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In the Comitán Valley of Chiapas, Mexico, several large Maya centers flourished 

in the Late Classic (600-900 CE) and Early Postclassic (900-1250 CE) periods. These 

centers left behind monumental architecture, elaborate burials, and over fifty inscribed 

stone monuments. This project represents the first comprehensive study of those 

monuments, combining art historical analysis with archaeological data to reconstruct the 

history of sites in this area. This analysis reveals that ancient Maya centers in the 

Comitán Valley participated in widespread Maya customs of artistic representation, but 

they did so using local styles and iconographic motifs. The resulting artistic programs are 

innovative and profoundly local, and they provide a point of access into concepts of 

identity in different Maya centers. The monuments of Tenam Puente, for example, 

revolve around militarism, while the sculptures of Chinkultic emphasize ritual and 

history, pointing to the role of the site as the dynastic center of the eastern Comitán 

Valley.  

The sculptures of the Comitán Valley offer unique insight into the history of the 

region, but they also provide a new perspective on the creation of regional iconography, 

the role of frontier sites in Maya politics, and the diversity of ancient Maya art. The 
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eclectic artistic programs of sites in the Comitán Valley are the result of the active 

appropriation and reformulation of broad artistic concepts. Analysis of this corpus reveals 

political affiliations and evidence of warfare, suggesting that frontier centers like those in 

the Comitán Valley were involved in the complex sociopolitical dynamics of the western 

Maya area. When many other centers were abandoned at the end of the Classic period, 

moreover, sites of the Comitán Valley continued to thrive; the breakage and re-use of 

monuments in this era sheds light on the changing role of Maya sculpture in the 

Postclassic period. Finally, the sculptures of the Comitán Valley point to the diversity of 

ancient Maya art. From the appropriation of Central Mexican motifs to the curation of 

ancestor figures associated with caves, sites in this area exhibit a variety of approaches to 

the creation and display of sculpture. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction to the Project 

In 1943, Pál Kelemen published Medieval American Art, a landmark art historical survey 

of the Pre-Columbian Americas. He included in the survey a carved stone disc from the 

archaeological site of Chinkultic (fig. 1). Only eighteen inches in diameter, the disc is 

perfectly preserved and depicts a ball-playing scene: a figure in the center of the disc 

kneels before a ball in a standard ball-playing pose and ball-playing gear, familiar from 

other Maya artworks. The disc is ringed with hieroglyphs, and additional glyph blocks 

appear in front of the figure’s face and behind the figure’s left arm.  

Kelemen included the Chinkultic disc as part of a section on circular Maya 

sculptures, comparing it with a ballcourt marker from Copan and an altar from Toniná. 

He wrote that the Toniná altar displayed “dignity, maturity, and general appeal”, but he 

described the disc from Chinkultic somewhat differently. “The recording of the dress and 

certain technical details”, he wrote, “do not seem purely Maya…In fact, in the plastic 

language of the whole piece influence from another culture is evident.”  The disc 

displayed traits that were certainly Maya, but it was carved in a slightly different style. 

The logic by which the sculpture was composed, Kelemen wrote, was different: flatter, 

more rigid; “tinged”, he concluded, “with an elusive alienness” (1943:134). 

This disc, with its combination of Maya and “alien” traits, remains the best-

known work of art from Chinkultic and the surrounding Comitán Valley. In several ways, 

this work is typical of art from the Comitán Valley. It incorporates, for instance, widely 

shared Maya ideas about art, but executes those ideas in an unusual way. The disc may 

not be as alien as Kelemen described, but he did correctly recognize differences in style 
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between this work and monuments from some other Classic Maya centers: the line is 

more rigid, the pose less dynamic, the figure floating in space without the ground line 

typical of markers at Copan and Toniná. Yet the disc is also undoubtedly Maya. We can 

see this in the shape of the figure’s face, the curve of the feathers in his headdress, and 

the hieroglyph in the ball he is poised to strike. Like other art from the Comitán Valley, 

this work is reminiscent of art from the Usumacinta area. There, hieroglyphic stairways 

depict the site’s rulers in similar positions, poised on one knee in the padded dress of the 

ball player, waiting for the bounce of balls carved with captives inside.  

This disc is also representative of art from the Comitán Valley because it is poorly 

understood; while we can read the hieroglyphs and understand its basic outlines, its 

provenance is unclear, and the site from which it hails has not been widely published in 

American scholarship. Despite the popularity of this sculpture—it was chosen as the 

cover image for a later edition of Kelemen’s survey—and despite decades of excavation 

in the Comitán Valley that recovered over 50 carved stone monuments, we lack a clear 

understanding of art from this region and, more broadly, of the history of sites in the 

Comitán Valley.  

Located in the southeastern corner of Chiapas, the Comitán Valley lies between 

the Usumacinta and the Grijalva River drainages (figs. 2, 3). It stretches 50 kilometers 

from east to west, and is about 12 kilometers wide. The eastern edge of the Valley abuts 

the modern political border between Mexico and Guatemala. This area was heavily 

populated in Pre-Columbian times. Chinkultic, the likely home of the disc Kelemen 

illustrated, was the largest city in the eastern part of the valley in the Late Classic period, 

and other sites are sprinkled throughout. Quen Santo lies just to the east in highland 

Guatemala, while Tenam Puente, Hunchavín, and Tenam Rosario occupy the western 

edges of the valley. Maya centers of the Comitán Valley featured monumental 
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architecture, elaborate burials, and innumerable artworks, including Kelemen’s disc—yet 

this area remains largely absent in the archaeological and art historical literature on the 

ancient Maya.  

This dissertation represents a step towards filling that lacuna. In the chapters that 

follow, I explore the monuments of the Comitán Valley and what they can tell us about 

history and identity in this frontier Maya region. Combining archaeological information 

with raking-light photographs of over thirty monuments collected over the course of two 

field seasons in Chiapas, I analyze the themes that emerge from the artistic programs of 

sites like Tenam Puente, Chinkultic, and Quen Santo in the Late Classic and Early 

Postclassic periods.  

I argue that sites in the Comitán Valley participated in widespread Maya customs 

of artistic representation, but they did so using local styles and iconographic motifs. The 

centers of the Comitán Valley created and displayed monuments that depicted familiar 

scenes: we see glorified rulers, royal accessions, and references to the ballgame. The 

monuments depict these scenes using iconographic elements that appear regularly in 

Classic Maya art, from bound captives to enormous feather headdresses. They used, in 

other words, a familiar vocabulary to touch on familiar themes—but they put that 

vocabulary together in local ways. At Chinkultic, for instance, one group of monuments 

features rulers wearing headdresses that are clearly derived from the Teotihuacan War 

Serpent headdresses worn by rulers in the Usumacinta region—but at Chinkultic, the 

motif looks different. The lower jaw has disappeared, and the upper jaw has been 

abstracted, reduced to an emphatic diagonal element. It represents a local version of a 

widespread motif, and that local version appears consistently in monuments at the site. 

There is no unified Comitán Valley style. Instead, each site created a unique suite of 

iconographic and stylistic traits.  
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I suggest, as well, that the local style of each site provides a point of access into 

concepts of identity in these different Maya centers. The monuments of Tenam Puente 

revolve around militarism and speak of the site’s participation in the complicated web of 

affiliations that characterized the Late Classic western Maya area. The sculptures of 

Chinkultic, meanwhile, point to its role as the dynastic center of the eastern Comitán 

Valley. Like the sculptures of Tenam Puente, they suggest notions of control—but they 

also emphasize ritual and history. Quen Santo, on the other hand, was a center for 

mortuary ritual, where people were surrounded by representations of the dead; Tenam 

Rosario, in turn, emphasized its connections to widespread ideas through the 

incorporation of Central Mexican motifs. At all of these sites, we see familiar elements 

put together in different ways, and at all of these sites, the artistic program offers us 

access to the identities those monuments constructed.   

The sculptures of the Comitán Valley offer unique insight into the history of the 

region, but they touch on broader questions as well, including the creation of regional 

iconography, the role of frontier sites in Late Classic Maya politics, the Classic Maya 

collapse, and the diversity of ancient Maya art.  From an art historical standpoint, these 

sites offer us the opportunity to examine the creation of regional iconography and style. 

In tracing the specific iconographic motifs and stylistic influences of this art, we can see 

exactly what elements sculptors appropriated from different places. The mechanisms of 

the process remain unclear: did people at Chinkultic, for instance, have first-hand 

knowledge of the Usumacinta-style monuments they copied? Or were they working from 

books, or from descriptions brought by people who had been to the Usumacinta region? 

We may not know the processes by which sculptors in the Comitán Valley absorbed and 

modified artistic elements, but these sites still provide a fascinating opportunity to track 



 5 

the creation of local art, to map the individual elements of sculptures and understand how 

they come together to form a greater whole. 

These sites also offer us hints about the wider Maya world in the Late Classic and 

Early Postclassic periods. They suggest, for one, that these frontier centers may have 

played a part in the political machinations that characterize the Late Classic period, 

particularly in the western Maya area. The art of Tenam Puente, in particular, so 

resembles that of Toniná that I argue it may reflect interaction between the two sites. At 

both Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, we also see links to the Yaxchilan polity. The extent 

of these sites’ involvement in the back-and-forth political dynamics of the Usumacinta 

area remains unclear: we lack the hieroglyphic passages that speak of specific alliances, 

dates, and battles. Yet the art of this area clearly alludes to warfare, from the bound 

captives at Tenam Puente to a monument at Chinkultic that describes a pile of skulls. 

Research in the Usumacinta region has clarified that smaller, regional sites were often 

involved in the contestation and maintenance of polity boundaries (see Scherer and 

Golden 2014). References to warfare and larger political alliances in the Comitán Valley 

are intriguing, then, because they raise the possibility that these centers physically 

participated in the sociopolitical disputes of the western Maya area.   

The Comitán Valley also provides a different perspective on the Classic Maya 

Collapse. While cities of the Usumacinta area were rapidly depopulated in the ninth 

century CE, Chinkultic and Tenam Puente flourished. Ceramic analysis at Chinkultic, for 

instance, indicates the ballcourt was not even completed until approximately 900 CE, and 

both Tenam Puente and Chinkultic were occupied well into the Early Postclassic period 

(900-1250 CE). Toniná is well known for its late Long Count date—Monument 101 dates 

to 909 CE—but this dissertation suggests that late florescence and monument erection 

characterize large swaths of the Western Maya zone. In the Comitán Valley, ruptures in 
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the material record in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic also invite comparisons 

to Toniná and parts of the Guatemalan highlands. The settlement history of the Comitán 

area also opens up questions about who populated these sites; some have suggested that 

settlement at Comitán Valley sites was by people fleeing the political instability of the 

Usumacinta region.  

Perhaps most importantly, the monuments examined in this dissertation point to 

the diversity of sculpture in the ancient Maya world. We group people together as Maya, 

as I explore in Chapter 2, with multiple lines of evidence, including archaeology, art, and 

language. But the more we learn about the ancient Maya, the more we understand the 

diversity implicit in that label. The Comitán area exemplifies this diversity. At Tenam 

Puente in the west, site leaders emulated the style of Toniná, a political super power 

several days’ walk away. At the next largest site of Hunchavín, just 14 kilometers away, 

archaeologists have recovered only one partial sculpture, raising questions about the 

politics of sculptural display in the Late Classic period. The same variety exists on the 

eastern side of the valley, where the artistic program of Chinkultic contrasts with that of 

nearby Quen Santo. Monuments from Chinkultic draw iconographic motifs from the 

lowland Maya area, while the crossed-arm sculptures of Quen Santo represent an 

alternative sculptural tradition centered on mortuary ritual. Ceramic, architectural, and 

linguistic evidence indicates that all of these sites were Maya—but they exhibit diverse 

approaches to the creation and display of sculpture.  

Finally, the following chapters reveal that while the Comitán Valley lies on the 

periphery of the Maya area, it was not a simple, isolated outpost. Instead, it was a locus 

for diversity and innovation. Sites of the Comitán Valley took part in the complex web of 

sociopolitical relationships that characterized this time period, incorporating ideas from 

all over the Maya area and creating distinctive local styles and iconographic suites. The 
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art of the Comitán Valley is eclectic, but this eclecticism does not indicate a lack of 

sophistication; nor were the residents of the Comitán Valley passive, peripheral recipients 

of influences from elsewhere. Instead, the art of the Comitán Valley reveals a dynamic 

approach in which local artists appropriated and reformulated widespread Maya artistic 

ideas. The art of the Comitán Valley looked “alien” to Kelemen—and as we shall see, to 

other scholars as well—but I would argue that this “alienness” or eclecticism offers us a 

unique point of entry into the active construction of regional art styles and site-specific 

identities in the Maya areas. In defining and interpreting the regional styles of the 

Comitán Valley, this project contributes to our understanding of what it means to be 

Maya, considering how people in frontier places used sculpture to create historical 

narratives and construct identities based on ritual, strength, and power. 

 

OUTLINE OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

This dissertation uses a number of approaches to examine the art of the Comitán Valley, 

incorporating ceramic, linguistic, archaeological, and art historical evidence. Before 

delving into the corpus of sculpture, I contextualize the Comitán Valley in time, space, 

and thought in Chapter 2. I begin by reviewing the history of exploration in the area, from 

Eduard Seler’s initial journey at the close of the nineteenth century to modern fieldwork 

at Tenam Puente and Chinkultic. I then turn to the regional archaeological context of the 

Comitán Valley, considering sites that flourished in neighboring regions in the Late 

Classic and Early Postclassic periods. I end Chapter 2 with an exploration of the 

theoretical constructs and methodologies that guide my analysis. I consider concepts of 

frontiers, ethnicity, identity, and agency in order to place my work within a wider 
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spectrum of scholarship on these topics. Can we, for instance, correlate artistic style with 

ethnicity? What do we mean when we use terms like borders and frontiers? This chapter 

details, too, why we can argue that monuments acted on people, tracing notions of agency 

in the anthropological literature and their specific application to the Maya. I end Chapter 

2 with a discussion of my own methodology, considering how I gather meaning from the 

monuments considered in this study.  

Chapter 3 explores the art of Tenam Puente, beginning with a series of sculptures 

that look strikingly similar to sculptures from Toniná, a major Maya center to the north. I 

argue that stylistic similarity can reflect political realities, and that Tenam Puente was 

affiliated with Toniná at some point in its history. Other monuments from Tenam Puente, 

meanwhile, illustrate the diversity of sculpture within the site itself. Monument 3, for 

example, uses a hair-pulling motif from the Usumacinta region, while Monument 1 seems 

to reflect a local construction of rulership using motifs from the Comitán area. Overall, 

what stands out about sculptures of Tenam Puente is militarism, suggesting this site was 

involved in physical altercations with neighbors near or far in the Late Classic period. 

In Chapter 4, I turn to Chinkultic, which has the largest corpus of monumental 

stone sculpture in the Comitán Valley. I explore three categories of monuments at the 

site: Accession Monuments, Column Monuments, and monuments depicting interaction 

between individuals. I argue that the Accession Monuments of Chinkultic illustrate the 

presence of dynasty at the site, as well as an interest in the creation of public history. The 

Column Monuments, meanwhile, document the same ritual at least six times using 

consistent iconography, showcasing the creation of a site-specific iconographic program. 

Lastly, I explore several monuments depicting interaction between people in order to 

investigate the political structure of Chinkultic: specifically, the presence of a royal court. 
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I demonstrate in this chapter that the art of Chinkultic displays local innovation within a 

broad Maya artistic tradition. 

Chapter 5 considers monuments from other sites within and around the Comitán 

Valley, revealing the diverse approaches to sculpture in this part of the Maya world. 

From Hunchavín, where only one monument has been found, to Quen Santo, which 

displayed monuments in an entirely different style, the Comitán Valley was home to a 

wide variety of styles and artistic programming. In this chapter I pay particular attention 

to the sculptures of Quen Santo, arguing that they reflect the role of the site as a center 

for mortuary ritual and ancestor worship. 

Moving from site-by-site analysis to broader issues in the study of the Comitán 

Valley, Chapter 6 considers the sacred landscape of Chinkultic, Quen Santo, and a 

number of caves in the Maya region. At Chinkultic, I explore the excavation of the cenote 

and what it means for water-related ritual at the site. I also demonstrate that the center of 

Chinkultic used caves, outcroppings of bedrock, and plain monuments to contrast built 

and un-built space—and that this reflects the power and meaning of stone in ancient 

Maya belief. I then examine caves in and around Chinkultic and Quen Santo. At Quen 

Santo, I focus on the creation of a modified landscape and the use of sculpture to unify 

the cave complex with the hilltop architecture above. 

Finally, Chapter 7 explores the events of the Terminal Classic and Early 

Postclassic periods, tracing themes of destruction, continuity, and engagement with stone 

sculpture in the Comitán Valley. A number of changes took place in the Comitán Valley 

after 800 CE, including tomb reentries, changes in architectural style and burial patterns, 

and the destruction and reuse of sculpture. The archaeology of the Comitán Valley 

permits, at this time, only a partial understanding of events, so I focus on the ways in 

which sculpture operated at Tenam Puente and Chinkultic during the Terminal Classic 
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and Early Postclassic periods. At Tenam Puente, for instance, some monuments were 

broken and buried, while at Chinkultic, several sculptures remained on view for as long 

as the site was occupied. I argue that changes in the Comitán Valley were part of a wider 

phenomenon that characterized both Toniná and the Guatemalan highlands, and that 

while sculpture played a different role in the Early Postclassic period, it was still very 

much a part of life at both Tenam Puente and Chinkultic.  

Throughout these chapters, my research has uncovered local adaptations of 

widespread Maya ideas, and diverse approaches to the creation and display of sculpture. 

The monuments of the Comitán Valley demonstrate that the Maya of this area maintained 

connections to people and ideas moving through the landscape. The differential 

appropriation of those ideas, and the ways in which sculpture operated at different sites, 

allows us a unique access point into the construction of identity in this peripheral region. 

In order to consider the specifics of monuments from the Comitán Valley, however, we 

must first understand their context.  

 

A BRIEF ARCHAEOLOGICAL HISTORY OF THE COMITÁN VALLEY 

 

This section introduces the history of the Comitán Valley, compiled from archaeological, 

ceramic, and art historical perspectives.1 In general, the first evidence of occupation in 

the area emerges in the Late Preclassic period, and the valley reached its apogee in the 

Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods. For the sake of clarity, I review the data from 

sites individually, beginning with Tenam Puente on the western side of the valley, and 

                                                 
1 Other sections of the dissertation explore aspects of individual sites more fully. See Chapter 7, in 
particular, for archaeological synopses of the Classic to Postclassic transition at Tenam Puente and 
Chinkultic.  
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moving eastward to end at Quen Santo. As these synopses make clear, the extent of 

archaeological investigation at these centers differs tremendously. While excavations and 

ceramic sequencing have clarified the settlement history of Chinkultic, for instance, at 

Quen Santo our only evidence for dating comes from informal observations of surface 

collections.   

 

Tenam Puente 

Tenam Puente is located on the western side of the Comitán Valley. The site center hugs 

the low hills that demarcate the edge of the valley floor (fig. 4). Evidence suggests that 

Tenam Puente was first occupied during the Early Classic period. Gabriel Laló Jacinto, 

an INAH archaeologist and the foremost authority on Tenam Puente, suggests an Early 

Classic date based on ceramics discovered in an Early Postclassic burial in Structure 42. 

The burial included several vases that Laló describes as similar to Teotihuacan forms. 

Laló suggests that occupation at Tenam Puente may have begun around 500 CE and 

argues that Tenam Puente was a planned city from this time period based on the 

consistency of early architecture at the site (1998:115; 2005). He also notes ceramics 

associated with this architecture that are similar to Early Classic San Jacinto Black 

ceramics from the Altos Tributarios region (1998:115) and Laguna Francesa in the 

Central Depression of Chiapas (Laló 2005:760; Con 1981:90). While large parts of the 

Tenam Puente acropolis have been excavated, however, it is important to note that our 

understanding of the Early Classic period at the site is rudimentary at best.  

In the Late Classic period, the site core dramatically expanded to include around 

eighty buildings on leveled terraces (Laló 2005:758). Laló and Alor (1997:714; Laló 

2005:762) note that Tasajo Red ceramics appear at the site at this time, and are generally 
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considered a marker of the Late Classic period in this area (Alvarez 1994:148). Two 

consistent types of burials appear at Tenam Puente in this time period as well. The first 

type consists of circular masonry cists containing large funerary urns. Inside the urns, 

individuals were placed in a seated position, often with offerings like marine shells, jade 

beads, and jaguar teeth (Laló and Alor 1997:714; Laló 2005:762). This type of burial is 

consistent with burials from the nearby site of Laguna Francesa, San Antonio, and 

Chinkultic (Laló and Alor 1997:714; Navarrete 1976). The second type of burial consists 

of rectangular chambers containing extended individuals and offerings. The chambers are 

constructed of “lajas,” or flat stones, and have flat roofs (Laló and Alor 1997:714; Laló 

2005:762). We also see the first monuments from Tenam Puente appear during the Late 

Classic period, although their dating cannot be refined much further (see Chapter 3).     

Archaeologists identified a shift at Tenam Puente that occurred around 800 CE. 

At this time, we see changes in ceramics, architectural construction, and burial patterns at 

the site. Laló (2005) suggests these changes represent an influx of people who disrupted 

earlier graves. As detailed in Chapter 7, the site remained occupied for at least two 

hundred years after this shift in the material record, and the Early Postclassic residents of 

Tenam Puente continued to inter burials and enlarge buildings at the site. Laló (2005) 

suggests the site was occupied until around 1100 CE. 

 

Hunchavín 

This small site is spread over several low hills at the edges of Comitán, the largest 

modern settlement in the valley (fig. 5).2 Excavations revealed that the site was settled in 

the Late Preclassic period and remained occupied until around 1250 CE. The height of 
                                                 
2 As described in Chapter 2, Hunchavín’s proximity to Comitán resulted in significant amounts of looting 
at the site. The growth of the city of Comitán continues to endanger the archaeological site.  
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settlement at Hunchavín was in the Late Classic period, when the highest section of the 

site was terraced and a number of structures completed. This site displays architectural 

and ceramic similarities to Tenam Puente and Chinkultic. Structure 2, in particular, 

resembles Chinkultic Structure 1, which is the main structure atop the Chinkultic 

acropolis. Burials at Hunchavín also revealed a number of trade goods, indicating local 

elites may have benefited from the site’s location next to the major trade route leading to 

the highlands of Chiapas. Very little sculpture has been recovered from the site, however, 

and it has also been subjected to heavy looting (Kaneko 1996). 

 

Tenam Rosario 

Tenam Rosario is located just to the south of the Comitán Valley, on the other side of the 

low mountains that define the valley’s southern edge (fig. 6). Tenam Rosario was not 

occupied until the Late Classic period, probably around 700 CE (Agrinier 1983; de 

Montmollin 1988:351). De Montmollin (1985, 1988) has argued that Tenam Rosario was 

the center of a small polity. The site center consisted of several architectural groups, 

including two ballcourts, and a number of sculptures have been recovered from the site. 

Interestingly, data also suggest that Tenam Rosario was abandoned by around 950 CE (de 

Montmollin 1988:351), meaning it was occupied for a relatively short period of time. 

 

Chinkultic 

On the other side of the Comitán Valley, the site center of Chinkultic occupies an area of 

approximately 60 hectares and is located on a hilly isthmus between Lakes Tepancuapan 

and Chanujabab (fig. 7). Rio Yubnaranjo runs through the ceremonial center to connect 

the two lakes. The site consists of around 200 mounds, including four large architectural 
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groups in the site center, lettered A-D. Eduardo Martinez, who surveyed the site for the 

New World Archaeological Foundation, described habitation mounds extending from the 

site center for about three square kilometers (1980:126). Similarly, Navarrete (2000:282) 

describes intense cultural activity in the surrounding area. Joseph Ball’s ceramic 

sequence, published in 1980, defined three phases of habitation at the site: the 

Chanujabab Phase (50 BC-75 to 300/350 CE); the Yobnajab Phase (700 to 900 CE); and 

the Tepancuapan Phase (900 to 1250 CE).  

The best evidence for Late Preclassic settlement at Chinkultic comes from the 

lower section of Group A, where the fill of Structures 3, 4, and 6 contained almost 

exclusively Late Preclassic ceramics (Ball 1980:91). Excavation in this group revealed 

several fragments of Late Preclassic sculpture, as well. Monument 15 (fig. 8), for 

instance, depicts an anthropomorphic face with a tri-lobed breath or speech scroll. The 

face is reminiscent of sculptures at Izapa (Guernsey 2006) and Kaminaljuyú (Henderson 

2013), as well as the inscribed femurs from Chiapa de Corzo (Agrinier 1960; Earley 

2008). Navarrete (1984:fig. 48) described the style of the monument as “Izapeño.”  

Ball (1980:93) suggested a hiatus at Chinkultic between approximately 350 and 

700 CE based on a lack of ceramic material from this time period. By around 700 CE, 

evidence for occupation at the site begins again. In the Late Classic period at Chinkultic, 

we see the construction and almost continuous amplification of monumental architecture 

at the site, as well as the dedication of inscribed stelae. According to Joseph Ball’s 

ceramic analysis, Lower Group A at the site was completed and heavily used between 

700 and 770 CE (Ball 1980:95). From the lower plaza of Group A, a broad stairway was 

also constructed, leading up a steep, 60-meter high hill to Upper Group A. The stairway 

once included ten narrow terraces, and Ball suggests it was constructed in the eighth or 

ninth centuries. Upper Group A consists today of six buildings on a platform that 
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expanded the natural shape of the hill; in the Yobnajab phase (700 to 900 CE), only 

Structure 1, the largest building, would have been completed. Also begun in the 

Yobnajab phase was the ballcourt at Chinkultic. 

Monumental construction increased in the following centuries at the site. Ball 

(1980) designated a Terminal Classic/Early Postclassic ceramic phase that he called the 

Tepancuapan phase; he dates ceramics from this phase to 900-1250 CE. During this final 

period at Chinkultic, the monumental stairway leading up to the Group A acropolis was 

enlarged, as was the platform underlying Group A. Organic material in a cache deposited 

into the platform enlargement was carbon dated to 1050 CE +/- 60 years. Probably 

concurrent with the platform enlargement was the enlargement of Structure 1 and the 

construction of Structure 2, which directly overlooks the edge of the cenote about fifty 

meters below.  Four small platforms were also built in front of Structure 1; burials in 

these small platforms help to date the use of the Chinkultic Acropolis. Burial 69-1 

included a seated individual and several painted and stucco-covered ceramics (Agrinier 

1969), indicating to Ball (1980:98) a late ninth or early tenth century date. Another burial 

included furniture that suggested an Early Postclassic date, while a third included very 

late ceramics that Ball dated to the thirteenth or fourteenth century CE. In Group C, the 

ballcourt was completed and heavily used in the Tepancuapan phase (Ball 1980:95). The 

vast majority of sculpture was found in Group C as well, arrayed around the west side of 

the ballcourt and surrounding buildings. The major structure to the east of the ballcourt 

has never been excavated. 

Evidence indicated that Group B was also constructed in the Late Classic or Early 

Postclassic period. Group B shows evidence of at least two construction phases, although 

published archaeological data have not refined this dating further. This group consists of 

a sunken plaza measuring 58 by 54 meters with a low platform in the middle. The plaza is 
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bordered on the north by three pyramidal structures, each about 6.5 meters in height. On 

the west, south, and east sides of the group are long range structures. These structures are 

stepped, and Navarrete suggests they once served as seats, where people would have 

gathered to watch public performances (2006:806). Navarrete (2000:296; 2006:807) also 

suggests that one of the structures on the south side of the plaza included a throne where 

someone would have sat to preside over ritual ceremonies in the sunken plaza below.  

Settlement at Chinkultic continued until at least 1250 CE, although as Ball 

(1980:96) notes, ceramics from the Upper Acropolis indicates the site may have been in 

use as late as the fourteenth century CE. 

 

Quen Santo 

No formal excavation has been undertaken at Quen Santo, but Seler created a map of the 

hilltop architectural complex (fig. 9). Ceramics from the cave complex below are 

outwardly similar to Late Classic incensarios from Comitán and Chinkultic. Navarrete 

(1979:49) describes San Juan Plumbate and Tohil Plumbate as being among the surface 

collections he examined from the area. He suggested the principal occupation at Quen 

Santo and neighboring Chaculá was during the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic 

period, around 900 or 1000 CE. Recent survey in the area by a project from California 

State (Brady et al. 2009) suggested a similar timeline. 

 

Notes on the Archaeology of the Comitán Valley 

As this very brief synopsis makes clear, settlement in the Comitán Valley reached its 

greatest extent in the Late Classic period, and the area was densely populated in the Early 

Postclassic period as well. Archaeological research in the Comitán Valley has focused on 
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Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, and more research is necessary at other sites, particularly 

Hunchavín and Quen Santo. It should be noted, too, that the ceramic sequence for the 

Comitán Valley would benefit from additional study. Ball (1980) was not pleased with 

the quality of the ceramic collections available to him for study, and he was clear that the 

Tepancuapan phase in particular requires further clarification; he was not, he wrote, able 

to determine the “internal structure nor the precise temporal limits” of the phase 

(1980:96).  

While there is certainly work to be done in the Comitán Valley, over fifty years of 

archaeology in the area have created a considerable base of knowledge—and a large 

corpus of sculpture. In the next chapter, I consider the history of study in the Comitán 

Valley and the archaeological projects that have resulted in the occupation sequences 

described above.  
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Chapter 2 

Comitán in Context: Historical and Theoretical Approaches to the 
Study of the Comitán Valley 

In order to study the monuments of the Comitán Valley, we must situate them in time, 

place, and thought. This chapter begins with the history of study in the Comitán Valley, 

exploring how the area entered the archaeological literature, and why it is so often 

overlooked today. Moving outward from the Comitán Valley, I review the art and 

archaeology of surrounding sites in the highlands of Guatemala and Chiapas. Because 

this dissertation considers how people of the Comitán Valley interacted with other 

peoples and places, we must understand the basic outlines of settlement and culture in 

other parts of the Maya world. Finally, I take an even broader view, incorporating 

material from outside Mesoamerica in order to consider how we study ancient cultures 

and their artworks. This section details my own theoretical approach and situates this 

study within a wider body of anthropological and art historical inquiry. I finish with a 

discussion of the conjunctive methodologies I employ in this project, drawn from art 

history and the social sciences, in order to make sense of the diverse sculptures and styles 

of the Comitán Valley.  

 

HISTORY OF STUDY IN THE COMITÁN VALLEY 

 

The relative obscurity of the Comitán Valley in modern archaeological literature belies its 

early exploration by noted Mesoamericanists, including Eduard Seler (1901) and Frans 

Blom (Blom and La Farge 1926-27). Beginning with Seler’s early visit in the late 

nineteenth century, the Comitán Valley was a regular stop for adventurers, explorers, and 
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archaeologists traveling from Chiapas to the Guatemalan highlands. Despite its early 

presence in the archaeological imagination, however, the Comitán area remains relatively 

obscure in today’s literature. This section examines the legacy of archaeological 

exploration in the Comitán Valley. Why did it attract the early attention of explorers, but 

then drop off the map? What have researchers gotten right about this area, and what 

questions still loom large in our understanding of the Comitán Valley?  

 

Explorer-Archaeologists and the Age of Discovery 

John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood may have set a precedent for the 

Comitán area when, traveling to Comitán from the Guatemalan highlands in 1840, they 

missed Chinkultic by only a mile (Borhegyi 1968:122). After crossing into Mexico from 

Guatemala, it seems, the party was in some doubt about their permission to be in the 

country. As a result, they did not linger anywhere before reaching Comitán, deliberately 

avoiding contact with the locals of a small village they passed through on the way. They 

describe Comitán as “the frontier town of Chiapas,” with “a superb church,” a thriving 

smuggling trade, and a distressing lack of basic supplies (Stephens and Catherwood 

1841:252-253). After securing their permissions (“I recommend all who wish to travel to 

get an appointment from Washington” [1841:251]), Stephens and Catherwood departed 

for Palenque by way of Ocosingo, following a route of travel established in ancient times. 

Stephens and Catherwood knew Comitán only as a bureaucratic and commercial 

center, but the Comitán Valley truly entered the imagination of Maya scholars and 

armchair travelers with the publication of Eduard Seler’s Die alten Ansiedelungen von 

Chaculá, or “Ancient Settlements of Chaculá” in 1901.1 From 1895 to 1897, Seler 
                                                 
1 Charles P. Bowditch was the first to commission English translations of the works of Seler, overseeing 
the partial translation of Die alten Ansiedelungen von Chaculá by Selma Wesselhoeft and Alberta M. 



 20 

explored the Comitán Valley as well as the area around Chaculá and Quen Santo, which 

lie just on the other side of the border in Guatemala.2 His investigations included 

mapping, limited excavations, and the documentation, collection, and description of 

artifacts. Many of these artifacts were shown to him by local collectors, such as Gustav 

Kanter, or residents of towns through which he passed, including Comitán (see, for 

example, Weeks 2003:57, 165, fig. 18). Seler shipped some artifacts back to Germany, 

and made casts of others.  

Seler’s volume is remarkable for both his physical investigations and his analysis 

of the area in context. He performed limited excavations at a number of sites, including in 

the Uaxac Canal Valley (2003:45) and Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo (2003:97).3 Most of the 

sites he visited had already been looted; he describes empty chambers in the east group of 

Chaculá, for instance, that may once have been tombs (2003:49). His book represents the 

first publication on the important cave site of Quen Santo, discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5. At Chinkultic, Seler discovered Monuments 4 and 5 in situ, publishing the 

first photograph of the former (fig. 10; 1901:plate XL). He also visited Hunchavín, an 

archaeological site near the modern day city of Comitán (1901:165). Seler identified 
                                                 
Parker. This partial translation is now stored in Harvard’s Tozzer Library (C.A. 3 Se 4as E). In the 1980s, 
Bettina Arnold from the University of Minnesota’s Department of Anthropology translated Chapter 4, and 
Carol Nordstrom corrected the manuscript and adapted the translation to suit modern English usage. The 
first full English translation was edited by John Weeks and published by Labyrinthos in 2003 (Weeks 2003: 
xiv). 
2 Seler’s expedition was under the patronage of Joseph Florimund, the Duke de Loubat, who had charged 
Seler with helping assemble a study collection of Mesoamerican objects. Born to a wealthy family in New 
York City, Loubat was particularly interested in publishing facsimiles of Aztec codices, and he endowed 
three professorships in American anthropology, one each at Columbia University, University of Berlin and 
the College de France at Paris (MacCurdy 1927). As planned, Seler’s expedition started in Mexico City 
with the 11th session of the International Congress of Americanists held in Mexico City in 1895 (Weeks 
2003:xx, fn2), and then involved travel to Oaxaca and the Pacific coast and through Chiapas to Guatemala. 
Seler originally hoped to visit Palenque and the Yucatan, but was forced to rearrange his schedule because 
of health problems (2003:xx). His publication references sculptures of Copan but Seler does not describe 
visiting them; this volume focuses exclusively on the sculptures of the Chaculá area. 
3 I use the term “excavation” loosely here. Seler’s investigations do not adhere to modern archaeological 
standards, but he did record and map many of the objects he found. 
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several patterns of settlement and monumental placement that remain salient today. For 

example, he noted that monuments in the area of Chaculá were often placed on or near 

routes of communication, an important factor to consider when reconstructing the history 

of the Comitán Valley. 

Beyond these physical explorations of places near Comitán, Seler was clear in his 

analysis that the ancient inhabitants of Chinkultic and Quen Santo were Maya. 

Describing a stone disc recovered from an unnamed site west of Quen Santo, Seler notes 

that the human face carved on top—known today as the face of the Jaguar God of the 

Underworld—resembles similar faces from Seibal, Quirigua, and Palenque (2003:75). 

Seler’s study established this area as part of the Maya canon, opening it to detailed and 

comparative study by other Maya scholars.  

Seler’s exploration, however, was followed by a long dearth in study. The 

Comitán area was not the subject of another exploration until 1925, when Frans Blom 

and Oliver La Farge traveled through the area. Working under the auspices of Tulane 

University, the pair traveled from Veracruz to highland Chiapas and into the Cuchumatan 

Mountains of Guatemala. They published a record of their expedition in the two-volume 

Tribes and Temples (1926-27). Styled as a travel memoir much like those of Stephens 

and Catherwood, Tribes and Temples combines archaeology and epigraphy with 

descriptions of local culture, language, and peoples. Like Seler, Blom and La Farge drew 

maps and photographed artifacts. Unlike Seler, they did not conduct excavations. 

Blom and La Farge entered the Comitán Valley from the highlands of Chiapas in 

July of 1925. Once settled in the city, they investigated the archaeological remains of 

Hunchavín. Residents of Comitán also presented the pair with a number of 

unprovenanced artifacts to examine. “Don Gregorio de la Vega and his son ransacked the 

town for antiquities,” they explain, “and many houses were opened to us” (1926-27:418). 
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Blom gave a speech on the archaeology of the region, and when the party prepared to 

leave, they were presented with a Maya stela, broken into two pieces, that had apparently 

been used in the stone floor of the yard of the Customs House. The monument was 

dubbed the “Piedra de la Aduana” (Palacios 1928; Navarrete 1984:fig. 101) and later the 

“Comitán Stela” (Navarrete 1984).4 Moving on to Tenam Puente, or “El Puente,” Blom 

and La Farge photographed and sketched Stela 1 and Stela 2. They also reported finding 

several plain stelae, and noted that the site was situated on a hill, giving it a potentially 

strategic view of the broad valley below (Blom and La Farge 1926-27:420-428). 

Impatient to enter Guatemala, Blom and La Farge visited Chinkultic a few days 

later and stayed at El Rincon, a ranch in the site center. “The ranch house lies at the foot 

of a large mound,” they note, “and in the yard stands a circular altar. Fragments of 

several stelae are laid into the stairway leading up to the house” (1926-27:429). Taking 

stock of the site from the top of Structure 23, they remarked on the Acropolis, its ruined 

stairway still visible, and on the stelae in the plaza to the west. They published several of 

these stelae, including Monuments 1, 4, 6, 7, and 8, as well as a rough map of the site 

(1926-27:fig. 361). Blom and La Farge diligently recorded the dates of monuments where 

possible, and corresponded with Sylvanus Morley to reach potential readings. Morley 

noted the unusual date on Stela 7 at Chinkultic, for example, observing that it lacked the 

Initial Series Introducing Glyph and the day and month signs. The date corresponded to 

9.17.10.0.0, or 780 CE (Navarrete 1984:24). 

Continuing towards the border with Guatemala, Blom and La Farge passed 

through Sacchaná, where Seler had recovered two stela fragments. These fragments were 

inscribed with two dates: 10.2.5.0.0 and 10.2.10.0.0, or 874 and 879 CE (see fig. 138). To 

                                                 
4 See figure 139; this monument is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 
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date, these remain two of the latest inscriptions in the Maya archaeological record. 

Combined with other late dates from Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, they led Blom and 

La Farge to astutely conclude that this area flourished later than other known centers. 

While their analysis of this area remains insightful, the pair refrained from any detailed 

iconographic analysis of the monuments they published. 

The Tulane expedition was just the beginning of Blom’s involvement in Chiapas. 

He returned to the area in 1928 with the Gray Memorial Expedition, again organized by 

Tulane University.5 At Chinkultic he discovered a new monument; while publicly 

available records are unclear, this may have been Monument 9 (Brunhouse 1976:110; 

Blom and Duby 1957:53). After returning permanently to Chiapas in 1950, Blom 

remained active in Maya research and exploration, including excavating at Moxviquil 

near San Cristobal de las Casas (Weiant 1954).  

Blom and La Farge were not the only people to explore and write about the 

Comitán area in the 1920s. Around the same time that Blom and La Farge explored the 

valley for Tulane University, the Mexican government organized an expedition through 

this area of Mexico, documented by Enrique Juan Palacios in En los Confines de la Selva 

Lacandona (1928). Visiting the area in 1926, hot on the heels of Blom and La Farge, 

Palacios recorded detailed information about the ecology, industry, and archaeology of 

the Comitán Valley and the surrounding area. Palacios provides important photographs of 

monuments from Guoc (see Chapter 5) and Santa Elena Poco Uinic. Of Stela 1 from 

Tenam Puente, Palacios noted rows of eroded glyphs on the top of the monument and in 

front of the face of each individual; he compared the style of the monument to Copan 

(Palacios 1928:73).  
                                                 
5 Blom never published a full account of this expedition, but did submit a preliminary report to Tulane 
(Blom 1929). Brunhouse (1976:88-113) describes it based on Blom’s report and other papers, currently 
housed in Tulane’s Middle American Research Institute.  
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En Los Confines represents the first wide-scale Spanish-language publication of 

information on Tenam Puente, Hunchavín, and Chinkultic—and, to date, one of the most 

extensive sources on the important site of Santa Elena Poco Uinic, located halfway 

between the Comitán and Ocosingo valleys. The volume facilitated the entry of the 

Comitán area into the Spanish-speaking archaeological world and marked the Mexican 

government’s first documented interest in the archaeological history of this area.  

It is important to note, however, that Comitán Valley locals were interested in the 

archaeology of the area long before scholars from the United States, Europe, and Mexico 

City arrived. Both Palacios and Blom and La Farge, for instance, mention Mauro 

Quintero, an important local figure in the archaeological history of the area. Palacios 

(1928:58) describes Quintero as a Tabasqueño resettled in Comitán who was very 

interested in archaeology. As the local Director of Pre-Hispanic Monuments, Quintero 

guided both parties around the area in the 1920s, and he also conducted a series of 

excavations at Hunchavín (Blom and La Farge 1926-27; Palacios 1928:63). Blom and La 

Farge describe one excavation, made in the largest mound of Hunchavín, in which 

Quintero uncovered a “perfectly preserved” stairway 4.5 meters wide (1926-27:416). 

Letters sent from Quintero to Mexico City describe his efforts to curb looting in the 

region (Quintero 1932a). In the 1930s, too, a new Inspector of Pre-Hispanic Monuments, 

Rogelio Mandujano, sent regular reports to Mexico City detailing preservation and 

documentation efforts at area sites.6 Nearby, Gustav Kanter maintained an extensive 

collection of Pre-Columbian art. Some residents of the Comitán Valley, then, were well 

aware of the presence and importance of archaeological sites like Tenam Puente, 

Hunchavín, and Chinkultic.  

                                                 
6 Rogelio Mandujano also appears in some archival sources as Rogerio Mandujano (see, for instance, Laló 
2005). He was succeeded by his son Xavier or Javier Mandujano (Navarrete 1984:49). 
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Exploration of the Comitán Valley continued in the 1940s in the unlikely guise of 

Richard Ceough. A public speaking professor at the City College of New York, Ceough 

was also an amateur archaeologist, and his reports from four different expeditions are 

important sources on the area. How did a public speaking professor end up exploring this 

corner of Chiapas? He explained: “An interest in these matters developed originally from 

what was, perhaps, a somewhat romantic desire to explore the legend of the ‘Lost City of 

the Mayans’ and, especially, the particular variant of the legend which deals with the idea 

that this ‘lost city’ is to be found buried in the waters of a lake” (Ceough 1944:1). Ceough 

was particularly impressed by the lakes surrounding Chinkultic, although how Ceough 

originally became aware of this area is unknown.  

Ceough’s typical trip to the region usually began with a short stay in Comitán; 

then, he would hire local guides and explore various archaeological sites and natural 

features (see Fig. 11 for a map of his various expeditions). Most of his on-site work 

consisted of clearing brush away from archaeological material. He took particular pride 

in discovering monuments, which he would typically wash and photograph. He also 

created maps and explored a number of lakes and caves around Chinkultic. In total, 

Ceough submitted four reports on the Comitán Area to INAH. They include day-to-day 

reports on his activities in the area, and photographs of monuments he uncovered at 

Tenam Puente, Chinkultic, and Santa Elena Poco Uinic, among other sites.  

The only publication resulting from Ceough’s work in Comitán was a 1945 article 

in Popular Science (Ceough 1945b). The title page depicts a spectacular reconstruction of 

the Chinkultic acropolis, described as “The Temple of A Thousand Steps” (see fig. 140). 

If the reconstruction is fanciful and outdated, it does capture the dramatic scenery of the 

Chinkultic acropolis, which at this point had elicited superlatives from even the driest of 

writers for over fifty years. He also illustrated a number of human bones and skulls, as 
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well as a photograph of Monument 9. This article represents, to date, the only time the 

site of Chinkultic has appeared in print before an American popular audience. Ceough 

died suddenly in 1947 at age 48, and his final informe was prepared and submitted by 

Blanche Corin, a colleague at CUNY (Corin and Ceough 1947). 

Despite expeditions by Seler and Blom, and a national publication by Ceough, the 

Comitán region quickly found itself on the fringes of Maya studies. Sylvanus Morley 

included Chinkultic in his Inscriptions of Peten (1938), and his description of the 

monuments gives us some clues about its place in the corpus of Maya art. “The 

Chinkultic stelae,” Morley declares, “clearly reflect a…lack of skill and technical 

proficiency” (1938, vol. 1:318). Chinkultic, he continues, was “so far removed from the 

great centers of contemporary inspiration and learning” that errors were only natural 

(1938, vol. 1:318). While the earliest explorers of the area had recognized that the ancient 

cities of the Comitán Valley were Maya, the unusual glyphs and iconography led scholars 

to classify the area as peripheral, rural and uncultured. 

What might be behind the peripheral classification of the Comitán Valley? It is 

unclear why this region did not attract the attention of archaeologists, especially after 

Seler’s early visit and Blom and La Farge’s descriptions of the ruins. My own 

suggestions here are speculative, but in reviewing the literature I would posit that with his 

various expeditions through the area in the 1920s, Blom had laid a sort of claim to much 

of Chiapas in American archaeological circles. For his first Tulane expedition, Blom 

wanted to engage with less-traveled parts of Mesoamerica, and as Brunhouse (1976:46) 

notes, over half the sites listed in the resulting volume (Blom and La Farge 1926-27) are 

in Chiapas. Blom was staking out his own territory in Mexico, echoing the move he had 

made in the United States: in accepting his position at Tulane, Blom had left the 

employment of Sylvanus Morley and gone to work for William Gates, who hated Morley 
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with a passion. It seems reasonable to suggest that Blom’s expeditions established 

Tulane’s presence in Chiapas, in effect discouraging other potential projects—yet Blom 

never capitalized on that presence. Instead, he became mired in administration and 

alcoholism, until he finally left Tulane and returned, permanently, to Chiapas in 1950.7 

 By this point in the history of Maya archaeology, massive projects at other Maya 

sites were underway or had been conducted by institutions like the University of 

Pennsylvania and the Carnegie Institution—but in the Comitán Valley, formal, 

institutional investigation remained elusive. It wasn’t until the arrival of the New World 

Archaeological Foundation that major projects began at Chinkultic.  

 

Institutional Archaeology in the Comitán Valley 

Large-scale, institutional archaeological projects did eventually arrive in the Comitán 

Valley, thanks in part to extensive surveys conducted by the New World Archaeological 

Foundation (NWAF) in the 1950s. In 1955, Edwin Shook surveyed the Comitán Valley 

as part of a regional survey project for the NWAF aimed at identifying potential projects. 

At Chinkultic, Shook described the dramatic landscape of the site and noted Stela 9. 

From the architecture, masonry, and monument, Shook suggested a Late Classic principal 

occupation (1956:22). Shook also noticed extensive Pre-Columbian settlement 

throughout the Comitán Valley, although he wrote of Comitán itself that “Extensive 

inquiry in the city failed to locate private collections of archaeological material” 

(1956:21). A subsequent NWAF survey, conducted by Gareth Lowe (1959), included 

Tenam Puente. Lowe remarked on the “rudeness” of ceramics from the site. The poor 

quality of the ceramics, he wrote, “is in contrast to the fine stone masonry and capable 
                                                 
7 See Brunhouse’s (1976) fascinating biography of Blom for more information on his time at Tulane and 
his return to Chiapas. 
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stucco modeling now evidenced only in fragments of fallen friezes abundant in the 

cornfields covering much of the site” (Lowe 1959:68). 

In the meantime, Frans Blom had relocated to San Cristobal de las Casas, just a 

few hours north of Comitán—and if Blom never capitalized on his interest in Chiapas 

while at Tulane, he made up for it by spurring future archaeological research at 

Chinkultic. In 1962, Stephan de Borhegyi and Lon Mericle of the Milwaukee Public 

Museum visited his home. Describing the initial encounter, Mericle (1971:131) wrote: 

Franz [sic] told us of Chinkultic, a Mayan site 100 miles to the South, and but 6 
miles from the Guatemalan border. It had lakes, a river and a cenote. It had great 
possibilities for underwater archaeology, he said. Upon the invention of SCUBA 
equipment, Franz felt that the cenote should be investigated for the possibilities of 
it having been the depository for Mayan artifacts. Thus we got our introduction to 
Chinkultic, and for the next eight years we tried to justify Franz Blom’s opinion.   

In 1966, the Milwaukee Public Museum sent a group to make aerial, terrestrial, and 

underwater surveys of the area around Agua Azul8 and the Lagos de Montebello region, 

on the eastern side of the Comitán Valley (de Borhegyi 1968). The group included de 

Borhegyi, who was the director of the museum; Xavier Mandujano, Inspector of the 

Comitán archaeological area and son of Rogelio Mandujano, the previous inspector; and 

Gertrude Duby, the widow of Frans Blom. Blom had passed away in 1963.  

The 1966 reconnaissance of Chinkultic established a primary occupation from the 

Late Preclassic to the Early Postclassic period based on surface sherd collections (de 

Borhegyi 1968). On this initial excursion, the team failed to recover significant offerings 

from Cenote Agua Azul or the surrounding lakes. However, inspired by the quantity and 

quality of the offerings that had recently emerged from the cenote at Chichén Itzá, the 

                                                 
8 Agua Azul is currently the name of the cenote at Chinkultic. In literature on the Comitán Valley, Agua 
Azul refers variously to the site of Chinkultic and the cenote; Ceough, for example, referred to the entire 
site/cenote complex as Agua Azul. Today, Agua Azul is the name of the cenote, and this is also how the 
Milwaukee Public Museum understood the naming of the site.  
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Milwaukee Public Museum sponsored the draining and excavation of Cenote Agua Azul 

at Chinkultic for two seasons beginning in 1969. As Lon Mericle (1971) describes, the 

museum contracted with Beloit Pipe and Dredge Co., whose owner was interested in 

archaeology. Beginning in 1969, the team used a diesel engine and centrifugal pump to 

dredge and drain the cenote over two field seasons. The project was ultimately able to 

lower the water level by 23 feet and conduct dry-land excavations inside the cenote. As 

described by Mericle (1971), the results were disappointing. Mericle concedes that “the 

yield was small indeed,” noting with barely-concealed frustration that the cenote at 

Chinkultic is not “in the class of Chichén-Itzá” (1971:134).  

In late 1969, de Borhegyi was killed in a car accident in Milwaukee, and the 

project he had overseen with the Milwaukee Public Museum was left without its dynamic 

director. Roberto Gallegos of INAH stepped in to fill that gap, directing work at the site 

during a short two-month field season in February and March of 1970 (Gallegos 1976). 

Gallegos and his team essentially continued the project initiated by Borhegyi. They 

explored and reconstructed the Acropolis, then dredged and performed limited 

excavations in the cenote. The published account of these excavations by Gallegos (1976) 

was the most comprehensive description of the archaeology of Chinkultic to date, 

generously illustrated with photos and drawings of the excavations and selected artifacts. 

Unlike Mericle, Gallegos saw great utility in the results of the cenote operations. 

Gallegos identified a pattern of niche deposits inside the cenote, for instance, and 

suggested that the Maya of Chinkultic used specially trained divers to deposit the 

subaquatic offerings (explored in more detail in Chapter 6). If some of his conclusions 

deserve reanalysis, he and his team uncovered a range of interesting patterns and 

problems in the archaeology of Chinkultic, from the stone balls found in the cenote to the 

tombs atop the Acropolis (see Gallegos 1976; Agrinier 1969).  
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The New World Archaeological Foundation also participated in fieldwork at 

Chinkultic in 1969 under the direction of Gareth Lowe. Archaeologists from the NWAF 

explored Groups A and C at the site. Eduardo Martínez created a site map (published in 

Ball 1980), while in Lower Group A, Pierre Agrinier established a basic construction 

history and discovered several pieces of Late Preclassic sculpture. In Upper Group A, 

Agrinier found two tombs, both dated to the Late Classic period based on ceramics and 

other grave goods (Agrinier 1969). In Group C, Carlos Navarrete supervised the clearing 

of the ballcourt; his team also dug test pits in the center of the court and the adjoining 

walls (Navarrete 1976:52-56; Ball 1980:120). Navarrete continued his work with 

Chinkultic in 1975 and 1976, when he dedicated two field seasons to Groups A and C. 

His work revealed additional tombs and new sculpture fragments (Navarrete 1975: figs. 

8-10).  

The 1960s and 1970s saw a flurry of archaeological investigation at Chinkultic, 

but the most comprehensive publication on the results of that work is Joseph Ball’s 

(1980) ceramic analysis, which he carried out in 1975 and 1977. Ball notes that the 

ceramics from Chinkultic were divided between collections; he had access to some 

ceramics from the ballcourt and others from the cenote at Chinkultic, but a significant 

number of sherds, mostly from Upper Group A, were not available to him for study. 

Ball’s conclusions about settlement and society at Chinkultic are discussed in other parts 

of this dissertation; here, I will note simply that Ball’s publication is the most thorough 

synthesis of data on Chinkultic. Combining his own ceramic analysis with the results of 

archaeological investigation at the site, Ball suggests an occupational history for 

Chinkultic and notes similarities between the ceramics of Chinkultic and other 

contemporaneous sites.  
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Carlos Navarrete, who began working at Chinkultic in 1969, has since become the 

foremost authority on the site and has directed excavations there since the 1970s. 

Unfortunately, INAH has no record of the specifics of those excavations in their central 

archives, and informal reports were not accessible for this project. Instead, I have relied 

on various publications by Navarrete, who has detailed his continuing work on the 

ballcourt (1975, 1976, 2000; Navarrete and Hernández Juarez 2002), his work in Group B 

(Navarrete 2007, 2011), and his interpretations of the monuments and constructed space 

of the site (1984, 1999, 2001, 2011). Navarrete’s contributions to the knowledge of 

Chinkultic cannot be understated, particularly his dedication to publishing the 

monuments from the site (Navarrete 1984, discussed below). 

Both Tenam Puente and Chinkultic were visited by early explorers of the Comitán 

area, but Tenam Puente was not systematically investigated until 1992. By the time 

archaeological excavations began, large portions of the site had been looted, and this has 

had disastrous effects on our understanding of the site. Under the direction of Gabriel 

Laló Jacinto, archaeological excavations have clarified a number of aspects of the site’s 

history, but many of the monuments and features described by early visitors are gone. 

Navarrete (1984), for example, describes ballcourt sculptures at Tenam Puente that no 

longer exist there, although they may be related to sculpture fragments found in the 

nearby town of Francisco Sarabía (formerly the ranch of El Puente).9 Since 1992, Laló 

has excavated broad swaths of the ceremonial center of Tenam Puente, working also to 

restore the site for tourism. Excavations have revealed a number of new sculpture 

fragments, tombs, and information on the construction history of buildings in the site 

                                                 
9 One intriguing letter from 1932 also hints at the movement of monuments from the site. On October 25, 
Mauro Quintero wrote to Ignacio Marquina, the Director of Prehispanic Monuments in Mexico City, that 
“estuve en [Tenam Puente] y no es posible por hoy traer las estelas que me ordenó el Juzgado recogiera” 
(Quintero 1932b). It is unclear what stelae he was asked to move. 
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center. Excavations continue today under Laló’s oversight (1994, 1995, 1998 2001, 

2005). 

Hunchavín was a regular stop for early explorers of the Comitán Valley.10 More 

than any other site in the area, Hunchavín has been subject to the attention of looters and 

treasure hunters. Located just outside the city of Comitán (and today well within city 

limits), it was easily accessible to nearby residents. Letters from Mauro Quintero to the 

Dirección de Monumentos Prehispánicos in Mexico City report clandestine excavations 

at the site—but, Quintero wrote, “Con la persecución enérgica, en compañia o con ayuda 

de la guarnición, ya los buscadores de tesoros se han detenido en su empeño de hacer 

excavaciones” (Quintero 1932a). Quintero himself carried out excavations at Hunchavín, 

described by both Blom and La Farge (1926-27) and Palacios (1928). Quintero does not 

appear to have kept records of how he proceeded or exactly what he found—but, as 

Kaneko (1996:71) points out, Quintero’s efforts at Hunchavín represent one of the 

earliest archaeological excavations carried out by Mexican investigators in the country. 

Formal excavations at Hunchavín began in 1994 under the direction of Carlos Silva 

Rhoads, Akiro Kaneko, and Jésus Sánchez S. (Rhoads et. al 1994; Kaneko 1996). 

Archaeologists also restored parts of the site and opened it for tourism, but it was soon 

closed because of problems with crime. It remains closed to the public today.  

A smattering of other archaeological sites in and around the Comitán Valley has 

also been the subject of archaeological investigation. Carlos Alvarez has investigated at 

the site of Las Margaritas (Alvarez 2000). At Tenam Rosario, just to the south of the 

                                                 
10 As Kaneko (1994:71) points out, Hunchavín is seldom spelled the same way twice. Blom and La Farge 
(1926-27) and Palacios (1928) called it Hun Chabin or Hun Chabín, although later Blom and Duby (1957) 
spelled it as Jun Chabin. Culbert (1965) referred to it as Hun Chavin, Piña Chan (1967) wrote it as 
Hunchabín, and Lee (1989) called it Jun Chavín. Kaneko (1994:71) writes that while Junchavin is also a 
common name for the site today, the site was first registered by Quintero as Hunchavín, and that is its 
current designation in the Inventario de Zonas Arqueológicas at INAH. 
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Comitán Valley, Pierre Agrinier (1969) published an initial analysis of monuments from 

the site, and Olivier de Montmollin (1988, 1989, 1995) has performed excavations aimed 

at determining the political structure of the Rosario polity. At Quen Santo, a team led by 

James Brady (Brady et. al 2009) surveyed the site and caves. Carlos Navarrete and 

Gabriel Laló have also investigated cave sites in and around Comitán (Navarrete and 

Martinez 1977; Laló 2012), while Navarrete has performed regional surveys of sculpture 

throughout highland Guatemala and Chiapas (1979, 1994, 2000). As these studies show, 

Comitán has become increasingly visible in the archaeological world. Relegated early in 

Maya studies to a peripheral role in Classic Maya civilization, recent studies have 

nonetheless sought to flesh out the history of the area through controlled excavation and 

ceramic analysis.  

 

Art of the Comitán Valley 

Early visitors to the Comitán Valley, including Seler, Blom, and Palacios, took a keen 

interest in the works of art they found. Seler published a number of stone sculptures and 

ceramics, while Blom and La Farge photographed and drew sculptures, working with 

Sylvanus Morley to ascertain their dates. These may be our earliest accounts of art from 

the Comitán Valley, but a number of other figures have played important roles in the 

study, preservation, and sadly, the destruction of art from the area. 

