account the plain monuments, pedestal 

sculptures, boulder carvings, potbellies, and mushroom stones—is necessary. The current 

project hopefully provides a piece of that puzzle. As Gell (1998:153) argues, however, 

these bas-relief sculptures existed in complex interrelationships with the sculptures 

around them: 

…artworks are never just singular entities; they are members of categories of 
artworks, and their significance is crucially affected by the relations which exist 
between them, as individuals, and other members of the same category of 
artworks, and the relationships that exist between this category and other 
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categories of artworks within a stylistic whole—a culturally or historically 
specific art-production system.  

A true understanding of the monuments of Kaminaljuyú, then, must wait until future 

projects can more comprehensively approach myriad sculptural forms, their context and 

the highly complex, multi-layered social networks in which they were embedded. 

I also believe that further, focused work on questions of economy and value 

systems would be extremely rewarding, especially the ways in which art and 

iconography, monument production, and performance give us access into these ideas. 

Ritual performances, and by extension the stone monuments involved in them, were sites 

for the production of very practical, worldly precepts and models of behavior. As such, 

the dual nature of these moments and monuments must be recognized. In the words of 

Tambiah (1985:155), we must embrace “…the fact of ritual’s duplex existence, as an 

entity that symbolically and/or iconically represents the cosmos and at the same time 

indexically legitimates and realizes social hierarchies.” In other words, Western biases 

that separate the religious from the secular become untenable when investigating the 

ancient sculptures of Kaminaljuyú. As Edmonds (1999:8-9) so eloquently states: 

We create, through our narratives, a division between sacred and secular. We 
assume that these spheres can be bracketed off from one another: on one side a 
ritual world full of symbolic meaning; on the other, a pragmatic, common-sense 
world of getting on with things and making a living. The irony is that even in our 
own lives, these rigid divisions are a chimera.  

The iconography of these bas-relief sculptures, not to mention monument production, 

siting, and use, therefore has as much to do with the worldly and practical as it does with 

the esoteric and religious. Future studies focusing on this topic therefore promise to 

illuminate much about the ancient value systems, hierarchies, and “real world” questions 

that were reflected in and structured by the art of Kaminaljuyú. 
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More rewarding studies also remain to be done on the kinds of monuments these 

were and what different meanings these forms embodied. Experientially, a human-scale 

cut-out silhouette sculpture is very different than a blocky, four-legged throne or a panel 

inset into a wall. Scholarship that addresses these more formal qualities may help to 

illuminate additional dimensions of how monuments occupied the ancient world (see, for 

instance, Clancy 1999; Newsome 1998:121). As Focillon (1948:21) describes in the case 

of architecture (I would argue the same goes for sculpture), “Exterior volumes and their 

profiles unquestionably interpose a new and entirely human element upon the horizon of 

natural forms, to which their conformity or harmony, when most carefully calculated, 

always adds something unexpected” (see Clancy 1999:7 for a similar argument in the 

case of Maya sculpture). In effect, I believe that future investigations regarding the effect 

of form on audience and landscape will enrich our understanding of these monuments in 

new and interesting ways. 

Finally, I hope to see more scholarship on the long, complex, and rich lives these 

sculptures had. As our encounters with them in test pits and bulldozed trenches attests, 

monuments and fragments live on through an extraordinary span of history to become 

very present and meaningful in our lives. As mentioned in Chapter 3, this dissertation 

focuses almost exclusively on the original messages and functions of the monuments of 

Kaminaljuyú, but there is much left to do on how these objects were reinterpreted and 

reinvented through time. As Thomas (1996:62) states:  

In that all material things, as part of the equipmental totality, are passed down, 
reworked, and their significance renegotiated, they are always already involved in 
social relationships when we come to excavate them. When we undertake 
archaeological analysis, what we are doing is taking some part or parts of the 
material world out of the continuous stream of history and constituting them as 
objects. 
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Broken, effaced, erased, rearranged, re-carved, and curated for centuries, these 

monuments speak to the importance of objects in ancient worlds, as persistently 

meaningful, though constantly reinterpreted phenomena. As Pollard (2004:59) explains, 

“I would argue that this ‘play’ with materials, their transformation, re-contextualization 

and recombination, gave the potential to think of previously unimagined connections 

between things and so facilitated the creation of heterogeneous and hybrid objects” (see 

also Pollard 2004:47-48, 55, 60). 

Just as we encounter these objects in the present and try to make sense of them 

through our modern frameworks of understanding, so too do their past re-uses and re-

formations represent moments of creativity and interpretation (Bradley 2003:224-225). 

Even when remaining still and stony in the landscape, these monuments had to flex and 

“mean” differently according to changing historical circumstances (see, for instance, 

Bradley 1998:162; 2003:222-223; Clark, et al. 2010:5; Edmonds 1999:3; Ingold 

2000:154). They are thus rather contradictory things. As Edmonds (1999:134) explains: 

“Recruited by the living, [monuments] can change in form and in significance. …At the 

same time, they retain a sense of the timeless and the eternal.” The monuments of 

Kaminaljuyú thus need to be addressed as active sites of identity formation, constant 

negotiation, and contextual, historical contingency, topics that deserve far more detailed 

study. Such projects would embody what Pollard (2004:48) describes as an enhanced 

view of materiality: 

I would like to suggest that the instability of certain things and substances is just 
as interesting as the stability of others, because it shifts attention from a focus on 
representation to a more involved comprehension of materiality and material 
agency. By materiality I mean how the material character of the world is 
comprehended, appropriated and involved in human projects. 
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In short, these monuments do not have a single, fixed, or authentic meaning to discover 

but instead embrace multiple meanings. By acknowledging or recognizing that these 

monuments, in deliberate contradiction of their stony forms, represent mutable processes 

rather than monolithic meanings, we immediately enhance our understanding of both past 

and present worlds (see Olsen 2010:48-50; Pearson and Shanks 2001:99-100).  

In sum, there are innumerable rabbit holes of complex thought that have yet to be 

explored in the monumental world of Kaminaljuyú. This dissertation is a tentative first 

step and hopes to facilitate future scholastic encounters by providing cautious, 

fundamental insights into the sculptural world and iconographic language of 

Kaminaljuyú. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS: 

The corpus of bas-relief sculptures at Kaminaljuyú contains some of the greatest 

masterpieces ever crafted in Mesoamerica. It also contains some of the most roughly-

hewn and quirky sculptures I have ever seen. Some are poorly carved, others simply 

bizarre, but from the finely burnished, exquisitely carved surface of Stela 10 to the 

gorgeously plastic relief of Stela 11, to the humblest representation of a stumpy-necked 

musician blowing into an unidentifiable wind instrument, it has been a true honor and 

privilege to interact so intimately with these sculptures over the course of almost seven 

years. There is something uniquely humbling about tracing the lines an artist crafted a 

thousand years ago. There is the sense of a body in space, of shared past and present 

spaces, of monuments that materialize moments long past but which resonate in future 

time. It is one of the very few moments in which a scholar can truly interact with a person 

from the past, an “I,” an ego, an artist. And it is among the most gratifying experiences in 

the world. As Houston, et al. (2006:2) state in their volume on ancient Maya senses, 
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“…the body is unavoidable. Without bodies, there would be no Classic Maya, no us to 

interpret these ancient peoples. The body is for that very reason a shared legacy, inherited 

from long before Beringia. It allows a fundamental reach toward empathy and an entrée 

into past experience.” 

This dissertation, then, has not only been about ancient bodies of flesh and stone, 

but about the ways in which those past bodies have material meaning in the present. It is 

a story of the ways in which bodies like mine—through drawing, digging, or simply 

contemplating these remains—intersect with these more ancient bodies and how these 

ancient remains co-participate in our understanding of the present. I care very deeply 

about these monuments, and I believe strongly in their ability to talk to us, not just about 

ancient worlds, but the people and objects that moved through them. It is our 

responsibility, then, to listen, to engage with these monuments. Not just to learn about 

ancient landscapes and people, but to better understand how they resonate within and 

shape our present. I have done my best, but I have no doubt that other “I”s, other egos, 

will have a very different interaction with these objects. I end this long and arduous 

project, then, with a call to arms, that archaeologists and art historians look at 

Kaminaljuyú, its art and its archaeology, with a sense of wonderment, responsibility, and 

enthusiasm. There is an entire world out there to be discovered—much has been 

bulldozed and broken and scattered, but so much of it still remains to be found, 

contemplated, and understood, in all its quirks and all its glory. 

I end with a quote I used in my dedication: 
 
“The things we see are beautiful. 
The things we know are more beautiful. 
The things we do not yet know are the most beautiful of all” 
(Renfrew 2003:192, quoting perhaps Enzo Carli) 
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Figures: 

 

Figure 1: regional map of the Guatemalan highlands and South Coast (Love and Kaplan, 
eds. 2011: Fig.0.1). 