One of the most important early figures in the study of Comitán Valley art was a 

collector named Gustav Kanter—but we know few details about his life. The following 

discussion is drawn from work by Carlos Navarrete (1979) and John Weeks (in Seler 

2003:16). Kanter, German by birth, was the administrator of an enormous territory in 

Chaculá, Guatemala. Seler wrote that he ruled the area “as a petty prince over a wide 
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kingdom” (2003:1), conducting excavations and removing sculptures to his own 

collection.  

Villacorta and Villacorta (1927) declared Kanter’s collection the most 

comprehensive collection in Guatemala. The collection was located in a special museum 

at his home, and larger pieces were apparently arrayed on the porch. Seler visited with 

Kanter and saw his collection, but Kanter added many more pieces after Seler’s visit. An 

essay by Lorenzo Castillo included in the Villacorta and Villacorta publication gives us a 

sense of the extent of the Kanter collection, noting that it included “more than 200 stone 

and clay idols, some measuring more than 3.0m in height, with rectangular pedestals, and 

decorated with hieroglyphs.” It also included “glass cases with collections of jewels,” 

metal objects, over 2,000 obsidian projectile points, and a number of ceramic vessels. 

The objects in his collection were apparently taken from Chaculá and a number of nearby 

caves. 

The Kanter collection met an unfortunate end. Chased out of Guatemala because 

of his suspected interactions with revolutionaries, Kanter settled in Comitán in 1915. His 

home was occupied by Guatemalan troops, who took many of the portable objects, used 

the larger sculptures for target practice, and then abandoned the finca. In the 1960s, 75 

“idols” were discovered still on the property, but they were never preserved. In March of 

1962, Weeks (in Seler 2003:17) writes, “the larger archaeological pieces were destroyed 

by troops at target practice.” Kanter apparently kept detailed records about the pieces he 

owned, but those, too, are lost to history (Castillo, in Villacorta and Villacorta 1927). 

We can still glean important information, however, from the doomed Kanter 

collection. First, existing photographs give us some idea of what types of objects the 

collection contained (figs. 12, 13), including several incensarios quite similar to the 

distinctive “squatting figure” type of the Comitán Valley. Second, the presence of such a 
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large collection in Chaculá has implications for the study of art from the Comitán Valley. 

While most of Kanter’s objects were doubtless from Chaculá and its immediate environs, 

we should not discount the possibility that it also included pieces from the area around 

Comitán. Given Kanter’s connections and interest in regional archaeology, it would not 

be far fetched to suppose that his collection could have included objects from Chinkultic, 

for example. Lastly, at least one of Kanter’s sons appears to have been involved in 

archaeology-related investigations: Gustavo Kanter was in charge of transportation on 

Frans Blom’s 1928 expedition through the area. The Kanters thus spanned at least two 

generations of archaeological research: Gustav Kanter met Eduard Seler, while his son 

worked with Frans Blom. Gustavo Kanter was apparently involved in selling artworks, as 

well: a ceramic effigy figure in the collection of the Smithsonian’s National Museum of 

the American Indian, for instance, was originally purchased from Gustavo Kanter in 1927 

(fig. 14).11 This suggests that the Kanters had access to some items in their collection; 

that they were able to bring objects with them into Mexico; or that they simply continued 

collecting once established in Comitán.  

As scholars produced descriptions and depictions of artworks from the Comitán 

Valley, sites like Chinkultic and Tenam Puente began to appear in broad surveys of Maya 

art. Herbert Spinden, for instance, must have read Seler’s account, for he noted in a 1913 

publication that the sculpture of “Chincoltic” resembles sculpture from the Usumacinta 

region (1975[1913]:197). Morley, too, included Chinkultic in his study of Maya 

monuments, although as we have seen above, he was less than complimentary. In A Study 

of Classic Maya Sculpture (1950), Tatiana Proskouriakoff discussed and illustrated 

several monuments from Chinkultic and Tenam Puente. She placed Stela 10 in her Late 

                                                 
11 NMAI catalog number 15/3471. The label associated with this item suggests it was originally collected 
by Gustav Kanter. 
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Classic Formative phase, noting that the design and composition suggest an early 

developmental date (1950:122). She categorized Stelae 7, 8, and 9 as “Late Classic 

Dynamic,” which she dated to 9.16.0.0.0 to 9.19.0.0.0. Proskouriakoff also noted the 

proximity of Chinkultic to sites with Cycle 10 monuments in the Chiapas Highlands and 

suggested that Monument 1 from Comitán could be of Early Postclassic date (1950: 149-

150).  

The ballcourt marker discussed in Chapter 1 also brought Chinkultic into the 

limelight in the mid-twentieth century. The small, perfectly preserved marker features a 

kneeling ballplayer surrounded by a ring of glyphs (fig. 1). According to Navarrete’s 

interview with Javier Mandujano (1984:49), the Inspector of Monuments in Comitán, the 

sculpture was discovered in 1933 in a ruined house in La Esperanza, a small colonia 

approximately eight kilometers west of Chinkultic. Rogelio Mandujano, Javier’s father, 

recovered the sculpture and brought it to Mexico’s Museo Nacional de Antropología. 

Intricately carved and in perfect condition, the sculpture is the finest recovered from the 

area and has been published widely, first in Mexico (Palacios 1937) and then in the 

English-speaking world. Pál Kelemen’s 1943 publication, however, attributed the stone 

to Chinkultic (1943:134, plate 82c), a designation carried on by Proskouriakoff 

(1950:121-122), Gallegos (1976), and others. Blom and Duby (1957, v.2:53-54) correctly 

attributed the stone to La Esperanza, although recent research (Grube 2002) has revealed 

that one of the glyphs on the stone is the Chinkultic emblem glyph, suggesting the stone 

may be from Chinkultic. Regardless of its original provenance, the ballcourt marker is by 

far the most recognizable piece of art from the Comitán Valley, gracing book covers and 

museum displays around the world. Jeff Karl Kowalski wrote the most extensive analysis 

to date of the marker (1989a). He connected the ballgame imagery of the marker to the 
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mythological Hero Twins, key figures in the Late Postclassic K’ichean epic, the Popol 

Vuh.  

Selected art objects from the Comitán Valley may have appeared in surveys of the 

Maya area, but few scholars tackled it directly—in part because existing photographs 

were poor, and information on Chinkultic and Tenam Puente hard to come by. This 

changed in 1984, when Carlos Navarrete published his Guía para el estudio de los 

monumentos esculpidos de Chinkultic. This seminal volume catalogs over thirty 

monuments from Chinkultic, as well as monuments from other area sites. He includes a 

photograph of each monument, and in most cases, another photograph that shows the 

sculpture highlighted with chalk to make the iconography visible. This was the first work 

on Chinkultic to show the variety and plentitude of sculpture at the site. A crucial 

contribution to the study of the Comitán Valley, the book also details the condition and 

dimensions of each monument, as well as contextual and historical information. An 

appendix lists references to the monuments of Chinkultic from both English and Spanish 

sources, while short essays outline iconographic and dating issues. 

Navarrete has continued his work with the monuments of Chinkultic, publishing 

on the iconography of the site (1999) and on the ways that monuments functioned in the 

ballcourt and Group B (2000, 2007, 2011; Navarrete and Hernández 2002).  His 

interpretations of Chinkultic and other Comitán Valley sites will be discussed in the 

chapters to come. In general, he proposes at Chinkultic both a solar cult and one centered 

around the powers of the underworld, based on monuments and ceramic urns (Navarrete 

2000:290). He identified several general types of monuments at Chinkultic, and 

suggested that one intriguing group—the “Column Monuments,” discussed in Chapter 

4—depicts priests performing rituals with trained animals. He also suggested connections 

between Chinkultic and the Usumacinta area. In addition to his work on Chinkultic, 
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Navarrete has published works on sculptures from Chaculá (1979) and the “frontier” area 

to the west and northwest of the Comitán Valley (Navarrete et. al 1993). Immersed in the 

art and archaeology of the Eastern Highlands of Chiapas for over forty years, Navarrete is 

the utmost authority on the history and material record of this area. 

The art from other sites in the Comitán Valley remains understudied. Several 

monuments from Tenam Puente, Tenam Rosario, Comitán, and Sacchaná were included 

in Navarrete’s 1984 guide to the monuments at Chinkultic. Gabriel Laló (2000, 2005; 

Laló and Alor 1997; Laló and de la Luz 1996) has explored some aspects of art from 

Tenam Puente, noting, for instance, similarities between the art of Tenam Puente and 

Toniná. Agrinier (1983) and Fox (1993) have tackled the unusual ballcourt markers from 

Tenam Rosario, discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. An article by Jeff Kowalski, 

meanwhile, suggested connections between the Comitán area, Quen Santo, and the Itzá 

Maya to the north (1989). Despite the rich source material and an established 

archaeological record, the current study represents the first effort at a comprehensive 

treatment of art from the Comitán Valley. 

 

REGIONAL CONTEXT 

 

The Comitán Valley is situated among diverse and ancient population centers—and the 

material record of the valley indicates that its residents were communicating with their 

neighbors near and far. Understanding the general outline of development in adjacent 

regions, then, can help us to make sense of the archaeology of the Comitán Valley. This 

review of regional context focuses on the basic archaeological history of three nearby 

areas: the Chiapas Highlands, the Grijalva River Valley, and the Guatemalan highlands 
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(see map, fig. 15). It ends with a brief review of documented trade routes through the 

region. I focus on the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods, as they are the focus of 

this dissertation. What stands out from even a cursory regional review is that the Comitán 

Valley was not by any means an isolated place; it was surrounded on every side by 

cultures both ancient and diverse.  

 

Chiapas Highlands 

To the west of Comitán lie the Central Highlands of Chiapas. Archaeological survey 

dominates the literature on this area (Adams 1961; Lowe and Mason 1965), and only a 

few sites to the west of Comitán have been extensively investigated. Culbert’s (1965) 

ceramic analysis is still the standard text on highland ceramics. In general, the earliest 

sites from this area date to the Late Preclassic period (Adams 1961), and populations 

significantly expand in the Early Classic. During the Early Classic, ceramic types also 

diversified, suggesting to Adams (1961:344) that new groups were migrating to the area. 

The Late Classic period saw the greatest density of human occupation in the Chiapas 

highlands; settlements were placed in defensive locations, often clustering around valleys 

used for agriculture (Lowe and Mason 1965:234). Interestingly, Adams (1961) reports 

many small sites in the Late Classic period, and suggests that the socio-political 

organization was based on these community centers. In other words, he finds little 

evidence of large centers controlling vast amounts of land and tribute. He also notes a 

distinct lack of overtly ceremonial architecture, an observation that resonates with 

Bryant’s (1988) analysis of Yerba Buena. Adams (1961:341) suggests that by the Early 

Postclassic period, settlement had shifted to more closely spaced centers—but much 

remains unknown about this time period (Lowe and Mason 1965:234; Culbert 1965:86; 
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Borgstede 2004:84). By the Late Postclassic, sites had shifted to larger valleys (Lowe and 

Mason 1965:234) and the ceramics indicate fragmented, independent groups (Culbert 

1965:87). 

Among those sites in the area that have been excavated are Yerba Buena, located 

in between the Comitán Valley and San Cristobal de las Casas; Moxviquil, located just 

outside San Cristobal de las Casas; and Toniná, which dominates the Ocosingo Valley. 

Yerba Buena sits approximately 30 kilometers to the northwest of Comitán, along the 

valley corridor that leads into the Chiapas highlands. Bryant (1988) suggests this would 

have been a natural communication route. Like Tenam Puente, Yerba Buena is perched 

atop cliffs overlooking the valley where the Pan-American Highway runs today, 

occupying an easily defended position. Bryant found that Yerba Buena was settled in the 

Late Preclassic. A ballcourt at the site dates to the Early Classic, and the site was not 

abandoned until the Postclassic period. He notes extensive agricultural terracing around 

the site. Interestingly, he concludes that Yerba Buena had a “secular bent.” This is 

because of the lack of carved monuments, combined with the architectural quality of 

residential structures as compared to seemingly ceremonial ones. Moving farther up this 

corridor, San Nicolas (Clark et al. 2005; Bryant et al. 2005) also has a ballcourt, 

constructed in the Late Classic, and occupied a similar position overlooking the valley.  

In 1952 and 1953, Frans Blom and Clarence Weiant excavated at Moxviquil, a 

site near San Cristobal de las Casas, but never fully published their results (Weiant 1954). 

Bryant (1988) examined the assemblage and suggested a primary occupation during the 

Late Classic period. More recently, Elizabeth Paris re-analyzed the collection and 

performed new excavations at Moxviquil and Huitepec, another site in the Jovel Valley 

(Paris et. al 2015; Paris 2012). Paris found that both sites prospered during the Late 

Classic to Early Postclassic transition, in part because of autonomous household 
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production practices that did not depend on long-distance trade networks. High status 

objects at Moxviquil, like copper and jade, do indicate that elites at the site had access to 

long-distance trading, but Paris found, overall, little evidence for elite or state control 

(Paris 2012:595-599). 

The Ocosingo Valley, dominated by Toniná, provides an interesting counterpoint 

to studies of the surrounding Chiapas highlands. While the inscriptions of Toniná claim 

early origins, the earliest inscribed monuments date to the Early Classic (Mathews 1982; 

Martin and Grube 2008).  In the Late Classic period, Toniná was a regional power, home 

to a monumental acropolis. Toniná was also an aggressor: its kings engaged in longterm 

conflict with far-off Palenque. Known for its unique sculptural style and stuccowork, 

Toniná was also home to the last known Long Count date of 909 CE. Archaeologists 

suggest that occupation persisted at Toniná even after the cessation of monument 

erection, however, and that the site may have been reoccupied by different peoples 

around 1000 CE (Becquelin and Baudez 1979-1982; Mathews 1982, 2001; see also Ayala 

1995, 1997).  

 

Grijalva River Valley  

If the majority of the Chiapas highlands remain poorly explored, the Grijalva River 

Valley area offers a marked contrast. Extensively surveyed by the New World 

Archaeological Foundation in the 1950s (Shook 1956; Lowe 1959), excavations at 

Chiapa de Corzo (Lowe and Agrinier 1960; Lowe 1962), San Isidro (Lowe 1981, 1998), 

and other sites have clarified the nature of early occupation on the Grijalva River. Most 

relevant to this study is the Upper Grijalva area, or the eastern half of the river valley, 

which extends to the foothills of the Cuchumatan Mountains in Guatemala. Decades of 
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excavation by the New World Archaeological Foundation have clarified the ceramic and 

occupation sequence of a multitude of sites. Many sites in Upper Grijalva River Valley 

were first settled in the Preclassic Period, but the entire Grijalva valley was densely 

populated during the Late Classic period, when Bryant et al. (2005) suggest large-scale 

Maya migrations into the area. By the Early Postclassic period, the number of sites had 

declined, and markers of elites that appear in the Late Classic period are absent (de 

Montmollin 1995:50). 

Only a few kilometers from the border between Mexico and Guatemala, Lagartero 

was settled in the Early Classic but became a regional center in the Late Classic (Bryant 

et al. 2005). Located on a series of islands, the site is famous for a Late Classic ceramic 

dump (Ekholm 1979, 1985, 1990). The midden is 24 by 10 meters in area and 2.6 meters 

deep. It appears to have been deposited in a short period of time, and the homogeneity of 

the pottery indicates local production of utilitarian wares. The deposit did contain 

polychrome pottery, however, which is rare throughout the areas I have discussed. 

Ekholm notes a slight “non-Maya cast” to the pottery (1979:158) and suggests stylistic 

connections to highland Guatemala. She also notes that stelae fragments were found in 

the deposit. More recently, archaeological work under the direction of Sonia Rivero 

Torres unearthed a stela at Lagartero in 2009. Lagartero may have been occupied into the 

Early Postclassic period, although intrusive deposits in this period indicate to Bryant et 

al. (2005) that the site was essentially a cemetery by approximately 1000. 

Guajilar and Los Encuentros are two sites in the Upper Grijalva area that lasted 

into the Late Postclassic period. Guajilar was settled in the Middle Preclassic, but 

experienced a hiatus in the Early Classic period. In the Late Classic period, the site—

located in a plain near the river—displays trade connections with highland Guatemala; a 

Late Classic tomb contained vessels from Alta Verapaz (Bryant et al.. 2005). Los 
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Encuentros, meanwhile, is a small site with a ceremonial and residential zone. This site 

was important in the classification of Early Postclassic pottery. As Bryant et al. (2005) 

note, in many parts of the Upper Grijalva, the transition into the Early Postclassic was 

quite smooth, with little to no ceramic disruption and the continued use of Late Classic 

styles. This appears to be a trend throughout the highland area, as Culbert (1965) notes 

similar difficulties in classifying Early Postclassic ceramics. 

Bryant et al. (2005) note several important trends in the Upper Grijalva area in the 

Late Classic and Postclassic periods. First, they note the lack of vaulted architecture. 

Clark et al. (2005) suggest, in fact, that Maya immigrants to the area did not bring the full 

suite of Maya traits with them, thus accounting for differences in art, ceramics, and 

architecture. Bryant et al. (2005) argue that most sites in the area relied on local 

production for domestic pottery but traded for elite wares with the Gulf Coast, the Pacific 

Coast, and the Guatemalan highlands. Despite postulated connections with the Maya 

lowlands, in other words, trade relationships between the Grijalva valley and the Maya 

lowlands were weak. Bryant et al. (2005) also explain that sites of the Chiapas highlands, 

Comitán Valley, and Upper Grijalva appear to have interacted very little with one 

another. They base this on the difference in regional ceramic styles. While there are some 

shared types between the Grijalva area and the Comitán Valley, they note, the 

assemblages are otherwise completely different. This is an interesting conclusion given 

the regional styles of art and architecture that characterize this area in the Late Classic 

and Postclassic Period.   
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Guatemalan Highlands 

The Guatemalan highlands offer another point of comparison for the Comitán Valley. 

The modern political border between Mexico and Guatemala has resulted in a slightly 

distorted perception of its ancient inhabitants: while this is a continuous cultural region, it 

is not treated as such in scholarly literature. The eastern highlands of Chiapas and the 

western highlands of Guatemala, however, shared a number of cultural developments and 

archaeological continuities.  

Research in the western Guatemalan highlands focuses on major sites like 

Tajumulco (Dutton and Hobbs 1943; Tejeda 1947), Zaculeu (Woodbury and Trik 1953), 

and Nebaj (Smith and Kidder 1951; Becquelin 1969, 2001). Preclassic occupation in the 

western Guatemalan highlands is poorly understood, although work at Cambote (Tejada 

et. al 1999) has established that the site was founded in the Middle Preclassic period. 

Many of the larger sites in the area were founded in the Early Classic period (Woodbury 

and Trik 1953; Becquelin 2001) and persisted until the Late Postclassic. The transition 

from the Late Classic to the Early Postclassic periods is a subtle one, with few changes in 

ceramics, although Tohil Plumbate does appear in the area and connections with the 

Maya lowlands seem to decrease (Borgstede 2004:97). Borgstede (2004:98), moreover, 

notes that elite ties with the Maya lowlands did not “filter down to non-elites” and that, in 

general, there are more ties between the Guatemalan highlands and the Chiapas highlands 

than between the Guatemalan highlands and the Maya lowlands. Woodbury and Trik 

(1953:285), meanwhile, see connections between Zaculeu and Kaminaljuyu in the central 

Guatemalan highlands. In the Early Postclassic period, large quantities of Tohil Plumbate 

appear at Zaculeu and Tajumulco, and archaeologists also found copper and gold artifacts 

(Woodbury and Trik 1953; Dutton and Hobbs 1943). By the Late Postclassic period, 

Zaculeu was occupied by the Mam Maya, as documented in ethnohistoric sources 
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(Woodbury and Trik 1953:13). A number of defensive hilltop sites are also recorded from 

the area around Zaculeu in the Late Postclassic period (Fox 1978). 

Borgstede (2004; see also Borgstede and Mathieu 2007) has performed survey 

and excavation in the Western Cuchumatanes and suggests some important modifications 

to existing generalizations about the area. He surveyed the Huista and Akateko Maya 

regions. In the Huista area, he found significant correlations with the contiguous Grijalva 

area in ceramics and architecture. In the Postclassic period, trade relations in the area 

seem to shift to the eastern Guatemalan highlands, and settlement moves to defendable 

hilltop locations protected by moats and walls. Borgstede’s work is important for several 

reasons. First, he has identified and mapped over 100 sites in his survey region alone. His 

survey suggests that this area was extensively settled in the Late Classic and Postclassic 

period. Second, he argues that this area was not a cultural backwater, as historical studies 

of the Maya area have implied. Instead, he suggests, the Western Guatemalan highlands 

display a long history of settlement with regional ceramic and architectural styles. 

Borgstede points to the dearth of excavation in the Western highlands and suggests that 

many generalizations about the area need to be re-examined. 

 

Trade Routes 

The Comitán Valley was a crucial trade corridor in pre-Hispanic times, linking the 

interior of Chiapas with the highlands of Guatemala and the lowlands to the northeast. 

Navarrete (1978, 1981, 1994, 2000) has documented a number of the actual routes that 

moved through this area, including one followed by Thomas Gage as he traveled from 

Comitán to Copanaguastla (1978:102). Navarrete (1978:103) also notes that at least four 

roads branched from Comitán, heading in several different directions. Navarrete’s 
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approach to tracing communication routes makes particular use of ethnographic 

information. Noting that in colonial sources the verb “to construct” often means “to 

amplify,” Navarrete operates on the assumption that good roads never fall out of fashion 

and suggests that many colonial and modern roads were amplifications of ancient routes 

(1978:104). We should not discount, however, the political dynamics that governed the 

creation and maintenance of trade routes in ancient Mesoamerica. As recent research by 

Pye and Gutierrez (2007) on the Pacific Coastal Trade Route has shown, certain routes in 

prehistory were closed for what appear to be political reasons. While we can ascertain 

that Comitán was an important stopping point on a number of routes, then, we must 

acknowledge that the specific history and usage of those routes is harder to access.  

 

DEFINING TERMS, DEFINING CONCEPTS: THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

This section puts the Comitán Valley in context, moving beyond the material record of 

surrounding areas to place it within a broader archaeological and art historical discourse.  

My goal is to consider not just what these monuments represented, but also how they 

acted in the world. This requires an investigation of concepts we sometimes take for 

granted, from ethnicity to agency to the very label of “Maya.” Pre-Columbian art history 

is an interdisciplinary endeavor, and my theoretical and methodological approaches 

reflect the work of art historians and social scientists. I take, as Olsen (2010:13) calls it, a 

“bricoleur attitude, searching around for usable bits and pieces that may be reassembled 

with other appropriate spare parts.” I begin by interrogating the notion of a frontier, 

considering the identification and analysis of bounded groups in the material record. I 
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move on to a consideration of ethnicity and identity as analytical terms, concluding with 

a brief study of agency and how artworks can affect the world around them.  

 

The Western Frontier 

The Comitán Valley occupies the edge of the Maya area, but how can we best define 

Maya, and what kinds of information lead us to that designation? Traditionally, analytic 

units in Mexico and Central America have been designated based on linguistic data 

(Kirchoff 1966; Creamer 1987:35). In “Mesoamerica: Its Geographic Limits, Ethnic 

Composition, and Cultural Characteristics,” Kirchoff (1943) relied heavily on linguistic 

information to define cultural spheres, but also identified other shared traits within those 

linguistic boundaries, from ballcourts to autosacrifice (see Creamer 1987:38-39). Since 

Kirchoff’s seminal article, archaeologists have clarified the defining characteristics of 

Mesoamerica and recognized considerable variation within Mesoamerica itself (see, for 

example, Willey, Eckholm, and Millon 1964; Baudez and Becquelin 1973; Love 2007).  

Kirchoff defined the Maya area based on linguistic features as well—but the 

assumed correlation between linguistic areas and culture areas or ethnic groups has 

increasingly been open to question (Braswell 2006; Love 2007; Henderson 1992). It is 

particularly problematic for the Maya area: as Gabbert (2006:185-186) explains, the term 

“Maya” was borrowed from an indigenous language spoken in the Yucatan peninsula and 

applied to a wide group of people, despite the fact that many Maya seem to identify at a 

local, community level. Despite ongoing scholarly debates about social organization in 

the Maya area (see Gillespie 2000; Joyce and Gillespie 2000 for summary review), the 

evidence is quite clear that the Maya area is characterized as much by variation as by 

homogeneity.  



 48 

Working with the notion of a homogenous Maya culture becomes even more 

complicated on the peripheries of the Maya cultural sphere. The Comitán Valley occupies 

the western frontier of the Maya area; the area to the west was populated by Zoque 

peoples from Preclassic times (Lowe 1977; Clark and Pye 2011; Campbell and Kaufman 

1976). It is important to note, though, that the archaeological record has not revealed a 

distinct boundary between Maya and non-Maya art in this area; isolated examples of 

sculpture in a Maya style, for instance, have been found far to the west at Lopez Mateos 

and Peñitas (see Navarrete et al. 1993:figs. 27, 31, 39). As such, the Comitán area does 

not represent a border as defined by social scientists (Parker 2002:373; Baud and Van 

Schendel 1997:214; Anderson and O’Dowd 1999:594-595).12 Instead, I define this area 

primarily as a frontier, although I also describe it as a peripheral zone.13 Frontiers are 

spaces of contact, places where “geographic and cultural borders were not clearly 

defined” (Adelman and Aron 1999:815).  This makes them spaces ripe for innovation and 

eclecticism; frontiers, in this view, are “uncharted spaces of confrontation…in which 

people fashion new worlds” (Comaroff and Comaroff 1991:313). Lightfoot and Martinez 

(1995:472-74), for example, note that frontiers are “zones of cultural interfaces” in which 

“innovative cultural constructs are created and transformed,” a description that 

                                                 
12 Although Lightfoot and Martinez (1995:481) caution that boundaries are not readily visible in 
archaeological remains, Charles Golden and Andrew Scherer discovered evidence for a distinct political 
boundary, marked by defensive features, between the Piedras Negras and Yaxchilan polities in the Late 
Classic period (Golden and Scherer 2006, 2013; Golden et. al 2012; Scherer and Golden 2009). Their 
research indicates that political boundaries often correspond with geographic features (Golden and Scherer 
2006:3) and that polities took different approaches to creating and maintaining political boundaries and the 
frontier zones surrounding those boundaries. 
13 I use the terms “periphery” and “peripheral” with caution because of their involvement with world 
systems theory and core-periphery models that do not apply well to data from the Comitán Valley. World-
systems perspectives often underestimate the role of prestige goods and ideology, for instance (Schortman 
and Urban 1992, 1996) while both models assume a dominant center and passive periphery (Rice 1998; 
Lightfoot and Martinez 1995). I use “peripheral” to describe the Comitán Valley because of its distance 
from major Late Classic Maya centers, with the understanding that peripheral places are not lacking in 
culture or sophistication, but are instead locations of cultural exchange and innovation.   
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corresponds with the eclectic artistic styles of the Comitán Valley.14 It is also important 

to reiterate, as mentioned above, that this area was a natural communication corridor and 

would have been exposed to people and ideas from throughout Mesoamerica (Navarrete 

2000, 1994; Lee and Navarrete 1978).   

The western periphery of the Maya area is understudied, but research on the 

southeastern periphery can point us towards helpful models and particular issues in 

studying the edges of the Maya culture area. In the southeastern Maya zone, 

archaeologists have identified a number of sites that display the differential adoption of 

Maya traits. While Quirigua, the most dominant city of the Motagua Valley, displayed 

predominantly Maya traits, archaeologists identified thirteen additional sites in the valley 

that did not adopt Maya traits—despite their proximity to distinctly Maya sites. The sites 

of the lower Motagua valley do not display cut-stone masonry on building platforms, and 

archaeologists found only one example of a plastered, terraced surface. Schortman and 

others suggested that these sites cannot be considered part of the Classic Maya cultural 

sphere, despite the fact that utilitarian ceramics and lithic artifacts were quite similar to 

those of nearby Maya sites (Schortman 1984, 1986; Urban and Schortman 1988; 

Schortman and Nakamura 1991). Schortman (1986) further suggested that the lack of an 

elite Maya identity at this site could be because the elites of the Motagua Valley aimed to 

distinguish themselves from the elites of Quirigua by constructing a non-Maya identity; 

or because the lowland Maya may have “consciously striven to restrict the trappings of 

their identity, thus excluding lower Motagua potentates from pan-lowland exchange 

networks by refusing them access to the critical symbols of Lowland Maya identity 

membership” (Schortman and Nakamura 1991:329). The Motagua Valley in the Late 
                                                 
14 For more on the differences between borders, boundaries, borderlands, and frontiers, see Lightfoot and 
Martinez 1995; Anderson and O’Dowd 1999; Wilson and Donnan 2012; Parker 2006; Rice 1998; 
Schortman and Urban 1992. 
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Classic points to an important phenomenon in the southeast region: the coexistence of 

Maya and non-Maya sites that are actively engaging with one another, sharing many of 

the same resources, but adopting significantly different material cultures. The Motagua 

Valley represents a zone of contested identity; the material evidence suggests a 

continuous negotiation of culture in the Late Classic that resulted in disparate material 

assemblages.   

The southeastern periphery of the Maya area is far removed from the Comitán 

Valley and its spot on the western frontier—but it offers a number of broad 

considerations that are useful to this study. Studies of the southeastern periphery indicate 

it is necessary to consider a wide variety of traits when comparing frontier sites. They 

illustrate, as well, a variety of strategies for the negotiation of identities in frontier zones. 

Finally, they remind us of the distinction between elite and non-elite material 

assemblages in determining cultural affiliation.  

In the Comitán Valley, the largest archaeological sites display traits that allow us 

to classify them as Maya. We find cut-stone architecture, monumental art, and 

hieroglyphic writing. Linguistically, the area was home to a number of Maya languages, 

including Coxoh, Tojolabal, and Tzeltal (discussed in more detail below). There are 

several features, however, that seem to point to the position of the Comitán Valley on the 

edges of the Maya culture area, and may indicate the differential adoption of Maya traits. 

There are no corbel vaults in the Comitán area, for instance, nor are there roof combs 

(Laló 2005:765). Even Structure 1a, at the peak of the Chinkultic acropolis, had a flat 

roof (Agrinier 1969; Navarrete 1975). This is typical of architecture in the Grijalva 

Valley to the west. In addition, Navarrete (1984, 2000) notes that the buildings of the 

Comitán area were constructed without mortar, a relatively unusual trait; instead, stones 

were carved with “espigas” extending into interior fill. As we shall see, moreover, the 
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style of the carved monuments is eclectic, and the hieroglyphs occasionally difficult to 

read. 

Early ceramics from Chinkultic, too, may indicate a combination of Maya and 

non-Maya traits. Joseph Ball (1980:87) defined a Late Preclassic Chanujabab phase at 

Chinkultic between 50 BCE and 300 CE. He found intriguing differences between 

slipped and unslipped wares at the site. Unslipped utilitarian pottery, he noted, “is quite 

distinct from anything currently known from the Maya lowlands” (1980:91). Instead, he 

noted similarities between these wares and ceramics from the Pacific coastal highlands, 

the Central Depression, and the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. Slipped pottery from the 

Chanujabab phase, however, is “indubitably of Chicanel sphere derivation” (1980:92). 

Ball argues that lowland Maya influences made their way into the Central Depression, 

which later spread up the Grijalva River and into the Comitán Plain. Based on his 

ceramic analysis, Ball concluded further that Chinkultic was settled by a Maya group, 

“but one which had established itself in the Central Depression one to two centuries 

earlier” (1980:92). 

Evidence suggests, then, that by the Late Classic period, the Comitán Valley was 

a Maya area with a few unusual qualities. From studies of the southeastern periphery of 

the Maya area, we know that the differential adoption of traits is normal in frontier areas; 

at the same time, we must consider the diversity within the Maya cultural sphere. To 

think of the Maya as a monolithic and homogenous culture is to drastically oversimplify 

what we now understand as a dynamic and multifaceted sphere of people (see Henderson 

1992:161). In this study, I use the term Maya to refer to a shared set of traits, including 

monumental architecture and carved monumental art with hieroglyphic writing; these 

architectural and artistic traits connect, I suggest, to widely shared cosmological and 

ideological concepts. Given the complexity of the Maya area, furthermore, I make every 
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effort to be specific within this broad label, identifying, for instance, that specific artistic 

motifs are not just Maya but typical of the Usumacinta area. 

 

Ethnicity and the Material Record 

If we have determined that the Comitán area is Maya, however, can we narrow this down 

further? Central to this question is the issue of how we identify groups of people in the 

archaeological record. Over the last fifty years, we have witnessed a shift in archaeology, 

from a simplistic correspondence between ceramics and ethnic groups to a realization that 

ethnicity is a contested, shifting, and often problematic facet of potential group identities.  

In 1969, Barth defined ethnicity as the “social organization of culture difference.” 

In doing so, Barth was the first to suggest that ethnicity and culture were not the same 

thing; as Emberling (1997) notes, Barth “severed the link” between race, language, 

culture, and ethnicity. Barth (1969) suggested that ethnicity involved both self-ascription 

and ascription by others. In other words, ethnicity is not an inherent force, but something 

that people do. As Emberling (1997) adds, this suggests ethnicity was part of a dynamic 

social process and allows for the changing roles of individual actors. Barth suggested that 

in order to understand ethnicity, we must study ethnic boundaries. It is at boundaries, he 

argued, that the formal processes of culture difference were most visible (see also Barth 

1994; Stark 1998). 

Other scholars have questioned whether we can identify ethnicity in the material 

record at all. Plog (1978), for instance, questioned efforts by Longacre (1970) to correlate 

pottery with people using formal variation. Longacre used a system in which he 

calculated design frequencies of ceramics at certain locations. The comparison of those 

design frequencies, he argued, was a reflection of levels of social interaction. Plog 
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reanalyzed Longacre’s data, dismantled many of his conclusions, and urged more 

appreciation of the complexity of finding and understanding groups in the material 

record. At the same time, Hodder (1978a) presented a study which showed that different 

methods of analysis will result in different correlations of people. Comparing groups 

identified through ceramic, archaeological, linguistic, and ethnographic analysis, he noted 

that none of the groups suggested by these methods map evenly onto one another. Hodder 

argued that there is no straightforward correlation between material culture and society 

and urged the use of ethnological data as a test for archaeological models. More recently, 

Dietler and Herbich (1998) also note the difficulty of correlating the archaeological 

record with groups of people. The “stylistic zones” of Luo pottery, for instance, crosscut 

several important social and cultural boundaries. 

Studies such as these have urged a more contextualized and careful approach to 

ethnicity. This approach has taken hold in studies of the Maya as well. Pierre Robert 

Colas (2006), for instance, analyzed royal Maya names to determine how they might 

suggest specific groups of people. Colas finds differences in naming practices between 

western and eastern Maya groups: western royal names glorify the office of rulership, 

while eastern royal names glorify individual rulers. He suggests that differences in names 

represent differences in ideas of personhood, social organization, and the office of 

kingship. He argues that these two broad groups may represent different ethnicities—but 

he is clear that his approach is only one of many, and should be layered with a variety of 

other approaches to defining groups. Similarly, Weiss-Krejci studies burial patterns in the 

Maya record (2006). Burial customs, she suggests, are good indicators of ethnicity 

because they reflect deeply held cultural beliefs that would not be accessible to outsiders. 

She finds that cremation, for instance, became more popular in the western Maya area in 

the Late Classic and Postclassic periods but was never used in the eastern Maya area. She 
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argues that this may indicate different groups of people. Like Colas, she stresses that her 

preliminary analysis does not stand on its own as an indicator of ethnicity, but must be 

combined with other approaches. 

These represent only a few approaches to finding ethnicity in the Maya material 

record. Recent studies of ethnic identity, however, suggest several trends in scholarly 

conceptualizations of ethnic identity. First, many scholars note that ethnicity arises from 

an “us versus them” dichotomy (Cohen 1978; Pasztory 2005; Graham 2006). Graham 

(2006), for instance, suggests that ethnicity is a specific social phenomenon that arises 

when a subaltern group seeks to differentiate itself from other groups for political or 

economic gain. Likewise, Cohen (1978) argues that ethnicity does not exist without 

interethnic relations. McAnany (2006) also alludes to this idea in arguing that ethnicity 

emerges hand-in-hand with hierarchy; people do not perceive their own ethnic identity 

until forced to recognize the identities of others. This concept of ethnicity is particularly 

relevant in frontier areas, where group boundaries frequently create “us versus them” 

dichotomies. 

Scholars seem to agree that multiple types of data are necessary to determine 

social boundaries and ethnic groups. Scholars such as Colas (2006) and Hodder (1978a) 

are clear that to find groups in the material record, we must use multiple sources of data 

and different types of analysis. The days of correlating design frequencies as indicators of 

identity and interaction, in other words, are over. The study of ethnicity requires the use 

of data from multiple sources and the careful mapping of patterns onto one another. 

While many scholars advocate the use of multiple types of data in locating ethnic 

identity in the material record, others question the use of ethnicity as an emic term. 

Graham (2006), for instance, suggests that our notions of ethnicity are not entirely 

applicable to ancient societies; she also argues that ethnicity, as we conceive of it, has no 
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material correlates. Braswell (2006) also suggests that our modern idea of ethnicity is 

problematic, too “etic” to apply to ancient societies.  

Finally, some scholars suggest leaving concepts of ethnicity behind altogether. 

Braswell (2006) advocates this method, arguing that social groups existed in Maya 

society, but that ethnicity is too modern a term to be useful in analyzing such societies. 

His analysis of the Great House in Postclassic Highland Maya society, for instance, 

suggests the complexity of social groupings. He notes that the Great House was the 

principal social group above the family group. Great Houses were embedded, he argues, 

in multiple layers of identity and affiliation. Furthermore, evidence suggests that Great 

Houses included people who spoke different languages and people of different origins. 

Some Great Houses, he notes, even included people thought to be non-Maya. His study 

provides considerable perspective on the ways ethnicity may or may not apply to the 

ancient Maya (also see Gillespie 2000 for discussion of lineage models). Similarly, 

Hegmon (1998) suggests that ethnicity cannot be studied by all archaeologists: it may 

have existed in some form in many societies, but probably not all. 

In the Comitán area, ethnicity is difficult to access, and discussions of which 

Maya groups lived in the region rely heavily on linguistic information. Lyle Campbell 

(1988), for example, notes that at least three languages have been spoken in the Comitán 

Valley: Coxoh (now extinct), Tzeltal, and Tojolabal. Campbell argues that Coxoh was a 

variant of Tzeltal. If this is correct, he notes, then the Tzeltal area “corresponds rather 

exactly with the geographical area of Classic Maya sites in Southeast Chiapas”, 

suggesting “Tzeltal speakers were the bearers of Classic Maya culture in this area” 

(1988:38). Campbell suggests Tojolabal entered the Comitán area fairly recently from the 

highlands of Guatemala. In contrast, Navarrete argues that Tojolabal was the language of 

the Classic Maya in this area, citing similarities in architecture, sculptural style, and 
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ceramics between Chinkultic and San Mateo Ixtatan (2000:299). Recent ethnographic 

studies (Campbell 1988; Adams 1988), in fact, describe pilgrimages in which Tojolabales 

travel with Tzeltales to San Mateo Ixtatan. At the very least, this may suggest some sort 

of historical connection between the Comitán Valley and the western highlands of 

Guatemala. 

Questions of linguistic affiliation are intriguing—what if, for example, we could 

tie one linguistic group to Tenam Puente, and another to Chinkultic?—but we do not 

have the necessary information to associate any sites in the Comitán Valley with specific 

Maya languages. Language, moreover, is not a direct indicator of ethnicity, and is instead 

only one of many indicators of group identity. I concur with a number of scholars who 

suggest that ethnicity simply may not be a particularly useful term for the study of the 

ancient Maya. Questions of ethnicity, however, are ultimately questions about how we 

identify groups in the material record. Studies of ethnicity indicate that groups must be 

identified cautiously, using overlapping spheres of material evidence. We must be 

attuned, furthermore, for different notions of group identity that may not correspond to 

modern labels like “ethnicity.” In this dissertation, I discuss groups in broader terms, 

under the umbrella of identity. 

 

Identity 

Identity, as Jenkins (2004) describes it, is at its heart an understanding of “who’s who.” 

Put more concretely, we can think of identity as “a multi-dimensional classification or 

mapping of the human world and our places in it, as individuals and as members of 

collectivities” (Jenkins 2004:5, citing Ashton et al. 2004). Much like ethnicity, scholars 

have conceptualized identity as contingent on the classification of self vs. other, or an us 
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vs. them dichotomy. Cohen (1978) touched on this idea as well when he suggested that as 

a particular type of identity, ethnic identity can be conceptualized as a series of nesting 

dichotomizations of inclusiveness and exclusiveness. Just like ethnicity, identity is 

inseparable from the classification of “other.” As Jenkins (2004:12) explains, “Who we 

think we are is intimately related to who we think others are, and vice versa.”  

Research indicates that identity is neither static nor simple, and that people have 

fluid networks of overlapping identities (Hegmon 1998:274). Cohen’s (1978) notion of 

salience is helpful here: people have multiple identities, he argued, and certain identities 

become important at certain times. The construction of identity is “multivalent” (Insoll 

2007:6), defined by multiple elements, “which alter depending upon context and 

audience”. Cohen (1994), too, suggests identity is fluid, and that individuals can change 

identities in various situations. In fact, Kopytoff (1986:89) notes that in complex 

societies, “a person’s social identities are not only numerous but often conflicting”. The 

ability to change identities has led some scholars to suggest that identity is a process. 

Identity, in this view, is something people do, rather than something people have (Jenkins 

2004:5; Braswell 2006:137). Brubaker and Cooper (2000) go so far as to suggest talking 

about identification rather than identity, so as to clarify its processual nature. Identity, 

these scholars argue, is malleable, fluid, and contingent; it is a process that can be 

manipulated, resisted, and maintained. 

In dealing with the monuments of the Comitán Valley, I am primarily interested 

in collective identities rather than personal ones, although, as Jenkins (2004:7) notes, 

individual and collective identities “are routinely entangled with each other.” Jenkins 

(2004:112) notes, too, that “Community membership means participating in a common 

symbolic domain”. I believe that by elucidating that symbolic domain, we can learn about 

the community and how it envisioned itself. If we can understand the monuments of 
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Chinkultic, for instance, we can also understand something about the people who made, 

saw, or understood them. It is important to note, however, that the symbolic domain this 

dissertation explores is very much an elite one. Identity involves the classification of self 

and other at a personal and collective level—but as Jenkins (2004:7) notes, that 

classification is “rarely disinterested…Identification is, at the very least, consequential 

and reciprocally entailed in the specification and pursuit of individual and collective 

interests.” This dissertation explores potential interests of the elite in creating specific 

collective identities, often focused on the maintenance of hierarchy and social difference 

(DeMarrais et. al 1996). 

I focus on how monuments at Comitán Valley sites reveal and construct identities 

within each site—but there is good evidence for a shared elite identity that spanned large 

areas of the Maya world. From the Preclassic period onward, the creation and trade of 

elite items helped to construct and maintain networks of elite power and social inequality 

(Helms 1993:4). Love (2011:74), for instance, notes that in the southern Maya area, 

“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”. Guernsey, too, identifies shared symbol systems that 

indicate a “currency of ideological exchange” in the Preclassic period (2006:2).  

Much like ethnicity, identity involves its own suite of methodological problems. 

According to Brubaker and Cooper (2000:11), for instance, the recognition that identity is 

fluid, malleable, and dynamic has rendered it “so infinitely elastic as to be incapable of 

performing serious analytical work.” While identity can reveal certain types of 

information about ancient peoples, moreover, it doesn’t account for action; that is, it 

doesn’t explain why people act in certain ways (Jenkins 2004:5). It is also problematic to 

locate in the ancient past. People use many cues to determine identity, including clothing, 
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language, and gestures—and only some of these cues preserve in the archaeological 

record (Hodder 1978b:249; see also Jenkins 2004).  

I maintain, however, that identity is a useful term because it is a universal topic; 

and because it is something we can access through monumental art. As Jenkins (2004) 

describes, the process of identification at a personal and group level is something 

fundamental to the human experience; it is how we understand our place in the world. 

The ancient Maya, in other words, classified themselves because it is something that 

humans do. The art that they created, moreover, offers us access to that classification. As 

Julia Guernsey notes, sculpture in Mesoamerica “materialized social processes and 

should be viewed as tangible evidence through which we can explore how objects, ideas, 

and people interacted in the ancient past” (2012:11). While many aspects of identity may 

not preserve in the material record, the monuments offer us one point of access into how 

people envisioned themselves and their communities.   

 

The Agency of Objects 

In this dissertation I argue that monuments both reflect and create specific group 

identities. Monuments can create identity because they have agency. Objects both reflect 

and constitute the lives of people who interacted with them. This conception of 

monuments draws from broad anthropological literature, but evidence from the ancient 

Maya world also indicates that monuments were considered active agents, capable of 

interaction with the world around them.  

People act upon objects, and objects act upon people. It is only recently that 

scholars have criticized the anthropocentric focus of anthropology and the idea that only 

people possess agency (Olsen 2010; Harman 2002; Latour 2005; Gell 1998; see also 
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Mills and Walker 2008:14; Kopytoff 1986:84). Olsen, for instance, has advocated 

returning “things” to the discourses of social science (see also Appadurai 1986). “We 

have to take into account”, he notes, “that societies consist of myriads of real and co-

working entities composed of both humans and nonhumans” (Olsen 2010:6). Those 

nonhuman entities—whether things, or landscapes—“possess real qualities affecting and 

shaping both our perception of them and our cohabitation with them” (Olsen 2010:4). 

Gosden (2005:196) also attributes agency to objects: “A building, a pot, or a metal 

ornament has certain characteristics of form which channel human action, provide a 

range of sensory experiences (but exclude others) and place obligations on us in the ways 

we relate to objects and other people through these objects.” 

Bruno Latour (1999, 2005) and Alfred Gell (1998), in particular, have 

championed the agency of objects. For Latour (1999), nonhuman objects are “actants” 

and exist in a symmetrical relationship with human actors, able to enact change and affect 

the world around them. Similarly, Gell (1998) argued that artworks are “enculturated 

beings,” able, as Meskell (2004:53) summed up, to “shape human action and 

potentialities”. To think of objects as agentive is to expand their communicative potential. 

No longer are they “simply the hapless bearer of symbolic projection”, as Latour 

(2005:10) described. Instead, as Guernsey (2012:11) notes, objects with agency become 

“sites of innovation,” able to materialize complex social processes (see also Joyce 

2008:33).  

These concepts of agency are in accord with the way objects operated in the 

ancient Maya world. In ancient Maya centers, stelae inscribed with depictions of rulers 

were not thought of as representations in the Western sense; instead, they embodied the 

self of the ruler. The image, as Stephen Houston and David Stuart demonstrated, “both 

resembles and is the identity it reproduces” (original emphasis; Houston and Stuart 
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1998:77; Stuart 1996). Evidence for these ideas comes chiefly from hieroglyphic texts. 

Inscriptions on stelae, for example, often begin with the phrase “u baah,” or “his 

body/image/self,” indicating that the stela and the identity of the person depicted are one 

and the same. Stelae are also labeled as holy, containing the divine essence of k’uh, 

normally associated with royal bodies (Houston et. al 2006:83-84; Stuart 1996:157), 

while other inscriptions indicate that stelae could have their own personal names 

(Houston and Stuart 1996:304; Stuart 1996:151). The mutilation of the eyes of 

monuments, meanwhile, combines with glyphic evidence to suggest that portrait stelae 

possessed “the emanating power of vision” (Houston et. al 2006:170)—a power 

neutralized by defacing the eyes of many Classic Maya monuments. Evidence for the 

binding of stones, too, suggests that Maya sculptures were not only objects to be acted 

upon, but also subjects who could act upon others and whose power required 

management through specific ritual activities (Stuart 1996; Guernsey and Reilly 2006b). 

Based on evidence from throughout the Classic Maya world, then, we can think of 

monuments from the Comitán Valley as embodying the people they represent, and as 

sculptures with a “vitality commensurate with that of living actors” (Houston and Stuart 

1998:88). 

In the Maya area we also have good evidence that some sculptures interacted with 

people around them. At Palenque, for instance, Houston and Stuart (1998:88) explain that 

the Tablet of the Orator and the Tablet of the Scribe, arranged symmetrically around a 

throne or stairway, depict kneeling figures facing the center where a person may have 

stood. Glyphic passages associated with the figures are in the second person, as if they 

are speaking to the person on the throne or stairway. Several inscriptions at Copan, 

meanwhile, are quotations of royal speech, suggesting they could “speak” in place of the 

ruler (Stuart and Law 2010). Nikolai Grube (1998) has also identified a quotative particle 
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in hieroglyphic inscriptions indicating that stones were thought of, in some cases, as able 

to speak. As Houston and Stuart (1998:88) note, these Maya sculptures “exhibit a 

capacity for carefully staged interlocution with flesh-and-blood actors.” Sculptures could 

interact, too, with one another; at Toniná, Stuart (1996:160) suggests that sets of 

sculpture formed a type of diorama that continuously enacted scattering rituals. The 

ability of sculpture to interact with its environment was an ancient concept in 

Mesoamerica: Julia Guernsey has identified monumental tableaus at Late Preclassic Izapa 

that depict the participation of stone monuments in ritual acts—underscoring, as 

Guernsey notes, “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” (2010:215; see also 2006a:126). 

In the Maya area, objects had agency: they could affect the world around them 

and interact with both human and inhuman subjects. There are limits, however, to the 

agency we can ascribe to objects. As Houston and Stuart (1998:88) note, “the interaction 

between image and human can only be taken so far. Patently, art and writing cannot 

communicate with people in a sustained, reciprocal fashion.” This is a subject theorists 

have struggled with as well: do objects act in the same way as people, and if not, how can 

we describe their agency? Gosden (2001:164), for instance, notes that objects are “active 

in the manner of objects not in the manner of people”. Gell (1998:17) classified objects as 

“secondary agents” because they do not act with their own intentionality. Meskell 

(2004:3) went so far as to suggest that objects, because they do not exercise human 

agency, are essentially limited in power. “Humans create their object world,” she wrote, 

“no matter how many different trajectories are possible or how subject-like objects 

come.”  
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I agree with Olsen (2010:35), however, that objects do not need to become 

human-like subjects in order to possess agency. “It should be noted”, he wrote, “that a 

possible thing agency does not rest in objects becoming human/subject-like but rather in 

their capacities of making a difference through the unique and complementary qualities 

they have to offer our shared world”. Joyce offers a potential solution to the question of 

object agency, arguing the categories we have established for actors—as either human or 

nonhuman—are constrictive. “Instead,” she suggests, “we could think about a broader 

range of ways humans and nonhumans promote action.” Meskell (2004:6), similarly, 

notes the importance of context: agency exists on a spectrum, and operates in different 

ways.  

To understand ancient Maya monuments, this research suggests, we must also 

understand their ability to affect the world around them. Ancient Maya art was both 

reflective and constitutive, relaying important ideas, embodying specific people and 

events, and structuring the lives of the people with whom it came into contact.  

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Given these concepts, how do I use the monuments of the Comitán Valley to gather 

information? In this project I use data from a variety of sources and disciplines to explore 

the art of the Comitán Valley. This study includes formal analysis, particularly of style; 

iconographic analysis of particular themes and motifs; and finally, contextual analysis 

focusing on the biographies of monuments, and the social and cultural matrix 

surrounding the sculptures of the Comitán Valley. These methodologies allow me to 
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consider the monuments in question from a number of different vantage points, creating a 

multifocal interpretation of their history and meaning.  

 

Formalism & Style  

The first and most basic level of art historical analysis practiced in this work is formal 

analysis. Formal analysis involves the study of the basic visual components of a work of 

art, like line, color, and composition. This type of analysis separates the study of form 

from the study of context, and was envisioned by Wolfflin as a way to connect to an 

underlying visual language that would, in turn, allow access to deep cultural truths 

(Wolfflin 1950). Formal analysis represents a first step, an understanding of how objects 

exist in the world. Among the Maya, for instance, Elizabeth Newsome (1998:121) notes 

of freestanding monuments that “Pure formal properties of design, such as the sculpture’s 

three-dimensionality, volume, scale, mass, and autonomy as an object in space inform the 

viewer’s perception of it as an entity vitalized by its own inner life.” While formal 

analysis is rarely used as a central methodology, such formal concerns are an important 

foundation for art historical study.  

Central to formal analysis is the notion of style. A contested term in both art 

history and archaeology, style refers, at its most basic level, to a particular way of doing 

things (Gombrich 1968:352b). Art historians use style to define relationships between 

works of art, and thus construct an orderly history of development (Ackerman 1963:165). 

Meyer Schapiro, in his seminal work on style, described it as made up of three elements: 

forms or motifs, or how forms are rendered; form relationships, or how forms come 

together in certain groupings or patterns; and qualities, or overall expressions, such as the 

quality of line or saturation of color. Style, Schapiro argued, is a symptomatic trait of 
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objects; “exemplified in a motive or pattern,” style enables us to both “localize and date 

the work and to establish connections between groups of works or between cultures” 

(1952:287). The style of a Maya monument, then, includes the formal qualities of the 

monument, and the way in which the monument is similar to and different from other 

pieces. Importantly, as Whitney Davis (1990:19) points out, style is not inherent to 

objects, but is found, instead, through observation and analysis. 

Early art historical notions of style defined it principally as a quality of art—but 

style can also refer to a way of doing something. Hodder (1990), for instance, defines 

style as “the referral of an individual event to a general way of doing.” Hodder’s theory 

of style includes the object, the creation of the object, and the interpretation of the object, 

including a wide spectrum of events and moments in which the object has style. This 

definition builds on the notion of technological style, defined by Stark (1998) as the 

totality of behaviors and choices that result in material culture. Proponents of 

technological style argue that objects have style, but so do the processes that produce 

them. Heather Lechtman (1977), for example, developed this theory of style through a 

study of Pre-Columbian metallurgy. She explains that the Western concept of gilding 

objects in a final coat of gold or silver is not a technique used in Pre-Columbian societies. 

Even though metallurgists in Peru were aware of gilding techniques, they developed a 

different technology: they created the object out of an alloy of silver and copper, or gold 

and copper, and then worked the surface with a chemical treatment that dissolved the 

copper in the alloy, leaving a gold or silver surface. She argues this technique was not 

borne of ignorance, environmental concerns, or problems with the material. Instead, the 

reasons behind this technology are deeply rooted in Pre-Columbian culture. It was 

important, she suggests, that the essential ingredient be present throughout the object, 
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integral but invisible. As she demonstrated, the process of creating objects can have style, 

just like the final products themselves.  

We use style to compare objects with one another—but evidence suggests that 

style is also a tool for communication.  Wobst (1977) argued that style communicates by 

carrying messages of group identity or affiliation, a process he called information 

exchange. Scholars have debated whether this communication is an active or passive 

phenomenon. James Sackett (1977, 1982, 1990) argued it is at some times passive. For 

Sackett, people make choices when making artifacts; because those choices are socially 

conditioned, stylistic similarity between objects can be interpreted to reflect social 

interaction. Polly Weissner (1983, 1985) heads the contrasting school of thought: in her 

studies of Kalahari San projectile points, she argues that style actively communicates 

symbolic ideas. Weissner defines two types of style. Emblemic style is the conscious 

transmittal of ideas about group identity, affiliation, and boundaries. Assertive style, 

meanwhile, consists of formal variation that reflects on individual traits and identity. As 

Jones (1997) describes, Weissner rejects the idea that style is a reflection of passive 

enculturation, arguing instead that style is produced, maintained, and manipulated in the 

mediation of social relationships.   

My own approach to style in the current study hews closely to its art historical 

definitions; that is, I investigate style chiefly as something present in the finished work, 

comparing the formal qualities of monuments to one another. Yet the function of style, 

and its ability to communicate, is a crucial part of this analysis. In Chapter 4, for instance, 

I consider monuments from Chinkultic carved “in the style” of Yaxchilan. The formal 

properties of these monuments, I argue, are similar, from the composition of image and 

text to the sumptuous and dynamic curves of feathers. I argue, furthermore, that this was 

an active choice, a way of transmitting ideas about self, group, and culture. This does not 



 67 

negate the possibility of passive communication as well; in this, I look to Stephen Plog’s 

(1990) formulation of style, which investigates it as both an active and passive 

phenomenon.  

 

Iconography 

In addition to my consideration of style, I also rely on iconography, a method that 

involves determining the meaning of specific visual elements in a work of art. Codified 

by Erwin Panofsky, iconographic analysis grew out of his study of Renaissance religious 

painting. In this genre, Panofsky noticed that ordinary objects often symbolize larger 

meanings. In Jan van Eyck’s Arnolfini Wedding, for instance, the subject of the painting 

is, unsurprisingly, a wedding—but upon close inspection, we realize that the painting is 

full of allusions to marriage and marital themes. A dog in the foreground, for instance, 

symbolized faith, while a tiny statue of St. Margaret in the background “invoked the 

patron saint of childbirth” (Panofsky 1953:203). 

The iconographic method I use in this project is technically a mix of Panofsky’s 

iconography and iconology. Panofsky (1955) codified a three-step process for the 

interpretation of art. The first step, identification, involves recognizing a specific element 

or motif. The second level, iconography, ascribes meaning to those elements and motifs. 

The final level, iconology, is the sum total of iconographic meanings. At the iconological 

level, Panofsky asserted, we can determine  “those underlying principles which reveal the 

basic attitude of a nation, a period, a class, a religious or philosophical persuasion” 

(1955:30). In this project, I consider the meanings of individual elements according to 

Panofsky’s iconography—but I also explore what the sum total of those meanings can tell 

us about the Maya. 
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This type of analysis, as we might guess, can be tricky: how do we know whether 

something is an innocent object or a symbol of something deeper? Panofsky wrote that in 

order to analyze potential symbolism in a work of art, we must understand whether the 

potential symbolism: 

1) “is a matter of established representational tradition”; 

2)  “can be justified by definite texts or agrees with ideas demonstrably alive in 

the period”;  

3) and finally, we must judge “to what extent such a symbolical interpretation is 

in keeping with the historical position and personal tendencies of the 

individual master” (1953:142-143). 

To determine whether symbolism exists in a work of art, then, requires substantial 

historical knowledge, an understanding of the context in which the work of art was 

created and the ways in which meaning was expressed across multiple media.  

We can easily apply these suggestions to ancient Maya art. Consider the 

headdress worn by the primary figure on Monument 18 at Chinkultic, discussed in detail 

in Chapter 4. The headdress, while slightly disjointed, is a representation of the 

Teotihuacan war serpent, a being associated with themes of warfare and prestige. In the 

Late Classic period, the Teotihuacan war serpent was certainly “an established 

representational tradition,” appearing on royal monuments throughout the Maya world. 

We know, too, that to associate this headdress with themes of warfare would be in 

keeping with “ideas demonstrably alive in the period” because we see a consistent 

association between the headdress and other warfare-related motifs and inscriptions. The 

third qualification is more difficult because we can recognize so few artists in the ancient 

Maya world. We can think generally, though, of the “historical position” of the artist: in 

this case, the war serpent headdress at Chinkultic was created at a site far away from its 
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appearances in the Usumacinta region, and probably at a time after sites in the 

Usumacinta region had been abandoned. Did the artist, then, have access to the symbolic 

meanings behind the war serpent headdress? Using Panofsky’s criteria, the answer to this 

question must be qualified with information from the specific historical contingencies of 

the sculpture.  

We must be wary, too, of assigning continuous meaning to motifs that appear in 

different places and times. George Kubler called attention to the idea that meanings 

change; he called it disjunction, and famously warned that “Continuous form does not 

predicate continuous meaning, nor does continuity of form or of meaning necessarily 

imply continuity of culture” (1970:143-144). This is a particularly appropriate 

consideration when considering art in a diachronic perspective—but even in this study, 

which privileges material from a relatively short time span, I take a cautious approach to 

assigning broad meanings.      

In my analysis of the monuments of the Comitán Valley, I combine stylistic and 

iconographic analysis. The two are often used in tandem, but it is important to underline 

that they are different systems. As Elizabeth Boone and Michael Smith note, “Style is the 

vehicle that carries the message; the images and symbols are the components that make 

up that message” (2003:187). Stylistic and iconographic analysis, however, are only a 

part of my approach to ancient Maya art. Sculptures in the Maya world, as we have 

explored above, were agentive beings, capable of affecting the world around them and 

contributing, I argue, to the construction of certain identities. As such, it is important to 

understand not only the style and iconography of these monuments, but also their 

histories and context. Sculptures acted upon the world around them, and so we must 

move beyond the monument to consider that world.  
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Biography of Images 

Objects, in addition to possessing a type of agency, also have life histories of their own; 

they have meant different things to different people at different times. In addition to 

stylistic and iconographic analysis, I consider the life histories of monuments in the 

Comitán Valley. 

The idea of the biography of objects entered the archaeological literature with a 

1986 volume called The Social Lives of Things. Its editor, Arjun Appadurai (1986), urged 

tracking the “trajectories” of objects over time and in different contexts. We can find 

meaning, he suggested, in those trajectories: “even though from a theoretical point of 

view human actors encode things with significance,” he wrote, “from a methodological 

point of view it is the things-in-motion that illuminate their human and social context” 

(1986:5). In the same volume, Kopytoff (1986) also urged the study of the social lives of 

things, accessible, he demonstrated, by asking questions about production, ownership, 

and changes in context. While Appadurai and Kopytoff focused largely on the 

commoditization of objects, they also considered the changing role and meaning of 

objects over time. This is a particularly useful approach in the study of ancient art: stone 

monuments in the Comitán Valley, for instance, may have been visible to generations of 

people. To study these monuments, then, is to engage with their life histories. 

Archaeologists use the object biography approach to, as Meskell (2004:58) 

describes, “anthropologize the embedded object, understanding the thing in itself…and 

then trace the capricious terrain of meaning and significance” over time. Davis (1997), in 

his study of Indian artworks, argues that images are constituted and reconstituted through 

their interaction with people who saw them (Davis 1997). Davis draws on reader-

response theory as developed by Fish (1980) to suggest that meaning is not found solely 



 71 

within the work of art, but also in the relationship between the artwork and its audience.15 

For Davis, images are “fundamentally social beings whose identities are not fixed one 

and for all at the moment of fabrication, but are repeatedly made and remade through 

interactions with humans” (1997:7-8).  

Gosden (2005) suggests two major categories within the study of object 

biographies: genealogy and source (see also Mills and Walker 2008:12). To study the 

genealogy of an object requires an understanding of the lines of descent leading to that 

object, while to study the source means identifying the original location of a particular 

object, idea, or motif. Gosden’s ideas here are relevant to this study in the tracing of style 

and iconography on monuments. In Chapter 3, for instance, I trace the source of the 

“hair-pulling motif” to Yaxchilan. To find the source of an object or motif, however, is 

not to find its meaning, and Gosden urges us to treat sources with caution. As an 

example, he points us to Samian ware, a type of pottery found in Britain that 

archaeologists associate with the spread of Roman culture. We do not know, he points 

out, what associations that pottery carried for the British. It may have been understood as 

a Roman introduction—or it may have been so ubiquitous that it quickly became thought 

of as local. The genealogy of objects, on the other hand, can help us identify changes 

within the lives of objects, and how objects fit into larger trajectories of style and culture. 

Methodologically, to create a biography of objects one must follow the object 

itself. This notion may have been familiar to the Maya as well: as Stuart has noted, Maya 

inscriptions reveal a concern both with memorializing heirloom objects, and marking 

objects and the interaction between things and people (Stuart 1995; Stuart 1996:151). As 

agentive objects, sculptures in the Maya world were granted their own life histories. 
                                                 
15 Taken to its logical end, this theory implies that there is no one correct way to interpret the meaning of a 
text or artwork—but Davis (1997) suggests, following Fish’s “interpretive communities,” that there were 
“communities of response,” groups of people who shared more or less the same experience of art objects.  
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Texts on monuments are often self referential, marking moments in the biography of 

individual objects such as rituals and monument dedications (Stuart and Houston 1998; 

Stuart 1996).  

Crucial to the biographies of objects—particularly these objects—are notions of 

termination and defacement. At some point in their history, many of the images we will 

look at in this dissertation were defaced, broken, or buried. We may interpret these 

actions as negative, constraining the life force of objects or rejecting the meaning that 

objects reflect and create. It may be more productive, however, to consider defacement 

more neutrally as a change in status. Even the recovery of artifacts via the archaeological 

process marks a “chapter” in the biographies of objects: as Pearson and Shanks (2001:91) 

explain, “it is quite possible to argue that, found in the archaeological excavation and 

written into archaeological discourse, an ancient artefact [sic] is being recycled again, its 

life-cycle continuing. The durability of the artefact, its historical continuity, its 

materiality, holds together these events of its life-cycle. There is a continuity, albeit one 

with lacunae.” I explore issues of termination and renewal in more detail in Chapter 7.  

In this work I am considering a short time in the lifespan of these objects: their 

original formation and display, although I touch on issues of termination and monument 

re-use in Chapter 7. Where possible, I incorporate contextual information from 

archaeological excavation. Including context enables us to understand where monuments 

were placed and who might have seen them. Studying the biographies of objects, 

meanwhile, “leads us to think comparatively about the accumulation of meaning in 

objects and the changing effects these have on people and events” (Gosden and Marshall 

1999:177). 
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CONCLUSION 

 

This chapter has explored the historical, regional, and theoretical context of the Comitán 

Valley. Although the Comitán Valley was a place of interest for prominent 

Mesoamerican scholars like Eduard Seler and Frans Blom, formal archaeological work in 

the area did not begin until the mid-twentieth century. The art and archaeology of the area 

remain largely absent from literature on the ancient Maya, perhaps because of the 

location of the Comitán Valley on the periphery of the Maya area—but as this chapter 

also explores, frontiers can be thought of as sites of innovation. The regional context 

reviewed in this chapter points to the fact that the Comitán Valley was situated amidst 

vibrant cultural developments in the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala, as well as the 

Grijalva River Valley. This chapter has also situated the art of the Comitán valley within 

broader thinking on identity and agency. As agentive objects, I argue, the sculptures of 

the Comitán Valley offer a unique access point into identity in the Comitán region. 

Finally, I have reviewed the methodology by which I gain meaning from these 

monuments. Having established the context of this project, we turn now to the 

monuments themselves, beginning with Tenam Puente and questions of style, politics, 

and power. 
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Chapter 3 

A City of Kings and Captives: The Art of Tenam Puente and its Role in  

Western Maya Politics 

Archaeological evidence suggests that Tenam Puente in the Late Classic period would 

have been a visually dynamic place, its plazas punctuated by sculpture and its buildings 

ornamented by stucco facades (see fig. 4 for site map). The remains of that visual 

environment are scattered and broken—but the sculptures of Tenam Puente still speak of 

trade, sophistication, and authority. In this chapter, I investigate how monuments from 

Tenam Puente incorporate stylistic and iconographic elements from other Maya peoples 

and places, and what this can tell us about the construction of civic identity at the site. I 

argue that monuments from Tenam Puente reflect interactions with other powerful 

centers in the Late Classic period, including both Toniná, to the north, and Yaxchilan, to 

the east. Aware of broader political patterns, the rulers of Tenam Puente incorporated 

specific styles and iconographic motifs into their sculptural program. That program, in 

turn, created a narrative that can tell us about the construction of civic identity at Tenam 

Puente and broader sociopolitical dynamics in the Western Maya area. This analysis 

touches, as well, on how we can discern sociopolitical context from an analysis of artistic 

style.  

 

LOOKING NORTH: TENAM PUENTE AND TONINÁ 

 

Tenam Puente boasts two distinct styles of sculpture: a bas-relief style, similar to cities of 

the Usumacinta and central lowlands; and a three-dimensional style often associated with 
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the major center of Toniná, located several days’ walk to the north in the Ocosingo 

Valley. The monuments discussed in this section fall into the second category. Based on 

their style, they date to the Late and Terminal Classic periods; we do not have the 

archaeological data to further refine the dating. Both the context and style of these 

monuments, however, reveal a great deal of information about Tenam Puente, hinting at 

political relationships as well as the role of sculpture in the city. The similarities between 

monuments from Tenam Puente and Toniná may reflect interaction between the two 

cities, perhaps even a relationship—although the finer points of any suspected interaction 

remain unclear. The majority of these monuments were found outside their original 

context, leaving many questions about where, when, and how they would have been seen 

and understood by residents of Tenam Puente. Despite these limitations, they offer a 

unique perspective on civic identity at the site.  

 

Monument 2 

Monument 2 presents a powerful statement about rulership and political narrative at 

Tenam Puente. Frans Blom and Oliver La Farge (1926-27:425) were the first to publish 

this sculpture. The sculpture was in the yard of the Finca El Puente, a ranch next to the 

ruins of Tenam Puente, where it lay next to Monument 1 (discussed below). They 

described it briefly before moving on to explore the ruins of Tenam Puente, and 

published one photograph of the monument that showed the front and back sides of the 

piece (fig. 16).  

Monument 2 is fragmentary and badly eroded, but it clearly depicts a headdress 

with three stacked masks (fig. 17). The masks are flanked by feathers and woven 

elements, and they appear to repeat: each mask has eyes of a similar size and shape, as 
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well as a central protrusion, broken off, that once constituted a nose or, more likely, a 

beak. In addition, each mask wears a jeweled headband with a central diadem. On top of 

the highest mask is a face between two curling pieces. Just visible on either side of the 

stacked masks are long vertical elements made of diagonally woven pieces. The 

iconography of the fragment’s outer edges is too eroded to fully discern, although 

comparison with several Toniná monuments, below, may help to elucidate its details. The 

back of the monument is in better condition than the front. A central woven element ends 

in a knot and dangling hair or feathers. The center of the back of the monument forms a 

rectangular protrusion; on either side of it, feathers splay towards the edges of the 

sculpture.   

Monument 2 from Tenam Puente is clearly analogous to monuments that depict 

rulers from Toniná (Navarrete 1984:61; Laló 2000).1 The visual program of Toniná 

included a standardized format for the representation of rulers. Carved in the round, these 

sculptures from Toniná depict standing individuals wearing massive stacked headdresses 

and carrying ceremonial bars. Monument 168 at Toniná represents what Monument 2 

from Tenam Puente may originally have looked like (fig. 18b). Broken and buried high 

on the Toniná Acropolis, Monument 168 depicts a ruler of Toniná who acceded to the 

throne in 563 CE; the monument was dedicated in 577 (Miller and Martin 2004:48), 

indicating that this style for representations of rulers was in place by the Late Classic 

period.  

This format for depicting rulers was consistent, long-lived, and distinctive of 

Toniná. Monuments were erected in this format as early as 577 and as late as 909, when 

Monument 101 was dedicated (Mathews 1982:902; 2001:4). Rulers, then, were depicted 

                                                 
1 For more information on the dynastic history of Toniná, see Mathews 1982, 2001; Martin and Grube 
2008; for discussions of its artistic style, see Miller 1998; Miller and Martin 2004:168-180. 
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in the same way for almost four hundred years. In addition to being long lived, this 

format was almost unique to Toniná. The site’s major known competitors, including 

Palenque and centers on the Usumacinta river, depicted their rulers in low-relief 

limestone stelae or in stucco sculpture attached to architectural features, a sharp contrast 

to the three-dimensional sandstone sculptures of Toniná. The distinctive nature of this 

three-dimensional format, combined with its duration, ensured that sculptures of this type 

would have been widely understood as characteristic for the depiction of Toniná kings—

making its appearance at Tenam Puente intriguing.  

Monument 2 from Tenam Puente is particularly similar to Monument 32 from 

Toniná, which also depicts a headdress and the upper part of a face, all quite eroded (fig. 

18a).  Monument 32 was first reported by Blom (1929; see also Becquelin and Baudez 

1982:697), but he did not describe its context. The headdress on Monument 32 is 

composed of three stacked masks wearing jeweled headbands, probably representing 

birds (Houston et al. 2006:238). On either side of the masks are woven elements, from 

which more faces emerge to either side with V-shaped elements on their noses. 

Monument 2 closely resembles this sculpture: the shape of the worn protrusions at the 

center of each mask likely represent beaks, and the jeweled headbands are similar to 

those on Monument 32. We can also see the remains of stacked diagonal rectangles on 

Monument 2 that are similar to the woven elements on either side of the Monument 32 

masks. While too eroded to make a definitive identification, V-shaped elements close to 

the edges of Monument 2 call to mind the smaller faces on the sides of Monument 32. 

Finally, a central bulbous element also appears on Monument 32, although the outwardly 

curving designs appear to be larger than those on Monument 2.  

The similarities between these two monuments suggest that Monument 2 at 

Tenam Puente originally depicted a headdress of stacked bird masks and formed the 
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upper part of a monument depicting a ruler in the standardized, three-dimensional format 

of Toniná. The presence of a Toniná-style monument at Tenam Puente raises a number of 

questions. We can imagine a number of scenarios behind the production of this 

monument: the sculpture could represent a portrait of a Tenam Puente king, but it could 

also be a portrait of a ruler from Toniná. It could be a sculpture that was physically 

transported from Toniná, or one that was carved at Tenam Puente by artisans from 

Toniná. It could also have been carved at Tenam Puente by local artisans mimicking the 

style of Toniná. Unfortunately, the eroded condition of Monument 2, combined with the 

lack of context, limit the amount of information we can glean from it—but other 

monuments from Tenam Puente carved in the style of Toniná document other 

similarities.  

 

Captive Monuments 

While Monument 2 calls to mind the distinctive portraits of rulers from Toniná, another 

set of monuments from Tenam Puente recall other aspects of Toniná’s artistic program. 

In total, seven fragments depicting captives have been recovered from Tenam Puente. 

The captive monuments once decorated a ballcourt, and they are remarkably similar to 

monuments that adorned the ballcourt at Toniná. Because the majority of these 

monuments are unpublished, I go over them in some detail here, reviewing context as 

well as style and, where possible, iconography, before turning to the broader implications 

of the group. Together with Monument 2, the captive monuments hint at some type of 

interaction with Toniná, an interaction that affects our understanding of the cultural 

spheres of both cities in the Late Classic period.  
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Captives in Maya Art 

Captives are a prominent theme in Maya art. From Copan to Yucatan to the Chiapas 

highlands, captives appear frequently, and they are understood to mean many things. One 

of the more overt ways in which captives are used is as a statement of power and 

strength. Marked by their nakedness, captives kneel next to rulers on stelae, like on 

Piedras Negras Stela 7; they are delivered to rulers, as on the La Pasadita lintel; and they 

are literally stepped on, as on Naranjo Stela 8, or on hieroglyphic stairways at Toniná and 

Yaxchilan, among others. Maya captives are killed in a variety of creative ways. Maya 

ceramics, in particular, attest to the decapitation, disembowelment, burning, and torture 

of captives (see, for example, K206, K680, and K1377 in Justin Kerr’s Maya Vase 

Database). 

Yet captives held a particular kind of power in Maya art. Kings defined 

themselves by how many captives they had taken, and when a particularly important 

captive was taken, kings added that captive to their title (Stuart 1985). At Yaxchilan, for 

instance, Bird Jaguar’s title included the epithet “He of 20 captives” (Stuart 1985:98; 

Mathews 1988:219). Captives witnessed rituals performed by kings, as on Yaxchilan 

Stelae 19 and 20. They also physically represented victory in warfare, which was geared 

towards the capture as well as the killing of enemy warriors. As Inomata and Triadan 

(2009) explain, to return from war with captives was a mark of high achievement, even 

grounds for advancement in the Maya political hierarchy. Both downtrodden and exulted, 

captives expressed a certain contradiction: as Houston, Stuart, and Taube (2006:203) 

note, “Victors wished to humiliate prisoners and to accentuate the status of their 

trophies.”  Captives, moreover, were not always killed. A king of Palenque named 

K’inich K’an Joy Chitam, for example, appears as a captive at Toniná, but later 
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inscriptions from Palenque suggest he was returned to his home city (Stuart 2003; Stuart 

and Stuart 2008:217). 

Captives were a potent political statement as well as a prominent visual theme. 

The associations of captives varied from site to site, as did their depiction—but they 

represent, in all cases, the power of one individual or one polity over others. To find them 

at Tenam Puente, then, offers tantalizing clues that the city was a player in the Late 

Classic political goings-on of the western Maya world. 

 

Monument 4  

Discovered in 1995 (Laló 1996) in a tomb on the Acropolis, Monument 4 represents the 

most complete example of captive sculptures at Tenam Puente and presents some of the 

clearest connections with the art of Toniná—but its context speaks ominously of changes 

at Tenam Puente in the Terminal Classic Period. The sculpture depicts a decapitated 

captive, kneeling, with his torso leaning forward so that the chest and thighs are almost 

touching (figs. 19, 20).2 His arms are bent at a ninety-degree angle and tied behind his 

back. Ropes are visible around his wrists and upper arms, and his hands are clenched into 

fists. The sculpture is broken off at the neck, so that it appears as if the individual has 

been decapitated. We can still see his necklace, however, which consists of two semi-

circular flat bands. The hair of the individual drapes down his back, carved into thin 

vertical rows that form a roughly rectangular block. The individual also wears a loincloth 

attached to a simple belt, visible on either side of his hips. The loincloth falls between his 

legs, and raised squares on it indicate it once bore hieroglyphs. Another set of ropes binds 
                                                 
2 Because there are no features that would define the individual as female, like breasts or a skirt, I refer to 
this individual and the other captive monuments as male. While sculptures depicting captive women have 
been recovered from Toniná (see Graham and Mathews 1996:122), the vast majority of named captives in 
sculpture depicts males. 
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the individual’s ankles. At the posterior end of the sculpture, the stone extends farther 

than the body of the individual; this protrusion probably formed a peg that anchored the 

monument in a wall.3  

As other scholars have pointed out (Navarrete 2000; Laló 2000, 2005), this 

monument is remarkable in its similarity to monuments from Toniná. Toniná is well 

known for its depictions of captives, both in low relief and three-dimensional formats. 

Other captive sculptures decorated the Acropolis and surrounding area (see Becquelin 

and Baudez 1982; Yadeun 1992, 1993). Many of the captive sculptures from Toniná are 

carved in the round, in the style distinctive of the ancient center. Particularly striking are 

Monuments 41 and 100 (figs. 21, 22). Each of these monuments depicts a kneeling 

captive, with his arms tied behind his back, much like the sculpted captive from Tenam 

Puente. Also like Monument 4 from Tenam Puente, Monuments 41 and 100 have been 

decapitated. The breakage lines on the neck, and the remains of hair visible on each 

sculpture combine to suggest that both sculptures originally had heads—in fact, heads 

have been recovered in archaeological excavations at the site (Yadeun 1992:123-124). 

Becquelin and Baudez (1979:729) suggest that Monuments 41 and 100 form a pair and 

may have flanked the portrait of a ruler on Toniná’s acropolis. This tableau—a three-

dimensional king surrounded by three-dimensional captives—would have recreated in 

three dimensions a popular two-dimensional scene from other sites; see, for example, 

Piedras Negras Stela 26 and Stela 8 (Stuart and Graham 2003:8).  

 A number of sculptures recovered at Toniná by Juan Yadeun also show kneeling 

captives (fig. 23; Yadeun 1992:98-99, 2011; see also Stuart 2011a, 2011b). These 
                                                 
3 Such “tenoned” sculptures have a long history in Mesoamerica. At Tres Zapotes, for example, a number 
of sculptures published by Matthew Stirling (1943:Plate 8), including Monument F and Monument G, 
consist of sculptural elements backed by long tenons (Billie Follensbee, personal communication, 2015). 
These tenons raise the possibility that Preclassic sculpture at Tres Zapotes may have been anchored in 
architecture much like the sculptures of Tenam Puente and Tonina (see below). 
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sculptures retain their heads, supporting the idea that the captive sculptures from the site 

originally had heads but were decapitated after their original creation (see Just 2005 for 

more on this issue). Like Monument 4 from Tenam Puente, the majority of three-

dimensional captive sculptures from Toniná depict kneeling, decapitated men, with their 

hands bound behind their backs.  

It is the sculptures from the Sunken Ballcourt at Toniná, however, that provide the 

clearest parallel to Monument 4 at Tenam Puente. Located on the lowermost level of the 

Toniná Acropolis (fig. 24), the Sunken Ballcourt was decorated with a series of captive 

sculptures commissioned by the ruler K’inich Baaknal Chaak (Martin and Grube 2008). 

The central playing aisle was lined with six captives, three on each side (fig. 25). Each 

captive was depicted in three dimensions from the waist up (fig. 26). Hands tied behind 

their backs, the captives protruded into the playing space of the court, anchored by tenons 

that extended into the wall. When the captives were discovered they were already 

decapitated, but it is unclear at what point their heads were removed. Beneath the torso of 

each captive was a carved panel that depicted the lower half of the body (fig 27). Two 

legs are visible at the top of the panel, with knees bent, as well as a loincloth. Below the 

legs of each captive, carved in slightly shallower relief, was a set of glyphs. On each 

panel, the entire scene was located on a square shield, similar to those used by warriors in 

the Usumacinta area (Miller 1998:214). These captive and panel combinations were 

probably placed in the highest tier of the lateral playing walls (Miller 1998:212).  

Epigraphic evidence from Toniná allows us to anchor the construction of the 

ballcourt in the site’s history and identify the captives placed within it. The glyphs reveal 

that the ballcourt was dedicated in 696 CE to celebrate Baaknal Chaak’s victories over 

Toniná’s arch rival, Palenque, in 693 CE (Stuart 2011b; Martin and Grube 2008:182-
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183).4 The six captive sculptures that lined the lateral walls of the ballcourt were named 

with glyphs on the panels beneath each body. Each captive was a vassal of the ruler of 

Palenque (Martin and Grube 2008:182).   

Monument 4 is strikingly similar to the captives from Toniná’s Sunken 

Ballcourt—so similar as to suggest some sort of interaction between Tenam Puente and 

the larger, more powerful site to the north. Even more intriguing is the fact that 

Monument 4 was not the only captive sculpture discovered at Tenam Puente. Other 

captive monuments provide more details about similarities between the sculptural 

programs of the two sites, helping to clarify the broader sculptural program of Tenam 

Puente as well as possible connections with Toniná.  

 

Other Captive Monuments 

Monument 4 is only one of several similar monuments from Tenam Puente. 

Archaeologists have unearthed at least seven fragments of captives representing an 

unknown total number of sculptures. Most of these sculptures are in poor condition and 

quite fragmentary—but as a group, these sculptures suggest that captives would have 

been a consistent theme of visual imagery at Tenam Puente. More specifically, they 

indicate that at least one of the ballcourts at Tenam Puente may have been decorated with 

multiple captive sculptures, much like the Sunken Ballcourt at Toniná. 

 

                                                 
4 This date on which the ballcourt was dedicated has also been read as 699 CE (Martin and Grube 
2008:182).  



 84 

Knee fragment 

The only published captive sculpture besides Monument 4 is a small fragment discovered 

in the 1992-1993 field season at Tenam Puente (fig. 28; Laló and de la Luz 1994:fig. 10; 

Laló 1994:figs. 8, 9). The sculpture was discovered on the north side of Structure 7, one 

of the major buildings at the site. It depicts the lower half of a kneeling captive; we can 

see two legs, bent at the knee, with a loincloth descending between them. A line across 

the upper edge of the thigh may represent a belt, as seen on Monument 4. The secondary 

context of this monument echoes the destruction of Monument 4. The sculpture was 

deposited behind Structure 7, in an uninhabited area of the site. It is most likely that 

during its lifetime the sculpture was not originally placed in this location, and that it was 

already broken when deposited at the edge of the Acropolis.  

 

Glyph fragment 

Another fragment discovered during the first field season at Tenam Puente (fig. 29; Laló 

1994:foto 10; Laló and de la Luz 1994:155) depicts a different captive from the waist 

down.5 The fragment is in poor condition, but a loincloth with two eroded glyph 

cartouches is still visible. This monument was discovered in Ballcourt 3, the uppermost 

ballcourt at the site, in the western end of the central playing court.6 This fragment 

                                                 
5 Some confusion exists about the context of the “Knee Fragment” and “Glyph Fragment.” In their 1994 
report on excavations in Cuarto Foro de Arqueología en Chiapas, Laló and de la Luz describe a fragment 
found on the ballcourt with two visible glyphs and then direct the reader to a photograph of [the knee 
fragment]. In other sources, the knee fragment is described as being found behind Structure 7, while the 
glyph fragment is described as being found in the ballcourt. Based on written descriptions of the two 
monuments and captions that accompanied photos of both monuments in the Informe submitted to INAH, I 
have surmised that the photograph published in Cuarto Foro actually depicts the second fragment they 
discuss [the knee fragment] and was mistakenly associated with the sentence describing the glyph 
fragment. 
6 This suggests it would have been close to the round ballcourt marker found in the same general area (the 
ballcourt marker was not carved; see Laló 1994). 
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displays the clearest glyphs of any of the captive fragments from the site, calling to mind 

the captives of Toniná, where many captives were named as individuals.  

 

Element 36 

In addition to the fragment found in the central playing court, another captive fragment 

was discovered in the same ballcourt during the subsequent field season (fig. 30). 

Designated as Element 36, the fragment was unearthed in the north structure of the 

ballcourt around the middle of the structure, 6.7m from the west corner, on the slope 

leading from the bench to the playing field. Found in two parts, the sculpture consists of 

the lower half of an individual. Two legs are visible, with a loincloth between them; Laló 

notes that the remains of very eroded glyphs were visible when the sculpture was 

excavated. The individual is in an inclined position, and Laló suggests that it probably 

had its arms pinned behind its back, like other captive sculptures from the site. 

Interestingly, he notes that the head of the individual was unsculpted, but is “quite 

regular” and broken off at the neck (1995:114). Based on the condition of other captive 

monuments from the site, it is more likely that the head of the individual was broken off 

at some point in the history of the site and deposited elsewhere, and that the “head” 

identified by Laló is not part of the original sculpture.  

Laló suggests that this sculpture is one of the sculptures found by Navarrete in the 

1960s and hidden for protection (Laló 1995:114, citing Navarrete, personal 

communication), but Navarrete’s description does not match up well with Element 36. 

Navarrete (1984:61) describes finding two ballcourt markers in 1969 that clearly 

represented prisoners, “reclinados hacia atrás con los brazos amarrados a la espalda.” 

Element 36 is missing the entire top half, so there are no arms to be seen. This suggests 
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that Navarrete saw other sculptures, or that the sculpture has been broken since Navarrete 

discovered it.  

 

Element 79 

Found in the northeast corner of Structure 21, this sculpture depicts a torso with hands 

pinned to the stomach. No photographs are available of this sculpture,7 but Laló describes 

it as “disproportional,” with a neck too thick to match the torso and a hole in the right 

side of the chest. He also notes that it was found between two large paving stones, as if 

protected (Laló 1998:45). Laló (ibid) notes that while they did not find the missing parts 

of the sculpture, it was deposited in the same structure as Stela 3, discussed below. While 

conclusions about this sculpture are necessarily limited by the lack of visual information, 

it is worth noting that Structure 21, where the sculpture was found, appears to have been 

a locus for visual programming at Tenam Puente. Excavation revealed fragments of four 

different carved monuments, and fragments of stucco sculpture, including a seated 

individual, a variety of glyphs, and a face that may represent a reptile (Laló 1998).  

 

Fragments from Francisco Sarabia 

Laló has also recovered two sculpture fragments from private residents of the nearby 

town of Francisco Sarabia (1996:32). The fragments are most likely from two separate 

sculptures (ibid). The first fragment depicts the central part of the body of a bound 

individual (fig. 31). The individual is either kneeling or seated on crossed legs. He is bent 

forward, so that the chest touches the tops of the thighs. His arms are pinned behind his 

                                                 
7 As of July 2012, the volume of photographs from the fourth field season at Tenam Puente could not be 
located in the archive of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia in Mexico City.  
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back, almost exactly like the arms of Monument 4. A rope winds across his stomach. The 

upper torso and head of the individual are missing, as are his knees. Laló (1996:32) 

describes a short skirt between the legs, which was probably a loincloth; he also describes 

another rope on the calves of the individual, which is not visible in the available 

photograph. Laló notes that the damage to this monument is recent.  

The resident of Francisco Sarabia who furnished this sculpture to archaeologists 

told Laló (1996:32) that he found it several meters below Ballcourt 2, located close to his 

farmland, sometime around 1985. Because it impeded passage of carts, he took the 

sculpture to his house. It stayed in a corner of his house for several years—until he 

decided to construct a new house. Then, while he was away from home, a worker decided 

to use the sculpture as part of the foundation for the new house. When the resident 

returned and learned what had happened, he removed the sculpture from the foundation, 

which damaged the sculpture even further. It was then placed at the entrance to the home, 

where it was exposed to what Laló describes as “constant and irremediable” damage 

(1996:32, translation mine). According to Laló’s report, the sculpture was left at the 

resident’s house after being photographed in 1995, but they agreed that it would be 

furnished the following year to the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán; in return, the 

resident would be offered a job at Tenam Puente. 

The second sculpture fragment recovered from Francisco Sarabia also depicts a 

captive (fig. 32). It appears to be from a different sculpture than the first Francisco 

Sarabia fragment (Laló 1996:32), and it is important because it is the only surviving 

captive sculpture from Tenam Puente that includes the head.8 The fragment depicts the 
                                                 
8 This is the only head of a captive yet discovered at the site of Tenam Puente, but another sculpted head 
published by Blom and La Farge (fig. 33; 1926-27:419, fig. 350) may represent a head that was removed 
from one of the sculptures at Tenam Puente. The head was part of the collection of Reynaldo Gordillo Leon 
and was shown to Blom and La Farge in Comitán. As of summer 2013, it was on display at the Centro 
Cultural de los Altos de Chiapas in San Cristobal de las Casas. 



 88 

upper torso of an individual; it is 40cm tall and 27cm long. The individual’s arms are 

bent at ninety degrees and pinned behind the back, like in the other captive sculptures. A 

rope is visible around the upper arm, much like the ropes on the upper arms of Monument 

4. Laló (1996:32) notes that the head and the torso have been separated and put back 

together with gray cement, which indicates the reconstruction of the monument was 

recent. The sculpture is heavily eroded, but remains of a pectoral may be visible on the 

chest of the individual. The individual’s face is also almost completely destroyed, 

perhaps by erosion (Laló 1996:32), but the protrusion of the nose is still visible. Laló 

mentions a rectangle on the back of the individual’s head that he suggests may be part of 

the headdress; it is not possible to see this detail from the photograph. It is most likely 

that the rectangle on the back of the head represents hair, based on comparisons with the 

hair on Monument 4.  

Laló (1996:32) includes no information on where or how the second fragment 

from Francisco Sarabia was found, but it is worth noting that these fragments could also 

represent the sculptures seen by Navarrete, discussed above. In any case, the appearance 

of a captive’s head is significant because it lends support to the assertion that other 

captive sculptures from the site originally had heads as well.  

 

Discussion: Captive sculptures at Tenam Puente 

As a whole, the seven captive sculptures9 of Tenam Puente constitute a battered but 

cohesive corpus. Five fragments show kneeling individuals, and two fragments appear to 
                                                 
9 Two other sculptures uncovered during the course of excavations may represent captive sculptures, but at 
present it is impossible to assign them to this category. Element 5 was discovered in the first field season at 
Tenam Puente, but it is in such bad condition that its original shape is unknown. It is worth noting, 
however, that it is of the appropriate size and shape to belong to the class of captive sculptures, especially 
considering how many of these sculptures may once have populated the site. Element 84, discovered in the 
fourth field season, may also represent a captive. This sculpture (Laló 1998:45) was also found in Structure 
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show the torsos of captured individuals. Several of the sculptures are marked with glyphs, 

indicating they probably represent specific individuals. Contextual information suggests 

that every sculpture was broken in Pre-Hispanic times.  

The captive sculptures of Tenam Puente most likely decorated one or more 

ballcourts in the Late Classic period, much like the Sunken Ballcourt of Toniná. Several 

lines of evidence suggest that they were ballcourt markers. First, the remains of tenons 

are visible on two of the monuments, including Monument 4, indicating the sculptures 

were once anchored into walls. Second, a number of these sculptures were discovered 

near Ballcourts 2 and 3 (Laló 2000, 2001, 2005). Third, archaeological excavation 

revealed the ballcourts were decorated with plain markers, establishing them as locations 

for the display of sculpture. Finally, visitors to Tenam Puente in the mid-twentieth 

century reported seeing sculptures in the ballcourt. Carlos Navarrete, as mentioned above, 

visited Tenam Puente with Gareth Lowe in 1959 and discovered two sculptures of 

prisoners in the middle of the court. Together, this information points to these sculptures 

as ballcourt monuments. Given the short tenon and weight of Monument 4, I would 

suggest that these sculptures decorated Ballcourt 2 or Ballcourt 3 at floor level. 

Comparisons with the Sunken Ballcourt also yield some information about dating: the 

Sunken Ballcourt was dedicated in 699 CE. I would posit that the captive sculptures of 

Tenam Puente were installed afterward, at some point in the eighth century CE. 

 

                                                 
21. Carved in the round, Element 84 measures 30cm tall by 15 cm wide, and it is mostly fragmentary and 
destroyed. Laló describes two bent legs, missing the feet, as well as two small protuberances that he 
suggests may be breasts. He suspects that the sculpture was unearthed by modern looters and may 
originally have been either in building fill, or in the 2nd or 3rd phase of the structure. No photograph was 
available of this sculpture. 
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Style and Politics: Tenam Puente and Toniná  

From a portrait of a ruler clearly modeled on Toniná portraits to multiple examples of 

carved captives, the monuments of Tenam Puente are carved in the same style as 

monuments from Toniná, a powerful city to the north. The stylistic similarities between 

sculptures from Tenam Puente and Toniná are so consistent that they may document 

some type of interaction between the two cities. We can consider the possibility of 

interaction between Tenam Puente and Toniná because of the distinctive style of Toniná 

sculpture; and because of documented instances of style as a political statement.10  

The distinctive style of Toniná is our first indication of some interaction between 

the site and Tenam Puente. As mentioned above, the style of the sculptures of Toniná is 

unusual. Sculptures from Toniná are carved in sandstone and many are fully three-

dimensional, contrasting with the low-relief stelae that dominate Classic Maya art in this 

region. To find such similar sculptures at Tenam Puente, then, raises questions about the 

role of Toniná in the creation of the smaller site’s visual program. These are not vague 

stylistic connections between cities, but distinct moments of stylistic replication.  

Such moments of replication, moreover, often mark interaction and even 

relationships in the Maya world. At Quirigua, for example, Matthew Looper (1995:71) 

suggests that the stylistic similarities between monuments at Quirigua and Copan 

expressed “political ties” between the two sites. For example, Looper demonstrated that 

Altars M and N at Quirigua consciously looked to the zoomorphic sculptures of Copan. 

He suggested that the similarities between altars of the two sites “expressed the political 

ties between Copán and Quiriguá and especially between the two kings who 

commissioned these sculptures” (1995:71). The style of architecture was also 

                                                 
10 This discussion centers on evidence in the Maya area, but research from cultures around the world 
demonstrates the use of style as a political statement. See, for example, Winter 1981, 1998; Plog 1990; 
Conkey and Hastorf, eds., 1990.  
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meaningful: the monumental construction projects of Quirigua ruler Butz’-Tiliw turned 

the smaller site into a “miniature replica of Copan” (1995:72), again reflecting the 

relationship between the two centers.11 The same is true in other parts of the Maya area: 

the twin stelae of El Perú, for instance, reflect the site’s political alliance with Calakmul 

(Martin and Stuart 2009; Zapata 2009), suggesting that style was widely used and 

understood as reflective of political dynamics.  

In some cases, stylistic similarity is the result of artists working at multiple sites. 

Mary Miller and Claudia Brittenham (2013:164) describe this as “artistic diplomacy,” in 

which sites like Yaxchilan sent artists to subsidiary sites to create sculpture. Bonampak 

Stela 1 and Lintel 2, for example, are signed by sculptors who also produced work at 

Yaxchilan (Arellano 1998; Miller 1986; Miller and Brittenham 2013). Piedras Negras 

followed a similar pattern: El Cayo Altar 4, the New Orleans Panel, and the Cleveland 

Panel are signed by artists from the polity center (Montgomery 1995:472-473; Houston 

1993:135). Beyond the work of individual sculptors, other stylistic similarities in the 

Usumacinta region speak to political affiliations. For example, the architecture of 

Yaxchilan’s subsidiary sites is so similar to that of Yaxchilan that it led Golden et. al 

(2008:267; see also Golden 2010:381) to suggest some manner of oversight by 

Yaxchilan. Yaxchilan’s control over artistic and architectural production may have 

helped it to maintain political control over its secondary centers (Golden et al. 2008; 

Golden 2010). Throughout the Usumacinta area, then, stylistic similarities reflect 

political interaction, sometimes due to the movement of artists from the polity center to 

outlying sites. 

                                                 
11 This discussion focuses on how style reflects relationships, but it is important to note that the creation of 
monuments in similar styles helped to constitute and maintain those relationships as well. In structuring the 
space and daily lives of people at each center, art and architecture continuously reified interactions between 
people in disparate places (see Chapter 2 for a broader discussion of the agency of objects). 
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Evidence suggests, then, that style can reflect interaction between sites—but it is 

not a rote marker of subordination. Instead, stylistic similarities can go hand-in-hand with 

acts of resistance. Returning to Quirigua, Looper argues that Altars M and N were 

“double-edged, serving both as a statement of political connectedness, but also as a 

proclamation of the autonomy of the Quiriguá polity and the status of its ruler as a high 

king” (Looper 1995:72). Similar statements emerge from monuments in the Usumacinta 

area, where the Late Classic period witnesses the increasing importance of sajals, or 

courtly elites, who sought to elevate their own status in addition to that of the king 

(Jackson 2013; Golden 2010; Miller and Brittenham 2013). At Site R, for example, which 

was subsidiary to Yaxchilan, Lintel 4 depicts the sajal of the smaller site performing a 

dance with Bird Jaguar IV, the Yaxchilan ruler (Looper 2009:38-40). Dancing together, 

the two appear almost as equals (Miller and Brittenham 2013:165). As Golden (2010) 

notes, moreover, sometimes the same event was depicted differently in different places. 

At Piedras Negras, Stela 12 shows a sajal from La Mar, a subsidiary site, presenting 

captives to Ruler 7. The same battle is described on Stela 3 from La Mar, but here the La 

Mar sajal is shown taking a captive—and Ruler 7 is completely absent (Miller and 

Brittenham 2013:166; Golden 2010). Peripheral sites in the Usumacinta area may have 

used the same artistic style (and often the same sculptors) as the center, but the 

monuments produced memorialize acts of self-aggrandizement that may have conflicted 

with the political and artistic goals of the centers they emulated. 

The style of monuments can also speak to specific moments in the relationship 

between sites. Stela 1 from Palenque, for example, is the only Classic-period stela from 

the site, and it is carved in the style of Toniná (fig. 34).12 Discovered on the slope of the 
                                                 
12 One other stela from the site, La Picota, was discovered in the Picota Group, located to the west of the 
site center. The monument is uncarved and approximately 9 feet tall. Based on the Late Preclassic ceramics 
found in this group (Rands 1974), David Stuart (2010:284) suggests it may be earlier than other monuments 
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Temple of the Cross, Stela 1 depicts Palenque king K’inich K’an Balam II. The sculpture 

marks the 9.13.0.0.0 period ending, or 692 CE (Mathews 2005; Stuart and Stuart 

2008:195; Martin and Grube 2008:169). Miller (1998:208) notes that not only is it carved 

in the three-dimensional style of Toniná, but also that it is made of a “more porous and 

probably foreign rock” that calls to mind the sandstone used for Toniná sculpture. Based 

on these characteristics, she argues that the sculpture represents a tribute payment from 

Toniná to Palenque. Importantly, evidence from Toniná indicates that in 692, when the 

sculpture was dedicated, the two cities would have been at war; inscriptions describe a 

“star war” undertaken by Toniná king Baaknal Chaak against the Palenque polity in that 

year (Mathews 1981; Martin and Grube 2008:181). The contentious relationship between 

the two cities, combined with the style and material of Stela 1, suggested to Miller that 

the monument represents tribute paid from a losing center to a winning one.13 Whether or 

not this specific scenario was in fact the case, this monument reflects a distinct moment 

of interaction between the two cities. 

It is clear, from these examples, that Maya cities in this area recognized the 

artistic styles of their neighbors and used that style in a variety of ways. These examples 

show that style communicated in the Maya world. Whether sites imposed their own style 

on others or borrowed the style of others to make a specific statement, artistic style was 

understood as distinctive of specific people and places. This bears important 

                                                 
from Palenque. Ed Barnhart (1999) has also noted similarities between the Picota Group and the Palenque 
site center. “Collectively,” he wrote, “the presence of a large plaza, a stela, an elaborate aqueduct and a line 
of funerary temples along the south edge give the Picota area a distinctly ‘central precinct’ character.” He 
continued to suggest that the Picota group may represent the dynastic center for early rulers of Palenque. 
13 Miller (1998) suggests a number of potential tribute monuments. Most famous is Monument 122 from 
Toniná, which depicts the ruler of Palenque as a bound captive. Linda Schele and Mary Miller (1986:219) 
argued that Monument 122 represents art made by captured Palenque artists because it is carved in a 
Palenque style (see also Miller 1999:119; Pasztory 2005:170-171). Subsequent discoveries and analyses of 
the pieces in question, however, suggest that tribute art may not adequately explain similarities in art styles 
between sites (see O’Neil 2005:fn 22).  
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ramifications for the similarities between Tenam Puente and Toniná: based on other 

Maya monuments, we can assert that the use of Toniná’s style at Tenam Puente was both 

deliberate and communicative.14  

Given that style can mark political relationships in the Maya world, what 

conclusions can we draw about the potential relationship between Tenam Puente and 

Toniná? It is difficult, at this time, to discern anything beyond the basic outlines—but we 

can consider a number of alternatives. It seems reasonable to suggest, for instance, that 

Toniná and Tenam Puente interacted at some point in the Late Classic period. Engaged in 

belligerent confrontations with other Maya cities, Toniná may have sought to control the 

trade routes passing through the Comitán Valley by recruiting Tenam Puente as a 

subsidiary center. Alternatively, Tenam Puente may have engaged in a relationship with 

Toniná in order to secure greater access to political and economic capital.  

We must consider, as well, a scenario in which the stylistic connections between 

Toniná and Tenam Puente represent local emulation of a well-known style rather than a 

direct relationship between the two sites. Perhaps the elites of Tenam Puente sought to 

represent themselves and their history according to the precepts of the Toniná style, 

associating themselves with divine kingship and trumpeting their geopolitical supremacy 

using the same vocabulary of forms. The eclectic sculptural record of the Comitán Valley 

                                                 
14 In addition to sculptural similarities, there are moments of architectural synchronicity between the two 
sites that raise more questions about potential interaction. Both sites maintained similar ballcourts, for 
example. In addition, archaeological excavation at Tenam Puente revealed that several stairways were 
marked by masonry cubes, which Laló, the principal investigator of the site, called “dados” (Laló 1994, 
2000, 2005). In at least two cases, Laló recovered the bases of stelae in association with these cubes, 
leading him to suggest (2005:766) that they were used to display stelae. This is similar to Toniná, where 
constructions in the centers of stairways were also used to display sculpture (Becquelin and Baudez 1979-
82). Both site centers, meanwhile, are essentially placed atop one modified hill. Miller (1998:209) wrote 
that “the architecture of Toniná is particularly hierarchical and structured,” and we see this at Tenam 
Puente as well, where a series of terraces create an orderly march from a wide plaza to a central acropolis 
(see site map, fig. 4).  
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incorporated ideas and motifs from many peoples and places; perhaps the sculptors of 

Tenam Puente merely appropriated an art style they thought most fitting for the 

representation of kings and conquests.  

In considering potential interactions between Toniná and Tenam Puente, the 

material record allows no easy answers. At Tenam Puente, the Toniná-style monuments 

were decapitated, broken, and discarded. While this could have happened at any point in 

the history of the site, the burial of Monument 4 in a tomb around 800 CE gives us a 

chronological anchor for at least some of the destruction. It is interesting, moreover, that 

other monuments at the site—carved in an altogether different style—were not destroyed 

(see Monument 1, below). Many questions remain about interaction and emulation 

between Tenam Puente and Toniná, questions that continued archaeological investigation 

at both sites may help to answer.  

 

Civic identity at Tenam Puente  

The Toniná-style monuments of Tenam Puente hint at both interaction and emulation—

but they also reveal information about public history and the construction of civic identity 

at Tenam Puente itself. We can discern from them, first, a particular attitude toward the 

public display of history. The raised glyphs on several of the captive monuments indicate 

they represent historical individuals. The same is true at Toniná, where captives in the 

Sunken Ballcourt are marked as vassals of Aj PItzál, or “Ballplayer,” one of the names 

for Kan Bahlam, the ruler of Palenque. Interestingly, at Toniná the vassals appear to 

represent smaller cities within Palenque’s sphere of influence. Yax Ahk, for instance, is 

known from other carvings that describe him as the ajaw of Anaite, while Chan Maas 

seems to be from La Mar, a site located to the south of Piedras Negras whose allegiance 
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swung between major centers in the Late Classic period (Martin and Grube 2008:181-

182; Stuart 2011b).15 Thus while the captive sculptures of Toniná represent historical 

individuals, they also represent the broader territorial conquests of Toniná. In this way, 

they map Toniná’s domain, making tangible the site’s narrative of expansion and power.  

The same may have been true at Tenam Puente. Even though we can no longer 

read the glyphs on Monument 4, the Glyph fragment, and Element 36, the glyphs 

certainly named each captive as a specific historical individual. Like at Toniná, the 

ballcourts of Tenam Puente narrated a carefully constructed version of the past, affirming 

the successes of the ruling dynasty, documenting long-distance political relationships, 

and communicating the military prowess of the center. The glyphs document the role and 

importance of specific captives, and they also served to memorialize the scenario in 

which each person became a captive. In doing so, these monuments represent moments of 

political power, crystallizing and continuously reifying distinct military campaigns for a 

viewing audience. Many of the conflicts in the western Maya region lasted centuries, and 

power switched hands often (see Mathews 1988; Miller 1998; Inomata and Triadan 

2009). Monuments describing the power of Tenam Puente would have continuously re-

presented specific moments of victory, even after the vicissitudes of military engagement 

may have swung the other way (Scherer and Golden 2012:5-6; Houston and Stuart 1998).  

In addition to memorializing the military prowess of Tenam Puente, the Toniná-

style monuments at the site communicated in other ways. Whether a product of political 

affiliation or local emulation, these monuments would have functioned to tie Tenam 

Puente to the history of Toniná. Like at Toniná, the visual environment of Tenam Puente 

included three-dimensional representations of kings, carved captives who represented 

                                                 
15 Another captive sculpture depicting Chan Maas was discovered at Toniná in 2011 (Stuart 2011b). 
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specific military campaigns and victories, and monuments displayed on projections in the 

center of stairways. Carving monuments in the style of Toniná was a statement of 

importance: in displaying these monuments, Tenam Puente was trumpeting its 

participation in the widespread political and economic networks of the Classic Maya 

world. These monuments also would have worked to construct a civic identity that tied 

Tenam Puente to Toniná: if we think of identity emerging from an “us versus them” 

categorization (Jenkins 2004; Cohen 1978; see also McAnany 2006; Stark 1998), the 

Tenam Puente sculptures are very much in the domain of “us”; that is, by using the 

Toniná art style, they proclaim affinity with Toniná rather than difference. 

Captive sculptures at Tenam Puente represented specific historical narratives, but 

those narratives may have been accessible to only a fragment of the population. Unlike at 

Toniná and Chinkultic, where the ballcourts could accommodate large numbers of 

spectators, Ballcourts 2 and 3 at Tenam Puente are smaller, more private locations.16 

Restricted access to these ballcourts may suggest that access to this type of public history 

at Tenam Puente was reserved for the elite. Julia Hendon (2000) has argued that the 

manipulation of access to space in Classic Maya cities worked to create differential 

knowledge, and indeed, this could have been the case at Tenam Puente. For this reason, 

the Toniná-style sculptures at Tenam Puente may speak more of elite identity than a 

broad community identity—but other stelae from the site broaden our understanding of 

how sculpture functioned at Tenam Puente.  

 

                                                 
16 The majority of ballcourt sculptures at Tenam Puente were discovered in or around Ballcourts 2 and 3, 
but we should not discount the possibility that sculptures marked the larger, more public Ballcourt 1 as 
well. 
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LOOKING EAST: TENAM PUENTE AND YAXCHILAN  

 

The Toniná-style monuments at Tenam Puente are only part of the site’s sculptural 

corpus; other monuments from the site are carved in a different style, and they suggest 

connections with different Maya peoples and places. Monument 3, in particular, echoes 

the same themes as the monuments discussed above, hinting at power, control, and 

relationships with other cities—but it does so using a different artistic style and a new set 

of iconographic motifs.   

 

Monument 3 

Monument 3 was recovered in pieces from different parts of the Tenam Puente acropolis 

(figs. 35-37). Carved in a style reminiscent of monuments from the Usumacinta region, 

the sculpture complements the Toniná-style monuments from Tenam Puente in 

suggesting that military victory was a central theme of visual programming at the site. 

Like the monuments discussed above, the sculpture hints at relationships with other 

peoples and places: not only is this stela carved in the style of the Usumacinta area, but it 

depicts a captive using a motif that is primarily associated with the Yaxchilan polity. Its 

graphic depiction of military might implies that rulers at Tenam Puente stressed this 

aspect of their identity, positioning themselves as aggressive and powerful leaders. It also 

raises the intriguing possibility of interaction between Tenam Puente and the Usumacinta 

polities, an idea discussed in more detail below.  

Monument 3 is made up of several fragments, now cemented together and on 

display in the site museum of Tenam Puente. The monument depicts a standing 

individual holding a struggling captive by the hair. The upper section is in considerably 

worse shape than the lower section, which was discovered in a different location at the 
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site (Laló 1995). The standing individual holds a spear with his left hand, and positions it 

as if about to strike the captive he holds with his right. He wears an enormous feather 

headdress, with plumes splaying feverishly towards the top and right sides of the 

monument. His face is mostly eroded. The captive occupies the lower left quadrant of the 

stone. He lifts his left arm towards the standing individual, as if in protest, and wears a 

rope around his neck. His coiled hair calls to mind that of a captive depicted on 

Monument 130 of Toniná (fig. 38). The outline of the left side of the standing 

individual’s body is just visible along the edge of the fragment; we can see a leg and a 

long cloak. The bottom right section of the monument has never been found. 

At first glance, the scene depicted on Monument 3 is familiar; many Maya 

monuments show a standing individual, often a ruler, interacting with captives in the 

lower register. Closer study, however, reveals that this scene is actually fairly unusual—

and that its closest analogous sculptures are from the Yaxchilan polity in the Usumacinta 

region. 

 

The Hair-Pulling Motif 

This stela is unusual because it is an active depiction of the moment of capture that uses 

what I have designated the “hair-pulling motif.” Captives, as we have explored above, are 

common in Maya sculpture—but they usually appear bound or already subjugated. There 

are only a handful of monuments that depict the moment of capture by showing a ruler 

holding a captive, usually by the hair. This monument from Tenam Puente is one of 

them: the standing individual holds the hair of a struggling captive and points a spear 

towards him. We are witnessing a moment of violence, power, and ultimately, 
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subjugation. While this is implied in all monuments depicting captives, the scene on 

Monument 3 states it loud and clear. 

Linda Schele and Mary Miller (1986:212) first outlined the “act of capture” as a 

standardized scene in Maya art. The hair-pulling motif is a key part of the standard 

capture scene: “Throughout Mesoamerican art,” they explained,  “the manner by which 

the captive…is held by the hair universally symbolizes capture and defeat.” The hair-

pulling motif certainly indicates both capture and defeat—but we can find other 

associations for it as well. A review of Late Classic Maya art reveals that most depictions 

of the hair-pulling motif come from the Usumacinta area (Miller 1998; Miller and 

Brittenham 2013), specifically from Yaxchilan and the cities it controlled. A review of 

these monuments will clarify how the hair-pulling motif was used, who was most often 

depicted using it, and what meanings we might attribute to the motif. These comparisons 

also suggest what the appearance of the motif might imply at Tenam Puente. 

 

The Hair-Pulling Motif in the Usumacinta Area 

The hair-pulling motif appears most often at Yaxchilan, showing up on at least four 

lintels that depicted rulers and captives. On Structure 44, three lintels depicted a ruler and 

captive, much like Monument 3 from Tenam Puente. Lintel 45 shows Shield Jaguar III, 

who ruled Yaxchilan from 681-742 CE, holding the hair of a kneeling captive (fig. 39). 

The captive holds the king’s cotton shield as if in deference; the king also carries a spear 

in his left hand, although it is not pointed at the captive. The king wears a plated chest 

ornament and a large headdress with feathers emerging from a flat diagonal brim. The 

captive is Aj ’Nik’, and the lintel records his capture in 681 CE. The actual stone appears 

to have been dedicated in 731 or 732 CE (Martin and Grube 2008:123-24). The other two 
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lintels from Structure 44, numbered 44 and 46, show similar scenes (figs. 40b, 40a). 

While erosion has obscured some of the details, each lintel clearly shows a primary 

individual extending his arm towards the captive’s hair; thus it is likely that Lintels 44 

and 46 also showed the act of capture (Mathews 1988). 

At Yaxchilan, the lintels of Structure 44 are a vital part of the artistic program of 

the building: they interact with hieroglyphic texts and images on the stairway below to 

showcase the victories of Shield Jaguar III (Proskouriakoff 1963; Mathews 1988; Tate 

1992). For example, both Lintel 45 and the step beneath it feature the same captive 

(Mathews 1988:159). The interaction between sculptural elements on this building, 

combined with the performative potential of the hieroglyphic stairway, renders this use of 

the hair-pulling motif particularly potent. As Miller and Brittenham (2013:95) note, citing 

Houston (1997:298) and Miller (1998:201-208), “The text and imagery of Yaxchilan’s 

Structure 44 suggest that capture is not completive; it is ongoing…it may be reanimated 

by the victories of the moment, understood through attire and rhetoric to be events like in 

kind with those of the past and to predict events in the future.” At Yaxchilan, then, the 

hair-pulling motif was part of programs designed to situate the ruler within a larger 

narrative; those programs emphasized, as well, the continuing subjugation of the captive.  

In addition to the lintels of Structure 44, Lintel 8 from Yaxchilan depicts the 

moment of capture—but it also provides information on political relationships at 

Yaxchilan (fig. 41). The date on Lintel 8 is about twenty years later than the lintels of 

Structure 44, and it depicts Bird Jaguar, the ruler who followed Shield Jaguar III, on the 

right side of the monument. He carries a spear in his left hand and with his right he grasps 

a captive by the wrist. On the left side of the stela is a vassal of Bird Jaguar, named by 

glyphs as Kan Tok. He holds a struggling captive by the hair. The glyphs inscribed on the 

monument describe the scene: we are witnessing Bird Jaguar’s capture of Jeweled Skull 
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(Proskouriakoff 1963:150; Mathews 1988:223; Schele and Miller 1986:212). According 

to the glyphs, the capture occurred on 9.16.4.1.1, or 755 CE. These lintels demonstrate 

that the hair-pulling motif was an established part of the Yaxchilan canon, and that both 

rulers and subsidiary lords could be depicted taking captives.  

The hair-pulling motif also appears at sites controlled by Yaxchilan, most notably 

at Bonampak. Three lintels from Structure 1 at Bonampak depict rulers and captives, 

forging a similar message to the lintels from Structure 44 at Yaxchilan. Lintel 1 depicts 

Chaan-Muan, the ruler of Bonampak, poised above a captive (fig. 42a). In his right hand, 

Chaan Muan holds a spear; with his left hand, he holds a section of the captive’s hair. 

The captive sprawls on the ground and reaches his arm to the ruler’s elbow as if fighting 

the king’s grip. Yajaw Chan Muwaan wears the same headdress as the Yaxchilan ruler on 

Lintel 45, and a similar skull on the back of his belt assemblage. The hair-pulling motif 

appears again on Lintel 2 from Bonampak, where Shield Jaguar IV, the contemporary 

ruler of Yaxchilan, holds a captive by the hair and a spear in his right hand (fig. 42b). 

According to the glyphs that caption both scenes, the scene on Lintel 2 occurred only four 

days before the scene from Lintel 1 (Mathews 1980).  

The third lintel in the sequence, Lintel 3, is perhaps the most dynamic 

representation of capture in the Maya world (fig. 42c). On this monument, Aj Sak Teles, 

the father of Chaan Muwaan, stands above a prostrated captive from the site of Sak 

Tzi’i’.17 Unlike the rulers of Lintels 1 and 2, Aj Sak Teles is actually straddling the 

captive; their limbs intertwine, emphasizing the action and power of this moment. Legs 

bent, the ruler thrusts the spear into the captive’s chest with his right hand. The captive 

reaches up with both arms: one extends behind the body of the ruler, perhaps flailed out 

                                                 
17 Aj Sak Teles is also referred to as Aj Sak Te’ (Jackson 2013:100). 
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in anguish or surprise; the other hand grasps the arrow that seems to protrude from his 

chest, as if acknowledging his fate. A trickle of blood drips from his mouth, and he looks 

up at the ruler poised above him. The ruler grabs him by the hair, as if to steady him for 

the thrust of the spear. If the other lintels leave little doubt about what will happen to 

these captives, this lintel is graphic in its candor. 

The three lintels from Bonampak mirror the three lintels from Yaxchilan in 

placement and in theme, demonstrating a shared iconography and a shared style between 

the two sites. A sculptor’s signature on Bonampak Lintel 2 explains the similarity 

between the series: it is the signature of a sculptor whose work also appears at Yaxchilan, 

suggesting this artist may have been “loaned” to Bonampak from the polity center to 

carve the Structure 1 lintels (Houston 2012:160). The proximity of dates on Lintels 1 and 

2 from Bonampak led Mathews (1980:67) to suggest the lintels may record a series of 

related battles. Both series of lintels were used in three-roomed structures, and in both 

series, rulers grab their captives by the hair.  Together, the lintels demonstrate the 

consistent suite of imagery associated with the hair-pulling motif, suggesting we are 

looking at a style that was historically specific to one region and time period—perhaps 

even to a limited number of sculptors.  