 

Figure 2: sketch map of Kaminaljuyú (Parsons 1986: Fig.4). 
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Figure 3: Pennsylvania State University map of Kaminaljuyú (Michels and Sanders 1973: 
Fig.1). 
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Figure 4: Mound E-III-3 Tombs- a) Tomb I; b) Tomb II (Shook and Kidder 1952: 
Figs.13, 15). 
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Figure 5: Google Maps image of Guatemala City. The “Parque Kaminaljuyú” is the 
small, dark, elongated oval at upper left. 

 

Figure 6: two sketches of Sculpture 65 based on scan data (Doering and Collins 2010: 
Figs. 11.4 and 11.5). 
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Figure 7: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 25- a) photograph by author; b) drawing by Michels 
(1979); c) drawing by author. 

 

A   B   C  

Figure 8: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 13- a) photograph by Joya Hairs; b) drawing by Parsons 
(1986:Fig.180); c) drawing by author. 
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Figure 9: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 upper text- a) drawing by Porter (used by Prater 
1989: Fig.6.1); b) after Girard (1966: Fig.194); c) Drawing by Mora-Marín 
(2005: Fig.2b); d) drawing by author (in consultation with David Stuart). 

 

A  B  C  

Figure 10: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 lower text- a) drawing by Houston (2004:f.10.3); b) 
after Prater (1989:f.6.1); c) after Girard (1966:f.194)… (cont’d)… 

Kaminaljuyu Stela 10: Uncorrected Draft by Lucia R. Henderson (9/2010)
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Figure 10 (cont’d): …d) from Fahsen (1988: Fig.7); e) drawing by John Justeson (Fahsen 
1995: Fig.95); f) drawing by Mora-Marín (2005:f.2c); g) drawing by author 
(in consultation with David Stuart).  
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Figure 11: Late Preclassic monuments reused as Classic period tomb markers- a) 
Sculpture 26 (bottom); b) Sculpture 12; c) Sculpture 144 (photos and 
drawings by author). Also see Figure 7. 
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Figure 12: Kaminaljuyú monuments found in tombs and caches- a) Sculpture 102; b) 
Sculpture 63; c) Sculpture 9 (photos and drawings by author). 
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Figure 13: Kaminaljuyú monuments found together in a cache- a) Sculpture 109 (photo 
by author); b) Sculpture 110 (photo by author); c) Sculpture 51 (“Charlie”) 
(Easby and Scott 1970: Fig.53); d) Sculpture 53 (photo by author); e) 
Sculpture 54 (photo by author); f) Sculpture 52 (Easby and Scott 1970: 
Fig.54). 
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Figure 14: curation, breakage, and re-carving of Kaminaljuyú monuments- a) Sculpture 
21; b) Sculpture 10; c) Sculpture 202; d) Sculpture 33 (photos and drawings 
by author). 



 487 

A   B  

Figure 15: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65- a) Side A; b) Side B (photos by Arturo Godoy). 

 

A   B  

Figure 16: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2; b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 6 (photos by author). 
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Figure 17: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 19; b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 4 (photos and 
drawings by author). 
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Figure 18: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 28 (left) and Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 176 (right) 
(drawings by author). 
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Figure 19: drummer monument pair- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 170 (photo by Barbara 
Arroyo); b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 135 (photos by Joya Hairs and author).  
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Figure 20: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 88 (lower fragment) and Sculpture 89 (upper 
fragment). Parsons (1986: Table 4; Fig.181) suggests these once formed a 
single monument, though a note by Ariadne Prater left on the monument 
says “not the same sculpture” (drawings and photos by author). 

 

 

Figure 21: portable silhouette sculptures from Kaminaljuyú. Left to right: Sculptures 75, 
74, and 69 (photos by author).  
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Figure 22: Kaminaljuyú “throne figures”- a) Sculpture 178; b) Sculpture 165 (photos by 
author). 

A  B  C  

Figure 23: giant stone effigy three-prong censer bases– a-c) Sculptures 216-218 (photos 
by author) 
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Figure 24: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 109; b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 110 (drawings by 
author). 
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Figure 25: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 8; b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (photos and 
drawings by author). 
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Figure 26: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 2- a) Top; b) Side A; c) Side B; d-g) comparison of 
Side A (left) versus Side B (right) (photo and drawings by author). 
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Figure 27: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68- a) Top and side view b) left and right bottom 
corner masks (photos and drawings by author). 
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Figure 28: mixing and matching in Kaminaljuyú Tomb I, E-III-3- a) mismatched 
muscovite vases (Nos. 36 and 37); b) two almost-matching plates, deposited 
together (Nos.43 and 43); c-d) matching earflares- earflare C was placed 
with a non-matching flare at No.61 while earflare D was placed at No.89 
with other jade objects; e) detail of Tomb I plan (Shook and Kidder 1952: 
Fig.13). 
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Figure 29: a-b) back and side views of a Campeche figurine with faggots strapped to his 
back (Schele and Miller 1986:Pl.94); c) Preclassic Mexican figurine of a 
defleshed figure (Smith 1968:31). 

 

Figure 30: K1080- note offering bowls with body parts in them. 
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Figure 31: embellished skull, Kaminaljuyú Tomb B-IV (photo by author) 

 

 

Figure 32: deposit of 33 skulls and the body of a young woman (visible at the upper 
right), organized around a central vessel with a skull in it (see the large gray 
circle at center) (Velasquez 1993:Fig.3). 
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Figure 33: Late Preclassic decapitations- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 67 (drawing by 
author); b) El Jobo Stela 1 (Miles 1965: Fig.15b); c) Izapa Stela 21 (drawing 
by Ayax Moreno); d) Chocolá Stela 1 (Prater 1989: Fig.6.1). 
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Figure 34: decapitation scenes on Classic Maya painted vessels- a) K0759; b) K1230; c) 
K1490. 

 

A   B   C  

Figure 35: the curved, hafted axe of Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 11 detail (photo by 
author); b) Sculpture 10 detail (photo by author); c) flint axe from Tomb I, 
Mound E-III-3 (Shook and Kidder 1952: Fig.79c). 
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Figure 36: axes and decapitation– a) San Bartolo figure (Saturno, et al. 2006: Fig.4, 
drawing by Heather Hurst); b) K5850. 

 

Figure 37: Chahk and his hafted axe in a sacrifice scene (K1370). 

 

Figure 38: figure with “spooled” belt from Loltun cave (drawing by Linda Schele). 
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Figure 39: blood pours from a severed head on a Classic Maya painted vessel (K680). 

A   B  

Figure 40: offering bowls- a) skull and vessel deposited in Lake Amatitlán, Guatemala 
(de Borhegyi 1959:108); b) baby in an offering bowl (K4384). 

A   B  

Figure 41: viscera transform into serpents on Classic Maya painted vessels- a) K1653; b) 
K1184. 
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Figure 42: Yaxchilan Lintel 25 (drawing by Linda Schele). 

 

Figure 43: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65, obverse (drawing by author). 
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Figure 44: captives with hands tied behind their backs- a) Izapa Stela 89 (drawing by 
Ayax Moreno); b) Izapa Misc. Monument 4 (a pedestal sculpture) (drawing 
by Ayax Moreno); c) a monument from Chocolá (Kaplan 2007); d) 
Yaxchilan Hieroglyphic Stair 3 (Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions 
Vol. III(3)); e) Toniná ballcourt sculpture (drawing by Linda Schele). 

 

Figure 45: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 181, a silhouette fragment showing a figure’s hands 
bound in front of his body (drawing by author). 
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Figure 46: contrasting crocodiles and captives on carved shell ornaments (K7544). 

 

A     B    

 

C  

Figure 47: the “one-bent-knee” kneeling position in offering contexts throughout 
Mesoamerica- a) San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by Heather Hurst); b) 
collected images from Taube (2003: Fig.11.16, drawings by Karl Taube); c) 
carved shell earflares (Schele and Miller 1986:Pl.83). 
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Figure 48: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (drawing by author). 

 

A   B   C  

Figure 49: a) triple blades from El Baul, Campeche (Thompson 1948:Fig.23); b) Tikal 
Lintel 2 (Harrison 1999: Fig. 112); c) Tikal Stela 39 (drawing by John 
Montgomery). 
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Figure 50: jaguars mauling humans– a) at Chalcatzingo (Gay 1967); b) Chalcatzingo 
Monument 31 (Gutierrez and Pye 2010: Fig.2.12); c) San Lorenzo Mon.107 
(Gutierrez and Pye 2010: Fig.2.11); d) Acanceh (von Winning 1984:Fig.7). 