The iconographic and stylistic similarities between the lintels from Bonampak and 

Yaxchilan are particularly interesting to this study because they reflect a documented 

political relationship between the two sites. Chaan Muan, the ruler inscribed on Lintel 1, 

was married to a lady of Yaxchilan (Mathews 1980:61), and the accession of the new 

ruler in the Bonampak murals was presided over by Yaxchilan’s Shield Jaguar IV. 

Evidence indicates, in other words, that Yaxchilan exercised political control over the 

smaller site of Bonampak, influencing its politics as well as its civic art (Mathews 1980, 

1988; Golden et. al 2008; Golden 2010). 
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The hair-pulling motif appears not just in lintels at Bonampak, but also in the 

site’s famous murals, and its appearance in these murals provides more clues as to its 

meaning. The lintels marked the doorways to Structure 1. Inside Structure 1 is a series of 

murals, first published by Giles Healy, who was led to the murals by local Lacandon 

Maya in 1946. The murals fill the three rooms of the building and narrate events 

including rituals, dances, and most relevant for our purposes, a battle (Miller 1986; Miller 

and Brittenham 2013). On the south wall of Room 2 we see a violent battle, where 

warriors in full regalia engage in a cacophonous melee. At the top of the mural, just off 

center, Yajaw Chan Muwaan grasps a captive by the hair and threatens him with a spear 

(fig. 43a). The scene is familiar from Lintel 1, but this rendition is in full color, the 

sounds and smells of battle within imaginative reach.18 Yajaw Chan Muwaan and his 

captive form the culminating moment of a violent tableau, underscoring the role of 

captive taking as the quintessential moment of capture (Schele and Miller 1986:212).  

It is on the west wall of Room 2, however, where the connotations of the hair-

pulling gesture are made explicit. On the upper part of the wall, a man holds a decapitated 

head by the hair, much as the victors on the Bonampak lintels hold their captives (fig. 

43b). That both captives and decapitated heads were held in the same manner suggests an 

understood causality. To be held by one’s hair, suggests this painting, is to be dominated, 

bound for sacrifice or death. The hair-pulling motif was thus a type of shorthand for the 

standard procedures and widely understood outcomes in Maya warfare. The symbolism 

of the motif is clear: it stands for total subjugation. To be held by the hair was to be 

marked for death.  

                                                 
18 See Miller (1986, 1988) and Miller and Brittenham (2013) for more on sound in the Bonampak murals. 
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At Bonampak, then, the hair-pulling motif appeared on monuments as well as 

painted murals, in scenes with one primary captor and in vivid depictions of battle. The 

hair-pulling motif also appears at Dos Caobas, another site controlled by Yaxchilan (fig. 

44a; Tovalín et. al 1998; Cougnaud et. al 2003). Stela 1 from Dos Caobas depicts two 

standing figures surrounding a squatting captive. The figure on the left grasps the captive 

by the hair with his left hand. His other hand is lifted, as if he is about to strike the 

squatting man before him. The hieroglyphs on this side of the stela are badly worn, but 

the name of this figure includes Ik’ Muuy, and he may be a local Dos Caobas lord 

(Zender 2005). A figure stands on the right side of the captive as well; holding a spear 

and shield, this is probably Shield Jaguar III. Stela 1 is carved on both sides, and the other 

side of the monument depicts Shield Jaguar III standing above a captive (Zender 2005). 

This stela provides definitive links between the art of Yaxchilan and its subsidiary 

polities: an artist’s signature on Side B reveals that the artist who carved this stela also 

carved several pieces at Yaxchilan, including Lintel 45, which, as discussed above, also 

depicts the hair-pulling motif.  

That the hair-pulling motif appears at Bonampak and Dos Caobas in addition to 

Yaxchilan suggests that it was associated particularly with the Yaxchilan polity—and this 

is supported by our understanding of how Yaxchilan interacted with its subordinate 

settlements. As a regional center, Yaxchilan controlled the artistic output of its secondary 

centers. While the subsidiary lords of the Piedras Negras polity often appeared alone on 

monuments, for instance, the lords of subsidiary sites in the Yaxchilan polity always 

appeared in the company of the Yaxchilan ruler. Artists’ signatures also show that art at 

secondary centers was produced by the same scribes who carved lintels and stelae at 

Yaxchilan (Golden et. al 2008; Golden 2010). Yaxchilan’s control over its secondary 
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centers, combined with the appearance of the hair-pulling motif in these secondary 

centers, suggests that the motif can be considered distinctive of Yaxchilan.  

Adding to the idea of Yaxchilan as epicenter for the hair-pulling motif, the dates 

of monuments depicting the motif suggest it was first used at Yaxchilan. Of the 

monuments discussed, Yaxchilan’s Lintel 45 is the earliest, with a date corresponding to 

731 or 732 CE (Martin and Grube 2008:124). Bonampak’s Lintel 3 corresponds to 748, 

and Dos Caobas Stela 1 was probably dedicated in the final years of the reign of Shield 

Jaguar III, also around 740 (Zender 2005). Of the other monuments depicting the motifs, 

all of the dates fall in the second half of the eighth century. Combined, these dates 

suggest that the motif was first used at Yaxchilan and then spread to its subsidiary sites, 

sometimes carved by the same artists. Given the historical and geographical specificity of 

this motif, the appearance of the motif on Tenam Puente Monument 3 is particularly 

intriguing.  

The hair-pulling motif appears with higher density at Yaxchilan and its 

subsidiaries than at any other location in the Maya world, earlier than any other 

depictions—however, examples from sites that were not controlled by Yaxchilan suggest 

the motif was understood beyond the extent of the polity. At La Mar, Stela 3 depicts 

Parrot Chaak, the ruler of the site, holding a struggling captive by the hair (fig. 44b). 

Parrot Chaak dominates the composition; he carries a spear and wears a large headdress 

with a dead deer on top. The bearded captive sits in the lower left corner of the 

monument. Crossing his arm over his chest in a gesture of submission or protection, he 

raises his right hand as if to strike at the ruler leaning over him. Located only ten 

kilometers from Piedras Negras, La Mar was allied with Piedras Negras in the second 

half of the eighth century. In fact, the same battle referenced here is mentioned on Stela 

12 from Piedras Negras (Miller and Brittenham 2013; Golden 2010).  
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Unlike Yaxchilan, Piedras Negras did not exercise strict control over the artistic 

production of its secondary centers (Golden et. al 2008), which helps to explain why La 

Mar borrowed a motif associated with Yaxchilan to depict its local ruler as a war hero. 

This monument is the only known example of the hair-pulling motif from the Usumacinta 

area that does not come from the Yaxchilan polity. The late date of the monument, 

combined with the political environment of the Usumacinta area (Golden et. al 2008; 

Golden 2010), suggests that La Mar borrowed this motif from the Yaxchilan polity, with 

whom it would have had plenty of interaction during the seventh and eighth centuries. As 

Scherer and Golden (2014:77) note, La Mar is “one of the few non-Yaxchilan 

monuments from the [Usumacinta] region that depicts a lord in combat”. We can now 

add Tenam Puente Monument 3 to this list. 

 

The Hair-pulling Motif and its Appearance at Tenam Puente  

The frequency of the hair-pulling motif in the Yaxchilan area suggests that the artists who 

created this work for Tenam Puente were drawing deliberately from the Usumacinta area, 

particularly the Yaxchilan canon. As both Miller (1998) and Scherer and Golden (2014) 

have noted, Classic Maya kingdoms of the Usumacinta area often borrowed iconographic 

elements from other places, underscoring the networks of trade and cultural knowledge 

that covered the area in the Late Classic period. Mary Miller (1986:119; 1998:218) has 

gone so far as to suggest that artists worked from a series of templates stored in portable 

media, most likely books. She notes, for example, that the captive on La Pasadita Panel 1 

is composed identically to a captive in Room 2 of the Bonampak murals, although the 

figure has been reversed. Similarly, the royal battle scene in Room 2 of Bonampak is a 

reconfiguration of Lintel 8 from Yaxchilan (1993:402; see Miller and Brittenham 
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2013:39-47 for additional examples). Such similarities result, Miller explained, from a 

combination of training and a collection of stock imagery: 

Across the entire western Maya realm, artists shared some corpus of specific 
figural representation. Using templates, making tracings, and reversing figures, 
artists called on their training and their records on paper to devise new groupings 
or work out individual figures (Miller 1998:218). 

The disparities and innovations in the resulting sculptures, she argues, represent the 

combination of training, templates, and the imagination of individual artists.  

The idea of portable templates sheds light on the appearance of the hair-pulling 

motif at Tenam Puente. We can trace the motif to Yaxchilan, but it is possible that 

sculptors at Tenam Puente worked from books or other templates rather than from a 

direct knowledge of Yaxchilan sculptures. Even if working from books, however, the 

appearance of this motif at Tenam Puente demonstrates that people at the site had access 

to information shared by sites throughout the Usumacinta, as well as the Toniná and 

Palenque polities. The prevalence of the motif in the Usumacinta region, moreover, 

indicates it is still the most likely source for the hair-pulling motif at Tenam Puente, 

producing sculptures or templates to which Tenam Puente artists looked for inspiration.  

Monument 3 also fits patterns of display familiar from the Usumacinta area. At 

Yaxchilan, the hair-pulling motif appears solely on lintels; at Bonampak, it appears on 

lintels and on a mural inside Structure 1. These contexts are restricted: only people 

entering Yaxchilan Structure 44 or Bonampak Structure 1 would have been able to see 

the scenes of active capture—and even then, they would have done so awkwardly, heads 

craned back to see the scene inside the doorway. In contrast, subsidiary sites displayed 

the hair-pulling motif in a public context: on stelae, where larger audiences could have 

seen them. This is true at Dos Caobas, La Mar, and also at Tenam Puente. The public 

presentation of violence on stelae may accord with the role of subsidiary sites in polity 
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maintenance: the more we learn about the Usumacinta area in particular, the more likely 

it seems that secondary nobles like sajals were the people on the frontlines of military 

action. As Miller and Brittenham (2013:166) note, we see sajals delivering captives to 

the rulers of Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras on the Kimbell Panel and Piedras Negras 

Stela 12. Of the battle mural at Bonampak, too, “there can be little doubt that it was part 

of a larger geopolitical game, one in which regional warlords fought proxy wars for their 

political overlords” (Miller and Brittenham 2013:166). 

Based on analyses of art from the Usumacinta region (e.g., Miller 1998; Miller 

and Brittenham 2013; Golden 2010; Golden and Scherer 2013), might we be able to 

suggest that the presence of the hair-pulling motif at Tenam Puente indicates its lords 

were subordinate to an Usumacinta polity? This would be in keeping, after all, with 

appearances of the motif at La Mar, Dos Caobas, and Bonampak, where the hair-pulling 

motif was used consistently on depictions of subsidiary lords. At La Mar, the ruler of the 

site commissioned a monument depicting his capture of another lord, a capture that from 

other representations we know happened under the supervision of Ruler 7. At Dos 

Caobas, meanwhile, the secondary lord holding the captive did so under the supervision 

of Shield Jaguar III—and the monument was even carved by an artist from Yaxchilan, as 

the signature on the stela indicates (Zender 2005). Based on these comparisons, 

Monument 3 at Tenam Puente could represent the ruler of Tenam Puente as a subsidiary 

lord, capturing an enemy under the auspices of a larger and more powerful polity.  

Without more specific glyphic information, however, we lack conclusive 

evidence that suggests Tenam Puente was a formal part or ally of either polity. What is 

more, the appearance of the hair-pulling motif in other places cautions against asserting a 

concrete link between Tenam Puente and Yaxchilan. The motif appears at Kabah, for 

example, on door lintels of the Codz Pop. It is also depicted on Monument 83 from 
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Toniná, (Becquelin and Baudez 1982:fig. 170a), where two captives fight and hold one 

another by the hair. As these examples demonstrate, the motif was not limited to the 

Usumacinta—but the frequency of the motif in the Yaxchilan polity suggests that 

Yaxchilan can be considered the center of hair-pulling imagery in the Late Classic period 

and a likely source for the depiction on Tenam Puente Monument 3.  

The appearance of the hair-pulling motif at Tenam Puente suggests access to 

widespread systems of information, but it also suggests awareness of its complex layers 

of meaning. As demonstrated on the Bonampak mural, the hair-pulling motif was 

shorthand for sacrifice. In addition, Miller and Houston (1987:50) have argued that the 

hair-pulling motif demonstrates the idea of “resonance” in Maya art, or the act of 

conflating dispersed events into one moment. The captives in these sculptures, they note, 

are stripped of their finery and bound with ropes—yet during the actual moment of 

capture they would have been dressed in battle gear, not yet in the rags of defeat. 

Monuments depicting the hair-pulling motif, then, conflate two moments: the capture of 

the individual, and the parading of the individual as captive. The appearance of this 

monument at Tenam Puente speaks volumes about the site’s engagement with political 

and artistic trends, demonstrating an awareness at Tenam Puente of specific 

representational styles and their associated meanings.  

Based on comparison with other monuments, where glyphs describe specific 

battles and players, we can surmise that Monument 3 represented a particular historical 

moment—and we know that it used a motif that appears most often in the Usumacinta 

region, specifically at Yaxchilan, at the end of the Late Classic period. Like other 

monuments depicting the hair-pulling motif, Tenam Puente Monument 3 emphasizes the 

strength of the ruler, who dominates the composition by wrangling a captive into painful 

submission. Both the captive monuments and Monument 3, then, point to a site where the 
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power of the ruler was conveyed in art primarily through the depiction or implication of 

violence.19 Like the sculpted captives from the ballcourt, this monument at Tenam Puente 

represents a formalized recreation of a moment of power (Schele and Miller 1986:212); it 

hints, finally, at Tenam Puente’s access to information systems emerging from Maya 

centers of the Usumacinta.  

 

Monument 1 

The similarities between monuments from Tenam Puente and other sites indicate that 

Tenam Puente was tied into the political currents of polities to the north and east. The 

captive monuments use the style of Toniná, while Monument 3 includes an iconographic 

motif from the Usumacinta area. Another monument from the site, probably created at 

the very end of the Classic period, is carved in a noticeably different style. Monument 1 

provides more information about where Tenam Puente looked for artistic influence, and 

what that may indicate about how residents—and rulers—of the site envisioned 

themselves 

Monument 1 is one of the best-preserved sculptures from Tenam Puente. Frans 

Blom and Oliver La Farge were the first to report and publish the sculpture (fig. 47). 

According to Tribes and Temples, their report of their expedition through Mesoamerica 

in 1925, they came across the stela in the yard of the Finca El Puente, a ranch that lay 

adjacent to the ruins. Describing the carving on both sides of the stela, they also noted 

that the hieroglyphs were too eroded to read. Based on style, Blom and La Farge dated 

this stela to 9.18.0.0.0, or 790 CE (1926-27:424). Tatiana Proskouriakoff, in her classic 

                                                 
19 The emphasis on violent imagery at Tenam Puente is also in line with our understanding of Yaxchilan, 
where, as Scherer and Golden (2014) have attested, warfare was consistently associated with kingship, 
more so than at Palenque and Piedras Negras.  
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seriation of Maya art, adjusted the date to 9.17.0.0.0 but added a cushion of two katuns 

(forty years in total) in each direction (1950:195).  

There is carving on all four sides of the monument (figs. 45, 46, 48). On both the 

front and back of the monument, a standing figure carries an incense bag and weapon and 

looks to the left. On the sides of the monument, mat designs snake up the length of the 

stone (fig. 48). On side A, the figure stands with his chest facing the viewer, but his head 

is turned to the left so that we see his face in profile (fig. 45). He wears goggles over his 

eyes and a feathered headdress. His plated cape is similar to those worn by rulers at 

Yaxchilan. In his left hand he carries a spear thrower dart, and in his right, an incense 

bag. On Side B, the figure stands in the same position, standing frontally but with his 

head turned to the left (fig. 46). He is dressed differently from the personage on Side A. 

His feathered headdress includes a prominent knot element, and he does not wear the 

same Yaxchilan-style cape. Instead, his pectoral consists of a central element with 

serpents emerging from both sides. He also carries what look like darts in his left hand 

and an incense bag in his right.  

Several aspects of this stela support a late date. The style of the carving is the first 

indication that this was produced after other monuments at the site. Gone are the sinuous 

lines of feathers and limbs on Monuments 2 and 3; the contours of Monument 1 rely 

more on straight lines and less balanced composition (the overly vertical emphasis may 

be one reason the figures seem to lean slightly). The figures on this stela are also carved 

with different proportions than standard Classic Maya art, particularly art from the 

Usumacinta area. On Side B, for example, the figure has a small head, while on Side A, 

the individual’s knee bands do not line up evenly. Iconographically, this stela includes 

several traits that became widespread very late in the Maya area, including the goggles 

and spear thrower darts (Proskouriakoff 1950; Stone 1989; Slater 2011). Finally, this 
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stela is the only intact monument from the site. Unlike the monuments discussed above, it 

appears to have escaped the deliberate breakage and burial suffered by other sculptures 

from Tenam Puente, an issue that will be explored in more detail in Chapter 7. 

Combined, these elements indicate that this stela was created later than other monuments 

at Tenam Puente. 

It is important to note that while this stela is our best example of low-relief 

portraiture from Tenam Puente, it is not the only example. Element 35 was broken and 

deposited in an altar in Structure 14 at some point in the Early Postclassic (fig. 49; Laló 

1995). Only the upper part of the monument was recovered, but it clearly depicts a 

human figure, in profile, facing to the left. He has a large nose, and wears earflares and a 

large headdress. The headdress is eroded and difficult to see, but it depicts an element 

that curls down in front of the individual’s face, as well as feathers coming off the back. 

This monument would have originally been fairly small; when combined, the fragments 

of the stela measure 29cm in height, and only 21cm in width. While it could certainly 

have been a small stela, it may have been a wall panel or lintel. If the details of this 

monument are eroded and fragmentary, the sculpture at least documents a tradition of 

low-relief portraiture at Tenam Puente. Monument 1, although carved in a different style, 

represents only one example of low-relief sculptures at the site.  

 

Comitán Connections: Monument 1 and Sculptures of the Comitán Valley 

While Monument 1 looks different from other monuments at Tenam Puente, some of its 

elements are quite familiar—and quite local. The monument is particularly similar to 

sculptures from Chinkultic and Tenam Rosario.  
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The headdress worn by the figure on Side B of Monument 1 is similar to other 

two-parted headdresses from the western Maya area, particularly from Chinkultic. It 

consists of a broad base, with a smaller, column-like element on top. The base is marked 

by a skull in front of a central crossed element, covering a woven background. The 

column on top is also woven and topped with a row of dangling objects, perhaps beads or 

paper pieces. Feathers splay from the column, curving up and out to dangle both in front 

and behind the standing individual. The headdress on Monument 1 is particularly similar 

to the one depicted on Monument 40 from Chinkultic (fig. 50c). On this monument, we 

can see a broad base. Although the base is not woven, a smaller column-like element with 

the crossed-band pattern emerges from its center. Like on Monument 1 from Tenam 

Puente, the column is topped with a row of beads or other appendages; from the column, 

a deer head emerges. The same headdress appears on Monument 38 from Chinkultic. 

The two-parted headdress worn by the individual on Side B of Tenam Puente 

Monument 1 is also similar to one from Santa Elena Poco Uinic, a site located between 

Tenam Puente and Toniná. On a fragment from Santa Elena Poco Uinic, an individual 

wears a two part headdress whose base is made up of a row of heads topped by an 

uproarious row of feathers (fig. 50b). A column emerges from the center of this row, 

marked by a crossed element. At the top of the column is a decorated band, similar to 

those on the headdresses from Tenam Puente and Chinkultic. Above the band is another 

row of feathers, and from this row several longer feathers emerge as well, dangling in 

front of the headdress itself.  

These headdresses are not exactly alike, but they all share a distinctive element: a 

thin, column-like object rising from a broad base, marked by crosses that usually 

designate woven objects in Maya art. What might these two-parted headdresses indicate? 

A similar two-parted headdress from the murals of Bonampak suggests they may be 
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associated with warfare. In Room 2 of Bonampak, a chok, or youth, wears a two-part 

headdress (fig. 50d). Nicknamed “Puma Mouth,” this chok is an important part of the 

narrative of the Bonampak murals; he may represent a royal heir (Houston 2012; Miller 

and Brittenham 2013:87-92). Here, he plays a central role in the battle scene. Facing 

Yajaw Chan Muwaan, the ruler of Bonampak, Puma Mouth holds a shield, which is 

being gripped by the captive that Yajaw Chan Muwaan holds by the hair. Puma Mouth 

holds a spear in his other hand, and he looks down at the captive before him. The bottom 

layer of his headdress is made up of feathers; a central column emerges from the center, 

leading to another row of ornamentation and feathers. The column element does not bear 

diagonally crossed bands, but it is divided by bands into quarters.   

Another example of the two-parted headdress appears on Maya vase K4549 (fig. 

50e). On this polychrome vase, a ruler sits on a throne. He is flanked by subordinates 

who are delivering captives. The subordinates, probably elites or members of the royal 

court, each carry a shield and spear. The lord on the left wears a long feathered cape and 

carries a circular shield, while the lord on the right wears much less clothing and carries a 

square shield. Both lords wear the two-parted headdress, with a broad central base, a 

column with a crossed element, and a flare of feathers on top. Behind each lord sit the 

captives, naked and bound, looking somewhat the worse for wear. 

These examples suggest an association between the two-parted headdress and 

warfare. The mural and the vase offer hints of other associations as well, particularly the 

taking of captives by secondary nobles, but this is a speculative connection at best. What 

we can conclude from other examples of the two-parted headdress is that it was worn by 

people engaged in militaristic pursuits. At Tenam Puente, then, the ruler wearing this 

headdress on Monument 1 may have been referencing that association, perhaps 

emphasizing his prowess in warfare. The use of this motif points to longstanding 
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conventions in the Maya world in which costume encoded particular messages, and the 

participation of Tenam Puente in that elite communication sphere.20    

Another connection between Tenam Puente Monument 1 and stelae from nearby 

Chinkultic are the incense bags carried by the Monument 1 individuals. Both consist of a 

square element attached to a U-shaped handle. On Side B of Monument 1, there is a 

knotted band beneath this square shape, then a trapeze and ray sign, and then the bottom 

of the bag, decorated with fringe. A remarkably similar incense bag appears on Stela 3 

from Chinkultic (fig. 51a). On this stela, there is also a knotted band, trapeze and ray 

sign, and a similar bottom and fringe. The trapeze and ray sign is originally derived from 

Teotihuacan, but appears throughout the Maya area beginning in the Early Classic period 

(Berlo n.d.; Stone 1989). By the Late Classic period, as Stone (1989) argued, it was likely 

used to refer to powerful foreign connections, much like other Teotihuacan symbols like 

the mosaic headdress. 

 Monument 1 also bears some similarity to sculptures from Tenam Rosario, which 

are discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. The individual on Side A, for example, wears 

goggles over his eyes (fig. 52a). These goggles are often associated with Teotihuacan 

warriors (Taube 1992b:59) and with Tlalóc, a Central Mexican deity, but they also have 

deep roots in southern Mesoamerica: Monument 1 from Ojo de Agua, Chiapas, for 

instance, features rings worn around the eyes (Navarrete 1974; see also Guernsey 

2012:35). In the Terminal Classic period, circles worn over the eyes appear frequently in 

Yucatan. At Chichén Itzá, for example, figures carved on the columns of the Temple of 

the Warriors wear circular goggles over their eyes (Tozzer 1957:figs. 197, 199, 518). But 

                                                 
20 Research by Julia Guernsey (2006, 2012), in particular, has clarified the ways in which costume 
communicated in the Preclassic period. Late Preclassic rulers on the south coast, for example, used the 
costume of the Principal Bird Deity to communicate “their ability to communicate with the supernatural 
realm” (Guernsey 2006:108). 
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circles or goggles appear closer to home as well, on Markers 1 and 2 from Tenam 

Rosario (figs. 52b, 52c) and on the Comitán/Sacchaná Stela, discussed in Chapter 5 (fig. 

52d). Fox compares the goggled eyes on the Tenam Rosario ballcourt markers to images 

of Tlalóc from Teotihuacan and Aztec depictions of Tlaltecuhtli, suggesting associations 

with “fertility and agrarian ritual” (1993:58).  

The dart(s) carried by the individual on Side A also invite comparisons to the 

ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario. On Side A, the individual carries one dart in his left 

hand. On Side B, the individual carries three. These darts were used with a dart thrower, 

and both iconographic traits seem to have entered the Maya area in the Early Classic 

period as symbols associated with Teotihuacan (Slater 2011; Stone 1989). While dart 

throwers appear in the Maya area in the Early Classic, their frequency rapidly increased 

at the end of the Late Classic period, and dart throwers are regular features of battle 

scenes in the Terminal Classic and Postclassic periods (Slater 2011:379). Darts are often 

carried in groups, and are particularly prevalent in the Yucatan. The carved door jambs of 

Kabah, for instance, feature a warrior holding both darts and a dart thrower (see Slater 

2011:fig. 11), and the motif is quite common at Chichén Itzá (see, for example, Tozzer 

1957: figs. 131, 197, and 528). Like the goggles worn by the figures on Monument 1, the 

darts are late traits particularly associated with Central Mexico and Yucatan—but also 

familiar from art in the Comitán Valley. 

Finally, on Side B of Monument 1 from Tenam Puente, a beaded speech scroll 

emerges from the mouth of the standing individual (fig. 53a). This, too, is similar to the 

ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario. On Marker 1, scrolls emerge from the mouth of the 

squatting figure (fig. 53b). Breath scrolls also appear at Chinkultic, emerging from the 

nose of the ruler on Stela 11 (fig. 53c), the standing subsidiary figure on Monument 3, 

and from the bird atop the column on Monument 18.  
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Discussion: Monument 1 

The sculptures we have seen thus far from Tenam Puente are distinguished by their 

similarities to art from other places, and Monument 1 is no exception. From the goggles 

and dart throwers to the plated cape of the Side A individual, this monument features 

motifs that are familiar from other areas, particularly the Usumacinta area and the 

Yucatan. At the same time, it demonstrates similarity with local monuments from in and 

around the Comitán Valley, especially the ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario. In its 

incorporation of iconographic elements from near and distant centers, this monument 

demonstrates a local tradition.  

The hieroglyphs on Monument 1 indicate the sculpture probably dates to the Late 

Classic. The last securely dated inscription from this area is the Sacchaná Stela, dated to 

879 CE, and this may be a useful ballpark estimate for the latest point at which this stela 

may have been produced. At the same time, the style of this monument is markedly 

different from other sculptures at the site, even when considered in light of our limited 

data set. Monument 1 depicts two individuals in an unusual double-sided format. The 

way the image is put together—the treatment of space, the proportions of the figures, and 

a number of iconographic elements—mark it as fundamentally different from other 

examples of art at the site. What is more, this stela was never broken or buried.21 

Combined, these traits suggest to me that this stela was produced very late in the Classic 

period. 

                                                 
21 There does appear to be some effacement on the monument, but it is subtle: on the upper half of the face 
on Side B, we can still see the major outlines of the face, but the details are worn away. We cannot, for 
instance, make out an eye. On Side A, there is breakage around the nose area, but it is difficult to tell 
whether this represents intentional destruction. The details of the face are still largely evident. 
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This monument, so different in style from other sculptures at the site, hints at 

changing artistic traditions or the existence of multiple art styles. To carve a monument in 

a different style was an active choice; this monument would have marked the built 

environment in a different way than the captive sculptures. It carries, as well, different 

associations: pulling in a variety of iconographic elements from disparate places, but also 

using motifs familiar from the Comitán Valley. The lack of contextual data for this 

monument hampers our conclusions—but we can note, at least, the existence of different 

styles of art at Tenam Puente. We can consider, as well, the implications of those styles 

on the social and political conditions at Tenam Puente.  

 

CHAPTER CONCLUSIONS: SCULPTURE AND IDENTITY AT TENAM PUENTE 

 

We do not know the extent of the Tenam Puente polity or the details of its interactions 

with other Maya peoples. From the surviving art at the site, however, we can suggest a 

number of conclusions about the history of the city and the ways in which rulers of the 

site fashioned a distinct identity through architecture and art. 

The art of Tenam Puente incorporated motifs and styles from other Maya cities. 

The most striking connection is with Toniná, whose distinctive three-dimensional style 

appears in at least six monuments from Tenam Puente. In this case, the borrowing of an 

artistic style may reflect interaction or local emulation. As discussed above, other cases 

of stylistic emulation in Mesoamerica often indicate historical interaction. Art could be 

used to express contentious relationships, as indicated by the portrait of Palenque’s king 

at Toniná; often, too, sites with similar art acted in concert with one another, although not 

always by choice. If interaction did occur between Toniná and Tenam Puente, I would 
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place it in the eighth century based on the 699 CE dedication of the ballcourt at Toniná. 

We must consider, however, that the stylistic similarity between Toniná and Tenam 

Puente could also be a product of local emulation, not tied to specific interactions, but 

instead to local ideas of how to best represent history and rulership.  

The moments of connection between the art of Tenam Puente and the art of other 

sites demonstrate the participation of Tenam Puente in spheres of elite communication 

that spanned large parts of Mesoamerica. Monument 3 depicts the moment of capture, a 

motif associated with the Yaxchilan polity in the eighth century CE. Could there have 

been some interaction between Yaxchilan and Tenam Puente? Perhaps—but more likely, 

given the available data, is the popularization of the motif through the movement of ideas 

and people. While many Late Classic monuments in the Usumacinta region center on 

warfare, the hair-pulling motif is a particularly potent message, conveying the complete 

subjugation of an enemy. In choosing to use this particular motif, whoever commissioned 

this monument at Tenam Puente was emphasizing military might, the ability to exercise 

control over the bodies and the fortunes of others. In this way, Monument 3 conveys a 

similar message to the Toniná-style monuments from the site, even though it is presented 

in a different style. Based on the diffusion of the hair-pulling motif from Yaxchilan to its 

subsidiary sites, I would place Monument 3 in the second half of the eighth century, 

perhaps closer to 800 than to 750 CE. 

Unlike the Toniná-style monuments and Monument 3, Monument 1 from Tenam 

Puente displays a true “grab bag” of Terminal Classic motifs. This monument was 

probably produced after other monuments discussed at the site, although the presence of 

hieroglyphs indicates it most likely dates to the late eighth or ninth centuries. It displays a 

number of iconographic parallels to faraway centers, particularly in the Usumacinta and 

the Yucatan, but it also represents a distinctive local style, with ties to Tenam Rosario 
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and Chinkultic. Although not as violent as the captive sculptures or Monument 3, 

Monument 1 consistently implies warfare, from the dress of the individuals to the 

accoutrements they carry. The style of this sculpture, like the different style of Monument 

3, carries implications for art and identity at Tenam Puente. Whether monuments of 

different styles were displayed together or over time, the collection of extant sculpture 

from Tenam Puente points to a dynamic artistic program and the self-conscious use of 

style and iconography to convey ideas.  

The context of monuments from Tenam Puente, discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 7, adds more complexity to the picture. Excavations reveal new patterns 

emerging at the site around 800 CE. It is around that date that Monument 4 was 

intrusively interred in a tomb on the acropolis. Monument 3 was broken; part of the 

monument was discarded, while another part was used to roof a tomb. The other captive 

sculptures that once lined the ballcourt were broken and dispersed, although the dating 

for those events is murky, and some of the ballcourt sculptures apparently stayed in the 

ballcourt until the mid-twentieth century. Monument 1, meanwhile, was slightly effaced, 

but is otherwise whole, the only complete sculpture remaining from the site.  

We can connect the archaeological evidence to our understanding of art from the 

site in only the broadest of terms. I would hazard a guess that changes implemented at the 

site around 800 included changes in the creation and presentation of sculpture; that the 

extant sculptures from Tenam Puente predate the changes in ceramics, architecture, and 

burial patterns at the site; but that sculpture still held a place at Tenam Puente. It was 

important enough, for instance, to warrant its placement in tombs and in the case of 

Monument 1, its conservation.  

We must acknowledge, too, the skewed nature of our sample of art from Tenam 

Puente. Many parts of the site remain unexcavated, and its buildings and grounds have 
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been victim to heavy looting for many years (Laló 1994, 1996; Laló and de la Luz 1994).  

Fragments of stucco discovered by explorers and archaeologists alike also suggest that it 

was an important part of visual programming at Tenam Puente. Richard Ceough, for 

instance, wrote that in 1946 he found “what appears to be 4 sections of a carving of a leg 

or arm painted. The largest piece was about 30 centimeters long. These elements are so 

soft and brittle that upon lifting them up from the earth they tend to break and crumble in 

one’s hand as one holds them” (Corin and Ceough 1947:4). The artistic record that 

remains is a fragmentary one.  

With those caveats in mind, the monuments from Tenam Puente can tell us about 

how the site participated in the Late Classic Maya world, and about how residents of 

Tenam Puente may have understood their own community. What stands out about the 

monuments so far recovered is their militaristic nature. To see rulers depicted as warriors 

is not unusual, and the presentation of captives is common. At Tenam Puente, however, 

there is no evidence of a supernatural patron for these acts. Even Toniná, notoriously 

bellicose, features sculptures that refer to cosmological concepts. At Tenam Puente, this 

evidence is missing. Instead, the public monuments of Tenam Puente stress the brute 

power of individual rulers, and their ability to subjugate others through violence. This 

hints, I would argue, at the political role of Tenam Puente in the Late and Terminal 

Classic periods. Its monuments speak so consistently of violence that we can imagine it 

used force to defend its own small polity borders, or maintain its involvement and 

potential oversight of trade moving through the valley. As Miller and Brittenham 

(2013:87) note, in the eighth century “art and politics were tightly intertwined: new 

individuals, groups, and sites staked claims to and by means of representation, while 

kings used images, some deployed in novel settings, to shore up their bases of power.” 
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The monuments of Tenam Puente offer one point of access into Late Classic politics at 

the site, and they center on issues of militarism and control.  

These monuments would have affected people moving through the space of 

Tenam Puente. For the Maya, sculptures were active agents, depicting not static 

representations of events past, but dynamic images of events in progress (Houston and 

Stuart 1998; Stuart 1996). In this scenario, the captives lining the ballcourt at Tenam 

Puente were in a constant state of defeat; the ruler on Monument 3 vanquished his captive 

publicly and continuously on the Tenam Puente acropolis. The monuments of Tenam 

Puente reflected ideas of power and control, and they would have helped to instill those 

ideas in the people who saw them. “People are socialized into particular material worlds,” 

Gosden (2005:197) explains; they “crystallize out in the interstices between objects, 

taking up the space allowed them by the object world, with our senses and emotions 

educated by the object world” (ibid).22 The object world of Tenam Puente acted upon the 

people who lived among them, and its messages of power and control worked to shape a 

site identity centered on militarism and strength. 

To interact with these sculptures at Tenam Puente was to understand the city’s 

connections with far-off powers; these monuments emphasize, in their use of styles and 

iconography from elsewhere, their place within the broad sociopolitical sphere of the 

Classic Maya. But the eclectic combination of traits on Monument 1 also reveals a type 

of locality, and the potential for innovation in this frontier place. Certain sculptures at 

Tenam Puente worked to construct a history for the city, one that championed the city’s 

conquests in the style of Toniná. Overwhelmingly, the monuments demonstrate the 

power of the ruler. Using a vocabulary of form familiar from Toniná, and motifs widely 

                                                 
22 See Bourdieu (1977) for a discussion of how objects affect the daily lives of people, and Love (1999) for 
a consideration of daily practice in Preclassic Mesoamerica. 
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adopted by subsidiary sites in the Yaxchilan polity, the sculptures of Tenam Puente are 

ultimately about control. From the restrained and struggling bodies of captives, to 

implements of warfare, to the majestic headdress of a ruler, these monuments assert the 

power of Tenam Puente, and specifically of the ruler of Tenam Puente, to control wealth, 

human bodies, and narratives of history and dynasty at the site. 
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Chapter 4 

Ritual and Rulership in the Art of Chinkultic  

 

Across the Maya region, rulers and elites of the Classic period used sculpture to trumpet 

their personal achievements, recording their accession to rulership, their completion of 

specific rituals, and their triumphs in warfare. The Comitán area is no exception: 

monuments from Tenam Puente and Chinkultic allow us access to information about who 

ruled, when, and in some cases, how.  

This chapter focuses on three thematic groups I have identified in the corpus of 

monuments from Chinkultic: Accession Monuments, “Column Monuments,” and 

monuments that depict two standing individuals. These sculptures point to a range of 

influences in the art of Chinkultic. We can see the conservative depiction of specific 

rituals, as well as dramatic stylistic variation. My analysis reveals that Chinkultic took 

part in broad Maya sculptural conventions, marking important moments like accessions 

and rituals. In particular, the monuments of Chinkultic engaged with ideas and motifs 

from the Usumacinta region—but they did so using a local artistic vocabulary. The 

monuments of Chinkultic make it clear that the site was the political center of the eastern 

Comitán region—and that, far from a culturally impoverished frontier outpost, Chinkultic 

was home to its own consistent sculptural tradition that centered on notions of dynasty, 

performance, and control. 

 

The Context of Monuments at Chinkultic 
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At Chinkultic, explorers and archaeologists have discovered over forty monuments. They 

vary in size and style; some are pecked boulders, while others depict rulers in traditional 

Classic Maya finery. According to Carlos Navarrete (1984), the majority of monuments 

from Chinkultic were discovered in Group C, the architectural group that contains the 

ballcourt as well as the central administrative or residential building (see site map, fig. 7, 

and map showing locations of sculpture, fig. 54).1 The monuments were clustered in and 

around the ballcourt and Structure 21. A few more monuments were found in Group A 

(see Monument 9, below) and Group B (Monument 43). The context of these monuments 

is generally problematic. Many were clearly out of their original context when they were 

discovered; others were discovered by early explorers of the site, who generally did not 

record their specific locations. Even those monuments that were excavated may have 

been moved or reset in pre-contact or post-contact times. The breakage, reuse, and 

movement of sculpture at Chinkultic raise important questions that are considered in 

more detail in Chapter 7. For the purposes of this chapter, contextual data will be 

considered where it is appropriate and reliable.  

 

ACCESSION MONUMENTS 

 

One particularly striking series of monuments from Chinkultic offers information on 

rulership and dynastic history at the site, complementing our archaeological 

understanding of its history. Carlos Navarrete (1984, 1999:13) first identified the 

iconographic similarity of Monuments 2, 38, and 40; I would add Monument 21 to the 

                                                 
1 Structure 23 remains unexcavated, but Martinez (1980:128) described it as “extensively rebuilt, with huge 
worked stones used to add elevated terraces and patios.” He noted that the summit of the structure “is a 
plaza surrounded by small parapets and platforms.” 
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group as well. The content of the monuments varies, but defining characteristics include a 

diagonal spear, splayed feet, and a wide central loincloth. Based on the hieroglyphs on 

Monument 38, I argue that these sculptures exhibit a local style of accession monument. 

A number of Classic Maya sites used a distinctive suite of imagery to mark the accession 

of kings. At Piedras Negras, for example, accession monuments depict the new king 

seated in a niche atop a scaffold (Proskouriakoff 1960; Schele and Miller 1986; Taube 

1988). Monuments 2, 38, 40, and 21 indicate that Chinkultic, too, used a consistent type 

of monument to record the seating of its rulers.  

 

Monument 2 

Monument 2 (fig. 55) was first recorded by Frans Blom and Oliver La Farge (1927:430) 

during their expedition for the Middle American Research Institute. The fragments were 

being used as steps at El Rincon, the ranch that occupied the site of Chinkultic in the 

early twentieth century. Because the stela was broken into two fragments, Blom and La 

Farge thought they were looking at two different monuments, designating the fragments 

Stela 2 and Stela 3. Navarrete’s 1984 guide to the monuments of Chinkultic was the first 

publication that revealed the two fragments to be part of one monument (1984:20, fig. 

11). The stela is currently on display at the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán. Navarrete 

(1999:13) suggests this stela comes from the ballcourt or one of the plazas at the site.  

This monument displays the lower section of a figure from the chest down; his 

shoulders and head are missing. His loincloth dominates the center of the composition. 

His feet are splayed, and he holds a spear in his right hand (the viewer’s left). On his right 

arm there is also a shield with spiky “rays” projecting from a central element; Navarrete 

(1999:14) calls this the “solar shield.” A similar shield appears on Monument 38, which 
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is discussed below. An incense bag hangs on the right side of the monument; he probably 

carried it with his left hand. At the top of the bag is the Teotihuacan war serpent, its jaws 

splayed open; the war serpent also appears on the incense bag on Monument 18 and 

Monument 9. The figure on the stela appears to wear a short skirt, as well as anklets with 

attached jaguar feet. These may be attached to a cape that is partly visible behind his left 

leg. The hanging “strips” on the right side of the monument recall those on Monuments 7 

and 18, indicating this figure wears long robes, like other individuals from Chinkultic. 

Some elements of this monument are familiar from other Maya sites. The 

Teotihuacan War Serpent, for example, is a common motif on Classic Maya monuments 

(see, for example, Yaxchilan Lintel 25) and appears on headdresses, serpent staffs, spear 

throwers, and incense bags (Taube 1992b:60-61; Stone 1989:158-159). Maya rulers often 

appear with jaguar feet. The dangling jaguar paws on this monument recall those on Stela 

2 from Aguateca (fig. 56c) and Dos Pilas Stela 16 (fig. 56b). On Stela 2, the ruler wears 

jaguar booties, and additional jaguar mitts hang from his shoulders.  

Other aspects of the iconography of Monument 2 are slightly less common. The 

“solar shield,” for instance, does not resemble other shields carried by rulers on Late 

Classic Maya monuments. The spiky rays of the shield distinguish it from other examples 

and recall the “sun disc” motif from Chichén Itzá. This motif appears in the Terminal 

Classic period, and features an individual framed by a round object with emanating, 

triangular rays (fig. 57b, 57c). In the Upper and Lower Temple of the Jaguars at Chichén 

Itzá, sun discs usually frame individuals who are clearly dressed as Maya rulers, with 

jade jewelry and Jester-God headdresses (Miller 1977:220; Coggins 1984). Karl Taube 

(1992b:140-142) argues that the individual inside solar discs at Chichén Itzá is the 

antecedent for Tonatiuh, the Central Mexican sun god. Schele and Mathews (1998:252) 

also noted that the sun disc often appears with scenes of political accession. None of the 



 129 

solar discs from Chichén Itzá take the form of a shield, which means these connections 

must be tentative—but it is interesting that the shield at Chinkultic is borrowing a motif 

that is most common in the northern Maya area. Adding to this connection is a similar 

shield on a three-dimensional sculpture from Dsceliná, Campeche, currently in the Museo 

Regional de Yucatán Palacio Cantón (fig. 58). The interior cross element on the shield 

from Chinkultic, meanwhile, is similar to a motif in a shield from Calakmul (Stela 53; 

Proskouriakoff 1950:93).  

We can identify iconographic connections between this monument and others, 

and we can tell that this individual is being depicted as someone powerful, with his spear 

or staff, his shield, and the jaguar feet. Beyond that, information is scarce—but several 

other monuments from Chinkultic give us more details about this genre. 

 

Monument 21  

Like Monument 2, Monument 21 (figs. 59, 60) presents a figure facing to the front, with 

a wide loincloth, spear, and jaguar paws. This sculpture was discovered in 1969, inside 

the ballcourt near the southwestern corner (Navarrete 1984:34). On it, we can see the legs 

and feet of a primary figure. His feet are splayed to the left and right, and he wears a wide 

central loincloth. He also wears jaguar paws, much like those on Monument 2. On the left 

side of the monument is a kneeling figure who faces the primary individual to the right. It 

is impossible to tell whether this figure is a subordinate or a captive; we can see his right 

arm, bent at the elbow. In front of this figure’s right hand is a spear-like object that 

stretches diagonally from the lower left to the upper right—the same angle as the spear 

on Monument 2. Just to the right of the spear is an object ending in scalloped points; this 
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may be something the subordinate figure is carrying in his hand, much like captives at 

Yaxchilan (see, in particular, Lintels 12 and 16, in Mathews 1988:fig. 7-10, fig. 8-7). 

The spear, loincloth, and jaguar paws of the figure on Monument 21 are strikingly 

similar to those on Monument 2—but as with Monument 2, the poor condition of 

Monument 21 allows only a partial view of the scene taking place. It is Monument 38 

that provides more detail, revealing that this type of monument represents the accession 

of kings at Chinkultic.  

 

Monument 38 

Monument 38 features the same loincloth, shield, and spear from Monuments 2 and 21 

(figs. 61, 62). Discovered during the 1994 field season at Chinkultic (Navarrete 1999:14), 

it is one of the most enigmatic stelae at the site—but its hieroglyphs reveal that it is an 

accession monument for a ruler of Chinkultic.  

The two fragments of the monument are connected by the diagonal line of an 

enormous spear. The spear is being hefted by an individual who wears a large headdress 

topped with a dead deer. The headdress is a two-part column headdress; similar ones 

appear at Bonampak, Santa Elena Poco Uinic, and at Tenam Puente, just across the 

Comitán Valley, as well as on Monument 40. As I discuss in Chapter 3, this headdress is 

a regional type, distinctive of the Western Maya area, and is associated with warfare. The 

face of the individual is badly eroded, but the outline of his profile can still be discerned. 

He seems to wear the same central loincloth as the figure on Monument 2: the wide piece 

of fabric hangs straight down and is marked with the upside-down T, just like on 
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Monument 2.2 Unlike the previous monument, however, on this one the material does not 

appear to be a loincloth; instead, it hangs from his collar. The individual holds the spear 

with his left arm and aims it at a badly eroded secondary figure who kneels on the bottom 

left. This secondary figure has his arm crossed in a position of deference, much like on 

Monuments 7 and 18. He looks up at the figure above him. Behind the secondary figure 

are vertical lines that resemble the columns on Monument 7.3  

Several glyph blocks are visible to the left of the headdress. Only two contiguous 

glyph blocks are visible today, but we are most likely looking only at the middle and end 

of the statement: there was probably another glyph block to the left of the ones that 

remain. Of the glyphs that are legible today, the first appear to be part of a date in the 

260-day Maya calendar. The next glyphs represent the verbs in the statement. David 

Stuart (personal communication, 2009) has suggested that two glyphs in particular may 

refer to a royal accession. These glyphs may read k’al huun t-u-baah, or “(it is) the paper-

headband fastening on the head of....” (fig. 63). First identified by Peter Mathews and 

Linda Schele (1974; see also Schele and Mathews 1998:382), this phrase is a common 

reference to accession. When crowned with the bark paper headband, Maya rulers 

associated themselves with Juun Ajaw, a foundational figure in Maya mythology (Stuart 

2012:120-121). This particular phrase appears in two texts at Palenque, on the Kan Tok 

Tablet and the Palace Tablet (David Stuart, personal communication, 2009).  

The final block of glyphs on Monument 38 is poorly preserved: a gash renders the 

top part of the block illegible. Based on what we know from other Maya texts, however, 

                                                 
2 This sign is often interpreted as “Ik,” or wind, but it is not a common motif on Classic-period loincloths. 
Instead, it seems worth noting that this shape appears commonly on Classic period loincloths as the mouth 
of the “Shiner” (see Stuart 2010; for examples, see Proskouriakoff 1950:73). 
3 It is unclear, if this individual is holding the spear as if poised to attack, why the pointed end of the spear 
is at the top of the monument. This sculpture, in fact, presents a number of incongruous aspects that suggest 
it may have been reused, a possibility discussed in more detail below. 
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this block most likely contains the name of the person acceding to the throne. The fact 

that the headdress almost touches this glyph block supports the idea that this block 

contains a name, as this is a technique known from other Maya monuments (Stuart 

2012a).  

The glyphs on this monument describe accession, indicating that Monument 38 

can be considered an accession monument for a ruler of Chinkultic. The similarities 

between Monument 38 and Monuments 2 and 21, meanwhile, indicate that they may be 

of the same “type,” also depicting the accession of rulers. Monument 40, discovered at 

Chinkultic in 1998 (Navarrete 1999:14), provides another example of this iconographic 

theme. 

 

Monument 40 

Monument 40 (figs. 64, 65) was discovered on top of the acropolis (Navarrete 2001). The 

monument is fragmentary and represents the top part of a stela. We can see five large 

glyph blocks, as well as the top of a person’s head. The person wears an enormous 

headdress consisting of one large diagonal element, a column-like protrusion, and a dead 

deer head. The stela is exquisitely carved, and represents one of the finest examples of 

monumental sculpture from Chinkultic. We lack the bottom part of this monument, but 

the hieroglyphic blocks, combined with the face of the ruler, add to our understanding of 

accession monuments at Chinkultic.  

Like Monument 38, this stela also depicts an individual holding a spear and 

wearing a two-parted headdress adorned with the head of a deer. Only the upper half of 

the individual’s face is visible, but we can see his eye and nose. A JGU “cruller” curls 

under his eye; we can also see part of his ear ornament. His hair is pulled back into the 
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headdress, which consists of a large trapezoidal base, similar to those on Monument 38 

and Monument 9 (discussed below). From the trapezoidal base emerges a column-like 

element criss-crossed with bands, indicating it is woven. Atop the column are three 

horizontal bands that look like flags, beads, or other ornamentation. A deer head emerges 

from the column; its eyes are closed, indicating it is dead. The sculptor here employed a 

moment of artistic synecdoche: we see only one antler and ear, but we understand that 

there were two of each. Perhaps the most intricate detail of the deer is its mouth: slightly 

open, we can see a row of tiny teeth. 

The headdress worn by the individuals on Monuments 38 and 40 warrants closer 

inspection. While the combination of deer head, column, and trapezoidal base does not 

appear elsewhere in Maya art, we do find examples of headdresses with the heads of 

deer. They are particularly common at Yaxchilan, where Carolyn Tate (1992:77-78) 

noted they are worn by captives or warriors. I would take this further to say that, 

combined, the corpus of deer headdresses suggests that the headdress was associated with 

battle, perhaps designating a specific rank or office.  

At least three works depict people in deer headdresses taking or delivering 

captives. On Lintel 12 from Yaxchilan a man stands to the left of Shield Jaguar II holding 

a spear; he also holds the shoulder of one captive as if taking ownership or asserting his 

role in the actions leading to this depiction (fig. 66a).4 This type of scene is familiar from 

Yaxchilan: on Lintel 8, for example, Bird Jaguar IV works with a sajal named K’an Tok 

Wayib to take captives (Proskouriakoff 1963:150; Jackson 2005:228). At Bonampak, we 

see a similar scene in the murals, on the North Wall of Room 2 (fig. 66b). In this scene, 

the individual standing to the viewer’s left of Yajaw Chan Muwaan  wears a jaguar cape 

                                                 
4 The date on Lintel 12 is illegible, but it is generally thought to depict Shield Jaguar II because it was part 
of a sculptural program dedicated to Shield Jaguar II in Structure 20 (Mathews 1988:298). 
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and a dead deer headdress. He gestures to Yajaw Chan Muwaan  as if delivering the 

captive who sits at his feet. In both of these examples the headdress is worn by people of 

rank, but not by royalty. This changes at La Mar, where Stela 3 shows the ruler wearing a 

deer headdress, taking a captive and holding him by the hair (fig. 66c).  

People in the deer headdress also appear as captives. At Yaxchilan, Step VI of 

Hieroglyphic Stairway 3 on Structure 44 records the capture of someone wearing the deer 

headdress by Shield Jaguar III (fig. 67a; Mathews 1988:165). At least two generations 

later, Stela 5 from Yaxchilan depicts two kneeling captives flanking Shield Jaguar IV; the 

captive on the right wears the deer headdress (fig. 67b; Maudslay 1889-1902, vol. 2, pl. 

97; Tate 1992:78). Interestingly, as Mathews (1988:297) describes, the date on Stela 5 is 

the 5-katun anniversary of the very event recorded on Step VI.5 This later representation 

of a captive wearing a deer headdress is a self-conscious reference to an earlier event. 

One of the captives on Stela 5, Mathews continues, is also described as the captor of 

another individual (1988:297), raising the intriguing possibility that the captive wearing 

the deer headdress on Stela 5 was a warrior who had distinguished himself in battle by 

taking captives himself.  

The deer headdress, then, is worn in scenes of taking or delivering captives, and 

recorded iconographically and epigraphically as a specific attribute of captives. That the 

headdress is used as an identifier for captives at Yaxchilan suggests it is not a purely 

descriptive label, and that it would have been understood as a headdress worn by a certain 

type of warrior. Together, these depictions of the deer headdress suggest it represented a 

specific military or political rank. This suggestion dovetails nicely with Sarah Jackson’s 

analysis of courtly titles (2013:133-134), in which she notes two examples of ajk’uhuuns, 

                                                 
5 According to Mathews’s reconstruction (1988:165, 297), the capture event on Hieroglyphic Stairway 3 
Step VI occurred on 9.13.6.5.11, and the capture event on Stela 5 occurred on 9.18.6.5.11. 
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or secondary nobles, impersonating an “unknown deer figure” while wearing deer 

headdresses. The deer headdresses appear on the Cleveland incised shell and a travertine 

pot (K1606), and Jackson (2013:133) notes that these impersonations “seem to be 

connected with particular titles or offices.” 

The spear carried by the individual on Monument 40 is the same spear that 

appears on Monument 38—and this element, too, is unusual. The tips of the spears on 

Monuments 38 and 40 are made up of at least three triangular points, stacked on top of 

one another. It is unclear whether this would have been one giant obsidian blade, or 

several combined. Spears themselves are common in Maya art, but the jagged tip of the 

spears on these monuments appears to be unique (see Proskouriakoff 1950:96-99 for a 

variety of examples).  The blade is attached to the shaft with a cloth knot on Monument 

40 and Monument 38. These weapons look similar to examples from Yaxchilan—but 

while spears at Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras often include woven elements below the 

shaft, the specific motif at Chinkultic, where cloth has been knotted perpendicularly to 

the shaft, is unusual.   

The hieroglyphs on Monument 40 also incorporate unusual elements (fig. 68). 

The “glyph blocks” are large and they protrude from the space around them; the negative 

space surrounding each block has been carved out. Looking more closely, it is evident 

that each “glyph block” actually represents four glyphs, an unusual way of writing. The 

first glyph block, A1, probably once contained a date; some bars are visible on the top 

left, but damage to the monument has rendered the date illegible. The four glyphs of 

block A2 are also mostly illegible, save one inverted “star sign” on the lower left. As 

David Stuart (personal communication, 2013) points out, the star sign is often seen as 

part of names. This is our first evidence that the text at the top of Monument 40 is 
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discussing the individual pictured. The glyphs in block B1 are also heavily damaged and 

illegible. 

It is in glyph block B2 that some discernable hieroglyphs appear. According to 

David Stuart (personal communication, 2013), the top right glyph in this glyph block 

probably reads kaloomte’. This high-ranking title appears at some of the strongest Maya 

dynasties in the Classic period (Martin and Grube 2008:17) but it became widely 

dispersed over the course of the Late Classic and was used at a variety of Maya sites, 

including Ek Balam, Aguateca, and Piedras Negras. Interestingly, a kaloomte’ title 

appears at Toniná during the reign of Ruler 8 at the end of the eighth century (Martin and 

Grube 2008:189). The kaloomte’ title is often associated with a direction. This may be 

the case at Chinkultic as well; Stuart (personal communication, 2013) suspects the lower 

left glyph block in B2 contains a directional glyph, either “east” or “west.”  

Finally, the glyphs comprising block C1 are also eroded—but we may still be able 

to discern some elements. The upper left block may read i-tz’a-ti, a word often used for 

scribes which means “learned person.” This phrase is particularly common in titles at 

Toniná. Finally, the glyph on the lower right clearly contains the ajaw vulture, or 

Thompson’s glyph T747a (Stuart, personal communication, 2013). It is clear, then, from 

even the fragments of information available, that the text on this stela is discussing a 

ruler, surely the ruler depicted below.  

 

Discussion: The Accession Monuments 

The presence of an accession phrase on Monument 38 suggests that this group of 

monuments represents the standardized way in which accession was depicted at 

Chinkultic. This would be in keeping with other Maya sites like Piedras Negras and 
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Palenque, where accession was depicted in a certain way at each site. At Piedras Negras, 

for example, the ruler sits in a niche atop a scaffold (Proskouriakoff 1960; Schele and 

Miller 1986:111). Late Classic Palenque accessions often involve a “tri-figure 

composition” in which the ruler is surrounded by his parents, who hand him various 

implements of rulership (Schele 1976, 1979). At Bonampak, rulers were surrounded by 

nobles as they took office (Schele and Miller 1986:112-113). Late Classic Maya cities, in 

other words, often adopted a “formula” for depicting accession.  

The hieroglyphs that describe accessions, too, seem to stick to a specific formula 

(Proskouriakoff 1960; Stuart 1995; Eberl and Graña-Behrens 2004). In their study of 

throne names, Markus Eberl and Daniel Graña-Behrens (2004:102-103) described two 

basic types of accession phrases: one “related either to the office itself or to the reception 

of the royal insignia”, and another more focused on the royal insignia itself. Not only 

were the phrases themselves rather formulaic, but sites also tended to stick with specific 

ones. Stuart (1995:204) noted, for instance, that 

“Seating” [T644] was a popular statement of accession in the central Petén sites 
such as Tikal, but was virtually unknown at Piedras Negras, for instance. Hok' 
[joy – T684], in turn, never was employed by the scribes of Palenque, and neither 
of the terms was ever used in the relatively short-lived textual history of Quirigua.  

Interestingly, Wright’s analysis of accession terms (2011:153) revealed a pattern whereby 

rival polities often used different terms for accession, a move he suggested may have 

been calculated to differentiate one site from another.  

In both word and image, then, sites chose distinctive and consistent ways to 

represent accession. By depicting accession in a consistent way, Chinkultic was taking 

part in these broad outlines of Maya artistic programming—but it developed its own, site-

specific way to depict the taking of office. 
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With this in mind, what can the Accession Monuments of Chinkultic tell us about 

the site? Perhaps most importantly, they tell us that upon assuming office, the ruler 

wanted to be perceived as a warrior. Everything about these monuments, from the frontal, 

aggressive stance of the ruler to the distinctive shield and spear, points to a conception of 

the king at Chinkultic as someone both rich and bellicose. The jaguar cloak of Monument 

2, complete with hanging jaguar paws, reveals the king’s ability to control economic 

resources. His spear, shield, and headdress, meanwhile, position him as a warrior ready 

for battle; the deer headdress, in particular, carries militaristic weight. These monuments 

hint at potential solar affiliations for these kings as well: they carry solar shields, and the 

Monument 40 figure—the only surviving head from these monuments—wears the cruller 

of the Jaguar God of the Underworld.  