 

A  

 

B  

Figure 51: triple blades, jaguars, and disembowelment on Classic Maya painted vases- a) 
Vessel 30; b) Vessel 29 (Robicsek and Hales 1981).  
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D  

Figure 52: disembowelment scenes- a) San Mogote Monument 3 (Flannery and Marcus 
2003: Fig.3.10); b-c) Cacaxtla mural (photos by author); d) Maya vessel 
scene (Coe 1973: Fig.3) 
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C   D  

 

Figure 53: evisceration, jaguars, and agricultural metaphors- a) Jaina figurine of a feline 
biting the neck of a disemboweled figure (Smith 1968:89); b) Izapa Stela 12 
(drawing by Ayax Moreno); c) Classic Maya vessel scene (K8351); d) El 
Tajín disembowelment and decapitation (Wilkerson 1984:Fig.7). 



 510 

A   B    

C  

Figure 54: Kaminaljuyú “gladiators”- a) Sculpture 115; b) Sculpture 209; c) Sculpture 
211 (photos by author). 

 

Figure 55: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (drawing by author). 
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Figure 56: Takalik Abaj Stela 2 (drawing by James Porter). 

A      B  

Figure 57: a) the Trefoil-Eyed figure of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10; b) the king of 
Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (drawings by author). 
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Figure 58: Izapa Stela 4 (drawing by Ayax Moreno). 

 

Figure 59: the Female Figure of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (drawing by author). 



 513 

A   B   C  

Figure 60: the drooping breasts of elderly goddesses in Maya art- a-b) goddesses from the 
Classic period Birth Vase (particularly note similarity between farthest left 
figure and the Stela 10 female) (K5113); c) Goddess O from the Post-
Classic Dresden Codex (p.39). 

 

Figure 61: three of the four women from the North Wall of San Bartolo (drawing by 
Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 62: breath beads- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 1 (drawing by author); b) Dzibanché 
jade-inlaid shell (Finamore and Houston 2010:128). 

 

Figure 63: enthroned figure with closed eye from Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (drawing by 
author). 
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Figure 64: the Floating Head of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (drawing by author) 

 

A   B   C  

Figure 65: a-b) San Bartolo North Wall diadems (drawings by Heather Hurst); c) diadem 
on an Early Classic vessel (Boot 2005:6a). 
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Figure 66: painted leaf on the North Wall of San Bartolo (drawing by Heather Hurst). 

 

A   B  

Figure 67: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 “name glyph” (drawing by author); b) Tikal 
Stela 31 “name glyph” (drawing by Linda Schele). 
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Figure 68: a) central ruler on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (drawing by author); b) Hauberg 
Stela detail (Schele and Miller 1986:Plate 66b); c) central right-hand captive 
on Sculpture 65 (drawing by author); d) carved jade bead from Kaminaljuyú 
Tomb A-VI (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 1946: Fig.148l). 

A  B  

Figure 69: a) Hauberg Stela detail (Schele and Miller 1986:Plate 66b); b) censer from 
Burial 10, Tikal (Harrison 1999: Pl.II). 
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Figure 70: Itzamnaaj in his celestial court (K504). 

 

Figure 71: hump-backed effigy censer from Tomb A-VI (Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 
1946: Fig.191a,b; Fig.178e). 

 

 

Figure 72: Itzamnaaj and the PBD shown with identical features on an Early Classic 
carved vase (K3863). 
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Figure 73: depictions of God N- a) K1196; b) K719. 

 

A   B  

Figure 74: the Old God of Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 179; b) Sculpture 17 (drawings by 
author). 
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Figure 75: figure from San Bartolo West Wall sacrifice scene (drawing by Heather Hurst) 

A   B  

Figure 76: the “topknotted” ancestral Chahk- a) Izapa Stela 1 (drawing by Ayax 
Moreno); b) Calakmul frieze, Structure IIB-Sub (drawing by Simon Martin). 
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Figure 77: the Kaminaljuyú rain god- a) Sculpture 19; b) Sculpture 4 (drawings by 
author)  

A  B  

Figure 78: a) Takalik Abaj Monument 64 (Guernsey 2010: Fig.9.10); b) Kaminaljuyú 
Sculpture 83 (photo by author). 

 

 

Figure 79: Chahk on an Early Classic incised vessel (Taube 1994: Fig.9b). 
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Figure 80: Kaminaljuyú Stela 21, note celt strapped to elbow (drawing by author). 

A   B  

Figure 81: crocodile feet- a) Deletaille Tripod (Hellmuth 1988: Fig.4.2); b) Izapa Stela 2 
(drawing by Ayax Moreno). 

 

Figure 82: Izapa Stela 11 (drawing by Ayax Moreno). 
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Figure 83: Sculpture 81, the Kaminaljuyú Rain God (photos by author) 

 

A     B  

 

Figure 84: Kaminaljuyú tumpline figures- a) thin orange vessel from Tomb X, Mound B 
(KJS 1946:Fig.193); b) Sculpture 73 (drawing by author). 
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Figure 85: Rain gods pouring water out of vessels. Madrid Codex p.27 (famsi.com). 

   

Figure 86: Sculpture 72, the Kaminaljuyú rain deity (photo by author). 

A     B  

Figure 87: rain deity statuettes (Finamore and Houston 2010:240-241, Plate 77). 
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C  

Figure 88: Kaminaljuyú stone effigy incensario bases: a) Sculpture 217; b) Sculpture 218; 
c) Sculpture 216 (photos by author). 
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Figure 89: the scrolled heads of water deities- a) Tuzapan statuette (Martínez Donjuán 
2010: Fig.3.9); b-c) Monte Alto Monument 3 (photos by author); d) Holmul 
façade (Estrada-Belli 2011: Fig.5.13). 

A   B   C  

Figure 90: the “Horned Water Deity”- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (drawing by author); 
b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68 (drawing by author); c) Chocolá Stela 1 
(drawing by Ayax Moreno). 
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Figure 91: “Horned Water Deities”- a) Izapa Throne 1 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); b) 
Uaxactún Str. H-Sub 3 (Valdés 1991:Fig.8); c) incised Early Classic vessel 
(Schele and Miller 1986:Plate 67b); d) Izapa Stela 3 (drawing by Ayax 
Moreno); e) Izapa Stela 23 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); f) San Bartolo, West 
Wall (drawing by Heather Hurst). 
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F  G-I  
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Figure 92: scrolled water faces at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 4; b) Sculpture 19; c) 
Sculpture 90; d) Sculpture 2 (Side A); e) Sculpture 2 (Side B); f-i) top and 
sides of Sculpture 76 (private collection, Guatemala City); j-k) side and top 
of Sculpture 18 (drawings by author). 
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Figure 93: Photo of Izapa Stela 1 showing deity’s eroded face (photo by David Stuart). 

A      B  

 

C     D  

Figure 94: the still face of water at Kaminaljuyú? a) Sculpture 49; b) Sculpture 180; c) 
Sculpture 167; d) Sculpture 81 (Drawings and photos by author). 
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Figure 95: potbelly connections- a) Bilbao Monument 47 (Parsons 1986:Fig.108); b) 
statuette from El Jabalí, Tomb 1, San Bartolo (Pellecer Allecio 2006:Fig.8). 

 

Figure 96: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 80 (drawing by author). 

 

A  

Figure 97: the Earth Crocodile at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 2 (drawing by author)… 
(cont’d) 
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Figure 97 (cont’d): …b) Sculpture 9; c) Sculpture 5 (drawings by author). 

A 	  	  B 	  C 	  	  

D  

Figure 98: Earth Crocodiles and water- a) Izapa Stela 25; b) Izapa Stela 27 (drawings by 
Ayax Moreno); c) Sarcophagus from La Venta (Reilly 1994: Fig.15.7); d) 
Copan Altar T (Maudslay 1889-1902). 
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Figure 99: Earth Crocodiles at Chalcatzingo (Gay 1971 and Karl Taube). 

 

Figure 100: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 68, composite drawing of top and side carving 
(drawing by author). 

 

Figure 101: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (Side B). Note scalloped sky portal (drawing by 
author).  
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Figure 102: the witz-eyed earth on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 10 (drawing by author). 

 

A     B  

Figure 103: the Bracket-Beaked god- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (drawing by author); 
b) Bilbao Monument 42 (Parsons 1986:Fig.183). 

A 	  	   	   B	    

Figure 104: a-b) Kaminaljuy´¨Sculpture 171, the “Shook Altar” (Kaplan 1995:Figs.10 
and 11). 
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Figure 105: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 169, a miniature altar showing an offering scene- a) 
top; b) side (drawings by author). 

A 	  

	  

	  B 	  

Figure 106: examples of the Bracket-Beaked deity- a) Takalik Abaj Altar 36/38 (Schieber 
de Lavarreda and Orrego Corzo 2010:Fig.8.17); b) San Bartolo West Wall 
(drawing by Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 107: top of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 102 (drawing by author). 