Accession and warfare imagery overlap at a number of Maya sites. At Yaxchilan, 

monuments record that both Shield Jaguar III and Bird Jaguar IV took captives shortly 

before their accession (Mathews 1988:159). Lintel 25 from Yaxchilan also celebrates the 

accession of Shield Jaguar III; on it, Lady Xoc conjures the Teotihuacan War Serpent, 

from whose mouth emerges a warrior dressed in Central Mexican finery. At Palenque, 

too, warfare is a consistent part of accession imagery. In the tri-figure arrangements 

common to Palenque accession scenes, the acceding ruler is handed implements of rule 

by his parents. On both the Palace Tablet and the Tablet of the Slaves, those implements 

include a military headdress and the took’-pakal, or “knife shield,” a Maya symbol of 

warfare (Stuart 2012:122). These sculptures tell us that the king’s role as warrior was an 

important aspect of his rule. Yet the clearly militaristic themes of Chinkultic Accession 

Monuments also contrast with some accession formulas. At Piedras Negras, for instance, 

the accession monuments referenced the power of the new ruler but also sought to place 

him in the cosmological center of the universe.  
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The Accession Monuments give us our first taste of the dynastic history of 

Chinkultic. Navarrete (1999:14), noting that Monuments 38 and 40 were found in the 

same architectural complex, suggests they represent the same ruler. However, the 

consistent suite of imagery, combined with the accession phrase on Monument 38, 

suggests to me that these monuments represent the accession of at least three different 

rulers. We cannot, at this time, pin down dates or names—but this small corpus of 

monuments is compelling evidence of dynasty, of kings who adhered to the same 

traditions as their forebears.  

The Accession Monuments of Chinkultic also document the development of 

regional iconography in this corner of the Maya area. These monuments, while 

fragmentary, use the same motifs to depict accession four different times: to take office, 

kings wore a standardized uniform of deer headdress, loincloth, and jaguar paws. Many 

of those motifs are familiar from elsewhere in Mesoamerica, but the creators of the 

Chinkultic monuments put them together in a local way. The deer headdress may be the 

clearest example: used in the Usumacinta region to mark secondary nobles or a particular 

military rank, the headdress appears at Chinkultic on the head of kings. This suite of 

consistent motifs at Chinkultic coalesces into a regional iconographic system. Scholars 

have identified regional iconography in other parts of Mesoamerica, particularly at 

Palenque and in the Usumacinta region. We can now add Chinkultic to the list of Maya 

areas with distinctive motifs used consistently over time.  

 

Monument 9: Another Potential Accession Monument 

From the glyphs and consistent iconography of Monuments 2, 38, and 40, we know that 

they represent the accession of rulers at Chinkultic. One other monument, discovered on 
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the acropolis at Chinkultic, also depicts a ruler. The glyphs are too deteriorated to make 

out specific phrases, and the image is slightly different from that of the monuments 

discussed above. Several factors, however, including the glyphs, iconography, and 

context of the monument, suggest that this sculpture represents an accession monument 

too.  

Monument 9 (figs. 69-70) is enormous compared with Monuments 2, 38, and 40. 

The largest fragment measures 1.42 meters in height, but when combined with other 

fragments and the base of the monument, it would originally have measured almost three 

meters high. It is 0.84 meters wide, and a hefty 0.28 meters in thickness (Navarrete 

1984:25). The sculpture depicts an individual standing frontally; we can see his face in 

profile as he looks to the left. He wears an enormous headdress, a collar, and belt; he 

carries an unidentified object in his right hand (to the viewer’s left) and a shield in his 

left. A line of glyphs descends in a vertical line from the top left corner of the monument, 

ending just in front of his face. 

Monument 9 was first discovered by Frans Blom during a visit to the site in 1928 

(Blom and Duby 1957:53, fig. 13), but Blom did not publish the monument until 1957, 

when it appeared in the second volume of La Selva Lacandona. Blom notes that since his 

visit to Chinkultic in 1925, the area around Group A had been burned, revealing the 

presence of a monumental staircase and buildings atop the hill. Blom discovered 

Monument 9 at the top of the stairway, “overlooking the drop” (Blom and Duby 1957:53; 

translation mine).6 A photograph published by Gallegos (1976:51) shows the base of the 

monument, still set in its caja or pit, during the clearing of Upper Group A (fig. 71).  

                                                 
6 Blom was sitting on Monument 9, in fact, when he first saw the cenote (Blom and Duby 1957:53). 
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The first known photograph of Monument 9 appears in a report submitted to the 

Dirección de Monumentos Prehispánicos by Richard Ceough in 1944 (fig. 72); the 

photograph was taken in 1943 (Ceough 1944b:7). The photograph depicts the stela in 

three fragments, and it is an important documentation because one of those fragments has 

since disappeared. None of the published photographs of this monument show the third 

fragment. In addition, most images of this monument (Agrinier 1969:foto 30; Navarrete 

1984:fig. 36) depict the two largest fragments put together incorrectly. As Ceough’s 1943 

photo reveals, the fragment that is usually shown in the center of the monument actually 

belongs on the right side. Ceough re-photographed this monument in 1944 and again in 

1945 (fig. 73).  

A number of factors lead me to suggest that this monument is also an accession 

monument. The first clue is the row of glyphs on the left side of the monument’s surface. 

For the most part, the glyphs are too deteriorated to read, but as Nikolai Grube (2002) 

first discerned, the glyph in position A6 is the Chinkultic emblem glyph. This glyph also 

appears on a monument discovered in the ballcourt (fig. 112; Navarrete 2001; Grube 

2002), and on the ballcourt marker from La Esperanza (fig. 1; Kowalski 1989a), where 

the ballplayer is named as “Lord of Chan” (Grube 2002). Even without the rest of the 

text, then, we can be sure that this monument names the person depicted as the ruler of 

Chinkultic. 

The iconography of Monument 9, including the headdress and the accoutrements 

of the ruler, also suggests it is an accession monument. First, the figure on this sculpture 

wears a “cruller” associated with the Jaguar God of the Underworld. The same cruller is 

worn by the ruler on Monument 40. Second, he wears an enormous headdress that is 

similar to those worn by rulers on Monuments 38 and 40. It consists of a massive 

trapezoidal base, marked with diagonal lines that create triangles. Unlike the rulers on 
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Monuments 38 and 40, this king does not have a deer on top of his headdress. Instead, the 

headdress is topped with three embellished dome-like objects. Other aspects of the 

iconography of this monument also correspond with the Accession Monuments: the ruler 

carries a shield in one hand, and an incense bag in the other. The incense bag, like that on 

Monument 2, is topped with the Teotihuacan War Serpent. And while we cannot see 

whether this ruler once wore jaguar paws, he does wear a jaguar head at his belt. 

Together, these factors suggest we can classify Monument 9 as an accession monument.  

Several scholars have argued that this monument evinces connections to the 

northern Maya lowlands. Proskouriakoff (1950:149), in her stylistic seriation of Maya art, 

noted similarities between the headdress of the Stela 9 figure and Stelae 11 and 14 at 

Uxmal; Kowalski (1989b) reiterated this similarity. Like on Stela 9, the headdresses from 

Uxmal consist of an exaggerated, broad base with elements on top. While these 

headdresses appear similar, however, they also differ in significant ways. The figure on 

Uxmal Stela 14 (fig. 74) is epigraphically identified as Lord Chaac; as Taube (1992a:219) 

explains, Chaac appears regularly at Chichén Itzá and the Puuc sites with his broad-

brimmed headdress. However, there are no references to Chaac in the iconography of 

Monument 9 or the Chinkultic Accession Monuments. They seem, instead, to focus on 

the king’s role as warrior. The Uxmal headdresses also include feathers, while the 

accession headdresses of Chinkultic are—rather unusually—feather-free. Thus, while the 

headdresses at Chinkultic are structurally similar to those from the northern Maya area, 

there is no indication they share the same meaning. The glyphs provide few answers here; 

while they once included a date, they are too eroded to read. If connections to the 

northern Maya lowlands seem somewhat tenuous, we can at least conclude that this 

sculpture adheres in many ways to the accession formula at Chinkultic, and we may 

consider it part of the group of Accession Monuments from the site.  
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THE COLUMN MONUMENTS 

 

The glyphs and consistent imagery of the Accession Monuments indicate a clear standard 

for the depiction of rulership at Chinkultic. Another group of monuments at the site 

demonstrates a different but remarkably cohesive tradition: rituals conducted with 

captives or secondary nobles, perhaps from subsidiary sites. This group includes 

Monuments 1, 7, 17, 18, 20, and 43. In addition, Monument 3 may be part of this group, 

and Monuments 8 and 38 include some of the distinctive iconographic traits from this 

series as well. Most of these monuments were discovered in and around the ballcourt at 

Chinkultic (Navarrete 1984), but others were found in the nearby ranch (Monument 1; 

Blom and La Farge 1926-27) and in Group B (Monument 43; Navarrete 2011).7 

Carlos Navarrete (1984, 1999) was the first to identify the similarities among 

many of these monuments, and it is from his analysis that the group gets its name. Each 

monument in this series depicts a primary figure standing on the right side of the 

monument. On each monument, the figure is elaborately dressed, with fine accoutrements 

and a large headdress. Each figure extends his right arm over a kneeling subordinate 

figure who occupies the lower left corner of the frame. The subordinate figures are also 

dressed, and they look up at the primary figure above them. Several of these kneeling, 

subsidiary figures make gestures of deference, with their left arm crossed over their chest, 

left hand at right shoulder. Behind each kneeling figure is a vertical element, first 

identified by Navarrete (1984:58) as a “column.” The shaft of the element is often 

marked with vertical striations, and it is topped by several horizontal bands of flags and 

                                                 
7 See Figure 54 and Figure 106 for information about the context of the monuments. 
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crossed bands. On top of each column in this series is a small figure. The figures vary 

from monument to monument, but include birds, monkeys, and a human head and torso. 

There is some variation in this group: some monuments do not include a column, 

while others have no kneeling figure, although in certain cases this may be due to 

breakage. Regardless of these slight variations, however, this group of monuments 

appears to depict the same ritual. This consistent demonstration of ritual hints at a 

developed artistic tradition at Chinkultic—one that reveals important information about 

politics, history, and identity at the site. The iconography of this group is remarkably 

consistent, but the variations among the Column Monuments offer points of entry into the 

meaning of ritual performance at Chinkultic. 

 

History and Context of the Column Monuments 

Navarrete (1984, 1999) was the first to identify these monuments as a cohesive group, but 

the individual sculptures were discovered as early as the 1920s. The most recent 

discovery, Monument 43, was first published in 2011. 

Monument 1 (figs. 75, 76) was discovered by Frans Blom and Oliver La Farge 

during their travels through the region in 1925 (1926-27:429-430). At El Rincon, a ranch 

that lay on the ruins of Chinkultic, they visited the ranch house, which lay “at the foot of 

a large mound” (1926-27:429). Set into the stairs leading up to the house were three 

fragments, including Monument 1. Of the stela, Blom and La Farge noted the coarse 

stone and carving that followed the curve of the stone on the upper left (1927:430). They 

were able to read the first two glyphs, and consulted with Morley on potential Long 

Count matches. They also illustrated the stela (1926-27:fig. 360). Importantly, their 

illustration shows two fragments (fig. 75). The large fragment consists of the upper row 
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of glyphs and the primary figure. The small fragment consists of the figure who sat atop 

the column. This small fragment has since been lost. As displayed in the Museo Regional 

in Tuxtla, the stela is missing the small fragment. As a result, our only information about 

the figure on this fragment comes from archival photographs.  

Monument 7 (fig. 77) was discovered by Blom and La Farge (1926-27) in the 

Group C ballcourt. Navarrete (1984:23) describes its original location as “en el interior de 

la estructura,” but I have found no other details or documentation that the Monument was 

excavated or even removed from the structure. By the time Navarrete began his work at 

the site, the monument had been exposed to considerable fire damage (Navarrete 

1984:23). Despite the damage, the monument remains whole. Navarrete speculated (ibid) 

that it once stood on the top of the western structure of the ballcourt with other stelae, like 

Monuments 4 and 5. 

Monument 17 (fig. 78) originally stood in the plaza in front of the ballcourt. 

Discovered by Eduardo Martinez in 1969, the monument was broken into six pieces. The 

monument lay right next to where it had been displayed; the “espiga” or base of the 

monument was still set into the ground (Navarrete 1984:31). 

Monument 18 (79) was recorded by Ceough (Corin and Ceough 1947:fig. 41). 

Blanche Corin, who prepared Ceough’s final report, recorded it only as a “stela recently 

discovered” in the caption to the photograph. Navarrete (1984:32) wrote that the 

monument was discovered in the 1969 field season in fill near Platform A of the 

ballcourt, but was apparently unaware that Ceough had seen the monument in 1946.  

Unlike the other monuments in this group, Monument 20 (fig. 80) suffered 

unusually heavy damage, and its design is barely intelligible. The monument was 

discovered in 1969; it had apparently fallen from Platform B of the ballcourt (Navarrete 
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1984:33). Despite the damage to the monument, we can still make out the design and 

place it within the Column Group. 

Monuments 1, 7, 17, 18, and 20 make up the primary group of Column 

Monuments. Two additional monuments, Monument 3 (fig. 100) and Monument 43 (figs. 

103-105), probably belong to this group as well. They are discussed individually below, 

but I have also incorporated them into the comparative discussion.  

 

Styles of Carving in the Column Group 

This discussion focuses largely on iconographic themes in the Column Group—but it is 

important to mention the style of these monuments as well. The Column Monuments 

display a wide variation in style. Monument 1, whose date is a subject of some debate, 

seems stylistically early to me when compared with other monuments from Chinkultic. 

The standing figure shares the proportions of rulers depicted at Yaxchilan. Proskouriakoff 

(1950:187) disagreed, placing it in her Late Classic “Decadent” phase, which she dated 

between 9.19.0.0.0 and 10.3.0.0.0. Other monuments in this group display a carving style 

similar to the Usumacinta centers, including Monument 18 and Monument 43. 

Monument 20 is too eroded to reliably discern the carving style, although in proportions 

it seems quite similar to Monument 18. 

The stylistic outliers in this group are Monuments 7 and 17. On Monument 7, the 

proportions seem elongated, and the lines read as if the sculptor were more comfortable 

with strict horizontals and verticals than with the sumptuous curves of other monuments. 

The space of the stela is much more condensed than on Monuments 18 and 20; all the 

figures overlap each other, as if scrunched into too small a space. On Monument 17, 

meanwhile, the sinuous curves of Monument 18 are all but lost. This monument is an 
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explosion of frenetic activity. Like Monument 7, it features every little negative space, 

and the details of the scene are worked in such proximity that the carving feels busy. 

This, I would put forward, is one of the latest monuments in the group. 

We have only a few dates to anchor our understanding of this group. On 

Monument 1, Blom and La Farge (1926-27:430) first read the date as 12 Ahau 8 ? . 

Mathematically, this meant a Long Count date of 9.11.0.0.0; 9.14.15.0.0; 9.17.10.0.0; or 

10.0.15.0.0. Sylvanus Morley, who checked most of their dates for Tribes and Temples, 

thought that 10.0.15.0.0 12 Ahau 18 Kumku was most likely. Proskouriakoff (1950:187) 

agreed with the 10.0.15.0.0 date, although she also cited a suggestion by Thompson 

(1937) of 9.17.0.0.0. Less confusing is the date on Monument 7. Blom and La Farge 

(1927:432-433) showed the monument to Morley, who noted (1938:317-318) that the 

inscribed date was unusual because it presents an Initial Series without an accompanying 

introducing glyph. According to Morley, “The only explanation that can be offered for 

such highly irregular and, the writer believes, from the Maya point of view gross 

omissions, is the provinciality of the sculptors who carved these particular monuments” 

(ibid). Morley read the date as 9.17.10.0.0, a reading Proskouriakoff supports. Thus, 

despite the confusion surrounding Monument 1, both of these monuments fall within 

forty years of one another, indicating that this ritual took place in the second half of the 

eighth century and perhaps the beginning of the ninth. 

 

The Primary Figure on the Column Monuments 

On each monument in this group, a figure stands on the right side of the scene (see 

comparison of monuments in fig. 81). I refer to this figure as the primary figure because 

he is clearly the most important person on the monument. He is acting, in contrast to the 
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kneeling figures below him, who are acted upon. Considered in light of other Classic 

Maya monuments, these primary figures certainly represent rulers. They indicate their 

power not only by acting upon smaller, kneeling people, but also with elaborate 

headdresses, flowing robes, and ornamented ankle- and wristbands. 

On the majority of sculptures in the group, the primary figure wears long robes. 

The robes are clearly visible on Monuments 7, 17, and 18; they are implied, despite 

erosion and breakage, on Monuments 20 and 43. The robes consist of hanging vertical 

elements, marked occasionally with squares, as on Monument 17.8 The robes completely 

cover the chest of the figure, and appear to hang to approximately mid-shin, although 

some may be slightly shorter. We can only see the lower legs and feet of the primary 

figure on Monuments 3, 7, and 17. From these depictions it appears that the figure wore 

knee and ankle bands as well.  

The outfit worn by the primary figure on these monuments is an unusual one, 

primarily because it covers the legs of the ruler and includes no belt assemblage. Typical 

kingly dress on Classic Maya monuments includes a headdress, collar or necklace, and a 

large belt assemblage with pendant loincloth. The legs are usually left bare. On the 

Chinkultic monuments, the robes cover the majority of the kingly body. This consistent 

style of dress at Chinkultic is rare, but a similar ensemble is worn by the ruler on Naranjo 

Stela 11 (fig. 82a; see also Naranjo Stela 21 in the same volume) and Sacul Stela 6 (fig. 

82b). On both of these monuments, the figure wears a long robe consisting of stacked 

horizontal rows of feathers. Particularly interesting are the tabs on either side of the 

feather panel on Naranjo Stela 11: square and irregularly placed, they call to mind similar 

tabs on Monument 17 from Chinkultic. 

                                                 
8  Interestingly, the figure on Monument 3 from Tenam Puente may also wear long robes (see figure 100). 
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Many of the primary figures on the Column Monuments also wear necklaces of 

human heads; this is true of Monuments 7, 17, and 18, and 3.9  The figures on 

Monuments 1 and 43 do not wear human heads, and on Monument 20, erosion has made 

the details of the neck and collar area impossible to discern. While necklaces or collars of 

decapitated heads appear elsewhere in Maya art, this theme is particularly consistent at 

Chinkultic. The necklace appears on several other monuments from the site, including 

Monument 8 (fig. 83a) and an unnumbered monument published by Navarrete (fig. 83b; 

2000:288). All of these heads hang upside-down, with their hair streaming below them. 

Some are quite realistic, like those on the unnumbered monument. Others are much more 

stylized, like the ones on Monument 17. In all cases, the heads are much smaller than 

actual human heads, suggesting they are either shrunken heads or representations of 

heads.  

It is important, from the start, to distinguish these necklaces from other collars 

with heads commonly worn by rulers; see, for example, Lintel 14 from Yaxchilan 

(Graham and von Euw 1977:14). These heads are right-side-up, and probably represent 

ancestors, much like the heads on belt assemblages like those found in the tomb of Pakal 

(see Miller and Martin 2004:236). The heads on the Chinkultic collars are upside-down, 

their long hair dangling. This presentation signifies something different. On the 

Chinkultic monuments, we are looking at “wild hair,” which, as Houston and his 

colleagues note, often appeared on captives and death gods. “This stiff, wiry hair may 

come from a lack of combing”, Houston et. al continue, “…or a matting from 

preservative fluids, tanning, or exposure to the sun” (2006:25).  

                                                 
9 The necklace on Monument 7 is extremely eroded, but personal examination of the stela, combined with 
raking light photography in 2011, revealed that the ruler does wear a necklace of upside-down human 
heads.  
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Comparative examples of decapitated head necklaces reveal connections to 

warfare and the ancestors. In the Usumacinta region, the heads seem to be particularly 

associated with warfare. On Yaxchilan Lintel 9, for example, Bird Jaguar IV wears an 

elaborate “bib” that mimics the shape of the traditional plated armor worn by rulers of the 

site (fig. 84). The bib covers his entire chest and midsection and seems to combine with 

or cover the belt assemblage, ending in a central point around his knees. This bib contains 

six upside-down heads with dangling hair. On five of the heads, hair dangles beneath the 

forehead; on the central head, the hair looks beaded; it is unclear whether this is actual 

hair, or a representation of such. The face of each head is more or less the same, with 

small circles for eyes and mouths in the shape of an “o”. On Lintel 12 from Yaxchilan, 

meanwhile, Shield Jaguar IV wears a bib that ends in an upside-down human head with 

the same beaded hair. As if to reinforce the connotations of death afforded by the head, 

his garment is ornamented with crossed bones. Decapitated head necklaces appear at 

Bonampak as well, where Yajaw Chan Muwaan wears an upside-down head in Room 2 

of the famous murals (fig. 66b).  

Like on the Chinkultic necklaces, it is unclear whether we are looking at actual 

human heads, or artistic representations of them. Houston and his colleagues (Houston et. 

al 2006:72) suggest that they may have been real, noting Aztec practices of preserving 

heads captured in battle (Klein 1986:142). What is clear is that the heads, as carved into 

stelae at Yaxchilan and at Chinkultic, are not differentiated from one another; their 

individuality, it seems, was not important.  

Necklaces of decapitated heads have also been recovered from the area around 

Quen Santo. At the hilltop settlement of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo, Eduard Seler 

recovered two sculptures together with a stela (fig. 85); the sculptures depict humans 

wearing necklaces with decapitated heads, their hair streaming downwards. One figure 
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wears three heads on his chest, while another wears only one (Seler 2003:101, Fig. 140). 

Similar sculptures were discovered throughout this region: Seler compared the Quen 

Santo, figures, for instance, to one he found at Tres Lagunas in the collection of Gustav 

Kanter, and Navarrete (1979) documented others from Chaculá. The Tres Lagunas 

sculpture wears a collar with three heads; Seler (2003[1901]:61-66) believed the heads 

may have born some relation to shrunken heads from South America. In addition to 

depictions of people wearing heads, Seler found ceramic heads in the caves at Quen 

Santo (2003:figs. 54, 55, 265-269) and stone heads in the area between the hilltop 

settlement and the caves below (fig. 85; 2003:fig. 180). One ceramic head from Cave 1 

(2003:fig. 266) looks exactly like the heads depicted in sculpture, with straight, long hair 

hanging away from the face and a mouth in the shape of an “o.” Interestingly, one stone 

head recovered by Seler had holes in the sides, indicating it could have been used as a 

pendant (Seler 2003[1901]:112).  

While the decapitated head necklaces of the Usumacinta region seem to be 

associated with warfare, the heads of Quen Santo indicate a connection with ancestors 

and the dead. As I demonstrate in Chapter 5, Quen Santo was a center for mortuary ritual, 

where the artistic program features a strong overlap between crossed arm sculptures, 

which I argue represent mummy bundles, and individuals wearing decapitated heads. The 

“o” shaped mouths of many of the heads are a motif of significant time depth, appearing 

on sculptures as early as the Middle Preclassic (Guernsey 2012:133-139). As Guernsey 

(2012:133-139) has shown, the “o” shaped mouth associates these sculptures with ideas 

of death, exhalation, and the ancestors. Unlike the upside-down head necklaces of the 

Usumacinta region, these heads are not explicitly connected with themes of warfare—but 

in both contexts, the decapitated heads are clearly associated with death.  Interestingly, 

the lowest head from Bird Jaguar IV’s head necklace on Yaxchilan Lintel 9 is not just a 
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head: we can also see the individual’s arms crossed over his chest, just like the crossed-

arm figures from Quen Santo. This suggests some overlap between the themes I have laid 

out here. 

The standard “uniform” for the primary figures of the Column Group consisted of 

long robes and necklaces of decapitated heads—but there was some variation within the 

group. On Monument 1, for example, the ruler is dressed in an outfit that does not match 

the clothing worn by figures on the other monuments in the group. His necklace does not 

show any evidence of human heads. Instead, it consists of a central round element and a 

semi-circle of plated tabs. This echoes the necklace on Monument 3, as well as the 

necklace on Monument 43, both discussed below. Whether those variations were the 

results of different costumes worn for the ritual, different artistic choices, or simply 

different time periods is unclear.  

For the most part, the robes and necklaces worn by figures on the Column 

Monuments are consistent, and this is true of their headdresses as well. On Monuments 1, 

3, 7, 17, and 43 the figures wear essentially the same headdress (see comparison in fig. 

86). The headdresses in Monuments 18 and 20 are damaged, but what little we can see 

suggests they are also the same. The headdresses share a large central eye, a flared frontal 

nose ridge, and dangling elements that hang in front of the face. Feathers splay from the 

top of each headdress—a sharp contrast to the Accession Monuments of Chinkultic, 

which feature no feathers at all. 

Comparison with other Classic Maya monuments reveals that this headdress is 

quite common and is associated with a variety of activities, including warfare and 

scattering rituals. A particularly similar example comes from the site of Bonampak, 

where Stela 3 (fig. 87) depicts Yajaw Chan Muwaan, the ruler of the site, performing a 

scattering ritual above a kneeling captive (Mathews 1980). Like the Chinkultic 
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headdresses, Yajaw Chan Muwaan’s headdress is an enormous zoomorphic head. A large 

eye is visible immediately above the head of the Bonampak ruler, and the snout extends 

upward to the left. Yajaw Chan Muwaan’s head is positioned so that it appears to be 

emerging from the jaws of the monster, with the lower jaw stretching beneath his 

elaborate mosaic collar. The top of the headdress features an explosion of feathers that 

emerge from the top and back of the zoomorphic head. Particularly similar to the 

monuments of Chinkultic are the three dangling elements that hang in front of Yajaw 

Chan Muwaan’s face.   

The headdress appears in a scattering context at Bonampak, but it is associated 

with warfare at Piedras Negras and Palenque. At the former site, it is featured on several 

“warrior stelae” (Stone 1989), particularly Stelae 7 (fig. 88) and 26. On these 

monuments, the headdress is depicted frontally. On Stela 26, dated to 627 CE (Stone 

1989:158), the head of the Piedras Negras king emerges from the jaws of the zoomorphic 

animal just like Yajaw Chan Muwaan on Bonampak Stela 3. On both Stelae 7 and 26 

from Piedras Negras, the headdress is constructed of platelet mosaic pieces, and the 

central snout is topped by a similar display of exuberant feathers and scrolls that emerge 

from the chimney-like top. This headdress features a bifurcated tongue that hangs to the 

belt assemblage of the ruler; he holds a weapon in his right hand and a rectangular shield 

in his left, and captives kneel at his feet on the left and right. Stela 7 (fig. 88), dated 

almost one hundred years later to 731 CE, is similar: here, we can see the ruler’s face 

emerging from another frontal zoomorphic head, made of larger mosaic pieces with a 

trapeze-and-ray element topping the enormous headdress. On this stela we can see more 

clearly that the dangling elements represent plumes stuck into the nostrils of the creature. 

At Palenque, meanwhile, a tablet from Temple 17 depicts Kan Bahlam, holding a spear 
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and incense bag, standing over a kneeling captive and wearing the familiar plated 

headdress. 

According to Stone (1989), this headdress derives from the plated mosaic helmets 

of Teotihuacan. Karl Taube (1992b:60-61) argues more specifically that it derives from 

the War Serpent on the Temple of Quetzalcoatl. First introduced to the Maya area in the 

Early Classic (see, for example, Tikal Stela 31; Stone 1989:157), the motif was modified 

over the next several hundred years. Even in the Late Classic period, however, this 

headdress would still have carried powerful “outsider” affiliations and was used in the 

context of political expansion and warfare (Stone 1989). It occurs in both scattering and 

warfare-related contexts. The lack of weapons on the Chinkultic monuments suggest it 

may be shown there in a scattering context.  

The headdresses worn by the primary figures on the Chinkultic Column 

Monuments are variations on this mosaic headdress—but they do exhibit some 

significant differences from examples at Bonampak and Piedras Negras. First, on the 

Chinkultic stelae, none of the headdresses have a lower jaw, so the head of the ruler is 

never explicitly depicted as emerging from the zoomorphic maw. Second, the style of the 

Chinkultic monuments is different. Put quite simply, although the component parts are 

recognizable, the headdresses at Chinkultic look different from other Maya examples. 

They appear abstracted, reduced to a combination of parts. The upper jaw of the 

zoomorphic being, for instance, is on the Chinkultic monuments reduced to a strong 

diagonal element, almost unrecognizable as part of a mouth. Unlike other monuments at 

Chinkultic, which successfully replicate both the style and iconography of well known 

Classic Maya sites, the headdresses of the Column Monuments reveal a disconnect 

between the source of the iconography and its expression in the Comitán Valley.  
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In addition to the long robes, elaborate collar assemblage, and zoomorphic 

headdress, the primary figure on each of the Column Monuments carries an incense bag. 

The bags vary from monument to monument. The figure on Stela 17, for instance, carries 

a bag with a horizontal element at the top and then several layers of vertically striated 

material. In contrast, the figure on Stela 18 carries a bag with the head of the Teotihuacan 

War Serpent, much like that on the incense bag from Monument 2. We can see its eye 

and brow ridge, its nose, and a flare that extends from the nose around the back of the 

head. On Monument 20, the outlines of a bag hanging from the primary individual’s right 

hand are clear. On Monument 7 it is impossible to tell whether there was, at some point, 

an incense bag, but on Monument 1, archival photographs reveal that a bag originally 

dangled from the primary figure’s right arm. On Monument 43, certain parts of the design 

on the lower fragment might indicate the primary figure held a bag attached to his arm. 

Finally, the incense bag on Stela 3 is quite clear: held by the primary figure in his left 

hand, on the viewer’s right, the bag consists of a horizontal knotted element on top, with 

a trapeze-and-ray symbol below; this bag will be discussed in more detail in the section 

on Monument 3, below.  

The incense bags are one indication that we could be witnessing a scattering 

ritual. The gesture made by each primary figure is another clue. On four of the 

monuments in this series, the primary figure makes a similar gesture with his right hand. 

Palm down, the figure touches his thumb and forefinger together on Monuments 17, 18, 

and 20. On Monument 7, his hand is also more or less palm down, but he does not touch 

his fingers together. Other monuments from this group showcase different gestures. On 

Monument 1, for instance, the figure curls his fingers as if making a fist, with his thumb 

resting on top. Monument 43 is broken through the primary figure’s hand, preventing a 

secure gesture designation. On Monument 3, meanwhile, the primary figure holds his arm 
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down at his sides, with his palm out towards the secondary figures on the left. Like other 

aspects of these monuments, then, the hand gestures display similarities but also 

variations on a basic pattern.  

The scattering ritual is one of the most widespread events recorded on Maya 

sculpture, but as a ritual it remains enigmatic. Much of our information about scattering 

comes from epigraphic evidence (Stuart 1984, 2011). The ritual involves a ruler or elite 

scattering a substance, sometimes on an altar, over a captive, or on the ground. Stelae 

depicting scattering rituals were usually found in plazas or in front of temples, suggesting 

that they served as a “stand-in” for the king himself (Stuart 2011:265). Scattering could 

take place with blood (Stuart 1984), water, maize, or incense. Stuart (2011:264) reports 

texts that describe the casting of incense or resin called ch’aah. On carved stone 

monuments, scattered material sometimes takes the form of long scrolls, while other 

times it appears as rows of tiny dots.  Scattering rituals were often performed to celebrate 

period endings (see Stuart 1996) and, as Stone and Zender (2011:69) noted, to “call forth 

spirits from the otherworld realm.” Stone and Zender (2011:69) also point out that “the 

act of scattering recalls the act of sowing corn seeds,” and as such was imbued with 

generative power.  “The gesture was so conventionalized in Maya art”, they note, “that a 

downturned hand could imply a scattering action even in the absence of any ejected 

material” (2011:69). Thus while there are no materials falling from the hands of the 

primary figures on the Column Group, these monuments could still depict a scattering 

ritual.10 
                                                 
10 The clearest example of a scattering ritual at Chinkultic is on Monument 29. Discovered in 1976 
(Navarrete 1976:54), Monument 29 was being used as an altar during the last stage of the ballcourt. The top 
part of the monument is missing, but we can see an individual wearing long robes and holding an incense 
bag. His right arm is extended, palm out, in a classic gesture of scattering. Only a few feathers remain of 
the headdress. Navarrete (1984:37) suggests this monument was created during the Late Classic period but 
used until the Early Postclassic Period, and that its reuse as an altar indicates continued veneration of the 
sculpture. 
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The Secondary Figures on the Column Monuments 

We have traced the similarities and differences in the primary figures on this group of 

monuments and found that while there exists some variation between stelae, the depiction 

of rulers on the Column Monuments is remarkably consistent. The same is true for the 

secondary figures: each one is an individual, with different dress and accoutrements—but 

considered together, these secondary figures are consistent from monument to monument. 

The identification of these figures is difficult because of damage to the monuments, but I 

suggest that they represent secondary nobles, witnesses to the scattering ritual performed 

by the rulers of Chinkultic.  

The secondary figures of the Column Monuments kneel or sit on the bottom left 

corner of each scene (see fig. 81). Each secondary figure looks up at the primary figure or 

ruler above. The secondary figures are all dressed. The figure on Monument 7 wears 

some type of backsloping headdress. We can also see some cloth elements that indicate 

he is dressed. He carries a mallet-like instrument in his right hand; it is slanted diagonally 

towards the ground, calling to mind the Yaxchilan captive who holds a broken fan on 

Lintel 16. On Monument 17, the figure wears a more substantial headdress, as well as a 

collar consisting of round beads and tabs. Monument 18 features a secondary figure 

wearing similar garb, including a large collar or necklace, wrist cuffs, a headdress, and 

ear flares. On Monument 3, an outlier of the Column Monuments group, there are two 

captives. One stands behind the other, who kneels as he gesticulates towards the ruler. 

Each secondary figure makes a distinct gesture. At least two of the secondary 

figures cross one arm over the chest, touching the right shoulder with the left arm. This 

gesture is a common one, and it indicates subservience (Baudez and Mathews 1979:2). 
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On Monument 17, the secondary figure holds out his left hand as if to shake hands. The 

secondary figures on Monuments 20 and 43 are too eroded or fragmentary to discern, and 

on Monument 1, the lower left fragment has never been recovered. 

On many monuments in the Maya area, kneeling figures such as these are 

captives, but on the Column Monuments, the secondary figures are nowhere marked 

explicitly as such. Captives in Maya art are usually undressed, and their ear flares have 

been replaced with flowing strips of cloth or paper (Schele and Miller 1986; Baudez and 

Mathews 1979). They are also marked by ropes around their arms or legs. The secondary 

figures from Chinkultic are not marked as captives. Instead, they are well dressed, with 

headdresses and ear flares intact—and there are no explicit rope markings on their arms 

or legs.  

If the secondary figures are not captives, then who are they? Based on 

comparisons with monuments from other Maya sites, particularly in the Usumacinta 

region, I suggest these figures are secondary nobles, elite courtiers from Chinkultic or 

from surrounding sites. Late Classic Maya monuments commonly depict members of the 

royal court; they assist in rituals, take captives, and dance with the ruler, among other 

activities. As Sarah Jackson has explored (2005, 2013), these members are often titled, 

most commonly called sajals or aj k’uhuuns. Sajals are particularly prevalent in the area 

around the Usumacinta River; as Jackson (2013:65-66) notes, the title may be associated 

with duties related to war. 

Comparisons with other monuments provide the best evidence that that is what we 

are seeing at Chinkultic. Depictions from the Usumacinta area show rulers interacting 

with secondary nobles in a variety of ways. At Yaxchilan, for instance, Bird Jaguar IV 

dances with Ahk mo’, while at Piedras Negras, Parrot Chaak delivers captives to Ruler 7 
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on Stela 12 (fig. 89).11 On other monuments, rulers are depicted with kneeling nobles 

who seem to attend the ruler in some sort of ritual function. On the New Orleans panel, 

for instance, a sajal is pictured kneeling in a position of deference (fig. 90a); the same is 

true on Lintel 3 from Site R (fig. 90b; Jackson 2005:figures 3.23a and 3.24).   

As Charles Golden has explored (2010; see also Scherer and Golden 2014), 

throughout the Usumacinta area, representations of rulers with subsidiary lords reflect the 

control that larger sites maintained over smaller ones. The rulers of Yaxchilan, in 

particular, appear to have exercised strict control over their secondary centers, in part by 

depicting rulers and secondary nobles together in the center of the site (Golden 2010:378-

379). Sajals were particularly important here, and their frequent appearance on public 

monuments stresses their role in governance at the site (Jackson 2013:54). 

The characteristics of the kneeling figures on the Column Monuments, combined 

with depictions of sajals from the Usumacinta area, lead me to believe that the kneeling 

figures may be secondary nobles rather than captives. We do have more direct evidence 

for secondary nobles at Chinkultic, supporting the idea that rulers of the site maintained a 

political arrangement similar that of Toniná and the Usumacinta centers. Several 

monuments from Chinkultic, including Monument 10, and two unnumbered monuments 

depict two standing individuals. Based on comparisons with monuments from Yaxchilan, 

these standing pairs probably represent kings and nobles, and they indicate that 

Chinkultic was home to courtly elites who filled specific functions as part of the center’s 

court. Similarly, the kneeling figures from the Column Monuments may depict secondary 

nobles involved in rituals. Precedents for the involvement of courtly elites in royal rituals 

are particularly common from Yaxchilan, where subordinate figures appear as part of 

                                                 
11 For more on the dynamics between rulers and their courtly elites in the Usumacinta region, see Golden 
2010 and Jackson 2013. 
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scattering rituals. On Yaxchilan Stela 7 (fig. 91), a subordinate figure takes part in a 

scattering ritual, kneeling before the ruler in necklace, cape, and headdress. 

The corpus of Yaxchilan also raises questions, though, about the identity of these 

figures. A number of monuments from Yaxchilan, including Stela 19 and Stela 20 (fig. 

92; Tate 1992:fig. 146) depict the ruler standing over a kneeling subsidiary figure. The 

subsidiary figures are well dressed, yet the text is clear that they are captives. The 

subsidiary figure on Monument 19 wears a rope on his upper arm, but he still wears a 

headdress (fig. 92a). On Monument 20, the figure wears a headdress and cape, and there 

are no ropes on his arms—but the text of this monument records the capture of Ah Kan 

Cross (fig. 92b; Tate 1992:247-248). Could we be witnessing a similar scene at 

Chinkultic? It is possible that these captives once wore ropes that are now invisible 

because of erosion, and they are clearly in a position of deference.  

Despite these doubts, a number of factors convince me that the subsidiary figures 

are most likely courtly elites. They kneel and make gestures of deference, but they are 

well dressed, and do not wear ropes. Unlike the monuments of Yaxchilan, furthermore, 

the Column Monuments of Chinkultic do not depict the ruler holding weapons. On 

Monument 20 from Yaxchilan, the ruler stands above the captive holding a spear that 

literally disappears into the body of the kneeling figure. Shield Jaguar, moreover, is 

clearly dressed for war; he wears the same plated armor that appears on Lintels 44, 45, 

and 46, which depict him in the act of taking captives, and his jaguar headdress is similar 

to several headdresses from scenes of warfare at Bonampak. At Chinkultic, the rulers 

seem ready for ritual rather than warfare; they carry incense bags, wear long robes, and 

make scattering gestures. These factors, combined with the depiction of secondary nobles 

on other monuments from Chinkultic, suggests to me that the kneeling figures on the 

Column Monuments are nobles, not captives.  
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Why does it matter that these figures may be secondary nobles or elites? Because 

this indicates that the rulers of Chinkultic may have taken part in a similar system of 

governance as rulers from the Usumacinta region. Of course, as Sarah Jackson stresses in 

her recent exploration of Maya courtly elites (2013), no two Maya courts were alike. The 

details of courtly life at Chinkultic, and the ways in which rulers may have interacted 

with their court, must be a subject of future research. The question remains, for instance, 

whether these nobles represent members of a local court, or regional governors of 

subsidiary sites. Their presence on the Column Monuments indicates, though, that the 

Chinkultic polity probably did control neighboring regions or sites; and that through the 

erection of stela that explicitly stated the dominance of the center, they took part in 

similar modes of performance and identity production as other Classic Maya centers 

(Jackson 2013).  

From a close study of the primary and secondary figures, we can discern that 

these monuments reflect rituals that took place between the ruler of Chinkultic and 

members of the elite court. If we are fairly certain that the Column Monuments reflect a 

ritual taking place involving a ruler and a secondary noble, what other information can 

the monuments provide? The columns behind the secondary figures are particularly 

enigmatic—but they provide more information about what might be going on here. 

 

The Columns of the Column Monuments 

The majority of the monuments in this group – Monuments 1, 7, 17, 18, and 20 – feature 

a strange object on the left side of the composition, visible above and conceptually 

behind the kneeling figure (fig. 81). The vertical object appears to be tall and thin, 

leading Carlos Navarrete (1984:58) to designate it as a “column”. The columns are 
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clearest on Monuments 7, 17, and 18. Other monuments clearly had a column at one 

point—Monument 1, for instance—but it is no longer visible today. The height of the 

column varies, but it generally comes up to the middle of the ruler’s chest. On Monument 

7, the column is taller than the ruler, however, and on Monument 1 it only reaches his 

waist. The body of each column is marked with vertical striations, much like the fluting 

on its Greek namesake.  

These columns are not just plain objects, however: instead, they are decorated. 

The top of each column is marked with rows of fringe- or flag-like layers. On 

Monuments 7 and 18, for instance, a horizontal band at the top of the column is marked 

with a large “x” and paper streamers hang from beneath this band. Monument 17 is 

similar in that the uppermost horizontal band on the column features several x’s. The 

fringe-like elements on this column are the most ebullient, flaring outward at a sharp 

angle in a flurry of squiggles and shapes.  

Navarrete (1984:58) wrote that the columns on these monuments are unique in 

Maya art—but they do, in fact, have precedents in the Maya sculptural corpus. They bear 

a striking resemblance to cylindrical altars from the northern Maya area, aptly named 

column altars or picotes (Pollock 1980). Seler (1917) published the first known 

photograph of a column altar; more recently, Pollock (1980) collected examples of 

column altars from Kabah, Sayil, Uxmal, Oxkintok, and Nohpat, among other sites. The 

majority of column altars from these sites measure between 1 and 1.5 meters in height. 

These sculptures are wider at the top than at the bottom. The altars were found in great 

numbers at sites like Sayil and Uxmal. Of the 38 altars discovered at Sayil, for example, 

over half were column altars.12 Pollock notes (1980:274) that while many altars have 
                                                 
12 Pollock, for lack of a better system, designated column altars as altars whose height exceeded their 
width. Altars whose height was equal to or lesser than the width were designated as drum altars (Pollock 
1980:135).  
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been discovered, they doubtless represent only a percentage of the original number, and 

that in general column altars outnumber drum altars.  

Column altars from the northern Maya area replicate the basic shape of the 

objects from the Column Monuments at Chinkultic. What is more, some of these altars 

are carved with patterns that resemble the upper horizontal bands at Chinkultic (fig. 93a). 

On the tall column altars, carving usually consists of simple designs that Pollock 

(1980:322) designated the “twisted-rope and pleat design.” This design consists of two 

horizontal bands. The top band is made up of intertwined segments, like an extended 

figure 8. The second, lower part is a horizontal band divided by vertical lines into tab-like 

objects. The repetitive nature of this pattern—showing up six times alone at Oxkintok 

(Pollock 1980:322)—indicates it was a standard motif. 

These designs look very much like the decorated upper sections of the Chinkultic 

columns. Altars 25 and 26 at Oxkintok (Pollock 1980:fig. 552), for instance, display an 

intertwined band across the top of the column, with tabs below that resemble those on 

Monuments 7 and 18 from Chinkultic. At Uxmal, Altar 8 (fig. 93b) carries a similar 

pattern: an intertwined band, flanked by plain bands, with a row of tabular rectangles 

beneath. The carving on the upper portion of this altar emphasizes the decoration as 

additive rather than part of a uniform surface. The bands and tabs stand out from the 

smooth surface of the column as if a textile or paper band had actually been tied around 

the object. There is also some evidence that column altars may have been made of 

multiple pieces: at Oxkintok, for example, Miscellaneous sculpture M10 is a small 

sculpture, 20cm tall, that depicts the intertwined bands and tabs familiar from other 

column monuments. Pollock (1980:316, fig. 543a) reported that the top and bottom of the 

sculpture were “well cut and faced” and that it may have been the top of a “two-piece 

column altar.” 



 164 

Other carved column monuments from the northern Maya area hint at the possible 

associations they carried. At Uxmal, Altar 10 (fig. 93c) is a small column altar with a 

band of glyphs running across the top and a vertical glyphic panel on the side of the 

monument. First published by Seler (1917), the monument appears to celebrate an 

individual named E-Wits-Ajaw and his family (Grube 1994:323-324; Kowalski 

2003:221). The panel text mentions Lord Chaak, the Terminal Classic king of Uxmal, as 

well as four other individuals. As Kowalski (2003:220-221) details, three of the 

individuals are described as related to one another, and as “persons who witnessed or saw 

something in his presence”. The text around the top of Altar 10 discusses the parentage of 

E-Wits-Ajaw. Interesting, according to Ian Graham (personal communication, cited in 

Grube 1994:323), Altar 10 was originally discovered in Group 16 at Uxmal. This group is 

not part of the formal site center, and instead appears to be an elite residence. Altar 10 

was probably displayed there, then, as a record of E-Wits-Ajaw and his relationship with 

the king. As Grube (1994:324) notes, the text of Altar 10 “nicely confirms that high 

ranking nobles played an important role in the inscriptions of Uxmal as companions of 

the king”. Given my argument that the secondary figures on the Column Monuments 

represent nobles, it is particularly interesting to find evidence written on a column that 

nobles witnessed rituals in the presence of the king.  

Altar 10 points to the connections between kings, nobles, and Column 

Monuments. Altar 4 from Uxmal, meanwhile, points to ways in which the Chinkultic 

column altars may have been used, and suggests conceptual similarities with objects from 

Toniná and Yaxchilan. Altar 4 is a column altar, measuring 81cm high, and is 50cm 

across at the top, but only 40cm in diameter at the bottom (Pollock 1980:274-275). The 

text of Altar 4 is much shorter than that on Altar 10: there is only one glyph on the side of 

the monument, and it reads “4 Ajaw”. This calls to mind similar monuments from 
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Toniná, where a series of giant “ajaw” altars marked period endings and the ritual 

associated with them (see Stuart 1996; Becquelin and Baudez 1979-82).  

Although in a slightly different format, Uxmal Altar 4 probably represents an 

ajaw altar—and this provides insight into how the altar may have been used. As Stuart 

(1996; 2010:289-290) explains, for the Classic Maya, stones embodied periods of time. 

Stuart (2010:290) notes that a variety of stones could be used to mark periods of time—

but the culmination of significant periods often warranted a special carved stone. At 

Toniná, the ajaw altars were placed in a type of “diorama” in front of images of kings 

who enact a scattering gesture. In these cases, the altar served as a receptacle for the 

objects being scattered, whether blood, water, maize, or incense (Stuart 1996:160). Stuart 

(1996:160) argues that these stelae-altar pairs represent rituals “in stone…perpetual 

enactments of royal ceremony” rather than static portraits—and that the glyphic markings 

of time upon the altars indicate the ritual was associated with the completion of a period 

of time.  

The column altars at Chinkultic may also be analogous to altars at Yaxchilan. The 

altars at Yaxchilan are much shorter, but they are also columnar in shape—and associated 

with scattering rituals (Stuart 1996). At least twenty were recovered at the site (fig. 94b; 

see Tate 1992:268) and they took a consistent form: low and circular, with rings of 

glyphs carved on the top (see, for example, Altars 4 and 5, recovered from Structure 39 

and photographed by Morley [1938: plates 106b, 105a]). Altars from Yaxchilan take a 

backseat to the spectacular stelae, lintels, and hieroglyphic steps from the site—but as 

David Stuart (1996:157) points out, they were primary players in rituals involving 

bloodletting, rulers, and the passage of time. At Yaxchilan these short column altars 

appear in the material record, and they are also depicted on stelae. On Stela 1, for 

instance, a ruler stands in the center of the monument (fig. 94a). His hands stretch down 
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towards his feet with holy substance flowing from them onto an altar. The altar reaches to 

the middle of his shins, and the knots and bands that adorn its sides indicate it has been 

bound with cloth (Stuart 1996:157). Column altars from Yaxchilan suggest that altars 

were crucial players in bloodletting or scattering rituals involving rulers and subordinates, 

whether sajals or captives. At Yaxchilan, these rituals were tied to ideas of time keeping 

(Stuart 1996:157) and the glyphs on the altars usually mark period ending dates—similar 

to those at Toniná, among other Maya sites. They also tell us that altars could be bound 

and decorated, their stone surfaces covered by cloth, paper, or other woven materials.  

Column altars appear in the central Maya lowlands as well. At Tikal, the 

University of Pennsylvania excavations recovered three column altars (Jones and 

Satterthwaite 1982:83-85, fig. 62) from the center of the site. Column Altars 1 and 2 were 

discovered on opposite sides of the Great Plaza, but Jones and Satterthwaite (1982:84) 

note that the context of both altars may represent secondary locations. The column altars 

of Tikal are different from those of the Puuc region: while their shape is more or less the 

same, they were carved on top. All three altars from Tikal depicted seated captives, 

bound with rope; on Column Altars 1 and 2 a rope actually acts as a frame, encircling the 

image at the border of the stone (see Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:fig. 62). Column Altar 

1 probably dates to just before the 9.16.0.0.0 katun ending (Jones and Satterthwaite 

1982:84), or about 20 years before the known dates of Column Monuments at Chinkultic. 

Jones and Satterthwaite (ibid) suggest that the column altars of Tikal may once have been 

set into the ballcourt based on their similarity to markers from Copan, which are also 

carved on top. The column altars of Tikal, while similar in form, use imagery slightly 

differently and, unlike the other column altars discussed here, are explicitly identified 

with captives—and, presumably, with sacrifice. 
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Archaeologists recovered a number of column altars from Piedras Negras. Here, 

the altars were often placed on the central axis of buildings, as demonstrated in Structure 

R-9 (Satterthwaite 1944:18, fig. 8) in the South Group at the site. Satterthwaite (1944:18) 

noted that all the column altars in this building were exposed when the site was 

abandoned, suggesting they were late features of the site. In general, column altars from 

Piedras Negras were around 50cm in height, and tapered in width to become thinner at 

the bottom. Column Altar 4, located inside the temple building of Structure R-9, showed 

signs of burning. Some of the altars were buried with caches. Column Altar 1, for 

instance, was set over a cache that contained eccentric flints and obsidians, shell, and 

worked but uncarved pieces of jade, which Satterthwaite suggests were tools (1944:18). 

Three eccentric obsidians were discovered underneath Column Altar 3, while only sherds 

were discovered beneath Column Altar 4 (1944:12, 18).  

The Column Altars from Structure R-9 at Piedras Negras provide important 

contextual information and demonstrate an interaction between ritual action and the built 

environment. Placed in a line along the central axis of the building, the altars progressed 

from the court outside, to the stairs, and finally, to the interior of the temple. Based on 

their location and their association with evidence of fire, Megan O’Neil suggests that 

these column altars created “a ceremonial pathway up the building…In such a 

procession, ritual participants could have made offerings at each altar on the journey up 

the pyramid, and the altars’ continued presence materialized and made permanent this 

ceremonial pathway” (2012:125). The placement of the altars in R-9 hints at ideas of 

procession and performance, something the Column Monuments hint at as well. 

Column altars, then, were regular features of Maya sites, particularly in the 

northern lowlands, and I argue that the columns on the monuments of Chinkultic 

represent this type of object. What are we to do, then, with the complete lack of stone 
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altars from the site itself? I suggest that either the altars once existed in stone at 

Chinkultic and have since disappeared; or that they were constructed of perishable 

materials, like wood, and have since decomposed.  

The possibility that column altars at Chinkultic were constructed of wood is 

synchronous with Karl Taube’s suggestion that the columns on the Chinkultic 

monuments depict wooden posts. More specifically, Taube (1988:348, fig. 12.7a) argued 

that the columns are “clearly Classic forms of the Dresden acante.” The acantes from the 

Dresden Codex are world trees, and they appear on pages 25-28 (fig. 95). The acantes are 

tall, thin objects, with branches or plants coming out of the very top. A snake wraps itself 

across the upper portion of the shaft, which is also draped with a textile and a band with 

footprints that shoots out to the right. According to Taube (1988), the acantes described 

in the Dresden Codex may be wooden scaffolds, used for specific sacrifices. To Taube, 

the columns on the Chinkultic monuments are Classic versions of these wooden posts.  

In addition to suggesting that the columns represent standing posts, Taube argues 

that the scenes represent the presentation of a captive who will later be sacrificed against 

the post. He also suggests that the scene is a scattering ritual in which the ruler is 

sprinkling his own blood on the captive.13 While some elements of this interpretation are 

up for debate, Taube’s analysis does key into the important aspects of this scene, 

particularly the representation of a scattering ritual. Likewise, the moments of overlap 

between the Column Monuments and the Dresden Codex are intriguing. Taube 

(1988:348) points out that the top of the Dresden acante is covered with a snake, while 

the top of the columns at Chinkultic is a skyband. He notes the phonetic overlap between 

sky and snake: in many Maya languages it is the same word, suggesting a conceptual 

                                                 
13 Taube’s approach to scattering ceremonies reflects the prevailing conception of the ritual when the 
article was published; see, for example, Stuart 1984. 
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similarity between the two objects. Finally, it is interesting that the ritual depicted in the 

Dresden Codex occurs in the context of scattering and sacrifice. In each Dresden scene, 

we can see a figure on the right scattering small pellets, much like Classic-period 

depictions of the scattering ritual. In front of the tree on each scene, meanwhile, is a 

sacrificed animal. While the secondary figures on the Chinkultic monuments are not 

captives, this is a ritual associated with sacrifice. Whether the columns at Chinkultic 

would have been thought of as trees is unclear, but they do share certain affinities with 

the Dresden acantes.14  

The columns on the Column Monuments represent column altars similar to those 

found at other sites, and they may have been constructed with wood. We must also 

consider the possibility, however, that the altars on the monuments do represent stone 

altars that have since disappeared from the site—or that they depict exaggerations of 

shorter altars like those found at Chinkultic. Round stone altars have been discovered at 

Chinkultic, but all of them are shorter in stature than the column altars described above. It 

is difficult to tell whether these sculptures represent ballcourt markers or the short type of 

altar familiar from Yaxchilan. If there were stone column altars at Chinkultic, it is also 

possible that they were made up of several parts like the altars at Oxkintok, discussed 

above. These pieces would have been easier to transport than a full column altar. 

The column altars of Chinkultic and the northern Maya area also bear 

resemblance to a number of ceramic vessels from the northern Maya lowlands. One 

globular bowl at Dumbarton Oaks, for instance, displays the familiar interwined cord and 

flanged tabs at the top, with stepped frets and another intertwined cord at the bottom 

                                                 
14 MacLeod and Puleston (1978) argued that the Dresden acantes represent stalagmites based on the “tun” 
markings on the shaft of the object. Might this suggest that the acantun was stoney in nature? It is an 
interesting argument given the use of stalagmites as ceremonial objects at Late Classic Yaxchilan, and in 
caves throughout the region. For more information on cave ritual in the Comitán area, see Chapter 6. 



 170 

(Ishihara-Brito 2012:383-385). Ishihara-Brito noted that this type of fine ware is 

diagnostic of the Terminal Classic period in the northern Maya lowlands (2012:383). She 

compares the designs on the Dumbarton Oaks vessel to column altars as well as Puuc 

architecture and noted other examples in Madrid, Merida, and Mexico City.  

If the “columns” on the Column Monuments seem to replicate familiar forms 

from Maya art, the figures on top remain something of an enigma. Each column in this 

group of monuments is topped with a figure (fig. 96). Some of the figures are easily 

identifiable: on Monument 20, for instance, a monkey with a curling tail stands on top of 

the column and leans toward the ruler on the right. On Monument 18, a bird faces the 

ruler. Monument 17 features an animal that Navarrete (1984:58) has identified as a 

monkey, although this attribution is less clear because of breakage around the tail. The 

figure on Monument 1, meanwhile, seems to represent some type of anthropomorphic 

being, probably a bird of some sort.  

All of the figures discussed above are animals, which led Carlos Navarrete 

(1984:58-60) to suggest that they may have been trained animals, used by priests to 

“control the masses” during public rituals (1984:58; translation mine). The figure on top 

of the column on Monument 7, however, complicates this analysis: it is a human head 

and torso (fig. 96e). Navarrete (ibid) identified this as a monkey playing with an object, 

but it is clearly the top part of a human figure. We can see a head in profile, looking to 

the left, as well as an arm. The arm is bent at the elbow and extends out, to the left edge 

of the monument. A wrist cuff is visible on the arm, and the hand holds what appears to 

be a cacao pod. Unlike the monuments showing animals, this depiction indicates we are 

not to understand the figures literally. 

What are we to make of the figures atop these altars? I suggest they may be 

emblematic of the sajals (or captives) who kneel beneath them. In this sense, the figures 
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operate in the same way as the figures in the backrack of the Holmul dancer, an 

individual who often appears on Classic Maya vessels from Holmul. The elaborate 

backrack of the Holmul dancer usually includes a bird in the uppermost register, followed 

by a skyband, and then an enigmatic animal (Coe 1978:94-99; Reents-Budet 1991). On 

MS 1374, for instance (K633), three Holmul dancers occupy the majority of the scene 

(fig. 97). Each carries a different animal in his backrack, including a jaguar and two 

supernaturals, one that appears to represent a monkey (Reents-Budet 1991:220). These 

animals represent the “locations and tutelary deities of particular cities” (Houston et al. 

2006:26-27). That cities had tutelary deities is clearly indicated by Palenque (Berlin 

1963) as well as Colonial records of Postclassic towns being named after their specific 

tutelary personages (Bruce Love 1986). 

Other emblematic figures appear in the headdresses of Late Classic rulers. At 

Bonampak, for example, David Stuart (2006) has demonstrated that the headdress worn 

by Yajaw Chan Muwaan on Stela 2 is a representation of the name of the site, Vulture 

Hill. The headdress consists of several stacked “witz” heads (fig. 98). On top of the witz 

heads, a “haughty vulture” sits on a skyband, looking down at the scene below (Stuart 

2006:2). This is similar to the columns at Chinkultic, where animals, anthropomorphic 

beings, or humans appear on top of columns with horizontal rows that resemble 

skybands. At Machaquila, too, the headdresses of kings include skybands with animals 

seated on top (see, for example, Stela 4 and Stela 7 in Just 2007). 

Finally, another possibility is that the columns and figures that stand behind the 

kneeling figures on the Column Monuments are local incensarios. A number of elaborate 

incensarios have been recovered from the area around Comitán. These incensarios are at 

least one meter high and elaborately decorated (fig. 99). They resemble the tall 

incensarios discovered from Palenque in their height and elaboration (see Cuevas 2007); 
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Ball (1980:95) suggested the incensarios from the Comitán Valley are similar to and 

probably influenced by the Palenque incensario tradition in the Late Classic period. 