 

Figure 108: Waterlily Serpent on a Classic period painted vessel (K1162). 

 

Figure 109: cartouche figure from San Bartolo (drawing by Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 110: swimmer on a stucco façade, El Mirador (from a pamphlet by Hansen, in 
possession of author). 

 

Figure 111: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 112 (drawing by author). 

A 	  	  B	  	   	  	  C  

Figure 112: chin mask images- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (drawing by author); b) 
Takalik Abaj Stela 1 (drawing by James Porter); c) Calakmul Frieze from 
Structure IIB-Sub)  (drawing by Simon Martin). 
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Figure 113: silhouette sculpture from western Guatemala (photo from Kidder, Jennings, 
and Shook 1946:Fig.141c; drawing by author). 

A 	  	  

B 	  	   C  

Figure 114: a) Calakmul frieze, Structure IIB-Sub (drawing by Simon Martin); b) Izapa 
Stela 90 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); c) San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by 
Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 115: watery kings at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 133; B) Sculpture 202 (upper 
fragment) (drawings by author). 

 

  

Figure 116: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 3 (photo by author).  
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Figure 117: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 (drawing by author). 
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Figure 118: real-life elements of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11- a) Sculpture 11 PBD mask 
(drawing by author); b) greenstone mask from Tomb II, Mound E-III-3 
(Shook and Kidder 1952: Fig.81a); c) Sculpture 11 incensario (drawing by 
author); d) Sculpture 11 axe (drawing by author); e) flint axe from Tomb I, 
Mound E-III-3 (Shook and Kidder 1952: Fig. 79c); f) Sculpture 10 axe 
(drawing by author). 
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Figure 119: “Jester Gods”- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 paper mask (drawing author); b) 
Leiden Plaque (Fields 1989:Fig.4); c) Dumbarton Oaks plaque (drawing by 
Linda Schele); d) Tikal Stela 2 (Fields 1989:Fig.6); e) Olmec hacha from El 
Sitio (Ayala 1983:Fig.II.5.14); f) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 20 (drawing by 
author); g) jade jester ornament (Schele and Miller 1986:pl.11); h) detail 
from Palenque Oval Palace Tablet (drawing by Linda Schele) 
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Figure 120: the Dumbarton Oaks Plaque. Note both maize and foliated jester god forms 
(Freidel and Schele 1988:f.5). 

 

Figure 121: name glyphs for Ux Yop Huun, the foliated jester god (from a David Stuart 
Handout, 2010). 

 

Figure 122: scribe writing on amate paper (Miller and Martin 2004:134, Pl.65). 
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Figure 123: the Dallas Bone (Houston et al. 2006:Fig.7.14a). 

 

A    B    C  

Figure 124: World Trees at Izapa- a) Stela 27; b) Stela 25; c) Stela 2 (drawings by Ayax 
Moreno). 
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Figure 125: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 “scepter” (drawing by author). 

A B 	  C	    

Figure 126: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 kilt design (drawing by author); b) 
Chalcatzingo Monument 1 (Houston and Taube 2000:f.2b); c) Chalcatzingo 
Monument 9 (Grove 1999: Fig.4). 

A	   	   B	  	    

Figure 127: flowers and ajaw signs (details from Hellmuth 1988). 
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Figure 128: PBD imagery- a) stucco masks from Chanchich (Fialko 2005:Figs.8, 9a); b) 
Izapa Altar 3; c) Izapa Stela 4; d) Izapa Stela 2; E) Izapa Stela 25 (drawings 
by Ayax Moreno). 
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Figure 129: the PBD at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 30; b) Sculpture 11; c) Sculpture 100; 
d) Sculpture 109; e) Sculpture 110 (drawings by author). 
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Figure 130: the precious PBD- a) yax and tuun signs atop the PBD’s head (Kerr 3863); b) 
PBD tail with infixed “u” sign (Hellmuth 1987: Fig.494); c) dancing Early 
Classic PBD figures from Kaminaljuyú (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.207e); d) 
carved jade boulder from Altun Ha (Stuart 2004:Fig.4); e) carved jade PBD 
(Fields and Reents-Budet 2005: Pl.76); f) PBD heads as directional celts in 
Tomb 12, Rio Azul (Taube et al.: Fig.35a). 
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Figure 131: PBD’s beak as appellative- a) Rio Azul mural detail (Hellmuth 1987: 
Fig.594i); b) Takalik Abaj Stela 4 (drawing by Karl Taube). 

 

 

Figure 132: PBD on a World Tree with a PBD descending from a split, stormy sky above, 
San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 133: capes and bundles- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 main figure (drawing by 
author); b) accession figure with avian headdress and feathered cape, San 
Bartolo West Wall (drawing by Heather Hurst); c) Olmec statuette with 
avian cape (Clark 2004 Fig.18.4a); d) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 11 bundle 
(rotated clockwise and isolated from main figure) (drawing by author). 
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Figure 134: bundles- a) San Bartolo fragment (drawing by Heather Hurst); b) Izapa Stela 
9 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); c) bundle at Yaxchilan (Bricker 1986: 
Fig.179c); d) Palenque Palace Tablet (drawing by Linda Schele); e) 
Palenque Oval Palace Tablet (drawing by Linda Schele). 
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Figure 135: Itzamnaaj and bundle- a) Vase of the Seven Gods (Kerr 2796); b) K8485; c) 
K1183; D) painted Kaminaljuyú vessel (Kidder, et al. 1946:Fig.205c). 
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Figure 136: PBD and bundles- a) Izapa Altar 20 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); b) 
Chalcatzingo celt (Kappelman 1997: Fig.5.7a, after Coe et al. 
1995:Fig.125); c) K8636; d) K0732. 

 

A	   	  	  B	    

Figure 137: a) PBD and raining skyband, San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by Heather 
Hurst); b) Blom Plate showing a PBD with a water bird headdress and 
stacked water signs (Stone and Zender 2011:162). 



 553 

A 	  	  	  B	   	  	  	  	  C	    

Figure 138: a) dead PBD carried on the back of Jun Ajaw (Taube, et al. 2010: Fig.12, 
drawing by H. Hurst); b) deer sacrifice, San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by 
Heather Hurst); c) Takalik Abaj Monument 215/217 (Schieber and Orrego 
2010:Fig.7). 

A 	  	  

	  

B  

Figure 139: a) an early anthropomorphic PBD “falls apart” (Hellmuth 1987:Fig.556); b) 
Hun Ajaw and the bearing of the jade bundle (K1004).  
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Figure 140: witnessing PBDs at Takalik Abaj- a) Altar 13; b) Stela 2 (drawings by James 
Porter). 
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Figure 141: a) El Baul Stela 1 (Schele and Miller 1986: Fig.8); b) two floating figures 
from Ixlu Stela 2 (Houston and Stuart 1996: Fig.11); c) Kaminaljuyú 
Sculpture 25 (drawing by author); d) bundle-bearing figures, North Wall, 
San Bartolo (drawing by Heather Hurst); e) exploding gourd, North Wall, 
San Bartolo (drawing by Heather Hurst). 



 555 

 

Figure 142: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 177 (photo by author). 
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Figure 143: a) composite photograph of Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 111 (Parsons 
1986:Fig.166); b) Takalik Abaj Stela 1 (drawing by J. Porter); c) 
Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 skyband detail from Side B (drawing by author); 
d) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 42 (photo by author). 
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Figure 144: the Classic period God H (from Taube 2005: Fig.2a-c). 

 

Figure 145: Yaxchilan ruler dressed as Ik’ K’uh (note duck-billed mask and name glyph 
at A2), Panel 10, Heiroglyphic Stair 2, Structure 33 (drawing by Linda 
Schele). 

A   B   

C   D  

Figure 146: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 14- a) photograph of altar; b) the face of animate 
wind carved on the altar’s side; c) skyband and lightning serpent design on 
altar’s top face; d) ik’-shaped tooth on Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 72 (photos 
and drawings by author). 
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Fig. 147: a) San Bartolo figure (from Taube 2005:Fig.12); b) Dumbarton Oaks plaque 
(Freidel and Schele 1988: Fig. 2.2a). 

 

A  B    C  

Fig. 148: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 73 (drawing by author); b) Classic period Chahk with 
ak’bal water jar around his neck (K4011); c) Ixchel with water jar (Dresden 
Codex p.39). 

 

A 	  B	    

Figure 149: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 28; b) Sculpture 36 (drawings by author). 
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Figure 150: quatrefoils- a) Izapa Stela 8 (drawing by Ayax Moreno); b) Takalik Abaj 
Altar 48 (Schieber de Lavarreda and Orrego de Corzo 2009: Fig.1); c) San 
Bartolo (drawing by Heather Hurst); d) La Blanca (Guernsey 2010:Fig.1a); 
e) Chalcatzingo Monument 1 (Houston and Taube 2000: Fig.2b). 
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Fig. 151: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 22 (drawing by author). 

 

Figure 152: ik’ shaped jade pectoral (Miller and Martin 2004:Pl.25). 

A B	   	  	  	  C	    

Figure 153: earflare imagery- a) Palenque Temple XIX (Stuart 2005:10); b-c) Early 
Classic incensario from Kaminaljuyú (photos by author). 
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Figure 154: a) zoomorphic jaw from Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 22 (drawing by author); b) 
God H on an Early Classic vessel (Taube 2004c:Fig.3); c) Izapa Stela 25 
(Ayax Moreno); d) another wind god? (Maya 1998:Pl.191). 

 

Figure 155: singing animate wind, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 183. 
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Figure 156: Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 132 (drawing by author). 

 

Figure 157: a duck-billed deity summons the PBD, San Bartolo West Wall (drawing by 
Heather Hurst). 
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Figure 158: Animate wind as a musician, Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 182 (drawing by 
author). 

 

Figure 159: Musician at Kaminaljuyú, Sculpture 75 (drawing by author). 
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Figure 160: figure blowing a whistle (Parsons 1986:Fig.155). 

	    

Figure 161: more wind gods from Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 172 (Kidder, Jennings, and 
Shook 1946:Fig.142b); b) Sculpture 27, from Finca las Charcas (Kidder, 
Jennings, and Shook 1946: Fig.142d). 

 

Figure 162: the Maize God (Fields and Reents-Budet 2005: Pl.39). 
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Figure 163: singing Kaminaljuyú kings- a) Sculpture 16; b) Sculpture 74; c) Sculpture 
173; d) Sculpture 13; e) Sculpture 5 (drawings by author). 
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Figure 164: deities with speech scrolls- a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 30; B) Kaminaljuyú 
Sculpture 79 (drawings by author). 

A 	  B 	  C	   	  	  
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Figure 165: elaborate belt assemblages at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 11; b) Sculpture 
101; c) Sculpture 67; d) Sculpture 68; e) Sculpture 24; f) Sculpture 21 
(drawings by author). 
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Figure 166: Takalik Abaj Stela 5 (drawing by James Porter). 

 

 

Figure 167: scrolling figure at Tikal (W. Coe 1965:18). 
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Figure 168: additional striding rulers at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 67, reverse (note 
remains of two heavily effaced feet); b) Sculpture 69; c) Sculpture 70; d) 
Sculpture 15 (drawings by author).  
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Figure 169: altars/thrones at Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 1 (top and side); b) Sculpture 12 
(top and side); c) Sculpture 10; d) Sculpture 18 (top and side); e) Sculpture 
14 (top and sides); f) Sculpture 68 (top and side) (drawings by author). 
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A 	  	  	  	   B 	  	  

	  

C  

Figure 170: miniature Kaminaljuyú thrones/ altars- a) Sculpture 169 (top and side); B) 
Sculpture 76 (top and carved sides); c) Sculpture 132 (side) (drawings by 
author). 

A 	  	  

	  

B  

Figure 171: thrones/ altars from Kaminaljuyú (locations unknown)- a) Sculpture 174, the 
“Incienso Throne;” b) Sculpture 171, the “Shook Altar” (Kaplan 
1995:Figs.10 and 11). 

  

A

B

C
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A  B  C  

Figure 172: possible round altars from Kaminaljuyú- a) Sculpture 167; b) Sculpture 20; 
c) Sculpture 7 (drawings by author). 

A B 	  	  

C  

Figure 173: possible additional altars from Kaminaljuyú- a) Sclupture 8; b) Sculpture 
100; c) Sculpture 28 (drawings by author). 
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A 	  B	    

Figure 174: two additional monuments Kaplan (1995) suggests are altars/thrones– a) 
Sculpture 6; b) Sculpture 118 (drawing and photo by author). 

 

A	   	  	  

B  

Figure 175: a) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 103 (photos by author); b) small stone mortars 
from Tomb I, Mound E-III-3 (Kidder and Shook 1952: Fig.78c-e). 
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A 	  	  

	  

B 	   C	  	   	  

 

Figure 176: crossed-band cartouches as portals- a) Izapa Throne 1 (drawing by Ayax 
Moreno); b) Kaminaljuyú Sculpture 65 (reverse) (drawing by author); c) El 
Baúl Stela 1 (from Schele and Miller 1986:Fig.8). 
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Appendix 1: Kaminaljuyú Chronologies 

This appendix provides examples of Kaminaljuyú chronologies (from the 

Preclassic through the Classic) from select sources. These are arranged by publication 

date: 
 

Shook	  and	  Kidder	  (1952:41)	  
No	  dates	  were	  assigned	  to	  phases,	  but	  the	  sequence	  is	  as	  follows	  	  
(from	  early	  to	  late):	  
Las	  Charcas	  
Sacatepequez	  	  
Miraflores	  (considered	  Late	  Preclassic)	  divided	  into	  (early	  to	  late):	  
Providencia,	  Verbena,	  Arenal,	  Santa	  Clara.	  	  
Esperanza	  (considered	  Early	  Classic)	  
	  
Sharer	  (1974:66)	  
Arevalo	  (?-‐800BC)	  
Las	  Charcas	  (800-‐500BC)	  
Providencia	  (500-‐400BC)	  
Miraflores	  (400BC-‐100BC)	  
Arenal	  (100BC-‐100AD)	  
Santa	  Clara	  (100-‐300AD)	  
Aurora	  (300-‐400AD)	  
Esperanza	  (400-‐600AD)	  
	  
Sanders	  (1974:97)	  
Penn.	  State:	  Chronology	  
Middle	  Formative	  (Las	  Charcas—800-‐500BC)	  
Late	  Formative	  (Providencia-‐Sacatepequez—500-‐100BC)	  
Terminal	  Formative	  (Verbenal-‐Arenal—100BC-‐300AD)	  
Early	  Classic	  (Aurora—300-‐500AD)	  
Middle	  Classic	  (Amatle	  I—500-‐700AD)	  
Late	  Classic	  (Amatle	  II—700-‐1000AD)	  
	  
Michels	  (1973:42)	  
Archaic	  (8000-‐2500	  BC)	  
Early	  Formative	  (2500-‐1000	  BC)	  
Middle	  Formative	  (1000-‐500BC)	  
Late	  Formative	  (500-‐200	  BC)	  
Early	  Terminal	  Formative	  (200-‐1	  BC)	  
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Late	  Terminal	  Form	  (1-‐200	  AD)	  
Early	  Classic	  (200-‐400	  AD)	  
Middle	  Classic	  (400-‐700	  AD)	  
Late	  Classic	  (700-‐1000	  AD)	  
	  
Wetherington	  (1977:	  249,	  Table	  1)	  
Middle	  Formative	  (1000-‐500	  BC)	  
Late	  Formative	  (500-‐200BC)	  
Terminal	  Formative	  (200BC-‐200AD)	  
Early	  Classic	  (200-‐400AD)	  
Middle	  Classic	  (400-‐600AD)	  
Late	  Classic	  (600-‐1000AD);	  	  
	  
Michels	  (1979:	  7,	  Table	  1)	  
“The	  Chronometric	  Phase	  Sequence	  of	  Kaminaljuyu”	  
Early	  Formative	  (2500-‐1000BC)	  
Middle	  Formative	  (1000-‐500BC)	  
Late	  Formative	  (500-‐200BC)	  
Early	  Terminal	  Formative	  (200-‐1BC)	  
Late	  Terminal	  Formative	  (1-‐200AD)	  
Early	  Classic	  (200-‐400AD)	  
Middle	  Classic	  (400-‐600AD)	  
Early	  Late	  Classic	  (600-‐800AD)	  
(Late)	  Late	  Classic	  (800-‐1000AD)	  
	  
Parsons	  (1986:	  Tables	  1	  and	  2)	  
General	  Chronology:	  
Early	  Preclassic	  (?-‐500BC)	  
Late	  Preclassic	  (500BC-‐200BC)	  
Terminal	  Preclassic	  (200BC-‐200AD)	  
Early	  Classic	  (200-‐400AD)	  
Middle	  Classic	  (400-‐700AD)	  
Late	  Classic	  (700-‐950AD)	  
Early	  Late	  Classic	  (700-‐800AD)	  
Late	  Late	  Classic	  (800-‐950AD)	  
	  