Interestingly, the lids of the incensarios display both humans and animals. On Monument 

7 from Chinkultic, a human head looks to the left and the figure holds a cacao pod in his 

hand. The image does bear some resemblance to a side view of an incensario from the 

Comitán region (fig. 99a; see also fig. 99c).15 The lid of this incensario depicts a 

squatting individual, his arm bent, holding something in his hand. Another incensario 

from the same region, currently displayed in the Museo Regional in Tuxtla Gutierrez, 

depicts a squatting monkey—an interesting format given the repetition of monkeys on the 

monuments from Chinkultic (fig. 99b).  

Incensarios placed atop the column altars at the site would make sense given the 

fact that it was a scattering ritual being performed. Again, the Dresden Codex provides a 

compelling comparison. On the bottom of pages 26, 27, and 28, a brazier stands between 

the individual and the acantun (see fig. 95). The individual throws small pellets—

probably incense—into the braziers. Other depictions in the Maya area depict rulers 

throwing small pellets into incensarios, including several stelae at Nim Li Punit (Stone 

and Zender 2011:69). Also, the bird on Monument 18 has a speech scroll. Perhaps this 

represents smoke, emerging from the lid of an incensarios.  

I argue above that these monuments represent some type of ritual involving rulers 

and secondary nobles, perhaps a scattering ritual. How do the columns and their figures 

affect this analysis? Without more information on what the columns represent, this 

answer must be speculative—but I suggest that the figures atop the columns are related to 

the kneeling individuals below. They could do this by indicating the hometown or 

                                                 
15 Navarrete (1990) indicates this incensario is from a tomb in Structure 1a of Chinkultic, but his 
excavation report (1976) does not describe the incensarios. 
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dynasty of the kneeling individual—but they could also indicate the supernatural 

presence or deity associated with that individual. This could be related to Jackson’s 

(2013) description of courtly elites who “supported” particular deities. Representations of 

the Holmul dancer suggest the idea that supporting certain deities was considered a 

burden of office, an obligation of the king (Houston et. al 2006:26). Jackson points out 

that this responsibility was one carried by courtly elites as well (2013).  

If the figures atop the columns are related to the secondary individuals—if they 

represent, for example, particular places or deities—then the repetition of the figures is 

meaningful. The appearance of a monkey on Monument 17 and Monument 20, for 

instance, may indicate we are witnessing a ritual that took place with the same individual, 

or with two individuals from the same place. 

The monuments in this group depict primary individuals, probably rulers, 

standing above kneeling subsidiary figures. These figures are most likely courtly elites, 

although we cannot completely dismiss the possibility that they represent captives. The 

columns behind the secondary figures are column altars, familiar from the northern Maya 

area as well as other locations, while the figures atop the columns probably represent 

tutelary deities associated with the kneeling figures below. As this analysis has 

demonstrated, the monuments that make up the core of the Column Group are consistent 

in their iconography—but several unusual monuments in this group could help us to 

clarify some of the details of this ritual and its representation at Chinkultic. 

 

Outliers: Monument 3 and Monument 43 

So far, we have examined the basic iconography of monuments in the column group. This 

iconography reveals that we are dealing with a ritual that took place between the ruler 
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and captives or members of his court. While none of the monuments in this group are 

exactly alike, two sculptures in particular display the same basic scene with notable 

differences: Monument 3, which depicts a ruler and two subsidiary individuals, and 

Monument 43, which shows a ruler and kneeling figure, but no column. As I will 

demonstrate below, these monuments share enough features with the Column 

Monuments that they can be considered part of the group—but the ways in which they 

differ offer important information that can help us understand the themes of the Column 

Group.  

 

Monument 3 

Monument 3 was discovered in 1945 by Richard Ceough (Ceough 1945:20-21, 67; 

Navarrete 1984). The monument had fallen in front of Structure 21 in Group C 

(Navarrete 1984:21). It was cleaned and photographed in 1969. The monument depicts a 

primary figure on the right, and two subsidiary individuals on the left (fig. 100). The ruler 

wears a large headdress and holds an incense bag in his left hand. Since this monument 

was discovered, the face and neck of the ruler have flaked off the front of the 

monument—so most photographs show only a blank space where the head of the ruler 

should be (fig. 59, 60). Ceough’s photographs, however, reveal the ruler’s face, neck, and 

the lower part of his headdress (fig. 101). He looks to the left, and like the primary 

figures on the other Column Monuments, he wears a necklace of human heads. His 

headdress, while more angular than those of the other Column Monuments, is in the same 

format, with an eye, semicircle, and extended diagonal element with three dangling 

pieces that hang in front of his face. Besides a chip on the nose, his face appears more or 

less intact. He gestures with his right hand towards the left side of the monument, where 
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two secondary figures look up at him. The palm of his hand faces to the left in a 

traditional scattering pose, familiar from Stela 22 at Tikal, among others (see Stuart 

1984). It is a different position, however, from the other monuments at Chinkultic. This 

monument originally had hieroglyphs, but they are now impossible to discern. 

Unlike the rulers depicted on the other Column Monuments, the ruler on 

Monument 3 wears a skimpier outfit akin to those worn by rulers at other Maya sites. We 

can see a collar of dangling heads, similar to that worn by rulers on Monuments 17 and 

18. It has a knot in the center with two dangling elements that fall to just below the belt 

assemblage. Below the chest assemblage are three belts arranged in horizontal bands, 

similar to those worn by the young K’inich Kan Balam on the Tablet of the Sun at 

Palenque, although these bands do not show any knots (see Stuart 2005:fig. 19). Then 

comes a simple belt assemblage and loincloth. The individual wears ankle bands on his 

legs, and sandals on his feet, although breakage near the bottom of the monument 

prevents a detailed view. In general, the dress of this individual is different from that on 

other monuments in the Column group, like the long robes worn by rulers on Monuments 

7, 17, and 18. Instead, the primary figure on Monument 3 is dressed similarly to rulers at 

Yaxchilan and other Classic Maya sites, who typically wore large chest and belt 

assemblages with a loincloth and bare legs. 

 The ruler carries an incense bag marked by a prominent sign known as the 

“trapeze and ray.” The trapeze and ray appears on headdresses at Piedras Negras (see 

Stelae 7 and 9 in Stone 1989:figs. 13 and 14). Navarrete (1984:60) notes that this motif 

was originally derived from Teotihuacan. Stone (1989) argues that it is part of a suite of 

imagery derived from Teotihuacan that was used in the Late Classic by elites who wanted 

to demonstrate their ability to harness “foreign” imagery.  
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On the left side of the monument are two subsidiary figures (fig. 102). One kneels 

in the foreground, while a second stands behind him. The kneeling figure is bearded and 

wears a turban-like headdress. He looks up at the ruler, his nose only inches from the 

ruler’s open hand. He wears some sort of necklace, a belt assemblage with a circle on the 

back, and a band around his arm. The band does not bear the markings of a rope, but it is 

possible that it once did. The standing subsidiary figure rises behind the kneeling one, 

facing the ruler to the right. Like the kneeling figure, he wears a headdress, earflare, and 

necklace. The right arm of this figure lies straight down along his side, but his left arm is 

bent in front of him, and he holds his hand up with his index finger extended as if 

pointing towards the sky. This gesture is commonly understood as a gesture of oration 

(Houston et. al 2006: 250). Shallow inscriptions near his mouth, perhaps speech scrolls, 

support this idea, indicating he is speaking.  

This monument represents essentially the same scene as the other monuments in 

the Column Group. Like on the other Column Monuments, the ruler holds an incense bag 

and gestures towards secondary individuals who are obviously of lesser status. Of course, 

it also differs from monuments in the Column Group in several distinctive ways. There is 

no column, for instance, and therefore no figure on top. Instead, the space behind the 

kneeling individual is occupied by a second subsidiary person. These differences, I would 

argue, are just as telling as the similarities in revealing more about the ritual this scene 

depicts.  

One element that is unique to Monument 3 is the incense burner between the 

kneeling captive and the ruler. Shaped like a skull, the incense burner faces the left side 

of the monument. Shallow, sinuous lines demarcate smoke curling from the top. This is 

without precedent in the other monuments of this group. Navarrete (1984:21) suggested 

this was a human head in the process of being cremated. An incense burner recovered 
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from the Sacred Cenote at Chichén Itzá provides a comparative example for the skull on 

Monument 3 at Chinkultic. The skull belonged to a “sub-adult male” and Coggins 

(1984:155) dated it to 1250-1550 CE. The eye sockets of the skull were filled with wood, 

and were painted blue when the skull was originally removed from the cenote. The gums 

and nasal area were tinted pink, while a wooden lid was red in color. Coggins notes that 

“Traces on the surface suggest that the face was covered in stucco (?), perhaps tinted to 

resemble skin” (Coggins 1984:155). Coggins (ibid) further reports that rubber and copal 

were burned in this skull, although it is unclear whether that statement is based on 

analysis of the skull or general assumptions about Maya ritual activity.  

Unlike the other monuments from the Column Group, Monument 3 depicts two 

subsidiary figures, one of whom appears to be talking. The scene does not include a 

column or the figure on top. Yet the stela speaks of both offering and interaction. The 

ruler, wearing a skull necklace and carrying an incense bag, makes a scattering-like 

gesture, and something burns in the skull below. This monument probably depicts a 

variation of the ritual depicted on the rest of the Column Monuments; alternatively, it 

could be an early example, created before the iconography of the Column Monuments 

was codified.  

 

Monument 43 

Monument 43 is one of the most recently discovered and published sculptures from 

Chinkultic (Navarrete 2011:108, fig. 13a). It was discovered on the west side of the plaza 

in Group B of Chinkultic. According to Navarrete (2011:111), the monument was set into 

the façade of Structure 18 and fell when the façade collapsed in the Early Postclassic 
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period. Broken into at least four pieces, the monument is currently located at the Museo 

Regional de Antropología e Historia in Tuxtla Gutierrez, Chiapas. 

Monument 43 displays a familiar scene: a ruler, standing on the right, gesturing 

towards a kneeling individual on the lower left (figs. 103-105). What is exceptional about 

this monument are the 24 glyph blocks on the upper register, comprising 6 columns and 4 

rows. Damage to the monument prevents the clear reading of some of these glyphs. 

According to David Stuart (personal communication, 2013), however, the phrase 

probably starts with an introductory glyph. Then there is a date, probably in the 9th 

baktun (David Stuart, personal communication 2013), although large portions of this side 

of the monument are too damaged to read. The date ends with the kin in B3. Glyph C1 is 

definitely Glyph F of the lunar series, which means the previous glyph, B4, must be 

Glyph G9; this is common after period ending dates. Glyph D4, meanwhile, is Glyph C. 

The inscription continues with a lunar series date and mentions, in E3, a stone binding (u 

kal tun). F3 marks a calendar round date, perhaps 5 Ajaw, but the following glyph is a 

mystery because of damage to the monument.16 Finally, F4 includes k’inich, indicating it 

is the beginning of the name of the individual pictured here, but the actual name is 

illegible (David Stuart, personal communication 2013). Stuart suggested that the name 

might extend to the two glyphs located in front of the face of the ruler. 

Despite the gaps in legibility on this monument, the upper register of hieroglyphs 

clearly marks a stone binding that occurred on a specific date and was carried out by a 

specific individual. A closer look at the iconography provides more information: we can 

see that the ruler on this monument, for example, is wearing the same headdress as the 

primary figures on other monuments in the Column Group. Interestingly, the spiraling 

                                                 
16 A crack in the monument that progresses diagonally through the glyph block has been repaired with 
cement and recarved, which is problematic for reading the hieroglyphs. 
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diagonal lines around the eyes are similar to those on Monument 7. His necklace or 

collar, meanwhile, is most similar to Monument 1. He looks down at a figure below him. 

We are missing the bottom part of the subsidiary figure, but it is likely that he was 

originally kneeling before the ruler. An incense bag dangles from the right hand of the 

ruler, much like on Monument 18. Of the subsidiary figure, we have only the face and the 

upper part of his left shoulder—but it appears that his earflares are intact. He looks up at 

the ruler; there are two glyph blocks above his head. 

This monument differs from the other sculptures in the Column Group in that 

there is no column or figure. The glyphs, moreover, describe the event as a stone binding 

rather than a scattering ritual (Stuart 1984, 1996). The degree to which these rituals may 

have overlapped is unclear, but this monument raises the possibility that the ritual 

depicted in the other Column Monuments is a stone-binding ritual—or that variations 

between these monuments could represent variations in ritual practice. 

The iconography of Monuments 3 and 43 is so clearly analogous to that of 

Monuments 1, 7, 17, and 18 that I have included them in the Column Group. Both 

monuments depict a ritual taking place with a primary and subsidiary figure; in both, the 

ruler wears a headdress associated with warfare and extends his right arm towards the 

kneeling figures below. However, these monuments are different in some ways from the 

rest of the group. Neither sculpture displays a column altar, and Monument 3 depicts two 

subsidiary figures rather than one. These monuments indicate that while sculptures in this 

group depict a standardized ritual, there was room for variation.   
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Discussion: The Column Monuments 

The Column Monuments at Chinkultic present an essentially standardized scene with 

small but meaningful variations. The monuments in the Column Group each depict a 

ritual taking place between a ruler and a subsidiary figure who represents either a captive 

or a courtier. The columns and figures in the back, while unusual, have clear precedents 

in Maya art, and probably represent column altars and tutelary deities, respectively. From 

the iconography and hieroglyphs we know that these were Terminal Classic monuments, 

and that they probably represent stone bindings or scattering rituals. The monuments in 

this group document a conservative tradition, in which one specific ritual was codified, 

its imagery consistent across a number of monuments.  

How might these monuments have been seen and experienced at Chinkultic? As 

Navarrete (1984, 1999, 2011; Navarrete and Hernandez 2002) illustrate, the majority of 

these monuments were discovered in Group C (figs. 54, 106). More specifically, many of 

them were found in and around the ballcourt. Monuments 17 and 18 were recovered on 

the western side of the exterior of the ballcourt. Monument 7 was found inside the court 

itself, and Monument 20 was discovered on the eastern side (Navarrete 1984). Navarrete 

and Hernandez (2002) suggest that Monument 1 originally marked the northern end of 

the western façade, although because this monument was discovered by Blom and La 

Farge in the nearby ranch house, its original context is lost. Monument 3 was not found in 

the ballcourt, but was discovered near Structure 21 (Navarrete 1984:21). Of all the 

Column Monuments, Monument 43 was the only one not found in Group C, but its 

location in Group B probably represents a Postclassic reuse of the sculpture. 

While historical and archaeological records indicate that some of these 

monuments were not in their original context (Ceough 1945; Blom and La Farge 1927; 

Palacios 1928; Navarrete 2011), the clustering of these monuments near the ballcourt is 
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suggestive. A closer look at the ballcourt itself reveals that the western façade was a locus 

for standing sculpture (Blom and Duby 1955-57; Navarrete 1976, 1984). The west side 

represents the main point of access to the court. As reconstructed by Navarrete (1976), 

double stairways lead to the summit of a range building that ran along the western side. 

Platforms inset into the façade displayed monuments. Some of these monuments were 

still in situ when discovered by explorers and archaeologists. Blom and La Farge (1926-

27), for instance, discovered Stela 5 set into the side of one of the western staircases.  

The structure of the Chinkultic ballcourt, in fact, seems designed to display 

monuments to people approaching the court from the western side. This is important 

because visitors to Chinkultic would have entered the ceremonial center at Group C 

(Navarrete and Hernandez 2002). From this angle, visitors would have seen the 

monuments arrayed in front of the ballcourt and on the small platforms located midway 

up the western walls. Towering behind the ballcourt, Structure 23 would have been 

visible as well.  

Displaying monuments to be visible to people entering the site is a strategy also 

used at Yaxchilan. As Tate (1991, 1992) has explored, a series of monuments in the site 

center of Yaxchilan were set so that they could be seen by people approaching from the 

river below; the monuments of Structure 41 are a particularly relevant example. These 

monuments were double-sided. On the side that faced the river, the ruler of Yaxchilan 

was shown with a cowering captive. On the other side, rulers were depicted performing 

scattering rituals with secondary nobles. The placement of this group of monuments at 

Yaxchilan constructed specific views of the site: for people approaching via the river, the 

monuments stressed the military might of the center. Those already in the temple 

complex, meanwhile, would have been surrounded by images stressing ritual and the 

passage of time. We might imagine a similar scenario at Chinkultic, in which the Column 
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Monuments were displayed so as to highlight the control of the Chinkultic dynasty over 

the surrounding area, whether through political alliance or military conquest. 

The positioning of these monuments also raises question about timing and artistic 

control. When were these monuments created and displayed? Would they all have been 

visible at once? The varied style of the monuments may indicate some time depth—but it 

could also be true that the ritual we are seeing in the Column Monuments persisted for 

centuries. Based only on comparisons with other sites, I would suggest these rituals may 

have been calendrical in nature, carried out every five or ten years, much like rituals 

depicted on monuments at Piedras Negras and Toniná (Proskouriakoff 1960; Stuart 1996; 

Newsome 1998).  

Based on the placement of the Column Monuments at Chinkultic, Navarrete and 

Hernandez (2002:36) argue that the ritual between ruler and subsidiary lord happened 

here, at the ballcourt, where multiple staircases could have served as seating and there is 

plenty of plaza space for spectators. Whether or not it happened here, the ritual was most 

certainly depicted, and thus continuously re-lived, in this space. In his discussion of the 

stela and altar pairs of Toniná, David Stuart (1996:160) suggests that the pairs formed a 

type of diorama, not a static portrait but a dynamic presentation of ritual action in which 

the image of the king tended a fire on the altar before him. We lack the column altars to 

posit this type of presentation at Chinkultic, but it is worth remembering that for the 

Maya, the depiction of these events was not distant historical fodder but something living 

and present (Houston and Stuart 1996, 1998). To fill Group C with representations of 

ritual, then, was to saturate the built environment with perpetual ritual, perpetual 

deference on the part of the secondary figures, and, on the part of the ruler, perpetual 

power. 
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These monuments also hint at the role of performance in creating dynastic and 

community identity at Chinkultic. Carlos Navarrete was attuned to this function in his 

initial analyses of this group, when he suggested that the Column Monuments represent a 

specific type of performance (1984, 1999). In his guide to the monuments of Chinkultic 

(1984:58-59), he interpreted the scenes on this group of sculptures as rituals involving 

priests and trained animals atop the columns. Drawing from colonial accounts of talking 

animals and ventriloquism, he argued that the primary individuals on the Column 

Monuments were priests using trained animals and ventriloquism to “control the masses” 

(1984:58, translation mine).17 He designated the column on each monument as a 

“columna-escenario”, emphasizing the theatricality of the ritual portrayed.  

If some of the details of Navarrete’s interpretation of the Column Monuments are 

open to question, the idea that he was getting at is not: these monuments emphasize 

performance and the continuous presentation of ritual. The performance of power at 

Chinkultic was consistent, and it played a role in the construction and maintenance of 

community identity. If we imagine that the monuments depict a ritual that actually took 

place in Group C, as Navarrete and Hernandez argue (2002:36), then we can also 

understand the ways in which such public spectacles gathered physical bodies together in 

a manner that reinforced the imagined community of the Maya polity (Anderson 1991). 

Public involvement in these rituals, following Durkheim (1965), would have acted to 

cement communal identity, creating a group out of individuals through collective 

                                                 
17 Navarrete’s suggestion of ventriloquism was based particularly on Monument 18, where he noticed that 
the kneeling figure seems to stare at the incense bag before him. The incense bag is topped with an 
anthropomorphic head, mouth open, and two hieroglyphs are carved immediately to the left. It does look as 
if the bag itself is speaking. Based on comparisons with other Maya monuments, I would argue that the 
hieroglyphs here are likely a nametag for the kneeling individual—but they could also mark the bag, or the 
figure atop the column; they could also be an artist’s signature. In any of these cases, I interpret the 
positioning of the glyphs as a playful gesture on the part of the artist. 
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experience and emotion. As Inomata (2006:206) has noted of the ancient Maya, “Mass 

spectacles gave the physical reality to a community through the bodily copresence of 

their members and helped ground precarious community identities on sensible physical 

forms through the use of symbolic acts and objects.” In a political vein, scattering rituals 

in Group C would have acted to define and materialize the power structures in place at 

Chinkultic (DeMarrais et al. 1996; Turner 1967; Bloch 1974); these rituals would have, 

as Inomata (2006:213) described, served as “critical arenas where communities were 

reconstituted and asymmetrical power relations were imposed, negotiated, and resisted.”  

The symbolic and continuous reenactment of that ritual through art helped to 

sustain those processes. Evidence suggests that for the Maya, images were not mere 

representations, but instead shared the identity and “vitalizing essence” of the person they 

depicted (Houston and Stuart 1998:92; Stuart 1996; see also Chapter 2). “Stelae, like 

rulers, possessed this divine soullike quality... and were in some way considered living 

things invested with ch’ul, ‘holiness’” (Stuart 1996:157). Research by Grube (1998) 

supports this notion, indicating that monuments could “speak.” As Guernsey has explored 

in her work on Late Preclassic potbellies (2012:137), the capacity of monuments to 

communicate is an idea of considerable time depth in Mesoamerica. 

To populate the plaza with representations of the ruler, then, extended the body of 

the king into the plaza space itself (Stuart 1996). Of course, as Houston and Stuart 

(1998:88) point out, there are limits to the interactions between humans and stelae—but 

stelae can certainly act to “choreograph” interactions between people and monuments. 

They do so, moreover, in perpetuity: Stuart (1996:160) has suggested that as extensions 

of the royal self, stela-altar pairs act as “perpetual enactments of royal ceremony.” We 

can read the action depicted, in other words, as ongoing rather than stuck somewhere in 

the past.  
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If we understand the monuments of Chinkultic as active agents that contained the 

extendible personhood or vital essence of the king (Stuart 1996; Houston and Stuart 

1998; Houston et al. 2006), and if we understand the scene depicted on each monument 

as ongoing, then we can also approach the type of experience those monuments would 

have mediated. Even without the specific details of the rituals depicted on the Column 

Monuments, we know that they are geared towards the expression of power and control 

The conservative repetition of this scene, moreover, echoes the conclusions about 

dynasty and tradition that we gleaned from the Accession Monuments. We do not know 

exactly when each monument was erected, but based on differences in style and 

iconography, we can posit, at the very least, that this ritual was enacted and memorialized 

by more than one ruler at Chinkultic. Like other Maya sites in the Classic period, then, 

Chinkultic demonstrated in its sculptural program a type of institutional or collective 

memory, a concern with dynasty and the continuation of tradition. As scattering-like 

rituals, probably commemorating Period Ending dates, the Column Monuments 

demonstrate a typical Maya concern for the role of the ruler in continuing time (Stuart 

1996). They also speak, however, of dynasty and control over other peoples and places. 

 

Blurred Lines: Another Look at the Iconography of Monument 38  

Monument 38 (figs. 61, 62) appeared earlier in this chapter as an Accession Monument. 

It clearly depicts a ruler holding a spear, wearing a large headdress, and carrying the 

same solar shield that appears on Monument 2. The left side of the monument, however, 

presents a scene familiar from the Column Group. We can see a kneeling, subsidiary 

figure. His arm may be crossed across his chest in the gesture of deference that appears 
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on Monuments 7 and 18; he looks up, towards the acceding king. Behind him are a series 

of vertical lines that suggest a column, again in accordance with the Column Monuments.  

Is this another example of a Column Monument? Or is it an accession monument, 

as I have argued above? The way this monument is put together is particularly 

perplexing. The solar shield is cut off by a vertical line. The way the shield is sheared is 

confusing: could we be looking at a hybrid perspective, part frontal, part profile? Even 

more perplexing, the vertical line marks a change in the carving surface of the monument. 

That is, the surface of the left portion of the monument is approximately one inch lower 

than the surface of the right portion of the monument. The changed carving surface 

reflects the jumbled composition of the monument as a whole: the left side simply does 

not appear to “go” with the right side. Another strong line on the monument, this time 

horizontal, divides the subsidiary figure from the space above him. Like the vertical line 

mentioned earlier, this sharp horizontal line marks another change in the carving surface.  

The jumbled composition and confusing iconography of Monument 38 strongly 

suggest to me that it is a reworked sculpture. The monument combines familiar pieces of 

Chinkultic iconography in an unfamiliar way, with different areas of the stone firmly 

cordoned off from one another. The resulting sculpture does not fit the logic of other 

sculpture at Chinkultic, leading me to believe that the stone was reworked at some point 

in its history.  

 

MANO A MANO: RULERS AND THE COURTLY ELITE IN THE MONUMENTS OF 
CHINKULTIC 

 

This chapter has reviewed two major groups of monuments at Chinkultic: Accession 

Monuments and Column Monuments. This section will explore a third group: monuments 
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that depict two standing figures interacting with one another. There are only three 

examples of this type at Chinkultic—but based on comparisons with other Maya 

monuments, I argue these monuments depict interactions between rulers and secondary 

nobles.  

 

Monument 10 

Monument 10 was discovered on the north side of Structure 21 in Group C. Navarrete 

(1984:27) reports that it was found near its stone base, which was restored by Gallegos. It 

was found in two pieces, with its intermediate piece missing. Navarrete (1984:27) wrote a 

compelling history of this stela: Morley and Thompson apparently discovered the 

monument, but did not communicate it to Blom, who never wrote about it. Instead, its 

first official appearance in print is in Proskouriakoff’s Classic Maya Sculpture (1950:122, 

fig. 48c). Ceough photographed the monument (1944) for the informes submitted to 

INAH but did not publish it elsewhere. Navarrete (1984:figures 38-40) published 

photographs taken in 1969 and 1973.  

In 1984, Navarrete lamented the steadily declining state of preservation of 

Monument 10 (1984:27), and indeed, photographs of the monument taken over the course 

of more than fifty years document its erosion and breakage. The first photographs of the 

monument were apparently taken by Morley and Thompson and published by 

Proskouriakoff (1950:fig. 48c). In the published photograph, we can see the two primary 

figures, but there is a section missing, located roughly around the knees of each figure. 

The photographs taken by Ceough in 1943 (fig. 107; 1944) are similar; note that the 

upper thigh of the left figure is visible. In photographs taken by Ceough only three years 

later, however, the monument has further fragmented (fig. 108). The section of the 
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monument that contains the left figure’s upper thigh and lower left arm is now a separate 

fragment. The photographs taken in 1969 and 1973, published by Navarrete (1984:figs. 

38-40) reveal that this fragment was at some point lost and never recovered: it is missing 

from these photographs. At some point Monument 10 was reset (perhaps by Gallegos, 

who according to Navarrete [1984:27] “restored” the caja in which the monument was 

set) and is currently missing the fragment containing the thigh and lower arm (fig. 109). 

The steady erosion of the monument is clearly visible when comparing the photograph 

published by Proskouriakoff and those taken at the site in 2011.  

Despite the state of the monument today, a review of archival photographs and 

documents allows for some understanding of the iconography and hieroglyphs. The stela 

depicts two standing figures facing one another (fig. 110). The figure on the right seems 

to be more important: he occupies much more space, and he wears an elaborate headdress 

and backrack. The position of this figure is difficult to make out: his feet are splayed, and 

he looks to the left; his right arm extends slightly downward and out, towards the figure 

he faces, but it is unclear where his hand is. His left arm, meanwhile, seems to extend at a 

sharper angle to the right edge of the stela, but it is again impossible to distinguish the 

hand.  

The backrack worn by the primary figure consists of an orderly fan of feathers 

behind his upper body; drooping feathers on the left and right seem to indicate it falls to 

about knee-height. The headdress, meanwhile, is tall and also adorned with feathers. 

Immediately above the face of the individual, we can see an anthropomorphic head, first 

identified by Proskouriakoff (1950:122) as a serpent head. Similar heads appear on 

Monuments 4 and 11 from the site. Above the serpent head is a smoking mirror, a 

common element of headdresses in the Late Classic period. Interestingly, this same 

element may appear on the top of Monument 4, as indicated in a sketch from the Corpus 
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of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions.  Feathers burst from the top and right side of the 

headdress. Like the other rulers depicted at Chinkultic, this primary figure wears a lot of 

clothing. The bulk around the chest area hints that he might have worn a collar of 

decapitated heads—witness the area of more rounded shapes with vertical elements 

beneath—but it is now impossible to tell. The break in vertical lines around his 

midsection, meanwhile, suggests he wore a belt assemblage. The backrack is also unique 

at Chinkultic, although feathers on the right side of Monument 4 may imply the presence 

of a backrack there as well. 

The secondary figure on Monument 10 stands on the left side of the monument, 

feet splayed, and faces the primary figure. He stands stiffly, as if at attention; his right 

arm holds a spear or standard, while he holds his left arm rigidly in front of him, elbow 

slightly bent, his hand in front of his upper thigh. He wears fewer clothes than the 

primary figure: we can see a chest assemblage that ends just above his waist, a short skirt 

made up of two rows of vertical tabs, ankle bands, and sandals. The head and headdress 

of the secondary individual on Monument 10 are in a particularly bad state of 

preservation. We can see the face of the individual, in profile, as well as his ear. The 

bottom of his headdress, meanwhile, consists of a diagonal band. The object he carries 

with his right hand is tall and thin, like a spear or staff—but it is punctuated with small 

discs. Navarrete (1984:27) suggested they were mirrors.  

Like the figural elements of the stela, the hieroglyphs of Monument 10 are also 

badly preserved. Proskouriakoff dates the stela to 9.9.15.?.? (1950:fig. 48c), squarely 

within her Formative Phase.  

While we lack many details about Monument 10, we can discern some important 

information. First, it probably dates to an earlier katun than the majority of the Column 

Monuments, based on stylistic qualities as well as glyphic information. Second, it is one 
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of only a few monuments at Chinkultic in which two individuals are depicted as 

relatively equal in stature and importance; that is, while the figure on the left is obviously 

subordinate, he is not kneeling, and not a captive. Instead, based on comparison with 

other Maya monuments, I suggest he is a secondary noble or member of the courtly elite. 

Two other monuments from Chinkultic may depict a similar scene. 

 

The “Ballcourt Monument” 

Another fragment that once depicted standing individuals was recovered during 

excavations at Chinkultic in 2001 (Navarrete 2001; see also Grube 2002). The fragment 

was recovered from the ballcourt, where it had been used as building material in the 

northern façade of the east central platform (Navarrete and Hernández 2002). Measuring 

70cm across, the monument is the upper part of a stela (figs. 111, 112).18  

Grube (2002) published the first drawing and analysis of this monument, and he 

wrote that the monument depicted one standing figure, holding a spear on the left and a 

K’awil scepter on the right. However, I am unaware of any Maya depictions of kings 

holding a spear in one hand and a scepter in the other. Based on the spacing of the 

figures, I would suggest this sculpture represented two individuals facing one another, 

and that Grube’s K’awil scepter is actually a headdress. We can see on the headdress a 

number of vegetal elements, part of an anthropomorphic face, and a smoking-mirror-like 

element emerging from the top center of the headdress. Also visible on the left side of the 

monument is the upper part of a spear.19 The style of carving, as well as the format of the 

headdresses and spear, very closely resemble that of the Yaxchilan area. The spear, for 
                                                 
18 To the best of my knowledge, this monument has not been given an official number at Chinkultic. 
19 The drawing of this monument by Christian Prager, published in Grube 2002, makes the spear look as if 
it has no shaft, but an examination of photographs of this monument make it clear that there is a shaft in 
addition to the feathers dangling from the top. 
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example, is particularly similar to those on La Pasadita Lintel 2 (see Mathews 1988:fig. 

7-29) and Yaxchilan Lintel 41 (Mathews 1988:fig. 7-22). 

If the style of this monument seems familiar, David Stuart (personal 

communication 2013) points out that the writing employs some unusual features. A Long 

Count date on the stela reads 9.17.0.0.0, which corresponds to 771 CE (Grube 2002). The 

date is written strangely, though: the Long Count is sandwiched between the two calendar 

round dates, and there is no Introductory Series glyph. The Tzolk’in date is 13 Ajaw. 

After the Long Count date, the Haab date is 13 Kumku, but as Grube (2002) points out, 

this is a mistake: the coefficient should be 18. In column E, the glyphs include a title and 

a war reference. Glyph block E1 includes the title aj hol nah, which might read 

something like “he of the skull house”. The next glyph, in block E2, reads ti took’ pakal, 

or “with the flint and the shield” (Grube 2002; David Stuart, personal communication 

2013). This is a standard reference to warfare in Classic Maya script. Grube (2002) notes 

this phrase was most likely preceded by a verb in F1, which has disappeared due to the 

breakage of the monument. 

The hieroglyphic text continues on the left side of the monument, with three 

glyphs descending in a vertical row to the left of the spear. The first one is a title, aj 

b’at’z’, or “the howler monkey” (Grube 2002). On the other side of the spear, the text 

describes a 4 katun lord, but the title is written in an unconventional way. The “4 katun 

lord” title is usually written as 4 katun ajaw or 4 katun chaho’m, but on this monument 

the title uses both phrases. The individual being described is a 4 k’atun chaho’m ajaw, a 

unique combination of conventional Maya titles (David Stuart, personal communication 

2013). The unusual use of standardized title phrases continues. The text describes this 

individual as the ajaw of the Chan kingdom. This is our first definitive look at the 

emblem glyph of Chinkultic, which employs “chan,” or “sky” as the main sign. The title 
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continues to call the individual k’uhul bacab. Again, both of these parts are fairly 

standard—the bacab title is particularly common at Yaxchilan—but the title of bacab, 

meaning “first of the world” (Grube 2002) is never modified with k’uhul, which means 

divine (Stuart, personal communication 2013).  

Overall, the writing on this monument takes familiar elements but combines them 

in unique ways (Stuart, personal communication 2013), paralleling in many ways the 

iconography of the site. I would argue, based on the style of the monument alone, that 

this sculpture is looking to the Yaxchilan area for stylistic influence—and that, like 

similar images at Yaxchilan, it depicts a ruler and a subordinate. Even if the details of the 

image are lost, we can be sure, from the hieroglyphs, that this monument pertained to 

war; and that it presented a scene carved in a style quite similar to monuments from 

Yaxchilan. 

 

Ceough’s Monument 

We have one additional example of a monument from Chinkultic that depicts two 

individuals interacting (figs. 113, 114). Like Monument 10, this monument probably 

displays a ruler of Chinkultic interacting with a secondary noble. The monument was 

discovered by Richard Ceough (Corin and Ceough 1947:6) in Group C. Ceough describes 

its recovery in a field journal from the 1946 expedition: 

Uncovered a number of fragments, all stripped of their faces. Uncovered a 
beautiful white stela with hieroglyphs in 6 series. The stela is broken into 2 large 
pieces and many small fragments. The upper part is still missing. Started 
assembling the pieces, and putting them in place, holding them in place by 
building a stone frame around and in back of the stela. 
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This is all he writes about this stela, and it has since disappeared from the site. It is not 

described or depicted in Navarrete’s (1984) guide to the monuments of Chinkultic, and I 

have come across no reference to it elsewhere. 

The only photographs of the stela are from Ceough’s informe, submitted to INAH 

by Blanche Corin in 1947 after Ceough’s sudden death. One image (Corin and Ceough 

1947:fig. 48) depicts the stela as Ceough reconstructed it from fragments.20 We can see 

one standing individual on the left, and part of another individual on the right. A band of 

glyphs once ran along the bottom of the scene. The glyph on the left looks like it 

represents a date, but it is impossible to tell from the photographs. 

Close-ups of the monument (fig. 114; Corin and Ceough 1947: figs. 49, 50) help 

to clarify the scene. The figure on the left is in profile, facing the figure on the right. He 

wears a feathered headdress and a short capelet that falls to just above his elbow; his 

headdress, although fragmented, appears similar to one of the headdresses on the 

Ballcourt Monument. His left arm is bent at the elbow and he appears to hold a long thin 

vertical object that dangles down, ending around his waist. His right arm falls behind 

him, also bent slightly. Of his lower body, we can make out only the barest details, but he 

stands with his legs together, feet splayed, wearing what appear to be elaborate sandals. 

Of the figure on the right we can make out even fewer details. In the upper 

fragment an arm is visible on the right side, bent at the elbow as if also holding 

something. The elbow of this individual is lower than those of the figure on the left, 

indicating this person was shorter. In the lower fragment, we can see the individual’s 

right leg. Interestingly, a diagonal element comes shooting out of the knee area, very 

much like the elements on Monuments 2, 6, and 21. The figure also wears sandals.   

                                                 
20 Corin’s caption to this photograph says that the stela consisted of 7 fragments, as opposed to Ceough’s 6. 
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Like the ballcourt fragment and Monument 10, this monument depicts one finely 

attired individual talking to another. The taller stature of the figure on the left may 

indicate that he is the more important of the two—but the flying diagonal of the person 

on the right indicates he was finely attired as well.  

 

Discussion: Monuments depicting interaction at Chinkultic 

To group these three monuments together might at first seem forced because we lack so 

many crucial iconographic and epigraphic details. Yet each monument presents two 

individuals interacting with one another: a primary figure, marked by stature and dress, 

and another figure who, while subordinate, is clearly not a captive or prisoner. These 

monuments, I argue, evidence the presence of a court at Chinkultic.  

Royal courts of the Classic Maya have been deftly explored by a number of 

scholars (Miller and Martin 2004; Inomata and Houston 2000, 2001; Jackson 2005, 

2013), but the unique role of secondary nobles in the Usumacinta area (Jackson 2013; 

Golden 2010; Scherer and Golden 2014) is of particular relevance to Chinkultic. While 

secondary nobles such as sajals and ajk’uhuuns appear throughout the Late Classic Maya 

world, they are particularly common in the Usumacinta area in the late seventh and 

eighth centuries CE (see Jackson 2013:81-103). As Scherer and Golden (2014; see also 

Golden 2010) have explored, rulers in the Usumacinta area, particularly at Piedras Negras 

and Yaxchilan, relied on secondary nobles to secure and maintain the boundaries of each 

prosperous city-state.  

We know this because sculpture from the area describes and depicts those nobles. 

The ruler of the subsidiary site of La Mar, for instance, delivers captives to Ruler 7 on 

Piedras Negras Stela 12. Sculptures from Yaxchilan and its surrounding centers are 
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particularly similar to those from Chinkultic. At Site R, for instance, Lintel 1 depicts a 

sajal named Ahkmo’ with Shield Jaguar III. The ruler wears a jaguar headdress and 

carries a shield and spear. Ahkmo’ is depicted twice more at Site R, dancing with Bird 

Jaguar IV on Lintel 4, and kneeling before the same ruler on Lintel 3 (Jackson 2013:37-

41). At the site center of Yaxchilan, Bird Jaguar appears with several sajals: with K’an 

Tok Wayib on Lintels 42, 6, and 8; and with Chak Jol on Lintels 9 and 58.  

We lack a number of important details about these monuments, but based on the 

existing evidence, I would suggest that the monuments in this group depict interactions 

between members of the royal family, or between royals and members of the courtly 

elite. In both cases, we can posit the presence of a court at Chinkultic. The Accession 

Monuments and the Column Monuments point to dynastic tradition at Chinkultic, hinting 

at the makeup of the political center. Of course, without more details from the 

monuments themselves we cannot know whether all of these sculptures depicted rulers 

and secondary nobles. We could be witnessing, instead, interactions between members of 

the royal family, another theme from sites like Yaxchilan and Palenque. However, these 

monuments hint at the presence of political hierarchy at Chinkultic, in which royal family 

members or secondary nobles appear on monuments with the ruler of the site. Again, we 

see Chinkultic adhering to broad Maya sculptural traditions. 

 

“A PLACE SO FAR REMOVED”: THE MONUMENTS OF CHINKULTIC 

 

In his 1938 volume, The Inscriptions of Peten, Sylvanus Morley described the sculptures 

of Chinkultic in less than glowing terms:  

…the Chinkultic stelae clearly reflect a…lack of skill and technical proficiency. It 
should therefore be no matter of surprise that in times as late as these, the closing 
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century of the Great Period, in a place so far removed from the great centers of 
contemporary inspiration and learning, errors or, perhaps more grotesque, 
deliberate omissions were made (1938, v.I: 317-18). 

Deeming the inscriptions there unusual, Morley essentially dismissed Chinkultic as a 

provincial border town. Yet as this chapter has demonstrated, Chinkultic was not the 

culturally impoverished outlier Morley described. Instead, Chinkultic was home to a 

distinct and conservative artistic tradition stressing dynasty, performance, and control.  

The Accession Monuments from Chinkultic document the taking of office of at 

least three different rulers. That these monuments use the same visual vocabulary to 

depict accession suggests that whoever commissioned these monuments was interested in 

continuity and tradition. Like Maya rulers from other sites, the rulers of Chinkultic used 

the same format as their predecessors to document their seating in office. This careful 

reconstruction acted to create a visual lineage—glyphic passages may once have 

documented that lineage in writing—and place rulers within the larger history of their 

city.  

Both the Accession Monuments and the Column Monuments, meanwhile, speak 

to the activities that once populated this ancient center. The Column Monuments 

document one ritual, most likely a type of scattering ceremony connected with Period 

Endings, at least six times. Whether or not this ritual took place in Group C, the 

monuments erected there would have continuously reenacted it, reifying the body and the 

actions of the ruler of Chinkultic. As a group, these monuments helped to foster the 

creation of group identity, bringing people together to witness a performance that 

testified to the power of the ruler, and his role in bearing the burden of the days (Stuart 

1996). These monuments also hold clues to the political role of Chinkultic. Whether the 

secondary figures on the Column Monuments are secondary nobles or captives, they are 

depicted in perpetuity in positions of deference, kneeling before the rulers of Chinkultic. 
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That Chinkultic populated its plaza with images of control speaks to its supremacy in the 

eastern Comitán Valley, and its ability to manipulate the peoples and places around it. 

The monuments depicting interaction hint at similar themes, attesting to the presence of a 

political hierarchy, perhaps even a court. 

If we consider what was recorded at Chinkultic, it falls very much within the 

Classic Maya corpus. Rulers at Chinkultic recorded their accessions, their rituals, and 

their interactions with others—and they did so using a codified vocabulary. Like other 

Maya sites, moreover, Chinkultic displayed these moments in public places, creating an 

artistic program that populated the built environment of the center with depictions of 

power and pomp. It is when we consider how things were recorded at Chinkultic that the 

eclectic nature of the site’s artistic program becomes important. The style of monuments 

from Chinkultic is uneven, and the iconography is eclectic. Monuments from the site 

incorporate familiar elements from elsewhere in the Maya world—from the Teotihuacan 

war serpent to scattering imagery—but they put those elements together in unique ways. 

The same is true of hieroglyphic writing at the site: it seems at times familiar, and at 

others foreign. I would argue, however, that these elements, from unusual hieroglyphic 

phrases to the disarticulated war serpent headdresses, do not indicate an isolated, 

unsophisticated place. Instead, they point to conscious differences in the appropriation of 

ideas from elsewhere; they speak, too, to the ebb and flow of people through the site, and 

the access the elite of Chinkultic maintained to other populations and information 

networks.  

The stylistic diversity at the site, in particular, calls our attention to the unsettled 

political dynamics of the Terminal Classic period, and how those dynamics may have 

affected the creation of art at Chinkultic. Despite their thematic consistency, a number of 

monuments from Chinkultic are carved in different styles. Some stress fluid lines, while 
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others prefer jagged ones; some leave broad swaths of negative space, while others fill 

every last inch of the carved surface with frenetic activity. The execution of iconographic 

motifs differs as well: the headdresses on the Column Monuments, for instance, are 

abstracted and sometimes difficult to recognize, while the deer headdress of Monument 

40 is one of the most finely wrought examples of Classic Maya carving.  

What might account for this discrepancy? I would suggest that these differences 

reflect the flow of people and information across the Maya landscape. Put simply, the war 

serpent headdresses look as if the sculptors who created them never saw existing 

prototypes at Piedras Negras or Yaxchilan; they seem like a jumble of parts that do not 

come together organically. Yet the artist who created the deer headdress had clearly seen 

other works of art, had access to patterns in books or other portable media, or had even 

been trained elsewhere. In this sense, we can interpret differences in style as reflecting 

differential access to people or information. I do not wish to deny agency to the elites of 

Chinkultic: if they were without access to other places at certain times, as I am 

suggesting, it may have been by choice. But the different styles of monuments at 

Chinkultic seem related, to me, to its ability or desire to engage with other peoples and 

places. It seems reasonable to suggest, too, that the stylistic diversity of Chinkultic 

reflects the diversity of the time period, with old models crumbling and new information 

coming in.  

From accession portraits to scattering rituals to interactions between rulers and 

elites, the sculptures from Chinkultic speak of dynasty, performance, and control. These 

sculptures mix the widespread and the local: artists from the site used general paradigms 

common to many Classic Maya cities, and they innovated within those paradigms to 

create a distinctive regional iconography featuring column altars and dead deer 

headdresses, among other motifs. In some ways, then, to call Chinkultic “a place so far 
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removed” is to key in to what is so special about this place: the ability of this art to 

reconfigure familiar themes in a meaningful and regionally distinctive way, while 

alluding, at the same time, to the dynamic processes at work in the wider Maya world. 
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Chapter 5 

Tenam Rosario, Quen Santo, and other Comitán Area Sites in the Late 
Classic and Postclassic Periods 

 

Archaeologists who explored the Comitán Valley in the 1950s and 60s reported heavy 

Pre-Columbian settlement throughout the area. Tenam Puente and Chinkultic comprise 

the two largest sites in the Comitán Valley, but a number of other area sites displayed 

sculpture. This chapter explores art from Tenam Rosario, Quen Santo, Sacchaná, and 

other locations in and around the Comitán Valley. This survey complements our study of 

sculpture from Tenam Puente and Chinkultic by stressing the artistic diversity of this 

area. We classify each of these sites as Maya—but as this chapter explores, this label 

encompasses sites with startlingly different sculptural styles, from the crossed-arm 

sculptures of Quen Santo to the blank stela a Guoc. This chapter demonstrates that sites 

in the Comitán Valley took diverse approaches to the creation and display of sculpture, 

appropriating styles and iconographic motifs from diverse places and peoples to create 

distinct local traditions. We begin inside the Comitán Valley, with sculptures from 

Hunchavín and Guoc, before turning to Tenam Rosario, Quen Santo, and Sacchaná.  

 

HUNCHAVÍN 

 

The archaeological site of Hunchavín dominates the northeastern edge of the Comitán 

Valley. Much smaller than Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, the site is perched on a series 

of terraces above the modern city of Comitán (fig. 5), a scant 14 kilometers away from 
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Tenam Puente. Hunchavín was occupied from the Late Preclassic period until the Early 

Postclassic (Kaneko 1996:77). 

Seler (1901; in Weeks 2003) was the first to publish a written description of the 

site, which he called Hun Chavin. “The old temple-pyramids are still standing on the 

summit and are engulfed in a maize field”, he wrote. “About twenty years ago, when this 

hill was first cultivated, it is said that a large number of graves containing numerous 

vessels, etc., were discovered. These objects are now scattered and broken, and we could 

find nothing” (Weeks 2003:165). Almost three decades later, two exploratory expeditions 

visited the site: Frans Blom and Oliver La Farge, with the Middle American Research 

Institute (1926-27), and Enrique Palacios, with the Mexican government (1928). Both 

parties visited the mounds and saw the archaeological excavations undertaken by Mauro 

Quintero, the Guardian of archaeological sites in the region, in the 1920s. Modern 

archaeological work has been undertaken at the site by Silva Rhoads and Akiro Kaneko, 

among others (Rhoads et. al 1994; Kaneko 1996). Despite the excavation and 

reconsolidation of several of the main buildings, the site remains closed to the public. Of 

all the sites in this study, Hunchavín has been subjected to the heaviest looting, most 

likely because of its location next to a modern population center. Visiting the site in 

1946, Ceough wrote, “All the pyramids have been dug into, and the stairs are a wreck 

though we found red paint on them the first time we examined them 4 years ago” (Corin 

and Ceough 1947:2). 

Hunchavín was a smaller center than Tenam Puente, but it was a substantial site 

in its own right. The site consists of terraces built onto a series of hills, and excavation 

uncovered at least two building phases on the acropolis (Kaneko 1996). Archaeologists 

discovered a number of burials; interestingly, the occupants were often missing their feet 

(Rhoads et. al 1994:48). These burials included goods from far-flung locales, including 
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Usulutan and Plumbate ceramics (Rhoads et al. 1994:46), as well as other prestige items 

like worked deer antlers and bone rings. Hunchavín certainly had access to widespread 

trade networks: located at the edge of the Comitán valley, the site would have intersected 

almost directly with trade routes linking Comitán and the highlands of Chiapas and 

Guatemala (Navarrete et. al 1994).   

According to informes submitted to Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología 

e Historia, only one piece of sculpture has been excavated at the site (fig. 115). Rhoads, 

Kaneko, and Sanchez (1994:46) designate it as Element 8, but do not provide any 

contextual information. The sculpture is fragmented, but we can see the bottom of a 

square or rectangular frame, and within it a double circle marked with repeating rings on 

the interior. The top of the circle is broken. Rhoads and his colleagues described it 

describe it as a stela (Rhoads et. al 1994:46), but its abstract design and small size 

indicate it could also have been a wall panel. As a stela, it may represent a geometric 

lower or upper register, similar to monuments from the northern Maya area. As 

architectural decoration, it would also invite comparison to geometric sculptural elements 

in the Puuc region and at Chichén Itzá. 

Closer to home, the Hunchavín monument is remarkably similar to a monument 

from Tenam Puente that is currently on display in the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán 

(fig. 116). The monument is made of white limestone. Like the monument from 

Hunchavín, it is broken, and displays a circle with repeating interior rings. The Tenam 

Puente monument has an additional feature: a circle in the middle with a tongue-like 

protrusion emanating downwards, ending in two points.  

In Chapter 3, I argued that similarities between the art of Tenam Puente and the 

art of Toniná indicate a relationship between the two cities. Could the same be true of 

Hunchavín and Tenam Puente? The limited information available does suggest 
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connections between Hunchavín and other area sites. For example, Hunchavín shared a 

distinctive construction style with Tenam Puente as well as with Chinkultic (Kaneko 

1996). In the Late Classic period, these sites built without mortar, using stones with 

tenons on the back to secure the façade to the building interior (Navarrete 2000; 

Navarrete 1990, 2000).1 Hunchavín also shared ceramic types with Chinkultic (Rhoads et 

al.. 1994:46). Like Tenam Puente, the site consisted of a heavily terraced hillside located 

near a trade route; and like Chinkultic, exposed bedrock was part of the landscape of the 

site center (Rhoads et. al 1994:44). Although we can find similarities between Hunchavín 

and area sites, we lack concrete information that would connect them.  

What stands out about Hunchavín, furthermore, is its lack of stone sculpture. 

Element 8 is the only remnant of sculpture discovered from the site. Even given the 

extensive looting that penetrated every building at Hunchavín, the artistic record of the 

site is paltry in comparison to nearby population centers. At Tenam Puente, for instance, 

early explorers found large amounts of sculpture (see Blom and La Farge 1926-27; 

Ceough 1942; Corin and Ceough 1947); excavation has revealed additional sculptures as 

well as stucco that once ornamented buildings in the site center. In contrast, decades of 

amateur and professional excavation at Hunchavín have failed to turn up comparable 

amounts of sculpture in stone or stucco. 

The lack of sculpture at Hunchavín raises a number of questions. Was it a choice 

on the part of Hunchavín elites to restrict the creation and display of sculpture? Might it 

indicate the subsidiary status of the site? Does it reflect the existence of sumptuary laws, 

as has been documented for the Aztecs (Anawalt 1980), or specific rules governing the 

display of sculpture? We have hints that such rules may have existed as early as the 

                                                 
1 Akiro Kaneko (1996:77) notes, however, that the stones at Hunchavín are not as well cut as those from 
Chinkultic and Tenam Puente. 
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Preclassic period; Julia Guernsey’s work (2010, 2012), for instance, suggests that elites 

manipulated the display of specific art forms in the Late Preclassic period in order to 

cement their status and legitimize changing sociopolitical roles. Similarly, Clark, 

Guernsey, and Arroyo (2010:24, citing Clark 1996, 1997, 2004) note that in the 

Preclassic period, 

[the] distribution of sculptureless centers indicates political prerogatives for 
sculpting. We suggest that not every center had the right to carve and erect 
sculptures—notwithstanding technical and social capabilities for doing so—
because of the regal themes and messages of legitimate authority involved. 

We might imagine similar processes at work at Hunchavín, which had access to wealth 

but displayed very little sculpture. It seems plausible, if speculative, to suggest that in the 

western Comitán Valley, Tenam Puente maintained a monopoly of sorts on images of 

divine kingship. This strategy differs from those adopted by polities in the Usumacinta 

area, which sponsored the creation of monumental art at subsidiary sites (see Golden 

2010; Scherer and Golden 2014). Hunchavín may have operated principally as a 

commercial center: archaeologists did discover elite burials, but their goods lacked the 

opulence of tombs at Tenam Puente; nor is there a ballcourt at the site. Our conclusions 

about Hunchavín are limited without more archaeological data—but for now, we can 

certainly identify a different approach to the display of sculpture at the site.   

 

GUOC AND THE PIEDRA PARADA 
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Hunchavín was located to the north of Tenam Puente; to the south of Tenam Puente lay a 

small site named Guoc that also displayed one sculpture, locally called the Piedra 

Parada.2  

Of all the monuments in the Comitán area, the Piedra Parada has the longest 

written history: it was mentioned in a text by the seventeenth century Bishop Nuñez de la 

Vega, who described a glyph that had been written on the stone: 

Been es el tercio décimo gentil del calendario, en cuyo cuadernillo histórico 
escrito en idioma indio dice que dejó escrito su nombre en la piedra parada, que es 
un sitio que está en el pueblo de Comitlán [Comitán] (Nuñez de la Vega 1702: 
number 35, XXXI, p.276).3 

Enrique Palacios (1928:69-70, figs. 49, 50) provides the first photographic evidence of 

the stone (fig. 117). He was guided there in 1926 by Mauro Quintero, the caretaker of 

sites in the Comitán area who had also performed excavations at Hunchavín. Palacios 

described the stone as in “the vague form of a stela, but a very primitive one” (1928:70; 

translation mine). The stela was quite large, standing 4.23 meters tall. It measured 90cm 

across and 30cm deep. Palacios noted that there was no carving on the stela, despite 

Nuñez de la Vega’s description. He suggested that if there were a “Been” glyph, it may 

have been painted rather than carved, and no longer survived.4 He also admitted the 

possibility that this was not the stone mentioned by the Bishop. He noted, finally, that the 

stone must have been of some importance, as candles were still burned and offerings left 

at its base by modern residents of the area. 
                                                 
2 The spelling of this site varies depending on the source. It is also referred to as Guc, Guk, and Good. 
Palacios (1928:70) said that the name for the site comes from “Gucumatz, término con que se designó al 
personaje por excelencia de las culturas conocedoras del calendario y que dejaron vestigios de naturaleza 
como la que admiramos allí”. 
3 Blom and La Farge (1927:420) inquired about this passage during their first visit to Comitán (also related 
in Blom and Duby 1957:33), asking residents whether they knew of such a stone. They were never directed 
to Guoc’s Piedra Parada, but this inquiry does appear to have led to the discovery of the Comitán Stela, 
discussed later in this chapter. 
4 The conventional spelling of this day name is “Ben,” documented in Yucatec sources. 
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Richard Ceough also visited the stela and wrote a more thorough description of 

the site in which the stela was found (Corin and Ceough 1947:13). According to Ceough, 

the site lies 2 leagues from Comitán and 1.5 leagues from Tenam Puente on a 

mountainous spur that projects into the Comitán plain. Of the site, Ceough reports: 

There is a long climb up the hill to the upper pyramid supported by lesser ones, 
retaining walls, and terraces. It appears to have at least 4 platforms. Guoc has the 
largest stela in the Comitán valley, perhaps 6 meters long (Corin and Ceough 
1947:13). 

By the time Ceough visited, the stela was in two pieces. The stela had been broken since 

at least 1931, when Mauro Quintero wrote to the Director of Prehispanic Monuments to 

report its breakage. Upon a routine inspection of the site, he wrote, he noticed that the 

stela “ha caido haciéndose dos pedasos, ya tenia mucho tiempo que la piedra estaba un 

poco inclinada, debido a que desde hace muchos años habian escabado al soié [?] de ella, 

seguramento gente ignorante que buscó tesoros” (Quintero 1931). Ceough provided a 

slightly different interpretation of the breakage, writing “The stone is now broken into 2 

pieces as a result of Señor Quintero’s attempt to dig it free from the plaster cement in 

which it was buried. What he had in mind in trying to do this is not known” (Corin and 

Ceough 1947:13). According to a maps made by Ceough (fig. 118), the Piedra Parada 

marked the uppermost of a series of terraces, and was surrounded by at least two 

buildings. Interestingly, Ceough’s maps of the site indicate there may have been other 

sculptures there: one circular marker, and one additional fragmented piece. He does not 

mention any other sculptures, however, in his reports. 

The Piedra Parada from Guoc is only one of many plain or uncarved monuments 

from the Comitán Valley. Plain monuments, in fact, represent a significant fraction of the 

monumental corpus of Tenam Puente. At other sites plain monuments coxist with carved 

ones, but at Guoc, the only sculpture is a plain one. Another unusual aspect of the Piedra 
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Parada is its size, which far exceeds the standard dimensions for most monuments from 

the area. Its height calls to mind the monuments of Santa Elena Poco Uinic, also 

unusually tall, as well as Monument 8 from Chinkultic.  

Like Hunchavín, Guoc raises questions about political affiliations in the western 

Comitán Valley. Ceough reported that the Piedra Parada at Guoc faced southeast, towards 

Tenam Puente. In fact, Ceough suggested in his report that the entire site of Guoc may 

have been oriented towards the larger city (Corin and Ceough 1947). Could Guoc, like 

Hunchavín, have been a secondary site to Tenam Puente at some point in its history? The 

circumstantial evidence is compelling: beyond issues of sculpture and orientation, all of 

these sites were located in highly defensible positions atop ridges and hills, in effect 

ringing the western side of the valley. Their placement suggests a contentious 

environment in the Late Classic period, in which the dominant city of the western 

Comitán Valley used subsidiary sites to maintain its control over people and goods 

passing through the area. Our conclusions are necessarily speculative here, because we 

have very little understanding of the dating of Guoc, or of the extent of construction 

surrounding the stela. It is possible, for instance, that the Piedra Parada was erected long 

after the decline of Tenam Puente. 

Much like the limited sculptural record of Hunchavín, the stela at Guoc points to 

different approaches to the display of sculpture within the Comitán Valley. As a blank 

sculpture, the Piedra Parada signified in a different way than sculptures at Tenam Puente, 

Chinkultic, and Hunchavín. Scholars have long recognized that stone monuments are 

important, at least in part, because of their stoniness; blank monuments indicate that the 

materiality of stone is just as much a part of its resonance as the images carved upon it 

(Newsome 1998; Stuart 2010). Plain monuments were displayed at Tenam Puente (Laló 

1995, 1996), Chinkultic (Navarrete 1984), Tenam Rosario (de la Luz n.d.) and Quen 
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Santo (Seler 1901), but it is notable that at Guoc, the plain Piedra Parada is the sole 

representative of sculpture at the site. Once again, we see a different approach to the 

display of sculpture, with a monument that foregoes inscription to emphasize the 

materiality of stone.  

 

TENAM ROSARIO  

 

Just outside the Comitán Valley to the south, the site of Tenam Rosario displayed a 

number of stone sculptures, including ballcourt markers and a stela. The sculptures of 

Tenam Rosario point to both inter- and intra-site variation; they document the 

engagement of this city with broad trends in Mesoamerican art and underscore, once 

again, the diversity of sculptural approaches in the Comitán area. 

Tenam Rosario was the capital of a Maya polity from approximately 700 to 950 

CE (de Montmollin 1988:351). First mapped and excavated by Pierre Agrinier (1983), 

the site has been most thoroughly studied by Olivier de Montmollin, who also mapped 

the surrounding area (1985, 1988, 1989, 1995). The site consists of a series of plazas 

located strategically on a hilltop (fig. 6). Excavations by Olivier de Montmollin 

(1985:360) revealed that the central civic-ceremonial zone is clearly planned, with Plaza 

9, a raised acropolis, occupying the most important spot. Both Agrinier and de 

Montmollin agree that Tenam Rosario was a political center that controlled the area 

around it. De Montmollin (1985:358), for instance, notes that the buildings constructed in 

the site center are larger and of better quality than buildings in other parts of the polity.  

Survey and excavation projects at Tenam Rosario recovered nine ballcourt 

markers, eight of them carved. One stela was also recovered from the site (Ayala 1984). 
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All of the ballcourt markers were recovered in and around the two ballcourts at the site. 

Marker 9 was recovered from Structure VIII, the smaller of two ballcourts. The other 

eight markers were discovered in Structure III, the larger ballcourt (Fox 1993). Structure 

III measures 70 meters long (Agrinier 1983:243), has one closed end and one open end, 

and appears to have end zones of unequal size. The markers were originally placed along 

the benches and playing aisle of the court, according to a map published by Agrinier (fig. 

119; 1983:250) and Fox (1993:fig. 1). 

The ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario have been discussed by Agrinier (1983), 

de Montmollin (1988, 1989) and John Fox (1993); Fox’s study is the most extensive 

consideration of them. They have been mentioned, as well, by Andrea Stone (1989) and 

Susan Gillespie (1991). As a group, the ballcourt markers from Structure III display a 

number of iconographic traits familiar from other parts of Mesoamerica. The squatting 

posture of the central figures, combined with their costumes and implements, suggest a 

unique amalgamation of artistic influences from Central Mexico, the Yucatan peninsula, 

and the central Maya lowlands. The marker from Structure VIII, meanwhile, points to an 

eclectic artistic program that consciously drew from both local and widespread artistic 

traditions.  

 

The Ballcourt Markers from Structure III 

Of the eight markers recovered from Structure III, only three have been published. 

Agrinier (1983) first published Markers 1 and 2. In the same article, he described the 

other markers: he wrote that two of them are similar in design to Markers 1 and 2, while 

three were decorated with bands of eroded glyphs. Agrinier did not publish images of 

Markers 3-8, but Ian Graham did record one for the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic 
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Inscriptions; this illustration was used in Fox’s 1993 article. Fox (1993) suggested this 

marker could be one of the markers described by Agrinier as similar to Markers 1 and 2. 

Fox designated it “Marker X,” a designation I will follow here.  

The markers from Structure III feature an unusual squatting position and 

accoutrements that may originate in Central Mexico—or in Maya appropriations of 

Central Mexican themes. On Marker 1, the figure squats in the center, arms and legs 

splayed to dominate the composition (fig. 120a). He looks to the left; his face is in 

profile, and he wears a goggle over his eye. Speech volutes extend outward from his 

mouth. His headdress is eroded and difficult to make out; Fox (1993:56) suggests it 

depicts a bird. His pectoral appears to have a central knot. An unidentified, textile-like 

element stretches behind him in a horizontal line at roughly chest level. Below, his belt is 

ornamented with a skull. As noted by Fox (1993:56), the skull has prominent goggled 

eyes. The figure wears animal tails on his wrists and left knee (Stone 1989:161; Fox 

1993:56). In his right hand (to the viewer’s left) he holds a spear and a shield, which is 

seen in profile. Agrinier (1983:243) wrote that he holds flowers or leaves in his left hand, 

but this probably represents an incense bag instead.5  

Marker 2 is structurally similar to Marker 1, but the individual wears a different 

costume (fig. 120b). On this marker, the squatting individual faces to the right. His 

headdress is cylindrical (Fox 1993:56), with what Agrinier (1983:244) identified as a 

serpent on the front. Fox presents a slightly different interpretation, arguing that with its 

                                                 
5 Fox (1993:56) notes similarities between the costume elements of this character and those on Monument 
4 from Chinkultic. It should be noted, however, that these similarities are of a general nature. Fox suggests 
that the individual on Monument 4 wears the same “avian-form” headdress, but the headdress on Marker 1 
is too eroded to firmly designate it as such. The personage on Monument 4, meanwhile, appears to hold a 
scepter rather than a spear. While the structure of the knotted pectoral on Monument 4 looks similar, the 
Marker 1 pectoral is again too eroded to claim it is the same. Thus while there are some general 
similarities—both individuals wear pectorals and carry an incense bag—there is little to suggest a specific 
affinity between these two monuments.  
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sharp teeth and missing lower jaw, the mouth is crocodilian and similar to cipactli from 

Postclassic Central Mexican art (1993:56). The figure on Marker 2 also wears a goggle 

over the eye and a “nasal-bucal ornament” over the mouth (Agrinier 1983:244); Fox 

(1993:56) notes that the ornament is shown in frontal rather than profile view. His chest 

is decorated with a large, semi-circular pectoral with fret designs similar to those on 

Marker 1 (Fox 1993:56). Like the individual on Marker 1, the Marker 2 personage wears 

pendant animal tails at wrist and knee and the same unidentified horizontal midriff 

element. His belt assemblage has a circle in the center rather than a skull; it looks similar 

to the back mirrors worn by individuals from Central Mexico in the “Toltec” iconography 

of Chichén Itzá (Taube 1999:fig. 30), although in those examples the mirrors are 

subdivided and never worn in the front. In the figure’s right hand, he carries an object 

that Agrinier (1983:244) identified as a flower. A ring to the left of the object renders the 

arrangement quite similar to Central Mexican traditions of written dates, although it 

should be stressed that the object is eroded and difficult to conclusively identify. In the 

figure’s left hand, he carries three atlatl darts.  

The third marker in the Structure III group, identified by Fox (1993:56) as Marker 

X, is similar to both Markers 1 and 2 (fig. 120c). The individual is squatting, arms and 

legs splayed, and he faces to the left. The details of the headdress are difficult to discern, 

but it appears to include a cylindrical element similar to the headdress worn by the 

individual on Marker 2. Fox (1993:57) notes that although the facial area is significantly 

eroded, it is clear that the individual was not wearing goggles, in contrast to the figures 

on Markers 1 and 2. An object directly in front of his nose calls to mind the breath scrolls 

used throughout Maya and Mesoamerican art. Like the other individuals, the person on 

this marker wears the unidentified midriff element, a complex belt assemblage with a 

central element and dangling loincloth, and pendant animal tails at knee and wrist. In his 
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right hand, he carries atlatl darts; in his left, an incense bag. This incense bag is similar to 

others that appear at Chinkultic, particularly those on Monuments 4 and 8.  

Only three of the ballcourt markers from Structure III have been published, but 

we can piece together what the others may have looked like based on Agrinier’s 

descriptions (1983) and a schematic currently on display in the Museo Arqueológico de 

Comitán (fig. 121). Agrinier (1983:243) notes that Markers 4 and 5 were too eroded to 

discern any significant details, but the design consisted of a central element encircled by 

a band of hieroglyphs. Markers 7 and 8 were apparently almost identical to Markers 1 

and 2, depicting “a squatting human figure with open arms, carrying a dart in one hand 

and other objects in the other hand” (Agrinier 1983:244, translation mine). He also notes 

that the marker found on top of the west platform of the ballcourt was uncarved, and the 

map accompanying his article (1983:fig. II.7.4a) designates this as Marker 6. Agrinier 

does not mention Marker 3, but according to the map, Marker 3 was the marker found in 

the center of the ballcourt. 

Agrinier’s descriptions differ slightly from a schematic from the Museo 

Arqueológico de Comitán that shows the seven carved markers (fig. 121). According to 

the schematic, Markers 3 and 4 consisted of central designs encircled by glyphs (as 

opposed to Agrinier’s 4 and 5). Also according to the schematic, Markers 5 and 6 are 

almost identical to Markers 1 and 2, and Marker 7 is the same as Fox’s Marker X. In this 

reconstruction, Marker 8 is the uncarved one. As these differing synopses indicate, some 

confusion exists about which marker is which. Adding to the confusion, the markers are 

currently dispersed between the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán, the Museo Regional 

de Chiapas, and the site itself, where at least one marker was reburied (de la Luz n.d.). 

Despite this confusion, we can conclude that at least four markers, and probably five, 
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displayed squatting individuals holding weapons and other objects. Two markers 

depicted central designs ringed by hieroglyphs, and one was blank. 

 

Analysis of markers in the ballcourt group 

The ballcourt markers from Tenam Rosario fall within a long tradition of carved circular 

markers in and around the Comitán Valley. Eduard Seler, during his passage through the 

area, reported several large inscribed circular stones from El Cimarrón, Quen Santo, and 

an unnamed site to the west of Quen Santo (Weeks 2003: figs. 89, 105, 190). Circular 

sculptures have also been reported from Tenam Puente (Laló 1995, 1996) and La 

Esperanza/Chinkultic (Kowalski 1989; Navarrete 1984).6 Further afield, inscribed 

circular markers were a major component of the sculptural corpus of Toniná, located both 

on and off the ballcourt (Becquelin and Baudez 1979-82; Stuart 1996). At Yaxchilan and 

Piedras Negras, as well, ballcourts were marked with multiple circular markers (Morley 

1938:plate 116a-d; Satterthwaite 1944:fig. 11; Fox 1993:61), and well known examples 

have emerged from Copan and Cancuen (Fash 1991; Cohodas 1991; see also Schele and 

Miller 1986). 

The ballcourt markers from Tenam Rosario, then, fall within the regional 

traditions of the Comitán Valley and the Chiapas highlands. But the markers from Tenam 

Rosario differ in other ways, incorporating several unusual features with ties to Central 

Mexico and the Yucatan Peninsula. The first unusual aspect of the markers, as discussed 

by John Fox (1993:57-60), is the squatting posture. Cecilia Klein (1976) identified this 

position in Aztec art as a “posture of delivery,” associated with females and with the 
                                                 
6 The La Esperanza marker was discovered approximately 8-14 kilometers away from Chinkultic. Its 
iconography contains the Chinkultic emblem glyph, suggesting it may originally have been located at the 
larger site. For a discussion of the La Esperanza ballcourt marker, see Kowalski 1989a; Ball 1980; and 
Grube 2002.  
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female aspect of the earth god Tlaltecuhtli. This position is often referred to as the 

“hocker” position (Nicholson 1967; Klein 1976; Gillespie 1991; Faust 2009). 

 In his analysis of the squatting posture, Fox (1993:57-60) drew connections to El 

Tajin as well as Central Mexican depictions, including the Teotihuacan Tlalóc and the 

Aztec Tlaltecuhtli and Tlalóc. For Fox, the squatting posture on the Tenam Rosario 

ballcourt markers is related to sacrifice and regenerative ritual; the figures on the 

ballcourt markers “conflate and embody the male and female aspects of blood sacrifice in 

the architectural context of the ballcourt” (1993:62). Like the Aztec Tlaltecuhtli, the 

squatting figures refer to fertility and regeneration, themes that accord well with the 

meaning of the ballgame among the lowland Maya. Gillespie (1991:337-338), too, 

interpreted the Tenam Rosario markers as related to fertility and liminal space, noting 

that the position of these players is a birthing posture, related to the earth mother.  

Fox relied mostly on Gulf Coast and Central Mexican comparisons in his analysis 

of the squatting posture because he was able to locate so few examples from the Maya 

area—but my research has revealed other relevant comparisons closer to home. One 

example, published in the Handbook of Middle American Indians (Miles 1965:271), 

depicts a squatting figure (fig. 122a). It is labeled only as “South Coast” and is not 

directly addressed in the text. This figure probably represents a ritual ballplayer. His face 

looks almost skeletal, and he has feathers emerging around his entire head. He wears a 

loincloth or belt assemblage, and his chest is dominated by a large circle, much like that 

on the waistband of Marker 2. The circle is recessed into his chest, as if it were meant to 

hold something. Behind him, to either side, tufts of feathers fall in orderly vertical rows. 

In his right hand, he carries a spear. In his left hand, he carries a trapezoidal object that 

looks like it has a face inside it. This object closely resembles a padlock stone, an object 

related to the manopla (Borheghyi 1961; Taube and Zender 2009), and the figure may be 
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wearing a helmet. The manopla and possible helmet point to the ballplayer identification 

for this individual (see Taube and Zender 2009). This sculpture hints at associations 

between weaponry, the ballgame, and the squatting posture. 

In addition to this example from the Pacific Coast, Stela 5 from Los Horcones 

displays a ballplayer in the hocker position; the stela was discovered near a ballcourt at 

the site (García-Des Lauriers 2007:204-205, fig. 7.11a). In her analysis of this stela, 

Claudia García-Des Lauriers (2007:204-205) noted the similarity between Stela 5 and the 

ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario. García-Des Lauriers (2007; 2012) argued that Los 

Horcones was a point of economic and ideological exchange between disparate parts of 

Mesoamerica. The use of motifs familiar from Central Mexico at Los Horcones—from 

the arrangement of space in Group F to the incorporation of Teotihuacan style and 

iconography—emphasized the role of Los Horcones as a regional trade center; the 

squatting motif would have been part of that message.  

Another sculpture from Chiapas displays the squatting posture and was probably 

located in a ballcourt. The marker is unprovenanced, and currently resides in the 

collection of the North Carolina Museum of art (fig. 122b; Whittington 2001:172). An 

individual squats in the center of the sculpture, facing to the viewer’s left. His arms are 

not splayed in the same manner as the Tenam Rosario markers; instead, he holds aloft a 

head with his right arm, and his left arm cradles what appears to be a rubber ball. Around 

the individual is a cartouche made up of alternating anthropomorphic heads and caban 

glyphs, representing the earth (Whittington 2001:172). The different positions of the arms 

on this marker make the frontality of the splayed figure less arresting, but the objects held 

in the hands resonate with the Tenam Rosario markers. 

The squatting posture also appears several times in ceramics from the Escuintla 

region of Guatemala, and these representations also suggest connections between the 
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position and the ballgame. One illustrated by Whittington (2001:256) from the Denver 

Art Museum depicts a squatting ballplayer “holding the head of a just-decapitated victim” 

(fig. 122c; Whittington 2001:256). Blood coming from the neck of the decapitated head 

turns into serpents, much like the decapitated head in the ballcourt of Chichén Itzá and 

that on Los Horcones Stela 1 (García-Des Lauriers 2007:204).7 Scrolls emerge from the 

mouth of the squatting ballplayer, and he holds a knife in his right hand. This vessel dates 

to between 400 and 700 CE (Whittington 2001:256), slightly earlier than the ballcourt 

markers from Tenam Rosario. In addition to the Denver vessel, Nicholas Hellmuth has 

identified three other examples of squatting ballplayers in Middle Classic vessels. One is 

at the Museo Popol Vuh and is illustrated in Hellmuth’s Human Sacrifice in Ballgame 

Scenes (1987). A second is not illustrated, but is made from the same mold. A third is 

illustrated in Middle Classic Mesoamerica, although in this example, the squatting 

players—dressed as butterflies—are seen from the side (Hellmuth 1978:fig. 12).   

These vessels draw connections between the squatting posture and the ballgame, 

and they also refer to sacrifice, another context in which we find the posture in Maya art. 

As Joralemon illustrated (1974:figs. 10, 12), the squatting posture appears in 

representations of ritual bloodletting. This resonates with Fox’s (1993) analysis, in which 

he identifies depictions of squatting figures engaged in bloodletting at El Tajin. These 

figures, he argues, represent “sacrificial death and symbolic regeneration” (1993:59). 

Finally, a number of incensarios from the area around Comitán suggest that the 

squatting posture may have been a regional trait. Agrinier (1983:244) was the first to note 

the similarity between the position of the ballcourt figures and the squatting posture of a 

figure on an incensario published by Thompson (1954:190). My research has revealed at 

                                                 
7 This motif also appears on Los Horcones Stela 1 (García-Des Lauriers 2007:204). 
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least six examples of the squatting posture on elaborate incensarios from this region. The 

two most complete examples are the incensarios published by Thompson, and another 

incensario that was supposedly discovered near Chinkultic (figs. 99a, 99c). On both 

incensarios, a squatting figure is attached to the back rim, so that he seems to sit atop the 

central cavity.8 Both figures are squatting, and their elbows rest upon their knees. Both 

originally held objects in their hands. From similar incensarios we can reconstruct that 

they probably held spears or clubs (see figs. 11, 13).9 

A number of examples of the squatting posture from Chiapas, and from the South 

Coast and piedmont of Guatemala suggest that the ballcourt markers from Tenam Rosario 

are not as anomalous as earlier scholars have suggested. These examples point to 

associations between the squatting posture and the ballgame, weaponry, and sacrifice, 

particularly decapitation. The mix of local Escuintla imagery and Teotihuacan motifs on 

the Escuintla vessels (Hellmuth 1978), in particular, mirrors what we see at Tenam 

Rosario: a combination of local imagery with Central Mexican motifs. Other aspects of 

the ballcourt markers also point to Central Mexican influences. These aspects include 

darts associated with dart throwers, goggled eyes, and other costume elements. As we 

shall see, though, in using these elements, the creators of the ballcourt markers may have 

been referencing Maya interpretations of Central Mexican elements rather than 

incorporating them directly. 

Two of the three published markers from Structure III include darts, probably 

used with an atlatl, or spearthrower. On Marker 2, the squatting figure holds three darts; 
                                                 
8 While these figures are technically sitting on the rim of the incensario rather than squatting, I argue that 
the technological considerations of medium—in this case, clay—would have prevented Maya artisans from 
creating a true squatting figure of that height and weight, and that the posture on these incensarios is 
conceptually equivalent to the squatting posture seen on sculptures and Escuintla ceramics, in which the 
rear is raised off the ground. 
9 This is based on photographs of incensarios in the collection of Gustav Kanter (Burkitt 1924; Villacorta 
and Villacorta 1927) that show squatting figures holding intact cylindrical objects with sharp protrusions. 
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on Marker X, he holds at least two. As Slater (2011) has discussed, dart throwers 

appeared early in the Mesoamerican landscape, but became particularly prominent as 

indicators of status in the Classic period, when they were associated with the prestige of 

Teotihuacan (see also Stone 1989). While the figure on Marker 1 holds a more traditional 

Maya spear, the individuals on Markers 2 and X carry weapons associated with warriors 

of Central Mexico. Interestingly, the Tenam Rosario markers are not the only example of 

spearthrower imagery in this area: the figures on each side of Tenam Puente Monument 1 

carry darts as well, suggesting the wide diffusion of this trait by the Terminal Classic 

period. 

The figures on the Tenam Rosario ballcourt markers also wear pendant animal 

tails, a trait Stone (1989:161) links to the “fur-in-hand” motif at Teotihuacan. Stone (ibid) 

locates examples of this motif at Piedras Negras, as well as Lacanjá and Chichén Itzá, 

and notes that it consistently appears in a militaristic context. In the examples identified 

by Stone, the fur wrist bands hang from only one hand. In contrast, the dangling animal 

tails at Tenam Rosario are worn on both wrists as well as the knees of the personages on 

Markers 1, 2, and X. Erosion has created some ambiguity here, however: the right leg of 

the individual on Marker 1 may not have an animal tail, according to the drawing by Ian 

Graham. 

Other costume elements on the markers from Structure III also hint at Central 

Mexican influence. The nasal ornament worn by the figure on Marker 2, for instance, is 

similar to the Teotihuacan “dripping fluid” sign (Fox 1993:58), although Agrinier 

(1983:244) notes it appears on a local incensarios as well. This sign also appears on Stela 

7 from Piedras Negras (Stone 1989:162). The goggled eyes worn by the figures on 

Marker 1 and Marker 2 are reminiscent of Central Mexican imagery (Hellmuth 1978), as 

is the speech scroll emerging from the mouth of the figure on Marker 1. To be sure, these 
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markers incorporate plenty of Maya imagery as well: the spear and shield carried by the 

Marker 1 figure, for instance, are familiar from Maya art. The incense bags, carried by 

figures on Marker 1 and Marker X, are also familiar from Late Classic Maya imagery.10 

Overall, though, the impression of these markers is one of eclecticism, a mix of Maya and 

Central Mexican motifs. 

Stone (1989:153) has suggested that by the Late Classic period, Central Mexican 

motifs often represented internal politics rather than external cultural influence. In the 

Maya area, she wrote, “a cluster of costume attributes with a Teotihuacan source came to 

be used in a consistent, integrated way to outfit warriors” (Stone 1989:156). She 

designated this collection of attributes the “Teotihuacan military costume” (Stone 

1989:156). Slater (2011:379) also notes that while spearthrowers and spearthrower darts 

appear with greater frequency in the Terminal Classic period, this may represent a rise in 

militarism; that is, the spearthrower was already part of the Maya iconographic corpus 

thanks to cultural influence from Teotihuacan in the Early Classic period, and the 

increase in use in the Late/Terminal Classic periods indicated internal Maya politics and 

the re-interpretation of those traits by Maya elites. Both authors agree that motifs like the 

spearthrower, while originally adopted from Teotihuacan imagery, had become by the 

Late Classic period common Maya shorthand for elite status and military strength. Thus, 

while the markers of Structure III demonstrate compelling connections with Central 

Mexican imagery, the source of that imagery by the Terminal Classic period is unclear.  

If we lack the specific origin for these borrowed iconographic traits, we can at 

least point out that they represent a visual vocabulary that clearly references “foreign” 

                                                 
10 These incense bags were mistakenly identified by Agrinier (1983) as bundles of flowers or leaves. This 
interpretation was followed by de Montmollin (1995:46) who suggested that the plant imagery, combined 
with the weapons held by the figures, represented a “peace/war duality view,” a notion that must be 
reconsidered in light of their designation as incense bags.  
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Central Mexican motifs. The markers from Structure III incorporate a mix of elements, 

incorporating traits from distant locales as well as local traditions. Two other pieces of 

sculpture from Tenam Rosario also point to an eclectic artistic tradition at Tenam 

Rosario: Marker 9, and the one stela recovered from the site. 

 

Marker 9: The Moon Goddess and Maya Iconography 

The carved markers from Structure III at Tenam Rosario mix Maya and Central Mexican 

elements—but the ninth ballcourt marker is carved with distinctly Maya imagery. This 

marker, identified by Agrinier (1983:253) as Marker 9, depicts the Maya moon goddess 

(fig. 123). The marker is much smaller than the others, measuring only 59 cm in diameter 

(as opposed to the 1.1 meter diameter of the other eight markers). It is also carved from a 

different type of stone, more granular and darker in color. This marker was recovered in a 

small plaza defined by Structure 7 on the south and a ballcourt on the north; this ballcourt 

is designated Structure VIII (see Figure 119). Unlike the group of markers from Structure 

III, this sculpture is less clearly associated with the ballcourt, and we should consider the 

possibility that it was not a ballcourt marker, and that it was originally located elsewhere 

at the site. 

In the center of the marker sits the moon goddess, facing to the viewer’s left. She 

sits in a half crescent that ends in a serpent’s head, and she holds her right hand in front 

of her, index finger pointed, in a gesture commonly associated with oration. We can 

identify the central figure as the moon goddess because of the half crescent and the rabbit 

she carries in her arms (Taube 1992:64-69).11 The central image is encircled by a band of 

                                                 
11 This monument also brings up intriguing connections with a Preclassic sculpture from Ocozocoautla, 
Chiapas (Clark, in press; Tejada and Lowe 1993). On this sculpture, a snake wraps around a seated 
individual, who gestures at a rabbit in front of him. The crescent shape of the snake and the presence of the 
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glyphs. Damage to the monument has caused the fragmentation of many of these glyphs, 

but they appear to represent a series of dates in which the coefficient is 8.  

Similar scenes of the moon goddess appear in codices, ceramics, and monumental 

art in the Late Classic and Postclassic periods (see Thompson 1939; Taube 1992a). On 

vase K5166, for instance, the moon goddess appears with both the crescent and the rabbit 

(fig. 124a), and on Lintel 2 from Chicozapote, she sits inside a double crescent with a 

rabbit in her left arm, much like the depiction on the Tenam Rosario marker (fig. 124b). 

The Marker 9 moon goddess is particularly similar to an example in the Dresden Codex 

(fig. 124c). As Taube (1992a:64) describes, the moon goddess on page 49 of the Dresden 

Codex appears with “a lunar crescent projecting from her back.” Her headdress is 

strikingly similar to that of the Tenam Rosario moon goddess: it includes a serpent head 

at the front, with maize-like fronds emerging from a tubular element just above it. Behind 

the tubular element is a part that looks woven. All three of these elements appear on the 

headdress of the Tenam Rosario moon goddess. In both sources, the goddess also wears a 

large necklace with a beaded front piece.  

In contrast to the ballcourt markers of Structure III, this marker displays distinctly 

Maya imagery, including the moon goddess and a series of dates written using Maya 

glyphs. It is carved on a different type of stone, with a different scale, and prioritizes fluid 

curves and a dynamic composition that leaves very little negative space. Marker 9 

demonstrates that the artistic program at Tenam Rosario included different styles of art, 

with influences drawing from a wide range of sources. The style of this monument 

clearly draws from the lowland Maya tradition, as does the one carved stela discovered at 

the site.  

                                                 
rabbit indicate that some of the iconographic elements on Marker 9 are both local and of considerable time 
depth.  
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The Chihuahua Stela / Tenam Rosario Stela 1 

The first mention of this stela in print comes from a 1961 INAH Bulletin that recorded its 

discovery two kilometers from Chihuahua, a town in the vicinity of the archaeological 

site of Tenam Rosario. In 1974, the stela was moved to the central park in Comitán, and 

then to the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán, where it stands today (Ayala 1984:85). The 

basic outlines of this stela are discernible, but erosion has rendered the specific 

iconography and the hieroglyphs difficult to access. 

The stela is carved in low relief, and it depicts a standing figure, in profile, facing 

to the left (fig. 125). Ayala (1984:85-86) notes this position is unusual in this region and 

may be an archaizing element, meant to refer to Early Classic representations. The figure 

wears a large headdress, a chest ornament with a central dangling element, and a 

waistband. He also wears bands around his knees and ankles. Atop his head is an 

enormous headdress marked by a large horizontal band at the bottom, a number of eroded 

motifs, and, finally, a traditional spray of feathers emerging from the top. Damage to the 

monument prevents a secure iconographic reading of each element, but emerging from 

the front of the headdress is what looks like the head of a long-beaked bird. The figure 

carries an incense bag in his right hand.   

In front of the face of the figure is one vertical row of glyphs. These glyphs are 

severely eroded, but probably marked the name of the standing figure. There are also two 

horizontal rows of glyphs underneath the standing figure. Ayala’s analysis of these 

glyphs (1984:86-89) rendered a date of (9).11.(0.0.0) 12 Ahau (8 Ceh), which 

corresponds to 652 CE. As the plethora of parentheses indicates, this reading should be 

taken as hypothetical—but the style of the monument coincides with Ayala’s reading of 
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the date. This stela seems earlier than many of the other monuments from the Comitán 

area in its treatment of space and line. The proportions of the figure are similar to stelae 

at Yaxchilan, as are his dress and accoutrements.  Ayala (1984:84) noted many of the 

same traits. Based on its style, a seventh-century date for the monument seems plausible. 

Like Marker 9, Stela 1 from Tenam Rosario is distinctly Maya in terms of style and 

iconography. Together, these monuments show that the artistic program of Tenam 

Rosario included both Maya and Central Mexican traits.  

 

The Art of Tenam Rosario 

The ballcourt makers from Tenam Rosario incorporate a range of iconographic 

influences, referencing both Central Mexican and distinctly Mayan themes. How have 

scholars interpreted the art from this site—and what can it tell us about who lived here, 

and when?  

Scholars have interpreted the ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario from both 

political and ideological perspectives. Agrinier (1993) and de Montmollin (1989; 1995) 

have suggested that each marker represents a subsidiary lord, and that the ballcourt thus 

served as a symbolic microcosm of the Rosario polity. This idea dovetails nicely with de 

Montmollin’s (1989) suggestion that the city is structurally representative of the polity. 

De Montmollin’s structural and spatial analysis of Tenam Rosario found patterns of “dual 

replication,” which reflect the division of the polity into two main sections. Other 

elements of the central zone reflect smaller “pockets” of settlement in the area. By 

referencing the layout of the polity within the layout of the capital city, he argues, Tenam 

Rosario represented a “reproduction ‘writ small’ in the civic-ceremonial zone of the 

encompassing politico-territorial system’s structure” (1985:361).  De Montmollin argues 
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that the structure of the site center also reveals aspects of political structure in the ancient 

city: the clear dominance of Plazas 5 and 9, for instance, indicates a “centralized and 

hierarchical elite political order” rather than dual or shared rulership (1985:361). The 

ballcourt markers reference and reinforce this order by depicting subsidiary lords within a 

structural microcosm of the polity. 

Fox (1993) disagrees with this analysis. He argues that the figures on the ballcourt 

markers represent deities rather than historical individuals. He supports this argument 

with the observation that historical individuals are usually named with glyphs on Maya 

monuments. While this is true, there are also monuments from the Maya area in which 

the protagonists are not named. The figures on the Structure III ballcourt markers, 

moreover, do not look like Maya representations of gods: they are resoundingly human, 

with no anthropomorphic features.  

Scholars have also used art from Tenam Rosario to think about who occupied the 

site, and when. Tenam Rosario was not settled until well after Tenam Puente and 

Chinkultic, leading Pierre Agrinier (1983) to argue that the center was founded by Maya 

fleeing the collapsing Usumacinta region. De Montmollin expands on this argument, 

going so far as to suggest that the founders of Tenam Rosario were elites from Yaxchilan, 

arriving in the Grijalva River Valley around 650 CE. De Montmollin bases this 

assessment on Agrinier’s (1983) study, which found similarities between the art of 

Tenam Rosario and that of Yaxchilan.12 Fox (1993:61) performed a similar analysis, and 

also found connections between the art of Tenam Rosario and art from sites in the 

Usumacinta region. 
                                                 
12 Agrinier performed a statistical analysis in which he isolated traits and mapped their appearance 
elsewhere (see Agrinier 1983: 254, table II.7.8). Despite the calculations involved, it is a subjective list and 
application of traits that ignores a number of area comparisons. He did not recognize, for instance, that the 
Comitán stela (discussed below) also features a ring around the eye, or that a number of Chinkultic 
monuments feature spears and skulls. 
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De Montmollin (1995:42-43) used these studies to suggest a specific history of 

occupation at Tenam Rosario. Interestingly, his scenario incorporates the stylistic 

eclecticism of art from the site. He suggests that there were two waves of “intruders” at 

Tenam Rosario. One group, made up of “freshly arriving Yaxchileños or local emulators 

of Yaxchilan forms,” arrived between 650 and 700 CE. They were responsible for Stela 

1, which is stylistically closest to Yaxchilan. A second influx was made up of “Putun-Itzá 

groups…or local mexicanizing Maya emulators…with continuing links to the last elites 

at Yaxchilan or other Usumacinta centers” (de Montmollin 1995:42). The second wave 

was responsible for the Structure III ballcourt markers, which he dates stylistically to 

between 700 and 800 CE. 

De Montmollin’s reconstruction takes a simplistic approach to reconciling the two 

clearly different artistic styles from the site. For him, different art styles must be the 

result of different populations; the lowland Maya art style can be explained only by the 

arrival of lowland Maya people. Yet while these styles are different in many ways, 

evidence suggests they coexisted at the site. Structure III, for instance, included at least 

four images of squatting figures—but it also included two markers that consisted of 

central designs ringed by hieroglyphs. Agrinier (1983) reported that the central designs 

were too eroded to discern. Regardless, these markers differed in design from the markers 

with the squatting figures, and the presence of hieroglyphs indicate the markers may have 

skewed closer to the style of Marker 9. The visual program of Structure III, then, 

included both artistic styles.  

Based on my own analysis of art from Tenam Rosario, I would submit that the 

data—archaeological, epigraphic, and iconographic—is too thin to certify the specific 

sequence of events suggested by de Montmollin. Lowland Maya people may have arrived 

at the site in the Late Classic period, perhaps even from Yaxchilan, but this does not 
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adequately explain the unique mix of imagery on the ballcourt markers from the site. 

Instead, the sculptures of Tenam Rosario suggest local appropriations of a variety of 

stylistic and iconographic traits. At Tenam Rosario, those traits emphasize the 

cosmopolitan nature of its inhabitants, create a sculptural representation of the political 

structure of the polity, and refer to both political and cosmological themes.  

 

QUEN SANTO 

 

This chapter has so far examined three different centers in and around the Comitán 

Valley. Each of these centers, we have discovered, took a different approach to the 

display of sculpture. Quen Santo provides yet another example of this diversity. Tucked 

into the northwest corner of Guatemala, Quen Santo lies only a few miles from the border 

with Chiapas. The center consists of a hilltop city with a series of caves directly 

underneath the site. Sculpture from both the caves and the hilltop settlement points to the 

role of Quen Santo as a center for cave ritual and ancestor veneration. 

Seler published the first description of Quen Santo (1901). He traveled through 

the area between 1895 and 1897, collecting pottery, taking plaster casts of sculpture, and 

mapping the sites he visited. He also performed limited excavations of both residential 

and cave sites, including Quen Santo. Seler published descriptions, drawings, and 

photographs of many monuments from the area—and these remain our most detailed 

account of the site. No one returned to formally investigate the area until 2006, when a 

project headed by James Brady surveyed the caves at Quen Santo (Brady, ed. 2009). 

Brady and his team explored the caves, completed a basic reconnaissance of the hilltop 

site of Quen Santo, and performed ethnographic research into the importance of the caves 
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as a locus for modern-day pilgrimage. Despite their efforts, Quen Santo remains poorly 

understood.  

Seler designated the hilltop settlement “Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo” in order to 

distinguish it from the cave complex below. As mapped by Seler, Pueblo Viejo Quen 

Santo stretches along a relatively flat plateau that extends from south to north (fig. 9). 

From the plateau, the ground drops away into barrancas, or canyons. Beneath the hilltop 

settlement are a series of caves, which can be accessed via a staircase on the west side of 

the plateau. On the other side of the caves, to the northwest of the main hilltop settlement, 

the site continues on another plateau, which Seler called the Casa del Sol (fig. 126). This 

type of site location, with settlement clustered on plateaus surrounded by barrancas, is 

typical of Maya settlements in highland Guatemala, like Zaculeu and Gumarcaaj 

(Woodbury and Trik 1953; Carmack 1981). In total, Seler mapped over forty structures, 

located in five architectural groups. Brady and his colleagues (Brady et. al 2009:9) 

reported that Seler’s original map is fairly accurate.13   

The sculpture from Quen Santo and the surrounding area remains understudied as 

well. In addition to Seler’s volume (1901), Carlos Navarrete (1979) documented a 

number of sculptures from Quen Santo and the nearby town of Chaculá. Brady et al. 

(2009) added several pieces to the known corpus and investigated some of the original 

sculptures reported by Seler. This chapter, however, represents the first twenty-first 

century attempt to understand the sculpture of Quen Santo and Chaculá in its 

archaeological and regional context. The sculptures indicate to us that Quen Santo was a 

center for mortuary ritual and ancestor veneration. While there are moments of overlap 

with the art and ceramics of nearby sites, the style of many sculptures at Quen Santo is 

                                                 
13 I retain Seler’s original designations here for the sake of clarity.  
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entirely different from the sculptures we have considered before, pointing once again to 

the diversity of the Comitán area and asking us to reconsider what it means to be Maya. 

 

Hilltop Sculpture at Quen Santo: The Casa del Sol 

The section designated by Seler as the Casa del Sol (fig. 126) is located on a plateau 

adjacent to Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. This part of the site revealed architectural details, 

ceramic fragments, and stone sculpture that evince connections to the Comitán area and 

highland Guatemala. Like other parts of Quen Santo, the sculptural record of the Casa del 

Sol reflects a diversity of sculptural styles.  

Of the three structures on the plateau, the middle building is the largest, and Seler 

recognized it as the principal structure in the group (2003:115). The upper platform of 

this building is approximately 7 meters tall. In the structure atop the platform, Seler found 

the rear wall mostly intact and about 50cm high. He discovered a stone platform in the 

center rear of the room, as well as disc-shaped stones along the sides. He describes these 

stones as follows: 

A row of disc-shaped stones begins where the rear wall articulates with the side 
walls. On the south side these stones are aligned slightly overlapping one another 
preserved in their original position. On each side there are nine disc-shaped 
stones, including those that have fallen off the structure. (2003:115) 

Kowalski (1989:179) suggests that the disc-shaped stones may be bases of columns, 

much like interior columns at Chichén Itzá. From Seler’s description, however, it sounds 

as if the stone discs may represent only two fallen columns, the discs splayed across the 

floor. Other buildings in highland Guatemala featured columns as well (see, for example, 

Woodbury and Trik 1953, vol.2, fig. 227), so this may be a local architectural style. 



 229 

Seler discovered a cache of ceramic fragments in this part of the site that invite 

comparisons with the Comitán area. Several fragments depict human limbs. One 

fragment, identified by Seler as part of the rim of an incensario, shows a foot perched 

atop the rounded rim (fig. 127a). Above the foot are three ankle bands, and the remnants 

of what may have been crossed bands that covered the shin, similar to those worn on 

Chinkultic Monument 2. These fragments call to mind the elaborate incensarios 

recovered at Chinkultic. This fragment in particular is quite similar to the feet on an 

incensario displayed until recently at the Museo Regional in Tuxtla Gutierrez (fig. 127b; 

see also fig. 99). Photographs of Gustav Kanter’s collection, which was drawn in part 

from Quen Santo, also show similar examples (Burkitt 1924). This suggests that the 

fragments Seler discovered represent additional examples of this incensario style. Still 

other fragments show faces, and these fragments again display connections to the 

Comitán area. At least one face wears the “cruller” of the Jaguar God of the Underworld. 

Another fragment depicts two eyes and the bridge of a nose (fig. 127c). The eyes are 

partially surrounded by rings. These rings look different from the JGU scroll, and appear 

similar to the rings worn around the eyes on Tenam Puente Stela 1, Side A, as well as on 

Ballcourt Markers 1 and 2 from Tenam Rosario. The style of the eyes, meanwhile, calls 

to mind Monument 40 from Chinkultic, with their delicate tilt and bored-out pupils. 

While the ceramics from this cache depict familiar themes, they were buried 

under a monument that was carved in a completely different style. Discovered underneath 

a platform near the center of the plaza, the sculpture is a largely unworked stone with a 

hole in the center (fig. 128). A face marks one side of the monument, and Seler 

(2003:119) notes “crudely rendered” human hands on the right and left side of the 

monument, as well as a “feather decoration” on either side, above the face. It is difficult 

to conclusively reconstruct either of these details from the image included in his report. 
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Seler describes this stone as “the result of natural erosion,” suggesting the stone was not 

extensively reshaped when the sculpture was created. It was buried standing erect, with 

the head resting approximately 25cm below the surface. The architecture and pottery 

fragments discussed thus far from Quen Santo seem familiar from the artistic programs of 

nearby sites, but this monument presents an entirely different style. Given the importance 

of the caves below the site, it is intriguing—if speculative—to wonder whether the stone 

could come from a cave. Speleothems from caves were carved and displayed at other 

Classic Maya sites, including Yaxchilan. Whether or not this stone came from a cave, it 

represents a different approach to the human form than the pottery fragments found 

around it.  

The best-preserved monument to come from the Casa del Sol group is a disc-

shaped stone discovered by Seler on a platform in the plaza (fig. 129a; Seler 

2003[1901]:fig. 190).14 The platform was small, measuring roughly one meter by one 

meter, and Seler discovered the sculpture on the southwest corner, although he argues it 

once marked the middle of the platform. The stone is approximately 70cm in diameter. In 

the center there is a circular face, with closed eyes, puffy cheeks, and a downturned 

mouth. Surrounding the face are a number of swirls and rays. From the rays, and the 

“triangular design rising above the forehead,” Seler recognized that this stone depicts a 

solar deity. This circular stone is similar to a monument from Tajumulco referred to as 

the “pila,” discovered by Dutton and Hobbs (fig. 129b; Tejeda 1947). The pila measures 

1.2m high and 5.9m across and is carved all along its sides. There is an oval concavity on 

top. On its southeastern side, there is another concavity in a roughly circular shape. In the 

center of this cavity is a human face, although as Dutton and Hobbs (1943:35) note, it is 
                                                 
14 This monument appears in a photograph of the collection of Gustav Kanter, suggesting that Seler gave 
the monument to Kanter after its discovery. The majority of Kanter’s collection was destroyed in the 1920s; 
see Chapter 2 for more details. 
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extremely eroded. The concavity is surrounded by an incised circle and a number of 

triangular rays that look very much like those on the “sun stone” from Casa del Sol. 

Dutton and Hobbs (ibid) note that this part of the sculpture was facing the volcano of 

Tajumulco, and that the cavity in the center is usually filled with rain (Dutton and Hobbs 

1943: 33-35, fig. 15a, f). While these two sculptures are in some ways quite different, 

they also point to a local radius for specific iconographic traits. 

A brief survey of discoveries from this architectural group reveals connections to 

highland Guatemala and the Comitán area, as well as monuments carved in distinct 

styles. It is worth noting, too, that in his explorations of this architectural group Seler 

noted a mass of plaster,  “reinforced by sticks which fell out long ago” (2003:123). The 

plaster represented a crumbling head, with large eyes underwritten by the familiar 

“cruller.” This prompted Seler to designate the face as the god of the west (2003:123). 

More important than its specific designation is what it tells us about the Casa del Sol: it 

indicates that buildings at Quen Santo were most likely decorated with plaster sculpture; 

like other sites in this area, including Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, the built 

environment was a lively, ornamented space.  

 

Hilltop Sculpture at Quen Santo: Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo 

The architectural layout of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo and the Casa del Sol—the two 

primary hilltop groups at the site—is familiar from other Maya sites. Entering Pueblo 

Viejo Quen Santo from the south, Seler came across a number of buildings arranged in 

plaza formations. The center of the site, he determined, was a group on the western edge 

of the main plateau (2003:93). This group demonstrates the greatest architectural density 

and complexity. Buildings surround a sunken plaza, accessed via a stairway that extended 



 232 

along the south side. The biggest structures line the east and west sides of the plaza. On 

the east side of the plaza is a ballcourt; the playing aisle extends from north to south 

between Structures 20 and 21 (Seler 2003:93). The ballcourt is typical of the region in 

that it is sunken, although the end zones are not enclosed.15  

Seler recovered several sculptures from the ballcourt, including circular and 

tenoned markers. On the summit of Structure 21, which formed the western side of the 

ballcourt, Seler discovered two “disc-shaped stones” (2003:93). Although he did not 

describe these stones further, he illustrated one of them in his 1897 report. The stone is 64 

cm in diameter and appears to be uncarved. Based on similar plain disc-shaped stones 

from Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, I would suggest that these stones probably represent 

ballcourt markers. 

Between the two circular markers, Seler discovered a third sculpture measuring 

121.6 cm in length (fig. 130). Seler and his colleague Antonio Romero agreed that the 

sculpture represented a crocodile (2003:93). Seler’s illustration of this sculpture, 

reproduced in Figure 130, leaves something to be desired in terms of detail—but based 

on comparisons with other sculptures, this piece certainly represents a tenoned ballcourt 

marker, much like those at Toniná and others from the South Coast of Guatemala. One 

long end of the sculpture was probably inserted into the ballcourt, and the other end 

carried the imagery that protruded into the court. Based on the available illustration, this 

end of the sculpture does appear to represent some sort of head; we can see an eye as well 

as a nose scroll. Future research will clarify the decoration on this sculpture. A 

crocodilian head, however, would be consistent with ballcourt markers at Toniná. 

Navarrete (1979:fig. 7) also records a tenoned marker from nearby Chaculá.  Measuring 

                                                 
15 For information on regional ballcourts, see Agrinier 1991; Taladoire and Colsenet 1991; Navarrete and 
Hernández 2002. 
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1.23m in length, the marker represents a schematized serpent with a “greca” dominating 

the head (Navarrete 1979:19). These markers indicate that the practice of decorating 

ballcourts or buildings with tenoned sculpture, documented at both Toniná and Tenam 

Puente, was also common in the Guatemalan highlands.  

Seler recovered three stone discs from this plaza, as well as several other 

sculptures. He described “a disc-shaped stone lying at the base of each side of the 

platform” of Structure 17, a small structure near the southwestern corner of the plaza 

(2003:97). These stones probably represent altars—or ballcourt markers that had been 

moved from the nearby ballcourt. He notes that the platform of Structure 17 “supported a 

deity” but does not provide more details. The third disc-shaped stone was discovered at 

the base of Structure 22, the building immediately to the north from Structure 17. Seler 

suggested the stone had been “possibly thrown from the summit” (2003:97). Excavations 

in this structure revealed several caches and at least one earlier building phase (2003:97). 

The architectural and sculptural characteristics of this group at Quen Santo are 

familiar from other area sites, from the sunken ballcourt and tenoned markers to the range 

buildings lining the east side of the group. It is to the north of this group, however, where 

the unique sculptural assemblage of Quen Santo takes shape. The vast majority of 

monuments from Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo comes from two groups at the northern end of 

the plateau: one consisting of Structures 36 and 37; and another made up of Structures 41 

and 42. From these groups Seler recovered an intriguing assortment of sculpture, 

including blank monuments, sculptures of individuals with crossed arms, sculptures 

related to decapitation, and decorated altars. 

Seler discovered a number of blank monuments from the northern section of 

Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. On the summit of Structure 41, for instance, he found a 

rectangular slab measuring 1.32 meters high by 0.5 meters wide and a scant 6cm thick. 
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One side was painted with red iron oxide (Seler 2003:111). Another stela-shaped 

fragment was recovered from Group 40, where it was flanked by two stone discs. A third 

blank stela was found atop Structure 37, but of this monument Seler says almost nothing. 

In addition to blank monuments, Seler found four sculptures depicting individuals 

with crossed arms. Three of these came from Structure 41. Seler illustrated two of the 

sculptures, but the third was lost in transit. Of the two illustrated examples, both are 

fragmentary, and one’s head is missing (figs. 131a, 131b). Another crossed-arm sculpture 

came from a group of monuments Seler designated as “Group 40,” which lay just to the 

west of Structure 41 (fig. 131c). This sculpture, which Seler aptly described as in 

“deplorable condition,” nonetheless depicts an individual with arms crossed over the 

chest and a stylized face with large, bulging, circular eyes. The head of the figure is 

roughly conical, typical of other sculptures from Quen Santo.  

Seler also discovered several sculptures and ceramic fragments related to themes 

of decapitation. One of the crossed-arm sculptures from Structure 41 wears a decapitated 

head around its neck (fig. 85c); the head is hung upside-down, so that its hair streams 

down the chest of the primary individual. This figure wears only one head, but another 

sculpture discovered on the summit of Structure 37 wears a necklace of heads (fig. 85b). 

Seler describes the posture of the man as a crouch, but it is impossible to verify this from 

the published illustration. His head is elongated, with five horizontal bands at the top, as 

if he wore a turban of some sort. A second sculpture from the same location depicts a 

crouching individual wearing one decapitated head around his neck (Seler 2003:96).  

In addition to these stone examples, Seler found two ceramic heads in Structure 

41 that probably represent decapitated individuals (fig. 132). Each around six centimeters 

tall, the ceramic fragments depict faces whose eyes are squeezed shut. The mouth of each 

individual is slightly open, and the facial features are rendered in naturalistic detail, from 
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the strong bridge of the nose to the furrowing of the brow. Each individual wears two 

circular ear flares—and each has hair that extends straight up from the forehead, 

indicating that these heads were meant to hang upside-down, hair streaming towards the 

ground. Whether worn from a necklace or attached to larger ceramics, we cannot know. 

Seler discovered these faces “in the soil between the stones” inside Structure 41 

(2003[1901]:111), indicating they were probably used as fill. 

Finally, in the northern section of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo, Seler found several 

objects that probably served as altars. He found a pair of discs in Group 40, for example, 

flanking the stela already discussed. He illustrated one of these discs, which is a stout 

piece of stonework measuring 15cm thick. It has a face carved on one side. The carving is 

stylized, and the artist used thick ridges to describe the shape of the face and facial 

features. It is similar in size and decoration to another disc currently in the Museo 

Arqueológico de Comitán. The Comitán disc depicts a face with puffy cheeks and similar 

ridges used to define the eyebrows. On either side of the face are crocodilian heads with 

open jaws, as if exhaling the face itself. The Quen Santo example is cruder, but the size 

and related decoration of both of these objects may point to a shared purpose. In addition 

to the disc from Group 40, Seler found atop Structure 41 a circular altar with glyph-like 

motifs carved along the sides (fig. 133). The stone measured 34 cm in diameter. The only 

legible glyph for Seler was the Venus glyph, which he compared to examples at Copan 

and Chichén Itzá (2003:111), but he also noted fragments of an additional glyph that 

could represent “an eye or what may be flames or tongues of smoke” (ibid).  

Monuments from the northern section of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo fall into a 

number of types: crossed-arm sculptures, sculptures related to decapitation, blank 

monuments, and stone altars. In contrast to the figural representations of Tenam Puente, 

Chinkultic, and Tenam Rosario, the sculptural program of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo 
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privileges stylized representations of individuals with their arms crossed, sometimes 

wearing decapitated heads; if there are stela-shaped monuments, they are blank. Pueblo 

Viejo Quen Santo, in other words, presents a sculptural assemblage quite different from 

those of the Comitán Valley—yet there are distinct moments of connection with other 

sculptural traditions, including the decapitated heads, which appear on monuments at 

Chinkultic, and the Venus glyph, which appears throughout the Maya area. The traits I 

have defined at the hilltop site of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo are consistent with sculpture 

from the caves below.  

 

Sculpture from the Caves at Quen Santo 

The cave complex at Quen Santo consists of at least eight caves (see fig. 158). Seler 

(2003:131) recorded three caves and numbered them accordingly; a century later, a 

project from California State University, Los Angeles recorded at least five more (Brady 

et al. 2009:9). The caves at Quen Santo are connected to the hilltop above by a staircase, 

which emerges on top of the plateau near Structures 36 and 37. At the bottom of the 

staircase lies Structure 44, which sits on an artificially leveled terrace (Brady et al. 2009). 

Cave 1 is located to the south of the staircase, directly underneath the hilltop Structures 

36 and 37. The other caves lie to the north of the staircase. 

Like the hilltop site above, the caves at Quen Santo were a locus for monumental 

sculpture. Monuments were discovered, as a general rule, near the entrances to caves. 

Cave 1 yielded the most sculpture—so much so that Seler (2003:135) considered it a type 

of storage depot, where monuments were placed for safekeeping. Cave 2 yielded only 

one example, while Cave 3—the deepest cave, heavily modified to control human 

passage—revealed more ceramics than stone sculpture, although Seler (2003:131) noted 
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it had been recently looted when he visited. The sculptures recovered from the cave 

complex fall into the same categories as those recovered from the hilltop site above: 

crossed-arm sculptures, sculptures related to decapitation, blank monuments, and altars.  

Blank monuments abounded in the cave complex. Seler illustrated a blank stela 

and altar from Cave 1, noting they were only two of the “various stela and disc-shaped 

stones” (2003:135).16 The stela was found in two pieces and measured only 76cm in 

height; both stela and altar were painted with red iron oxide. Another blank monument 

stood at the entrance to Cave 2, and Seler wrote that another stone column, measuring 

85cm high and 40cm wide, “was found discarded” at the base of a masonry altar structure 

(2003:147). At the entrance to Cave 3, as well, a blank stela measuring almost two meters 

high accompanied two crossed-arm sculptures, and two more stela-shaped monuments 

rose from the back of a wall inside the cave. 

Seler also recovered a number of crossed-arm sculptures, from both cave 

entrances and cave interiors. The largest crossed-arm sculpture sat in Cave 1; Seler 

described it as a “large monument sitting Turkish fashion with arms crossed on the 

breast” (2003:135). He and his workers were unable to move the sculpture because it was 

so large, and it is illustrated only in Plate 32 of his 1901 volume (fig. 134). The crossed 

arms and legs are clear, but the details of the face are difficult to make out. The head 

appears to be topped by a hat-like apparatus. At least one, and probably two more 

crossed-arm figures were found at the entrance to Cave 3; Seler photographed his local 

guide, Antonio Romero, squatting next to one of these sculptures (fig. 135a). The face of 

the sculpture features eyes narrowed to slits, heavy brows, and puffy lips. The head tapers 

at the top. Seler does not describe the other sculpture found in the entrance to the cave, 

                                                 
16 Several of these seem to be visible in Seler’s Plate 32, which is a photograph of the entrance to Cave 1. 
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except to say that he had it “dragged off on the backs of [his] Indians to the hacienda, 

planning to take it to Europe, although the owner of the land, Mr. Kanter, decided to keep 

it” (2003:147; for the sad fate of Kanter’s collection, see Chapter 2).17 Another sculpture 

from Cave 1 (fig. 135b) features only one crossed arm, bent across the chest in the 

position of deference familiar from the Column Monuments at Chinkultic. Like the 

crossed-arm monuments, the face is stylized, with eyes narrowed to slits and puffy lips; 

the body is clearly delineated until mid-torso, when it fades into the stone. 

Decapitation is a persistent theme of sculpture from the caves as well. One 

sculpture, recovered from the terrace in front of Structure 44, depicts a stylized human 

figure (fig. 136). Seler found this sculpture “half buried in the stonework” (2003:112) and 

illustrated only the upper part of the monument. The figure does not appear to have any 

limbs. Its cylindrical body supports a slender neck and oblong head, which features round 

eyes and puffy lips. A strange protrusion on the top of the head may represent hair, 

although there are no striations that would suggest an attempt at realism on the part of the 

sculptor. The figure wears a necklace of decapitated heads, hair hanging down. Another 

decapitated head has been carved onto the top of the strange protrusion atop the head, 

while a final decapitated head adorns the back of the figure’s head. This sculpture marked 

a type of liminal space at Quen Santo: it would have been encountered by people who 

had descended the stairway but had not yet reached the caves.  

Another sculpture featuring decapitated heads was recovered at the entrance to 

Cave 1, when Seler (2003:135) found a limestone figure depicting what appears to be a 

crouching feline (fig. 137; see also fig. 134). The sculpture still had visible traces of red 

                                                 
17 While we do not know what the sculpture looked like, Brady et al. (2009:fig. 17) photographed two 
sculptures at the nearby finca and suggested that one might be the one dragged off by Seler. One sculpture 
depicts a seated individual with crossed arms; the second, while quite damaged by fragmentation and 
erosion, appears to depict a head.  
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paint.18 A roughly spherical head sits atop a cylindrical body; on the body, we can see 

arms dangling between crouched feet on one side. The sculpture is double sided: there is 

one face on one side of the monument, and a different face on the other. This led Seler to 

call it a “Janus” sculpture, after the two-faced Roman god of beginnings and transitions. 

The faces are similar, with round eyes, wide noses, and oval-shaped mouths full of teeth, 

including fangs on either side of the mouth.19 The figure wears nine decapitated heads. 

Eight of the heads are worn around the neck; Seler noted that heads with long hair 

alternate with heads with short hair. A ninth head is worn on the belly of the figure. Seler 

wrote that it “seems to hang from a belt,” although no belt is visible in his illustration. 

Felines—specifically, jaguars—are associated with caves in Maya art. As night 

hunters, jaguars were connected to night and the underworld, accessed in Mesoamerican 

belief through caves (Benson 1998; Schele and Miller 1986:52; Stone and Zender 

2011:195; Stone 1995:43). The association between jaguars and caves appears to date 

back to Olmec times in Mesoamerica: the Juxtlahuaca Cave paintings, for instance, 

include several images of jaguars (Stone 1995:47-48). Cave entrances could be 

envisioned as jaguar maws (Stone 1995:23). Jaguars and caves are connected in post-

contact thought as well: a story from Zinacantan describes how “the world was once 

dominated by jaguars who inhabited a large cave” (Bricker 1973:55), while both 

Navarrete (1971) and Vogt (1981:130) described jaguar impersonation as a part of ritual 
                                                 
18 Photographs of Kanter’s collection published in 1924 (Burkitt 1924) indicate this sculpture was part of 
the collection; Seler does not write of moving the sculpture, indicating it may have been removed from 
Cave 1 by Kanter after Seler’s visit. 
19 The jaguar “Janus” sculpture is strikingly similar to two ceramic incensarios: one in the collection of the 
Museo Regional de Antropología e Historia in Tuxtla Gutierrez (fig. 99b), and a fragment collected by 
Seler in Cave 1 (2003:fig. 231a). The incensario from the Museo Regional is complete, and features a 
sitting jaguar with the same distinctive fang-like teeth on both sides of the mouth. The Tuxtla jaguar also 
features raised lines around its face, much like those on the Janus sculpture from Quen Santo. The museum 
describes this incensario as from the area of Comitán and attributes it to the Late Classic period (600-900 
CE). The fragment discovered by Seler in Cave 1 (2003:fig. 231a) represents what is essentially the same 
face, with round eyes, pronounced brow ridges, and fang-like teeth in the corners of the mouth.  
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performances in caves in the Colonial and modern periods. Jaguars were also associated 

with death and sacrifice: God L, a deity with “both mortuary and life-giving attributes” 

(Taube 1992a:81), often wears, carries, or is surrounded by jaguar attributes. Jaguars also 

appear frequently as wahy beings, personifications of misfortune and disease (Stuart 

2005b, 2012b; Stone and Zender 2011). Benson (1998:62) explains, too, that jaguars are 

connected to ideas of sacrifice: on a Classic Maya vase, for instance, a jaguar sits in the 

backrack of a Holmul dancer holding a human head (K3400). To find a jaguar at the 

mouth of a cave, then, is in keeping with the connections between jaguars, caves, and the 

underworld in Maya thought.  

What makes this sculpture particularly interesting is its necklace of decapitated 

heads. Other figures wear decapitated heads at Quen Santo, but these figures are, overall, 

depicted with human features. The jaguar figure in Cave 1 seems instead to represent a 

type of substitution. This sculpture is the only one featuring decapitation to be found 

inside a cave at Quen Santo; thus while it is similar to other decapitation figures from the 

site in some ways, it seems to emphasize its own cave context. Of course, we do not 

know whether this sculpture may have been moved in antiquity—but we can still make 

connections between felines, sacrifice, and caves. 