Ceramic	  Phases:	  
Arevalo	  (?-‐900BC)	  
Las	  Charcas	  (900-‐500BC)	  
Providencia	  (500-‐200BC)	  
Verbena	  Subphase	  (200-‐1BC)	  
Arenal	  Subphase	  (1AD-‐200AD)	  
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Aurora	  (200-‐400AD)	  
Esperanza-‐Amatle	  I	  (400-‐600AD)	  
Amatle	  2	  Subphase	  (600-‐800AD)	  
	  
Style	  Divisions:	  	  
Division	  I:	  Early	  Olmec	  (ca.	  1250-‐900BC)	  
Division	  II:	  Late	  Olmec	  (900-‐700BC)	  
Division	  III:	  Late	  Olmec	  –	  Post-‐Olmec	  Transition	  (700-‐500BC)	  
	   	   Post-‐Olmec	  (500-‐200BC)	  
Division	  IV:	  Izapan	  (200BC-‐200AD)	  
[Early	  Classic	  (200-‐400AD)—little	  or	  no	  sculpture]	  
Division	  V:	  Early	  Mexican	  (400-‐800AD)	  
	  
	  
Popenoe	  de	  Hatch	  (1997;	  2002:	  Fig.	  13.2)	  
Preclassic	  (1100BC-‐200AD):	  
	   Early	  Preclassic:	  Arévalo	  (1100-‐1000BC)	  
	   Middle	  Preclassic:	  Las	  Charcas	  (1000-‐700BC)	  
Majadas	  (700-‐600BC)	  
Providencia	  (600-‐400BC)	  
	   Late	  Preclassic:	  Verbena	  (400-‐200BC)	  
Arenal	  (200BC-‐100AD)	  
	   Terminal	  Preclassic:	  Santa	  Clara	  (100-‐200AD)	  
Classic	  (200-‐900AD):	  
	   Early	  Classic:	  Aurora	  (200-‐400AD)	  
Esperanza	  (400-‐600AD)	  
	   Late	  Classic:	  Amatle	  (600-‐800AD)	  
Pamplona	  (800-‐900AD)	  
	  
Guernsey	  (2010:178)	  
Place	  of	  Stone	  Monuments—for	  KJ	  specifically:	  
Middle	  Preclassic	  (1000-‐300BC)	  
Late	  Preclassic	  (300BC-‐200AD)	  
Providencia—700-‐400BC	  
Verbena—400-‐200BC	  
Arenal—200BC-‐100AD	  
Santa	  Clara—100AD-‐200+AD	  
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Appendix 2: New Kaminaljuyú Sculpture Numbers 

This Appendix provides a comparison of new Proyecto Arqueológico 

Kaminaljuyú (PAK) sculpture numbers with previously-published Parsons sculpture 

numbers and museum inventory numbers. This should be seen as a guide and a work in 

progress, with the final numbering system available in the published version of the 

dissertation. 

 

Table 1: PAK numbers compared to Parsons numbers. 

 
PAK 

# Parsons # Sculpture Type 
Present 

Location Inventory # 

1 Altar 1 Altar Miraflores 
MUNAE 
2072 

2 Mon. 2 
Boulder (Zoomorph 
Crocodile) MUNAE 2042 

3 Stela 3 Stela MUNAE 2066 
4 Stela 4 Panel MUNAE 2050 
5 Stela 5 Stela MUNAE 2044 
6 Stela 6 Stela MUNAE 2819 
7 Altar 7 Altar MPV ? 
8 Stela 8 Altar MUNAE 2052 
9 Stela 9 Stela MUNAE 2359 
10 Stela 10 Altar MUNAE 2324 and 

8138 
11 Stela 11 Stela MUNAE 3093 
12 Altar 2 Altar MUNAE 2043 
13 Silhouetted 

Relief 13 
Silhouette MUNAE 10170 

14 Altar 14 Altar MPV 332 
15 Stela 15 Stela MUNAE 2373 
16 Stela 16 Stela (miniature) Private Coll.  
17 Stela 17 Stela MUNAE 4785 
18 Altar 8 Altar MUNAE 10203 
19 Stela 19 Stela (?) Miraflores  
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20 Stela 20 Altar (?) Private Coll.  
21 Stela 21 Stela (?) Miraflores MUNAE 

8135 
22 Stela 22 Silhouette MUNAE 8473 
23 Stela 23 Stela MUNAE 8141 
24 Silhouetted 

Relief 4 
Silhouette Private Coll.  

25 Stela 25 Panel MUNAE 10331 
26 Stela 26 Stela In situ None 
27 Silhouetted 

Relief 7 
Silhouette Unknown  

28 Stela 28 Panel MPV 331 
29 Mon. 29 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 

bird with human head in 
beak) 

MUNAE 2087 

30 Silhouetted 
Relief 3 

Silhouette Private Coll.  

31 Mon. 31 Anthropomorph (tenoned 
head) 

MUNAE? 2060? 

32 Mon. 32 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
bird) 

MUNAE? 2806? 

33 Mon. 33 Tenoned (Ballcourt Marker) MPV 778 
34 Mon. 34 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 

jaguar) 
Aurora Zoo? ? 

35 Mon. 35 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
jaguar) 

MUNAE? 4383? 

36 Mon. 36 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
jaguar) 

MUNAE? 4236? 

37 Mon. 37 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
serpent with human face in 
jaws) 

MUNAE? ? 

38 Mon. 38 Potbelly Head   
39 Mon. 39 Anthropomorphic Figure 

(Barrigon) 
Aurora Zoo? ? 

40 Mon. 40 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

MUNAE? 3138? 

41 Mon. 41 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

Parque KJ? ? 

42 Mon. 42 Boulder (Zoomorph) In Situ Prader TN180 
43 Mon. 43 Altar (?) In Situ Prader TN181 
44 Mon. 44 Unknown ?  
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45 Mon. 45 Drain Parque KJ? ? 
46 Mon. 46 Drain Parque KJ? ? 
47 Mon. 47 Drain (serpent-headed) MUNAE? 6370? 
48 Mon. 48 Unknown Parque KJ? ? 
49 Mon. 49 Sculpted Head MUNAE 3095 
50 Mon. 50 Zoomorphic Figure MUNAE 4235 
51 Mon. 51 Anthropomorph (Head)   
52 Mon. 52 Zoomorphic Figure Private Coll.  
53 Mon. 53 Zoomorph (Pisote) Private Coll.  
54 Mon. 54 Anthropomorphic Figure Private Coll.  
55 Mon. 55 Zoomorphic Head MPV 322 
56 Mon. 56 Unknown MUNAE? 2374? 
57 Mon. 57 Anthropomorphic Figure 

(Barrigon) 
Miraflores MUNAE 

12826 
58 Mon. 58 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon)  
59 Mon. 59 Anthropomorphic Figure Private Coll. Antigua, 

Guatemala 
60 Mon. 60 Anthropomorphic Figure 

(seated) 
Private Coll.?  

61 Mon. 61 Anthropomorphic Head MUNAE 10357 
62 Mon. 62 Anthropomorphic Figure MUNAE ? 
63 Mon. 63 Banquette MUNAE 10356 
64 Mon. 64 Boulder (with relief) Unknown  
65 Mon. 65 Stela MUNAE ? 
66 Altar 6 Toad Altar MUNAE? 8137? 
67 None Stela MUNAE None 
68 None Altar MUNAE None 
69 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
70 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
71 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
72 None Zoomorph (Rain Deity) Private Coll.  
73 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
74 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
75 None Silhouette Private Coll.  
76 None Altar (Miniature) (?) Private Coll.  
77 Stela 7 Stela MUNAE? 2822? 
78 None Silhouette MUNAE 10163 
79 None Silhouette MUNAE 3978 
80 None Altar(?) MUNAE 10199 
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81 None Zoomorph (Rain Deity) MPV 627 
82 None Silhouette MUNAE None 
83 None Stela MUNAE 10808 
84 None Unknown MUNAE 2067 
85 None Unknown MUNAE 2391 
86 None Unknown MUNAE 4239b 
87 None Unknown Private Coll.  
88 Silhouetted 

Relief 8 
Silhouette MUNAE 10164 

89 Silhouetted 
Relief 9 

Silhouette MUNAE 3997a 

90 None Unknown MUNAE 3957 
91 None Silhouette MUNAE 3241 
92 Silhouetted 

Relief 6 
Silhouette MUNAE 2205 

93 None Silhouette MUNAE 10813 
94 None Panel (?) MUNAE 10809 
95 None Silhouette MUNAE 3989 
96 None Silhouette MUNAE 2376a 
97 None Silhouette MUNAE 1916 
98 None Silhouette MUNAE 2377a 
99 None Silhouette MUNAE 3514 
100 Stela 1 Panel MUNAE 2017 
101 Silhouetted 

Relief 1 
Silhouette MUNAE 2235 

102 Silhouetted 
Relief 2 

Silhouette MUNAE 8136 

103 Altar 3 Toad Altar MUNAE 2372? 
104 Altar 4 Toad Altar Unknown  
105 Altar 5 Toad Altar MUNAE 8552? 
106 Mon. 6 Anthropomorphic Figure 

(Barrigon) 
MUNAE? 2064? 

107 Mon. 7 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

Aurora Zoo? ? 

108 Mon. 8 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

MPV ? 

109 Altar 9 Effigy drum (?) MUNAE 6368a 
110 Altar 10 Effigy drum (?) MUNAE 6368b 
111 Silhouetted 

Relief 11 
Silhouette MUNAE 4281a 
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111 Silhouetted 
Relief 11 

Silhouette MUNAE 4281b 

111 Silhouetted 
Relief 11 

Silhouette MUNAE 4281c 

111 Silhouetted 
Relief 11 

Silhouette MUNAE 4281e 

112 Stela 12 Stela MUNAE 10208 
113 Altar 13 Toad Altar Parque KJ? ? 
114 Mon. 14 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 

serpent) 
MUNAE? 2067? 

115 Mon. 15 Gladiator MUNAE 3090 
116 None Silhouette MUNAE 10201 
117 None Silhouette MUNAE 4239a 
118 Stela 18 Unknown MUNAE None 
119 Mon. 19 Human Figure Miraflores ? 
120 Mon. 12 Anthropomorph (Head) MUNAE? 2059? 
121 Mon. 21 Base Fragment Unknown ? 
122 None Unknown MUNAE 10202 
123 Mon. 23 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 

serpent) 
MUNAE? 2061? 

124 Mon. 24 Anthropomorph (tenoned 
head) 

Unknown ? 

125 Mon. 25 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
serpent) 

Aurora Zoo? 578? 

126 Mon. 26 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
serpent) 

MUNAE? 2049? 

127 Mon. 27 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
monkey) 

MUNAE? 2069? 

128 Mon. 28 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 
serpent) 

MUNAE? 2086? 

129 None Basin (?) Salon 3 None 
130 Mon. 30 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned 

bird with human head in 
beak) 

MUNAE? 2090? 

131 None Silhouette Museo 
Miraflores 

Cat. 46 

132 None Altar (Miniature) (?) PAK  
133 None Stela (?) PAK  
134 None Unknown PAK  
135 None Unknown PAK  
136 None Unknown MUNAE 10210 



 581 

137 None Box MUNAE 7756 
138 None Silhouette MUNAE 10196 
139 None Silhouette MUNAE 10819 
140 None Silhouette MUNAE 2816d 
141 None Unknown MUNAE 11077 
142 None Unknown MUNAE 3959 
143 None Pedestal (?) Zoomorph 

(jaguar) 
MUNAE 10332 

144 Altar 12 Altar MUNAE 11759 
145 Unknown Altar Aurora Zoo ? 
146 None Altar (Miniature) (?) MUNAE 10200 
147 None Ballcourt Marker Private Coll.  
148 None Ballcourt Marker Private Coll.  
149 None Silhouette MUNAE 3977 
150 None Four-face Hotel S.D.  
151 None Zoomorph (Pisote) MUNAE 2715 
152 None Zoomorphic Figure MUNAE 2821 
153 None Anthropomorphic Figure (?) MUNAE 7646 
154 None Zoomorphic Figure (Jaguar) MUNAE 8081 
155 None Zoomorph (Pisote) MUNAE 9956 
156 None Anthropomorphic Figure Private Coll.  
157 None Anthropomorphic Figure Private Coll.  
158 None Anthropomorphic Figure 

(Barrigon?) 
Private Coll.  

159 None Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon?) 

Private Coll.  

160 None Anthropomorphic Figure Private Coll.  
161 None Mushroom Stone MUNAE 15353 
162 None Mushroom Stone MUNAE 2796 
163 None Mushroom Stone MUNAE 7587 
164 None Silhouette (?) MUNAE 10211 
165 None Anthropomorphic Figure MUNAE 7759 
166 None Stela (?) MUNAE 7590 
167 None Altar MPV 328 
168 None Silhouette MUNAE ? 
169 None Altar (Miniature) MUNAE 1923 
170 None Tenoned Sculpture MUNAE 2131 
171 None Altar (Miniature) Unknown ? 
172 None Silhouette Unknown ? 
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173 None Silhouette Unknown ? 
174 None Altar (?) Unknown ? 
175 None Unknown MUNAE 3958 
176 None Panel MUNAE 2816 
177 None Boulder (Footprints) Private Coll.  
178 None Anthropomorphic Figure MUNAE 8228 
179 None Silhouette MPV 326 
180 None Silhouette MPV 330 
181 None Silhouette MUNAE 10169 
182 None Silhouette MUNAE 13865 
183 None Silhouette MUNAE 13867 
184 None Unknown MUNAE 2806 
185 Silhouetted 

Relief 5 
Silhouette MUNAE 2816e 

186 Stela 24 Plain Stela Unknown ? 
187 Stela 27 Plain Stela Parque KJ? ? 
188 None Unknown MUNAE 10166 
189 None Unknown MUNAE 4998 
190 None Silhouette MUNAE 4239c 
191 Pedestal 

Sculpture 1 
Unknown Unknown ? 

192 Pedestal 
Sculpture 2 

Unknown Unknown ? 

193 Pedestal 
Sculpture 3 

Zoomorphic Figure (Jaguar 
seated on bench) 

MUNAE? 2378? 

194 Pedestal 
Sculpture 4 

Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Pedestal) 

MUNAE? 2053? 

195 Pedestal 
Sculpture 5 

Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Pedestal) 

MPV? ? 

196 Pedestal 
Sculpture 6 

Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Pedestal) 

Parque KJ? ? 

197 Pedestal 
Sculpture 7 

Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Pedestal) 

Parque KJ? ? 

198 None Anthropomorphic Figure MUNAE 3094 
199 Altar 11 Toad Altar Parque KJ? ? 
200 Mon. 20 Base Fragment Unknown ? 
201 Mon. 1 Silhouette MUNAE 2068 
202 Stela 2 Stela MUNAE 3092b,c 
202 Stela 2/ Stela 

14 
Stela MUNAE 3092a 
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203 Mon. 3 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

MUNAE? 2075? 

204 Mon. 4 Anthropomorphic Figure 
(Barrigon) 

MUNAE? 2073? 

205 Mon. 5 Boulder Sculpture 
(Zoomorph) 

Aurora Zoo? ? 

206 Mon. 13 Unknown Unknown ? 
207 None Silhouette Salon 3 ? 
208 None Unknown MUNAE 2394 
209 Mon. 9 Gladiator MUNAE 2058 
210 Mon. 10 Four-face Aurora Zoo? ? 
211 Mon. 11 Gladiator Aurora Zoo ? 
212 Silhouetted 

Relief 12 
Silhouette MUNAE 3986a 

213 Stela 13 Zoomorph (Serpent tail) Private Coll.? ? 
214 None Silhouette MUNAE 13866 
215 None Unknown MUNAE 10210 
216 Mon. 16 Effigy Incensario Base MUNAE 2047 (Altar 

base 4) 
217 Mon. 17 Effigy Incensario Base MUNAE 2045 (Altar 

Base 6) 
218 Mon. 18 Effigy Incensario Base MUNAE 2046 (Altar 

Base 5) 
219 None Unknown MUNAE 10162 
220 Silhouetted 

Relief 10 
Silhouette MUNAE 3980 

221 None Unknown MUNAE 2393 
222 Mon. 22 Unknown Unknown ? 
223 None Unknown MUNAE 2392 
224 None Boulder (Relief, Re-carved) PAK  

 

Table 2: Parsons numbers compared with PAK numbers. 
 
Parsons # PAK # Sculpture Type 
Altar 1 1 Altar 
Altar 2 12 Altar 
Altar 3 103 Toad Altar 
Altar 4 104 Toad Altar 
Altar 5 105 Toad Altar 
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Altar 6 66 Toad Altar 
Altar 7 7 Altar 
Altar 8 18 Altar 
Altar 9 109 Effigy drum (?) 
Altar 10 110 Effigy drum (?) 
Altar 11 199 Toad Altar 
Altar 12 144 Altar 
Altar 13 113 Toad Altar 
Altar 14 14 Altar 
Monument 1 201 Silhouette 
Monument 2 2 Boulder (Zoomorph Crocodile) 
Monument 3 203 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 4 204 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 5 205 Boulder Sculpture (Zoomorph) 
Monument 6 106 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 7 107 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 8 108 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 9 209 Gladiator 
Monument 10 210 Four-face 
Monument 11 211 Gladiator 
Monument 12 120 Anthropomorph (Head) 
Monument 13 206 Unknown 
Monument 14 114 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent) 
Monument 15 115 Gladiator 
Monument 16 216 Effigy Incensario Base 
Monument 17 217 Effigy Incensario Base 
Monument 18 218 Effigy Incensario Base 
Monument 19 119 Human Figure 
Monument 20 200 Base Fragment 
Monument 21 121 Base Fragment 
Monument 22 222 Unknown 
Monument 23 123 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent) 
Monument 24 124 Anthropomorph (tenoned head) 
Monument 25 125 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent) 
Monument 26 126 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent) 
Monument 27 127 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned monkey) 
Monument 28 128 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent) 
Monument 29 29 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned bird with human head in 
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beak) 
Monument 30 130 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned bird with human head in 

beak) 
Monument 31 31 Anthropomorph (tenoned head) 
Monument 32 32 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned bird) 
Monument 33 33 Tenoned (Ballcourt Marker) 
Monument 34 34 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned jaguar) 
Monument 35 35 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned jaguar) 
Monument 36 36 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned jaguar) 
Monument 37 37 Zoomorphic Head (tenoned serpent with human face 

in jaws) 
Monument 38 38 Potbelly Head 
Monument 39 39 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 40 40 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 41 41 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 42 42 Boulder (Zoomorph) 
Monument 43 43 Altar (?) 
Monument 44 44 Unknown 
Monument 45 45 Drain 
Monument 46 46 Drain 
Monument 47 47 Drain (serpent-headed) 
Monument 48 48 Unknown 
Monument 49 49 Sculpted Head 
Monument 50 50 Zoomorphic Figure 
Monument 51 51 Anthropomorph (Head) 
Monument 52 52 Zoomorphic Figure 
Monument 53 53 Zoomorph (Pisote) 
Monument 54 54 Anthropomorphic Figure 
Monument 55 55 Zoomorphic Head 
Monument 56 56 Unknown 
Monument 57 57 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 58 58 Anthropomorphic Figure (Barrigon) 
Monument 59 59 Anthropomorphic Figure 
Monument 60 60 Anthropomorphic Figure (seated) 
Monument 61 61 Anthropomorphic Head 
Monument 62 62 Anthropomorphic Figure 
Monument 63 63 Banquette 
Monument 64 64 Boulder (with relief) 
Monument 65 65 Stela 
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Pedestal Sculpture 1 191 Unknown 
Pedestal Sculpture 2 192 Unknown 
Pedestal Sculpture 3 193 Zoomorphic Figure (Jaguar seated on bench) 
Pedestal Sculpture 4 194 Anthropomorphic Figure (Pedestal) 
Pedestal Sculpture 5 195 Anthropomorphic Figure (Pedestal) 
Pedestal Sculpture 6 196 Anthropomorphic Figure (Pedestal) 
Pedestal Sculpture 7 197 Anthropomorphic Figure (Pedestal) 
Silhouetted Relief 1 101 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 2 102 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 3 30 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 4 24 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 5 185 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 6 92 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 7 27 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 8 88 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 9 89 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 10 220 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 11 111 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 11 111 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 11 111 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 11 188 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 12 212 Silhouette 
Silhouetted Relief 13 13 Silhouette 
Stela 1 100 Panel 
Stela 2 202 Stela 
Stela 2/ Stela 14 202 Stela 
Stela 3 3 Stela 
Stela 4 4 Panel 
Stela 5 5 Stela 
Stela 6 6 Stela 
Stela 7 77 Stela 
Stela 8 8 Altar 
Stela 9 9 Stela 
Stela 10 10 Altar 
Stela 11 11 Stela 
Stela 12 112 Stela 
Stela 13 213 Zoomorph (Serpent tail) 
Stela 15 15 Stela 
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Stela 16 16 Stela (miniature) 
Stela 17 17 Stela 
Stela 18 118 Unknown 
Stela 19 19 Stela (?) 
Stela 20 20 Altar (?) 
Stela 21 21 Stela (?) 
Stela 22 22 Silhouette 
Stela 23 23 Stela 
Stela 24 186 Plain Stela 
Stela 25 25 Panel 
Stela 26 26 Stela 
Stela 27 187 Plain Stela 
Stela 28 28 Panel 
Unknown 145 Altar 
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Appendix 3: The Kaminaljuyú Catalog— Sculpture Illustrations 

Except where noted, the illustrations provided here were completed by the author 

in a four-step process: 1) I photographed each sculpture with raking light; 2) I drew a 

field sketch of each sculpture in person; 3) I used the photographs and field sketch to 

produce an  “inked” draft (with Adobe Illustrator); 4) I corrected this “inked” draft in 

front of the monument to produce the final “inked” illustration. In cases where the 

location of the sculpture was unknown, drawings were done with the aid of photographs 

taken by other scholars. These are noted in the captions below the drawings in question. 

Only sculptures with bas-relief iconography are included in this catalog. A more 

complete catalog, including the smallest fragments and full-round sculptures, will be 

made available in a future publication. For correlations between the new sculpture 

numbers and those published by Parsons (1986), please reference Appendix 2. 
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Sculpture 1: 

 

 

 

 

(Sculpture is currently set into a wall, so the side was drawn from a photo by Joya Hairs) 
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Sculpture 2: 

 

Top 

 

 

Side A 

 

 

Side B 
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Sculpture 3: 
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Sculpture 4: 
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Sculpture 5: 
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Sculpture 6: 
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Sculpture 7: 
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Sculpture 8: 
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Sculpture 9: 
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Sculpture 10: 
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Sculpture 11: 
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Sculpture 12: 
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Sculpture 13: 
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Sculpture 14: 

Top 

 

Side B 

 

Side C 
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Sculpture 15: 
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Sculpture 16: 

 

 

(Present location of sculpture unknown. Drawn from a photo by Joya Hairs.) 
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Sculpture 17: 
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Sculpture 18: 
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Sculpture 19: 

 

 
  



 608 

Sculpture 20: 

 

 

(Current location unknown. Drawn from Parsons 1986: Fig.143.) 
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Sculpture 21: 
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Sculpture 22: 
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Sculpture 23: 

 

 
  



 612 

Sculpture 24: 

 

 

(Current location unknown. Drawn from photo by Joya Hairs.) 
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Sculpture 25: 
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Sculpture 26: 
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Sculpture 28: 
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Sculpture 30: 

 

 

(Current location unknown. Drawn from photo by Joya Hairs.) 
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Sculpture 33: 
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Sculpture 63: 

 

Cartouche 1 

 

 

Cartouche 2 
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Sculpture 65: 

Obverse 
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Sculpture 65: 

Reverse 
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Sculpture 67: 

 

Obverse 
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Sculpture 67: 

 

Reverse 
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Sculpture 68: 

 

Top 

 

Side 
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Sculpture 69: 
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Sculpture 70: 

 

 

 

 

Sculpture 71: 
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Sculpture 73: 
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Sculpture 74: 
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Sculpture 75: 
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Sculpture 76: 
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Sculpture 78: 

 

 

 

Sculpture 79: 
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Sculpture 80: 

 

 

 

Sculpture 82: 
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Sculpture 88: 

 

 

(Parsons 1986: Fig.181 Says this fits with Sculpture 89. Prater disagrees.) 
  



 633 

Sculpture 89: 

 

 

 

(Parsons 1986: Fig.181 Says this fits with Sculpture 88. Prater disagrees.) 
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Sculpture 90: 

 

 

 

Sculpture 91: 
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Sculpture 92: 
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Sculpture 93: 

 

 

 

Sculpture 96: 
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Sculpture 100: 
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Sculpture 101: 
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Sculpture 102: 
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Sculpture 109: 

 

 

 

(Drawing produced with the aid of photographs by Nicholas Hellmuth and F.L.A.A.R.) 
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Sculpture 110: 

 

 

 

(Drawing produced with the aid of photographs by Nicholas Hellmuth and F.L.A.A.R.) 
  



 642 

Sculpture 111: 

 

 

(Composite of 4 fragments, drawn with the aid of Parsons 1986: Fig.166) 
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Sculpture 112: 
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Sculpture 132: 
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Sculpture 133: 
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Sculpture 164: 
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Sculpture 167: 
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Sculpture 169: 

 

Top 

 

 

Side 
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Sculpture 173: 

 

 

 
(Current location unknown. Drawn with photo by Kidder, Jennings, and Shook 1946: 

Fig.141a) 
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Sculpture 175: 
 

 
 
 

Sculpture 176: 
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Sculpture 179: 
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Sculpture 180: 
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Sculpture 181: 
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Sculpture 182: 
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Sculpture 183: 
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Sculpture 185: 
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Sculpture 202: 
 

Top 
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Sculpture 202: 
 

Bottom 
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Sculpture 214: 
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Sculpture 220: 
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