Seler’s survey of the caves at Quen Santo revealed that decapitated heads once 

adorned ceramics in the caves, as well. Seler recovered a number of fragments depicting 

human faces, eyes closed, with hair streaming down (Seler 2003:figs. 263, 264). These 

heads are similar to those found in Structure 41 of the hilltop settlement, discussed above. 

They indicate, furthermore, that the theme of decapitated heads was consistent not just 

between parts of the site, but between media as well. Hanging heads in stone and clay 

were a regular part of the Quen Santo artistic program.  
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Another consistent feature in both Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo and the Quen Santo 

caves is the round altar. In a niche above Cave 1, Seler found a disc-shaped altar as well 

as a ceramic bowl and a decorated incensario. The altar measured 25cm in diameter and 

6cm in thickness. Interestingly, the altar has an inscribed circle on its surface, much like 

an altar from Zaculeu excavated by Woodbury and Trik (1953, v.2, fig. 278j). Seler 

illustrated another disc-shaped stone (2003:fig. 222) from Cave 1 which was painted dark 

red. He wrote that this stone was only one of “one of various stela and disc-shaped 

stones” (2003:135). Over one hundred years later, the California State project discovered 

six additional discs between 15 and 46 cm in diameter, and between 10 and 18 cm thick. 

One still showed traces of red paint.20  

The carved stone sculptures from the caves of Quen Santo adhere to many of the 

same themes as sculptures from the hilltop settlement above. Based on our understanding 

of Maya principles concerning landscape and caves, we can guess that the hilltop 

settlement and the caves are connected: the caves seem to be associated specifically with 

architectural groups above them, while the two parts of the site are quite literally 

connected by a stairway. The consistency of the sculptural program adds to this 

understanding of the site as a unified whole. Not only are these monuments different 

from the sculptures of Tenam Puente and Chinkultic, but they also suggest a particular 

role for Quen Santo.  

 

Ancestors, Mortuary Ritual, and the Caves of Quen Santo 

Combined, the architecture, sculpture, and ceramics from the cave complex point to its 

role as a center for mortuary ritual. A number of elements point to the importance of 
                                                 
20 Guerra and Brady (2009:35) note that many of the six discs they identified had been removed by 2007, 
probably due to looting. 
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mortuary ritual at the site, but chief among them are the crossed-arm sculptures, 

discovered in Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo and throughout the cave complex. Navarrete 

(1967:11-12) wrote of this type of sculpture: 

se caracteriza principalmente por su hieratismo y rigidez, producidos por la 
sujeción de los rasgos a la forma natural de la piedra. Son esculturas carentes de 
grandes logros artísticos, reducidos a las formas estrictamente necesarias 
[translation mine]. 

Navarrete’s description of this type readily applies to the crossed-arm sculptures of Quen 

Santo. These sculptures do not appear to depict specific individuals; instead, the faces are 

stylized and generic. The crossed-arm sculptures rarely have any indication of a body 

below the arms, disappearing, as Navarrete described above, into the form of the stone 

itself.  

As Baudez and Mathews (1979) outline, the crossed-arms gesture is common in 

Southern Mesoamerica, stretching from Toniná through the Chiapas and Guatemalan 

highlands to the South Coast of Guatemala. It also appears in the northern Maya area, at 

Uxmal and Chichén Itzá, and is particularly common at El Baúl and Bilbao in the Santa 

Lucia Cotzumalhuapa region (1979). Miles (1965:270-272) concurred that the crossed-

arm motif is a common regional trait, noting that that sculptures from Quen Santo, Tres 

Lagunas, Gracias a Dios, and Comitán “continue the cross-armed tradition”. In fact, 

crossed-arm sculptures appear throughout Chiapas. Navarrete, Lee, and Rhoads have 

documented crossed-arm sculptures from Peñitas (1993:fig. 74b) and López Mateos 

(1993:fig.62a), and the Museo Regional de Antropología e Historia in Tuxtla Gutierrez 

displays several additional sculptures from Tzimol and other sites in eastern Chiapas.  

Baudez and Mathews (1979:33) considered the crossed-arm pose as one of a 

number of poses associated with captives and sacrificial victims in the Classic period. Of 

the meaning of this pose, they concluded:   
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The characteristic attitude of all these sculptures indicates passiveness. It can be 
interpreted as a gesture of respect, veneration, or prayer, as a submissive pose, or 
as a position of death…The analysis of the representations and sometimes of their 
context shows that the crossed- arms-on-the-chest gesture is associated with the 
concepts of submissiveness, captivity and death — in a word, sacrifice (Baudez 
and Mathews 1979:3).   

Baudez and Mathews identify an array of inferences for the crossed-arm pose—

appropriate considering its wide distribution and appearance in multiple contexts. 

However, I would argue that with a few exceptions, this pose represents the dead. In this 

analysis I am following the work of Navarrete (1990:449), who argued these sculptures 

represent dead individuals. A number of correlating characteristics allow us to take this 

analysis even further: the consistent suite of traits these sculptures display indicate they 

represent ancestors, perhaps in the form of mummy bundles. Among these traits are 

closed eyes, puffy features, lack of individualism, and their general similarity to other 

sculptures from southern Mesoamerica that represent ancestors (Guernsey 2012).  

The first indication that these sculptures represent dead ancestors is their closed 

eyes. The equivalence of closed eyes and death is consistent across a wide range of 

sculptural styles, from hieroglyphic writing (Houston et. al 2006:170) to potbelly 

sculptures. Miles (1965:244) suggested, for example, that the closed eyes of potbelly 

sculptures from the Pacific Coast and Guatemalan highlands indicated they were sleeping 

or dead. For the ancient Maya, vision was not a matter of simply receiving information; 

instead, as Houston and his colleagues (Houston and Taube 2000:281-283; Houston et. al 

2006:170) note, vision was a procreative force. When portraits of individuals were 

mutilated, they explain, “either by antagonists or through ritual ‘killing’, it was usually 

the eyes that were effaced or hacked, presumably because of the forces thought to radiate 

from them” (Houston and Taube 2000:283). To be without sight, like the sculptures from 

Quen Santo, was to be without life. 
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In addition to their closed eyes, these sculptures feature crossed arms, a lack of 

individualized features, and heads that are much more detailed than bodies. This suggests 

that the crossed-arm sculptural type may represent mummy bundles. In the majority of 

crossed-arm sculptures, the heads and faces are afforded more space and detail than the 

rest of the figure (Navarrete 1990:449). This would be in keeping with much later 

depictions of mummy bundles, in which the face remained on display as a method of 

identification, while the rest of the body was hidden beneath cloth (Scott 1978). Evidence 

from Calakmul, where masks were stitched onto the wrapping of the deceased, also 

suggests particular attention to the face (Carrasco et. al 1999; García-Moreno R. and 

Granados G. 2000). Given our understanding of textile use in Maya ritual (Stuart 1996; 

Guernsey and Reilly 2006), we should not discount the possibility that these sculptures 

were themselves wrapped in textiles to approximate more closely the form of a mummy 

bundle, as has been documented in ethnohistoric sources.21  Crossed-arm sculptures have 

been interpreted as mummy bundles by a number of scholars working on the South Coast 

and highlands of Guatemala. Parsons (1969:119) noted that sculptures from Bilbao with 

crossed arms, “closed eyes and tight lips may represent dead persons or mummy 

bundles.” Chinchilla (2011:52) concurred, noting that crossed-arm figures in 

Cotzumalhuapan art also may represent mummy bundles.22  

That the Maya of Quen Santo would create stone examples of mummy bundles is 

in keeping with larger themes in Maya art. Both archaeological and iconographic 

evidence attests to the mummification and wrapping of the dead in Mesoamerica. 

                                                 
21 As Guernsey and Reilly (2006a:ix) point out, passages in the Chilam Balam of Chumayel and the Titulo 
de los Señores de Totonicapán reference bundled stones (Roys 1967; Recinos 1950:205, n.3). 
22 Scott (1978) suggested that potbelly sculptures represent mummy bundles. Noting archaeological 
examples of mummy bundles and other physical specimens unearthed at Tikal, he argued that the rounded 
body of potbelly sculptures represented the mummy bundle, while the face was actually the front part of the 
deceased’s skull. 
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Mummy bundles play prominent roles in Aztec and Mixtec codices (Pohl 1994; Boone 

2000), and Spanish chroniclers throughout Mesoamerica described the bundling of the 

dead (Sahagun 1950-82; Tozzer 1941:130). While poor preservation is always an issue in 

the Maya area, burials from throughout the Maya zone have provided good evidence for 

the bundling of ancestors.23 Bundles appear in Maya art, as well. Piedras Negras Stela 40, 

for example, depicts Ruler 4 above the tomb of his mother, who appears as a bundle 

beneath the earth (Headrick 1999; Stuart in Houston 1997). Bundles and associated 

ancestor ritual were part of the fabric of Maya life, critical not just in ancestor veneration 

but in social cohesion (Pohl 1994; Gillespie 2000) and the creation and maintenance of 

power and authority in Mesoamerica (McAnany 1995; Boone 2000; Guernsey and Reilly 

2006a:ix). 

These crossed-arm sculptures probably represent dead ancestors—yet they do not 

seem to depict specific people. The crossed-arm figures instead depict a generic type. In 

her work on potbelly sculptures, Julia Guernsey (2012:149) made the same observation. 

Her description of individuation in the potbelly sculptures, in fact, applies to the crossed-

arm figures as well: “Although there is a counterpoint of variation and experimentation 

among the potbellies and related art forms, indicating some freedom of expression, 

innovation, and perhaps individualization, the overarching sensibility is one of 

consistency or generality.” Like the potbellies Guernsey describes, the crossed-arm 

figures do not appear to represent specific individuals. This resonates with ethnographic 

descriptions of ancestor veneration in the Maya area. Oliver La Farge (1947:115), for 

instance, noted that among some groups, ancestor worship was “rather vague” because 
                                                 
23 Archaeological evidence for bundling has been discovered in Tomb 4 of Calakmul (Carrasco et. al 
1999:53-55), Tomb 19 from Rio Azul (Adams 1999), the tomb of Copan’s twelfth ruler (Fash 1991, 1998), 
and in Structure A-V at Uaxactun (Smith 1950:99), among others. Reese-Taylor et. al (2006:49) also note 
that burials found at Zaculeu by Woodbury and Trik (1953:80) are “suggestive of bundling”. See Reese-
Taylor et. al 2006 and Guernsey and Reilly (2006) for more in-depth discussions of Maya bundling. 
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people generally did not know the names of their great-grandparents. In Santiago 

Chimaltenango, meanwhile, John Watanabe noted that ancestors “rarely represent named 

ascendants of specific kin groups” (1990:139).  

Veneration of royal ancestors was part of the display of political authority in 

Classic Maya city centers, with large funerary temples and carved monuments depicting 

named individuals. These sculptures, like many other Maya monuments, represent dead 

ancestors—but they do so in a different style. The context of these sculptures is also 

different: some of the crossed-arm figures from Quen Santo may have been displayed in 

formal plazas, but others were found at cave entrances, in transitional spaces, or in the 

deepest, most hidden part of Cave 3. Thus while the art of Quen Santo adheres to familiar 

themes, it addresses those themes in an innovative way, peopling the landscape of the 

hilltop site and the caves below with generalized ancestors, wrought in stone.  

Understanding the crossed-arm sculptures from Quen Santo as mortuary 

monuments makes sense, not just because of their specific iconographic qualities, but 

also because of their association with caves. As a number of scholars have aptly 

demonstrated, caves in the Maya world were liminal spaces, links to the underworld and 

associated with beginnings and endings (Stone 1995; Prufer 2005; Brady 1997, 2005; 

Brady and Ashmore 1999; Vogt and Stuart 2005). Caves linked people to their origins, 

both of humankind and of their ancestors. They were places where communication with 

the ancestors was possible, even likely. The caves of Quen Santo, moreover, were the site 

of human burials (Seler 1901; Kieffer 2009), and remain active sites of ritual today 

(Garza 2009; Brady et. al 2009). In the Classic period, Seler’s investigation (1901), 

Kanter’s collection (Burkitt 1924), and Navarrete’s (1979) catalogue of area sculpture 

make it quite clear that crossed-arm sculptures dominated the artistic program of Quen 
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Santo and Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. The ubiquity of this type, combined with its 

connection to cave landscapes, suggests that Quen Santo was a center for mortuary ritual. 

The other types of imagery we have examined from Quen Santo also point to 

ideas of sacrifice, death, and ritual. At least four sculptures, for instance, wear decapitated 

heads. Decapitated heads abound in the sculptural corpus of the Comitán area, 

particularly at Chinkultic—but unlike the monuments of Chinkultic, where the ruler 

wears decapitated heads as a way to assume the power and identity of his adversaries (see 

Chapter 4; Houston et. al 2006:70-72), the figures at Quen Santo seem to bear a different 

meaning. Not all of the figures are human, for instance, and those with human-like 

features are not individualized. While these figures are clearly associated with death, a 

deeper understanding of them remains elusive. References to jaguars at Quen Santo, too, 

may refer to the underworld. Seler (2003) was the first to make this connection at Quen 

Santo. Many of the other jaguar associations of Quen Santo come from incensarios with 

figures wearing the cruller or accoutrements of the Jaguar God of the Underworld, or 

JGU. As discussed in Chapter 4, the JGU is associated with the passage of the night sun 

through the underworld (Thompson 1960:134), with the creation of fire (Stuart 1998), 

and with warfare (Schele and Miller 1986; Taube 1992a). Finally, the altars discovered 

by Seler and by Brady’s team speak, however generally, of ritual at Quen Santo.24  

                                                 
24 Two other altars documented by Seler may suggest a defined ritual circuit at Quen Santo. One altar from 
El Cimarrón was discovered in a plaza to the east of the site center. The design shows a face in the center, 
with double volutes extending in four directions and dots between the volutes. Seler (2003:75) compared 
the monument to a piece from Copan that shows the “water deity” in similar scrollwork. This altar is 
particularly similar to a monument from Bilbao currently on display in the Museo Nacional de Arqueología 
y Etnología in Guatemala City. A second marker was found to the west of Quen Santo “at the eastern base 
of a small stone pyramid” (Seler 2003:75). Called the Piedra Redonda, the sculpture features a face in the 
center wearing the cruller of the JGU. Without a more exhaustive archaeological survey the context of 
these markers is troublesome, but they may represent smaller satellite sites associated with Quen Santo, like 
those surrounding Gumarcaaj (see Weeks 1983). Located on well traveled routes into the site (Seler 2003), 
they suggest that the approach to Quen Santo was a locus for imagery, strengthening notions of procession 
and pilgrimage implied by the hilltop center and caves below. 
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The sculpture of Quen Santo presents a rich combination of iconographic and 

stylistic motifs. Familiar iconographic motifs like the JGU cruller are particularly 

prevalent in ceramics from the site—but the majority of stone sculpture consists of blank 

stelae and stylized representations of ancestors. The art of Quen Santo does not focus on 

individuals: gone are the triumphant depictions of king as warrior familiar from Tenam 

Puente and Chinkultic. Instead, we are left with generic ancestor representations. Nor do 

we have the hieroglyphic writing that served at other sites to construct public narratives. 

The artistic program of Quen Santo, in other words, is fundamentally different from other 

Classic Maya sites in the region. Yet it also adheres to broad themes of Maya art and 

religion, from associations between jaguars and the underworld to the ballcourt and 

ballcourt-related sculpture. 

What might account for this difference in artistic programming at Quen Santo? I 

have suggested that the site was a center for mortuary ritual; as such, it may have served 

diverse populations from disparate places. Perhaps the sculptural program at the site is 

one aimed to address diversity, styled as a type of lingua franca that people from different 

places could have understood. The people of Quen Santo, in this scenario, created 

innovative ways to bring diverse populations together in ritual, without relying on one 

charismatic leader or a written narrative.  

Could the artistic program of Quen Santo indicate a different political structure at 

the site? Other scholars have used sculpture and its distribution to make conclusions 

about political hierarchy. At Preclassic Tres Zapotes, for instance, Christopher Pool 

(2000) has suggested shared rulership in the Epi-Olmec period based on the distribution 

of monumental architecture and carved stone heads into three parts of the site, rather than 

one. At Quen Santo, it is tempting to draw similar conclusions—but when compared to 

other cave sites, the corpus of Quen Santo is cohesive enough as to suggest some sort of 
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authority. At Naj Tunich, for instance, painted glyphs and artwork on the walls of this 

massive cave indicate it was a pilgrimage destination for noble Maya and Maya royalty 

(Stone 1995; Brady 1989). The eclectic collection of inscriptions and paintings at Naj 

Tunich directly reflects the diversity of the people who visited the cave; Stone (1995) has 

identified at least ten artists who left their mark there. In contrast, the artistic program of 

Quen Santo appears to be more sculpture-based; it is also much more consistent, with 

sculpture and ceramics that fall into a few distinct categories. This suggests some sort of 

control over what types of art was produced at the site.25 The available evidence, then, is 

equivocal.  

Future research will clarify what political structures may have existed at Quen 

Santo. For now, we can agree that the material record of Quen Santo is eloquent 

testimony to sculptural diversity in this area. Incorporating widespread Maya ideas and a 

decidedly local emphasis on the representations of ancestors, the sculptures of Quen 

Santo reflect the role of the site as a center for mortuary ritual and emphasize the variety 

of ways in which the Maya represented ideas and people in stone. 

 

THE SACCHANÁ STELAE 

 

The sculptures of Quen Santo do not include any legible hieroglyphs—but two stelae 

fragments discovered nearby display some of the latest written dates in the Maya area 

(fig. 138). On his journey through the area around Comitán in the last years of the 

nineteenth century, Seler recovered two stelae fragments from the Hacienda Sacchaná, 

located in the municipality of Huehuetenango (fig. 34; Seler 2003:7, n64). Seler (2003:7) 
                                                 
25 Paintings existed at Quen Santo as well (Seler 1901; Guerra and Brady 2009; Brady et. al 2009), but are 
so degraded it is impossible to make out what they depicted.  
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notes that the hacienda was located near the road from Chinkultic to Chaculá.26 The 

fragments had been used as flagstones around the house. Based on the local limestone 

from which they were carved, Seler ascertained that they “had been carried to Sacchaná 

from one of the ruins of the region” (2003:7). He included illustrations of both fragments 

in his volume on the sculpture of Chaculá, as well as a lengthy discussion of the 

hieroglyphs.  

These stelae are very late monuments, and they bear important implications for 

our understanding of sculpture in the Comitán region in the Terminal Classic period. 

Seler first noted the dates of Stela 1 as 10.2.5.0.0 9 Ajaw 18 Yax. Stela 2 corresponded to 

10.2.10.0.0 2 Ajaw 13 Chen (Seler 2003:13). Jeff Karl Kowalski studied these 

monuments in some detail in a 1989 article, in which he argued that the Itzá Maya 

colonized the area around Chaculá. In this article he also argued that Sacchaná Stela 1 is 

the top part of Comitán Stela 1 (fig. 139; Kowalski 1989:178), citing its similar carving 

style, its inscription, and the shape of the broken edge of each piece. The Comitán Stela 

has a Calendar Round date of 9 Ajaw 18 Yax as well as a “clear reference to Zero Kins” 

(Kowalski 1989:178), indicating it could, indeed, be the bottom part of Sacchaná Stela 1. 

Sacchaná Stela 1 and Comitán Stela 1 are parts of the same monument, but the 

context of the monument is problematic. Seler was convinced that the Sacchaná stelae 

came from Cave 1 at Quen Santo, an idea that Kowalski (1989) and Brady et. al (2009) 

accept—but Seler’s conclusion is far from watertight. He attributed the Sacchaná stela to 

Quen Santo based solely on the fact that it is a carved sculpture, and there are many other 

carved sculptures in Cave 1. Thus his suggested provenance, while certainly a viable 

option, is not based on any contextual evidence. Navarrete (1984:83) had no luck 

                                                 
26 Seler (1901) referred to Chinkultic as Tepancuapam, which seems to have been the name of a ranch near 
the archaeological site. 
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discerning a more exact provenience for the stelae: “He estado en ambos lugares [Quen 

Santo and Sacchaná],” he wrote, “y nadie se recuerda de ellas”. The small size of the 

stela, in addition, renders it particularly portable.  

Seler did not see the Comitán Stela when he was in Comitán. This monument first 

appears in Blom and La Farge’s account of their travels through the area, when they saw 

it at the customs house in Comitán (1926-27:421; fig. 352). Palacios (1928) saw it there 

as well, describing it rather poetically as the “Piedra de la Aduana.” The stela was at 

some point moved to the Museo Regional in Tuxtla Gutierrez. As of 2013, it resided in 

the Centro Cultural de los Altos de Chiapas in San Cristobal de las Casas, where it was 

identified as Sacchaná Stela 1. 

The Comitán Stela consists of two fragments, now cemented together for display 

(figs. 35, 36). The top section of the stela—the part discovered at Sacchaná and fit to the 

Comitán stela by Kowalski—has not been rejoined to the piece. The stela depicts a man, 

standing frontally but with his head turned to the left so that his face is in profile. He 

wears a loincloth, a cloak with tassels, sandals, and a large headdress. From behind his 

knees come two tab-like protrusions familiar from Stela 2 and 21 at Chinkultic. The cloak 

is dotted, probably indicating it is a jaguar skin. He holds a baton-like rectangular 

instrument in his left hand, and in his right hand he holds a spear. A ring surrounds his 

eye, much like the figure on Tenam Puente Monument 1 Side A, and he wears a bar nose 

ornament. There are dots on the man’s skin: two on his right arm, and one on his left. 

Because of damage to the monument, his upper left arm is missing, so it is unclear 

whether there was once a dot there. There is one dot on his chest, and two on each of his 

legs. The dots are large, similar to those that mark Juun Ajaw on murals and vases 

throughout the Maya area.  
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The headdress worn by the figure on the Comitán Stela merits particular attention. 

The bottom of the headdress is a wide horizontal band, subdivided into smaller squares. 

Above this horizontal base, a diagonal band shoots to the upper right. Like the horizontal 

base, it is divided by vertical lines and festooned with dots. Behind the diagonal band, a 

horseshoe-shaped semicircular band also perches on top of the horizontal base. It is not 

subdivided like the other sections of the headdress, but it is marked with dots. Finally, a 

head adorns the front of the headdress. It faces to the left, mimicking the individual 

below. Its hair is gathered on top of its head by a knotted band, and the hair splays up and 

to the left. The positioning of the hair makes the head look similar to the heads of 

captives. The head wears a circular ear ornament and its forehead is marked by a bar. The 

ovular eye of the head is open and seems to look straight at the viewer. The mouth is 

open as well, and it is possible to distinguish at two teeth protruding from the upper jaw; 

one of the teeth is triangular, as if it has been sharpened. The head as a whole seems 

similar to the heads of captives often found in headdresses and necklaces in the Comitán 

area, but the teeth are unusual; they call to mind the teeth of the deer in Monument 40 

from Chinkultic (see fig. 65).  

Proskouriakoff (1950) noted that the style of this figure is in accordance with the 

late date of the monument, and in fact, the style is unlike any other monuments from the 

area. The monument is carved in shallow relief, but the modeling of the stone is much 

simpler than monuments from Tenam Puente or Chinkultic. On this stela, the positive 

sections of the composition are raised to one uniform level, and all of the interior 

modeling is accomplished with incision or pecking, in the case of the dotted headdress 

and cloak. Other monuments from the area use multiple levels of relief to create three-

dimensional modeling. In comparison, the Comitán stela uses a simpler, less 

sophisticated method. 
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While its original provenience is problematic, this stela provides evidence for late 

writing in the area. This monument is the latest of the dated monuments from the 

Comitán area. Whoever carved this monument, then, knew how to write using the 

hieroglyphic system—but elements of the iconography suggest the artist was not familiar 

with standard conventions of Maya art. The head on front of the headdress, for instance, 

is unsettlingly realistic. Heads appear in headdresses frequently in Maya art, but it is 

hard, when looking at this example, not to wonder whether the artist of this stela had ever 

seen such a headdress. The workmanship of this monument, combined with what feels 

like second-hand knowledge of iconographic motifs, suggests that whoever 

commissioned and/or displayed this monument did not have access to the information 

systems in which Chinkultic and Tenam Puente participated in the Late Classic period. 

Based on the style of this monument, I would not assign it to Quen Santo. Created after 

the latest monuments from Chinkultic, and probably after those of Tenam Puente, this 

sculpture documents, in many ways, the changing artistic traditions of the ninth century 

in the Comitán area.  

 

CONCLUSIONS: DIVERSITY AND DISPLAY IN THE COMITÁN REGION 

 

Oliver de Montmollin (1995:47) was the first to formally describe the different styles of 

the Comitán area: he designated sculpture from Tenam Rosario and Chinkultic as “fine 

Maya”, and sculpture from Chaculá as “rustic Maya”. He further suggests (1995:47) that 

the “rustic Maya” monuments may be productions of “local elites with strong non-Maya 

(Mizoque) credentials” or ties to the Upper Tributaries of the Grijalva River Valley. In a 

sense, his categorization of “fine” versus “rustic” at least acknowledges the presence of 
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different artistic traditions in the Comitán area. But implicit in these designations is a 

prejudice that warrants closer inspection: the idea that imagery not produced in the 

Classic lowland style is somehow less Maya, or created be less sophisticated people. 

Similarly, both Agrinier (1983) and de Montmollin (1995) suggest that Tenam Rosario 

was built and ruled by lowland Maya fleeing the Classic period collapse; the same has 

been suggested for Chinkultic (Ball 1980). In these estimations, the only people who 

could have created the art from Tenam Rosario and Chinkultic were the lowland Maya. 

Implicit in all of these suggestions is a problematic distinction between the figural 

Maya tradition and alternative modes of representation, and between agentive Maya and 

passive local “others.” Even this brief survey suggests that to break this corpus of art into 

two broad and clumsy categories will not suffice. Instead, in reviewing the sculpture of 

area sites, we have come face to face with the diversity of this region, including different 

approaches to the display of sculpture; to the representation of the human body; and to 

the themes encapsulated by stone. At Tenam Rosario, motifs associated with Central 

Mexico coexist with lowland-style representations of rulers. At Hunchavín, only one 

sculpture has been discovered, and it bears close similarity to a piece from Tenam Puente. 

A Guoc, meanwhile, a plain stone monument marks a very small site, while Quen Santo 

displayed a plethora of monuments that incorporate the natural shape of the stone in order 

to depict generalized ancestors. Architectural, ceramic and linguistic information from all 

of these sites indicate they were culturally Maya in the Late Classic period. Monuments 

from the area, though, emphasize that sites could display multiple styles of sculpture. 

This chapter suggests that, at least in some parts of the Maya world, stylistic diversity 

might have been the norm rather than the exception. 

We might attribute the diversity of the Comitán region to its location on the 

frontier of the Maya area. Frontiers, as a number of scholars have noted, are places of 
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innovation (Adelman and Aron 1999; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Lightfoot and 

Martinez 1995). That innovation often results from the intermingling of people to create 

hybrid communities, as Kopytoff (1999) demonstrated in his studies of African frontiers. 

Yet conservatism is also a feature of frontiers, because newcomers bring with them their 

“cultural baggage: a technological tradition, assumptions about the human nature of 

political [life], notions of legitimacy, conceptions of power and authority”, and more 

(Kopytoff 1999:33). The notion of hybridity gives voice to the diverse sculptural 

traditions of the Comitán area. What we are looking at is not a simple transplant of 

lowland Maya into highland Chiapas. Instead, we are looking at ideas reformulated again 

and again via the movement of people and ideas across the landscape.  

That movement of people surely included the lowland Maya, and I find it quite 

plausible that Tenam Rosario was, in fact, settled around 750 by groups seeking an 

escape from the political instability of other areas. But the arrival of the lowland Maya 

does not adequately explain the unique mixture of styles and iconographic traits in the 

ballcourt markers of Tenam Rosario; they are not simply lowland art transplanted to 

highland Chiapas. The sculptural program of Tenam Rosario is, instead, a local 

production, a combination of lowland Maya style and iconographic motifs with other 

ideas, perhaps from other far flung places, and all expressed in a local way. The traits we 

see at Tenam Rosario could have been brought to the site by lowland Maya—but they 

also could be the result of travelers from Yucatan, or the arrival of books, as Miller 

(1998) has proposed, or of people generally familiar with certain artistic conventions.  

Regardless of how new ideas may have arrived at these sites, moreover, it is clear 

that these sculptures represent conscious choices about styles and iconographic motifs, 

not the passive reception of influences from other parts of Mesoamerica. This art, 

probably commissioned by elites, was designed purposefully to advance specific ideas. 
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We know this is the case in other parts of the Maya world: Stone (1989), for instance, 

suggested that the “warrior” stelae of Piedras Negras used Central Mexican motifs as part 

of a strategy of disconnection, in which the ruling elite mark themselves as different and 

more powerful. Stelae at the site that look more Maya, meanwhile, represent themes of 

connection, in which those in power emphasize what they share with the people over 

whom they rule. Stone argued that these were conscious strategies enacted by ruling 

elites—and we might imagine similar scenarios in parts of the Comitán Valley.  

Scholars have argued that these processes were at play in the art of Terminal 

Classic Chichén Itzá as well. Jeff Kowalski and Cynthia Kristan-Graham, for instance, 

suggest that the mix of Maya and Toltec imagery at the site was not the result of violent 

takeover, but instead was “symptomatic of subtle and complex social processes in 

Yucatan after the Classic period” (2011:29). At Chichén Itzá, they continued, we see 

“deliberate combinations of innovative and ‘foreign’ motifs with more local and 

traditional Maya ones” (2011:37). These approaches suggest that the mix of styles at 

Comitán Valley sites reflects conscious decisions on the part of elites. In this sense, the 

Comitán Valley fits in with broad patterns in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic 

time period, when “eclecticism” in artistic programs reflected widespread trade networks, 

shared symbol systems, and the conscious manipulation of artistic motifs by the elite 

(Kubler 1980; Nagao 1989; Ringle et. al 1998). 

From the Piedra Parada to the caves of Quen Santo, the monuments of this area 

range widely in style and iconography. The diversity of those monuments reflects a 

number of factors: the location of this area on the frontier of the Maya cultural zone; the 

access these sites enjoyed to widespread information systems; and, in some cases, the 

literal movement of people. We can be sure, moreover, that the diversity of style and 

iconography in the Comitán Valley reflects the choices of the people who lived there, and 
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specifically, of the elites who commissioned and displayed these works. The monuments 

of the Comitán Valley are, first and foremost, local Maya creations. They represent a 

variety of approaches to the display of sculpture, and demonstrate the hybridity and 

innovation of frontier areas in the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods.   
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Chapter 6 

Tallest Mountain, Deepest Lake: Sacred Landscape in the Comitán 
Valley 

 
“I stood upon the altars of the pyramid that rises above the precipice walls of Agua Azul 
and drank in the pristine beauty of its scenes to the east, west, and south, which left me 
with a sense of chasteness never before experienced to such a degree from nature. The 
beauty of [Chinkultic]…rests in an aesthetic sense of great antiquity because man, with 
great feeling, once chose this spot to erect his highest temple and then, from the floor of 
the earth, built a Jacob’s ladder to reach it.” –Richard Ceough, 1944 

 

In 1945, a two-page spread in Popular Science showed a Classic Maya temple, white and 

pristine, hugging the top of a hill (fig. 140; Ceough 1945b). A long stairway descends 

from the crest of the platform, falling to a gleaming white patio next to a rushing blue 

river. Behind the hilltop edifice, trees hug dramatic cliffs, while in the background are the 

sparkling blue waters of a lake. This is “The Temple of a Thousand Steps,” the article 

proclaimed, and it represents Chinkultic’s first and only foray into a national audience in 

the United States. The article was written by Richard Ceough, who describes himself in 

the byline as “Director, Tepancoapan Explorations.” In fact, Ceough was a professor of 

public speaking at the City College of New York. In the summers, however, he was an 

amateur explorer and archaeologist, enamored with the area around Comitán.  

Ceough’s reconstruction of the Chinkultic acropolis is inaccurate in many 

respects, but it deftly captures the allure of the hilltop construction. The acropolis is 

spectacularly sited, perched atop an expanded natural hill between two lakes, backed by 

sheer stone cliffs. The scenery of this high altitude complex inspired lofty descriptions 

and accolades by many early explorers of the site; Blom and La Farge, for instance, noted 

that the area was “one of the most beautiful corners nature has ever made” (1926-
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27:429). Even Gareth Lowe, surveying the area for the New World Archaeological 

Foundation in 1955, reached for more poetic prose than standard archaeological fare. 

Describing the acropolis, he wrote that it “commands a spectacular view…Directly off its 

northeast corner, a sheer cliff drops off several hundred feet to a pool of sapphire blue 

water imprisoned by vertical limestone cliffs” (1956:22). 

To say that Chinkultic “commands” a view of the countryside is to zero in on the 

sense of power this space exudes. Chinkultic was the largest city of the eastern Comitán 

Valley; the view from its acropolis stretches from the western section of the valley to the 

jagged peaks of the Cuchumatan Mountains in modern-day Guatemala. And just as the 

view from the acropolis extends for miles, the acropolis is itself visible from long 

distances away. The acropolis of Chinkultic marked the landscape in a distinctive and 

powerful way. Like the inscribed monuments from Chinkultic, the layout of the site itself 

expressed fundamental ideas about the cosmos, and about the city’s control over other 

peoples and places.  

Chinkultic may be the most dramatic example, but other sites and peoples in and 

around the Comitán Valley also constructed centers that reflected the cosmological 

associations and sacred nature of specific landscape features. In this chapter, I examine 

the ways in which sites in the Comitán Valley adhered to and diverged from widespread 

Maya concepts of sacred landscape. From the cenote at Chinkultic to the caves of Quen 

Santo, the Maya of this area both shaped and paid homage to the contours of the land on 

which they lived. Studying the sacred landscape of the Comitán Valley means 

understanding how people from this region may have understood the world around them; 

it is an essential complement to other chapters in this dissertation, which look closely at 

how residents of the Comitán Valley expressed themselves in art and writing. In this 

chapter, I demonstrate that sites in the Comitán Valley conform to widespread precepts of 
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Maya cosmology, from the importance of ch’en, or openings in the earth, to the powerful 

qualities of animate stone. At the same time, the art and archaeology of the Comitán 

Valley provide evidence of site-specific rituals and approaches to the constructed 

landscape. I begin with Chinkultic, where stone and water intermingled to create 

landscapes that were both spectacular and meaningful. Then, I explore caves throughout 

the Comitán region, from modern Maya sites of ritual to the heavily modified caves of 

Late Classic Quen Santo. Throughout, I place an emphasis on how these areas would 

have been used and understood, paying particular attention to ritual and performance as 

important means of interaction between people, landscape, and worldview.  

 

CHINKULTIC: WATER, STONE, AND SKY 

 

One of the most distinctive aspects of Chinkultic is the interaction between land and 

water. The complex that makes up the acropolis hugs a narrow spine of land stretching 

between two cenotes and two lakes (figs. 141, 142). At the foot of the hill flows the Rio 

Yubnaranjo, physically separating the acropolis from the rest of the site. However, 

despite its watery associations, the relationship between Chinkultic and the water around 

it is complex and ambiguous. Archaeologists have proposed the idea of a “water cult” at 

the site based on ceramics and sculpture (Navarrete 1984, 1999; Gallegos 1976)—but the 

iconography of the site never references water, and archaeological excavation of the 

cenote revealed a complicated history of use. At Chinkultic, the architecture and layout of 

the site refer as much to stone as to water, emphasizing widespread Maya beliefs about 

sacred mountains, caves, and the connections between different layers of the universe.  
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The Cenote at Chinkultic 

Cenote Agua Azul is perhaps the most defining feature of the acropolis at Chinkultic. It is 

located on the east side of the acropolis, approximately 175 feet below the buildings 

above (fig. 143). Sheer cliffs surround the cenote on the south side, while the west and 

north sides are steeply sloped. On the east side of the cenote, the ground rises at a more 

subdued angle to a low spit of ground approximately 50 feet above water level that 

separates the cenote from Laguna Chanujabab. 

Cenote Agua Azul presented a striking picture to early explorers. Frans Blom (in 

Blom and Duby 1955-57:53) was the first to rediscover the cenote. He describes sitting 

atop the ruins smoking a cigarette in 1928, having investigated Structure 1 and Stela 9 for 

some time. Finishing the cigarette, he tossed the butt, and noticed that it didn’t land on 

the ground—instead, it seemed to disappear into space. Peering over the edge, he 

discovered the cenote below, its waters so clear that he could see the tree trunks and roots 

under the surface. “A physical blow wouldn’t have had the same effect on me,” he wrote. 

“I was paralyzed, I don’t know for how long” (Blom and Duby 1955-57:53; translation 

mine).  

Having discovered the cenote, Blom looked around again at the buildings atop the 

acropolis and realized that the pool must have played a role in the ritual life of the site. 

Comparing it to the cenote at Chichén Itzá, Blom speculated that offerings must have 

been thrown from the small eastern temple (today’s Structure 2). “The appearance of this 

place is divine,” he wrote, “surrounded by boulders whitened by the sun” (Blom and 

Duby 1955-57:53).  

The cenote was surveyed and then dredged by a project from the Milwaukee 

Public Museum in the late 1960s (de Borhegyi 1968; Mericle 1971). The original 

surveying party in 1966 was led by Stephan de Borhegyi, who had been involved with 
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underwater archaeological projects in the 1960s throughout Highland Guatemala (de 

Borhegyi 1959a, 1959b, 1965). Like Blom, de Borhegyi and others at the Milwaukee 

Public Museum had noticed the similarities between the cenote at Chinkultic and the 

Sacred Cenote at Chichén Itzá. In fact, in a summary of the project’s findings written for 

Lore, the magazine of the Milwaukee Public Museum, Mericle (1971:131) wrote that it 

was Blom who brought the cenote to their attention by comparing it to the larger northern 

site. The 1966 survey included two underwater divers who briefly explored the waters of 

Cenote Agua Azul and several surrounding lakes for Pre-Columbian materials. As de 

Borhegyi explained, “They found none, probably owing to the silty conditions of the lake 

bottoms, but there is a strong possibility that in some of the 30-odd lakes at the zone such 

offerings will eventually be discovered” (de Borhegyi 1968:124).  

Why, despite the lack of material remains in the original survey, did the 

Milwaukee Public Museum remained committed to a more thorough investigation? They 

had several reasons to expect significant material deposits in the cenote. First among 

these reasons was Chinkultic’s unusually watery environment. Perched on the edge of a 

string of crystalline lakes, the acropolis of Chinkultic seemed to emerge from the water 

itself. Second was the material record at other Maya sites with cenotes, particularly that 

of Chichén Itzá. The Sacred Cenote at Chichén Itzá was investigated from 1904 to 1907 

by Edward Thompson (Tozzer 1957), but investigations began again in 1968, around the 

same time that work began at Chinkultic. From hammered gold objects to wooden staffs 

to jades brought from Piedras Negras, the cenote at Chichén Itzá yielded a wealth of 

information about the people who lived at the site.1 Chinkultic, roughly contemporaneous 

with Chichén Itzá, would have presented a tempting picture to an archaeologist already 

                                                 
1 For more information on the artifacts recovered from the cenote at Chichén Itzá, see Piña Chan 1970; 
Proskouriakoff 1974; Coggins 1984, 1992. 
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seasoned in underwater exploration. After his investigations at Lake Amatitlan, 

Guatemala, Borhegyi had good reason to suspect that, as Mericle (1971:132) wrote, 

“Surely the cenote contains the best of [Maya] culture.” Explorations at Chinkultic, 

however, revealed a more complex—and frustrating—picture. 

 

Digging the Cenote 

The Milwaukee Public Museum began two seasons of dredging in 1968 in order to see 

what treasures the cenote contained. The museum was aided in their efforts by the Beloit 

Pipe and Dredge Company, whose owner was interested in archaeology. Trucking the 

equipment almost four thousand miles from Wisconsin to Chiapas, the team managed to 

pump twenty three feet of water from the cenote. The effort was originally envisioned as 

an underwater archaeology project, but, as Mericle explained in an article in Lore, they 

were able to remove so much water from the cenote that it turned out to be a 

“conventional land dig” (fig. 144; 1971:134). The Milwaukee project ended abruptly in 

1969 after De Borhegyi’s untimely death, and the 1970 field season was carried out by 

Roberto Gallegos, from Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia. Gallegos 

followed the plans laid out by de Borhegyi, but the death of the American archaeologist 

meant that no one from the Milwaukee Public Museum analyzed the results of the project 

in any detail.  

It is from Gallegos, then, that we learn the detailed results of the dredging 

project.2 Gallegos (1976:71-102) describes a project hampered by the conditions of the 

                                                 
2 Gallegos published the results of his excavations with the help of the Milwaukee Public Museum in 1976. 
This book is crucial as the only published account of the underwater excavations—but it is an interpretive 
account rather than a strict presentation of data. It is written as a first person narration of the field season 
and includes insufficient data and technical illustration, hindering our understanding of the excavation 
today. 
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cenote. Specifically, the amount of debris that had fallen into the cenote meant an 

enormous amount of clearing had to take place before excavation could begin. The 

quantity of the debris also impeded reliable stratigraphic control. The nature of the 

muddy cenote bottom meant that units could not be particularly deep because the walls 

were so unstable, and currents within the cenote indicated that objects probably moved 

after their original deposition. Despite the application of modern archaeological methods, 

then, it was essentially a rescue project (Gallegos 1976:76).  

In this respect, the project at Chinkultic was quite similar to the dredging 

performed at Chichén Itzá. Edward H. Thompson, who dredged the cenote at Chichén 

Itzá between 1904 and 1907, reported similar problems with muck and debris; his project 

was also unable to establish stratigraphic control (Tozzer 1957; Coggins 1984:25). 

Tozzer (1957:195) published a diary entry by Leon J. Cole, a graduate student at Harvard 

University during Thompson’s explorations, that explained how much dredging was 

required before artifacts were recovered. According to Cole (in Tozzer 1957:195), the 

dredge did not begin to bring up ceramics or human remains until it had penetrated 

fourteen feet into the muddy, debris-filled bottom. Apparently the heavier objects had 

sunk to the bottom, and these took much longer to recover (Tozzer 1957:196). Tozzer 

(ibid), in fact, reports that few stone objects were found—perhaps a result of insufficient 

dredging. The results of dredging at Chichén Itzá suggest that an enormous amount of 

material must be removed to recover artifacts, and it is unclear how deep the team at 

Chinkultic was able to penetrate.  

Despite these limitations, the Chinkultic project uncovered a wealth of evidence 

for ritual use of the cenote, including ceramic and lithic materials. Besides one human 

mandible, they found no human remains. Based on the materials from the cenote, 

Gallegos postulated that the cenote was used in the Late Classic period in two ways. 
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First, he suggested, people threw objects into the waters from the top of the acropolis; 

and second, divers deposited small vessels full of stones, mud, and lime into crevices in 

the side of the cenote (Gallegos 1976; see also Ball 1980:105). The objects thrown from 

above, according to Gallegos, rarely made it to the water of the cenote. Instead, they fell 

and shattered on the steep slope between Structure 2 and the water (Gallegos 1976:84), 

where Gallegos reported a large number of sherds. 

Of the underwater deposits, Gallegos identified a pattern in which small vessels, 

filled with stones, mud, and lime, were deposited in small underwater niches. The vessels 

were usually accompanied by unworked stones and placed on a flat rock. In many of 

these examples, a stone sphere was recovered in front of the object (fig. 145). Gallegos 

(1976:90) noted that this type of deposit was typically found underneath large rocks.  In a 

slight variation of this pattern, Gallegos recorded at least 16 examples where a stone ball 

was located in a niche associated with ceramic fragments.  

To Gallegos, the placement of these underwater deposits was too consistent to be 

random, and he argued that the offerings were deposited by divers. Leaving from a small 

surface platform made of gravel on the south lip of the cenote, divers would first prepare 

a niche in the walls of the cenote beneath the surface of the water. Then they would 

deposit ceramics and unworked stones into the niches. Finally, they would place stone 

spheres in front of the deposits (Gallegos 1976:109).  

However, Joseph Ball (1980:105), who reviewed the ceramics of Chinkultic, 

disputed Gallegos’s conclusions. Ball argued that the small vessels found in the side 

walls of the cenote were more likely to have been deposited via underwater currents. 

Once again, the dredging project at Chichén Itzá provides helpful comparative 

information. In 1909, Edward Thompson hired divers to investigate the cenote at Chichén 

Itzá, but as Coggins (1984:25) explains, poor visibility and shifting debris hampered their 



 266 

efforts. Interestingly, though, Coggins reports that the divers “found small heavy objects 

between the stones on the bottom” (1984:25), similar to deposits uncovered at Chinkultic. 

Together, this information leads me to support Ball’s assertion that underwater currents 

likely did the majority of deposition. 

Ball also disputed Gallegos’s idea that objects were thrown into the cenote from a 

surface-level platform. Pointing out the “seemingly unpatterned distribution” of sherds 

(Ball 1980:105), Ball suggested there was no singular cenote-level offering place. He 

argued that surface-level offerings were deposited only during the Protoclassic period, 

and that such offerings consisted only of offering bowls, incense burners, and “pot lids” 

(1980:105). 

Perhaps most importantly, Ball found that ritual use of the cenote peaked in the 

Late Preclassic period, rather than in the Late Classic as Gallegos had suggested. Ball 

noted quite a bit of pottery from Chinkultic’s Chanujabab phase (c. 50 BCE – 300 CE), 

but comparatively little from the later Yobnajab and Tepancuapan periods (700 – 900 CE 

and 900 – 1250 CE, respectively). He did note some ceremonial ceramic types from the 

Yobnajab phase, but with only 43 sherds and two complete vessels from this time period, 

he argued that these represent individual offerings rather than “any recurrent or 

community-level activity”; the same was true for the later Tepancuapan phase (Ball 

1980:103). He concluded: “Ritual use of Cenote Azul during the Late through Terminal 

Classic and possibly the Early Postclassic appears to have been limited to a few isolated 

instances, and the pool cannot fairly be regarded as an important focus of ceremonial 

activities during these periods” (1980:105). Unlike Gallegos, who argued that the cenote 

was of great importance to the Late Classic residents of Chinkultic, Ball found that it was 

not ritually important after the Late Preclassic period.  
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Gallegos and Ball present two very different conclusions about how the cenote 

was used at Chinkultic. A closer look at the specific materials recovered from the cenote 

provides more information about how it might have been used, suggesting connections to 

ritual rainmaking, warfare, and sacrifice. 

 

Materials from the Cenote: A Closer Look  

Despite conflicting interpretations about how and when the cenote was used, the 

materials themselves offer us some information. Some of the most important features to 

emerge from the cenote were ceramics, illustrated by Gallegos (1976:figs. 4-23, 4-27, 4-

28). These included several incensarios with elaborate molding. One fragmented piece 

(fig. 146a) clearly dates to the Late Classic or Early Postclassic period: we can see a face 

with the remains of a JGU cruller snaking underneath the right eye. Inscribed lines on the 

cheeks, meanwhile, call to mind depictions of old men on ceramics, although they may 

also represent facial tattoos or scarring. Two additional pieces lack the artistry of the first 

fragment: they are crudely put together, using rolls of clay for modeling (figs. 146b, 

146c). Both vessels represent faces with round, bulging eyes and open mouths. They also 

may wear a similar round diadem on the forehead, while the taller of the two vessels 

appears to have a beard. Tall and thin, this larger vessel (fig. 146c) seems to emulate the 

form of incensarios from Palenque (see Cuevas 2007). The two crude ceramics were 

recovered from the water intact. This suggests they may have been lowered into the 

water, a practice also documented at Chichén Itzá, and at Lake Amatitlan, where divers 

found stacks of pottery that had been lowered to the lake bottom (de Borhegyi 1959). 

Perhaps the most intriguing artifacts to come out of the cenote at Chinkultic, 

however, were a series of stone spheres (fig. 147a; see also fig. 145). Gallegos recovered 
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at least 39 of these (1976:83, 102), all from the south side of the cenote. The spheres were 

recovered at depths of between 2 and 8 meters and most measured around 15cm in 

diameter (Gallegos 1976:98). Gallegos suggested that these spheres were part of specific 

complexes. They were found, he argued, in direct association with ceramic fragments, 

including effigy jaguar claws and a human face (1976:102).3 Despite Gallegos’s 

assertions that the spheres were placed together with other objects, it is also possible—if 

not more likely—that objects may have moved around after deposition in the cenote.  

These are the only known examples of worked stone spheres found in a cenote in 

the Maya area. The spheres call to mind objects related to ritual boxing, as described by 

Heather Orr (1997, 2003) and Taube and Zender (2009). The stone spheres used in ritual 

boxing were small and meant to be grasped in the hand; in depictions of the ballgame, 

players wear heavy padding, including a distinctive “astronaut” helmet (Orr 2003). Orr 

(1997, 2003) identified instances of ritual boxing at Dainzú, in Late Preclassic Oaxaca 

(fig. 148a). Stone spheres also appear on Monument 27 from El Baúl, Jaina-style 

figurines, and figures from Veracruz and West Mexico (fig. 148b). Many of the figures 

holding these small spheres have been traditionally classified as ballplayers (Taube and 

Zender 2009:209; see, for example, Whittington 2001:cat. 27, 44, 46). The spheres they 

hold, however, are markedly smaller than spheres depicted as part of the ballgame on 

vases and sculpted stone monuments. 

If these stone spheres are the same ones we see in depictions of ritual boxing, 

what are they doing in the cenote at Chinkultic? One explanation points to connections 

between the stone spheres and rituals related to rain and water. Orr (2003:73) wrote that 

the handball game at Dainzú was a form of ritual combat “involving sacrificial 

                                                 
3 The jaguar claws and human face are described by Gallegos but not illustrated. 
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exchange…to ensure adequate rainfall”; she also outlines connections with militarism 

and human sacrifice, particularly the display of trophy heads (2003:84). For the Classic 

Maya, Taube and Zender (2009) point out that this type of stone sphere may be connected 

to one specific aspect of Chaak. In Classic period inscriptions, this aspect, called Yopaat 

Chaak, often carries a stone sphere or manopla behind his head (Taube and Zender 

2009:186). “Despite his distinct name,” Taube and Zender (2009:186) explain, 

“…Yopaat is clearly an aspect of Chaak and commonly wears the cross-band shell 

diadem, Spondylus earpieces, and other attributes of the Classic Maya god of rain and 

lightning.” This connection is a preliminary one at best—but it is interesting that stone 

spheres connected with the god of rain and lightning were recovered from a ch’en at 

Chinkultic. It raises the possibility that the cenote may have been a locus not just for 

ritual, but for ritual connected with rain and water.4 

We cannot date the stone spheres from the cenote at Chinkultic, and the 

stratigraphic information from their excavation is not reliable. We can, however, make 

some suggestions as to their date. One clue comes from the nearby site of Quen Santo, 

where Seler discovered a stone sphere in the hilltop settlement in the northernmost 

architectural group (fig. 147b; Seler 2003[1901]:111; fig. 169). The sphere measures 22-

23cm in diameter and was discovered in association with two sculptures: a crossed-arm 

figure, and a fragment of a blank stela. Seler (2003:111) discovered tombs in both of the 

adjoining buildings, as well as some quantity of sculpture (discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5). Because we know that the principal settlement of Quen Santo was during the 

Late Classic period, we can surmise that the sphere was interred in this period or later. It 
                                                 
4 Evidence indicates that stone spheres were used in ritual deposits as early as the Preclassic period (Earley 
2008:53-56). Spherical pieces of lava were discovered in Tomb A-2 at Kaminaljuyu (Kidder et. al 
1946:144), while volcanic tuff pebbles appeared in five caches at Late Preclassic Chiapa de Corzo (Lowe 
and Agrinier 1960:plate 38). Some of the stones were water worn, while others had fire marks, leading 
Lowe and Agrinier (1960:34-35) to suggest they were used in Early Classic sweatbaths at Chiapa de Corzo.  
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is possible, of course, that at the time of its deposition the stone sphere was already an 

heirloom object, and that it dates to an earlier time period. The complete lack of any 

Early Classic or Late Preclassic objects at Quen Santo, however, points more strongly 

towards a Late Classic date for the object. 

The stone sphere from Quen Santo hints at connections between Quen Santo and 

Chinkultic and indicates that the stone spheres from the latter site were, in fact, ritual 

objects. As discussed in Chapter 5, the majority of sculpture from Quen Santo is not 

carved in the same style as the monuments from Chinkultic. The stone sphere provides 

the first sculptural connection between the two sites. The context of the stone sphere at 

Quen Santo, moreover, indicates that it was considered important enough to be buried 

with monumental sculpture. It was, to use an albeit problematic term, a ritual object. This 

has important implications for the spheres at Chinkultic: it suggests that those, too, were 

used in a ritual context.  

Finally, one major key to the interpretation of offerings in the cenote at Chinkultic 

is the lack of human remains. At Chichén Itzá, initial exploration of the cenote had been 

spurred by its historical association with human sacrifice. Landa wrote that into the 

cenote the Maya “were and still are accustomed to throw men alive as a sacrifice to the 

gods in times of drought; they held that they did not die, even though they were not seen 

again” (1978:90). Excavations at the cenote revealed a plethora of human remains. Piña 

Chan reports finding almost eighty skulls and other parts of human skeletons (Piña Chan 

1970). Tiesler (2005:356), in a re-study of the human remains from the Cenote Sagrado, 

confirmed the use of the cenote for sacrifice; she found that the assemblage of bones was 

“consistent with the documented use of the cenote for nonfunerary ritual purposes.”  

At Chinkultic, however, Gallegos recovered minimal evidence of human remains. 

He reports finding only one human mandible, with a complete set of teeth (1976:102). 
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This is a sharp contrast to what we might expect given the ritual use of the cenote as 

indicated by the ceramics and stone spheres. At Chinkultic, the isolated nature of the 

single human mandible suggested to Tiesler (2005:356) a secondary deposition.5 

Secondary depositions were common in this part of Chiapas; as will be discussed in more 

detail below, caves were used as ossuaries in and around Chinkultic (Blom 1954). How 

this mandible ended up in the cenote, and whether it was deposited there purposefully, 

are valid questions that we lack the data to answer. What is clear, however, is that the 

cenote at Chinkultic was a locus for ritual stone and ceramic objects, but not for human 

remains. 

 

Discussion: The Cenote at Chinkultic 

The results of the cenote excavations were a disappointment to the Milwaukee Public 

Museum. Mericle barely contained his disappointment when he wrote for the report in 

Lore, “The future assuredly holds great things for Chinkultic, but I’m not too sure that the 

sacred well there is in the class of Chichén-Itzá” (1971:134). Although the material 

recovered from the cenote at Chinkultic was not as rich in nature or variety as was 

expected, it still provides a wealth of information about how the cenote may have been 

used. Whole vessels suggest offerings might have been lowered into the cenote, not just 

thrown from the hilltop acropolis, while enigmatic stone spheres hint at ritual use of the 

cenote in the Late Classic Period. The lack of human remains, meanwhile, indicates that 

this cenote may have been used or thought of differently than cenotes with evidence of 

human sacrifice.  

                                                 
5 Interestingly, in his excavations at Hunchavín, Mauro Quintero also found a lower jaw in a tomb atop a 
small mound, published by Blom and La Farge (1926-27:fig. 347).  
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The archaeologists who worked with data from Cenote Agua Azul disagree on 

how and when the cenote was used. Gallegos suggests it was the focus of a water cult in 

the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods, while Ball argues it was used in the Late 

Preclassic and served no ritual purpose in later eras. What are we to make of these 

contradicting arguments? What, considering all the data, can we conclude about the 

cenote at Chinkultic? 

Ball and Gallegos may have disagreed about when the cenote was used—but this 

discordance may be a result of problems with the data. I would suggest that the cenote 

was a ritually active space in the Late Classic and Postclassic periods, but that the data 

sample available to Ball does not reflect that importance. The ceramic collections that 

Ball examined were problematic: the sherds had been previously sorted, for instance, and 

were in bad condition. Ball (1980:1) described the ceramic collections as a 

“heterogeneous mass of less than desirable preservation quality and sample integrity.” 

Most importantly, the ceramics from the slope between Structure 2 and the cenote were 

not made available to Ball for his analysis (Ball 1980:105) despite the fact that a large 

percentage of objects thrown from Structure 2 would have shattered on this slope before 

hitting the cenote itself. The acropolis was in use beginning in the Late Classic period; 

the fact that Ball had no access to many of the materials thrown from the acropolis 

suggests the data sample he worked with may be skewed towards earlier time periods. 

The construction history of Chinkultic also suggests that the cenote would have 

been more than a simple water source or trash dump in the Late Classic and Postclassic 

periods. Archaeological excavation dated the initial construction of the monumental 

stairway and Structure 1 to the Yobnajab Phase, between 700 and 900 CE. The acropolis 

continued to be used until the end of the Early Postclassic period. The acropolis was 

expanded around 1000 CE, as evidenced by ceramic and radiocarbon data, and at least 
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one burial was interred in Structure 1f after the expansion was completed; Ball (1980:96-

102) suggests it may date to the transition period between the Early and Late Postclassic. 

We know, then, that the space atop the acropolis was important space well into the Early 

Postclassic and possibly later.  

Ball is unclear, furthermore, on the exact criteria for demonstrating ceremonial 

activity. Only a small percentage of the excavated material from the top of the acropolis 

was available to Ball for his ceramic analysis, but it included 66 fragments of Tartaleta 

Composite, the ceremonial type that includes the massive incensarios from the Comitán 

region (see fig. 99). To Ball (1980:95), this was evidence of ceremonial activity on the 

Upper Group A Acropolis in the eighth and ninth centuries. He found 43 sherds of the 

same complex in the cenote collections—but this elicited the opposite conclusion from 

Ball: that the cenote does not provide adequate evidence of ceremonial activity.  

The construction data of Chinkultic indicate that the residents of Chinkultic 

constructed the site’s most monumental undertaking at the same time that, according to 

Ball, the cenote was not a ritually significant part of the site. This is not in keeping with 

the general understanding of how the Maya used landscape features like caves and 

cenotes. Given the problems with the ceramic collection that Ball analyzed, I suggest an 

alternative usage history. It seems likely to me that the collection available to Ball best 

reflected the Late Preclassic usage of the cenote, when objects would have been 

deposited at surface level. In the Late Preclassic period, there was no acropolis; Lower 

Group A represented the most important architecture at the site and there was no human 

modification of the hill above it. In the Late Classic and Early Postclassic, however, 

usage of the cenote shifted because of the acropolis construction. At this time, objects 

would have been deposited in the cenote from the acropolis, and most would have 

shattered on the slope immediately adjacent to the cenote. The ceramics recovered from 
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that slope, to the best of my knowledge, have never been analyzed. This alternative 

suggestion is tentative and requires further ceramic analysis, but it better fits the 

archaeological history of Chinkultic, particularly in the eighth through tenth centuries.  

The cenote at Chinkultic was used differently than more famous cenotes like the 

Sacred Cenote at Chichén Itzá. This conclusion was disappointing to the Milwaukee 

Public Museum, but it provides important new information for our understanding of 

rituals related to cenotes in the Maya area. Not only does it offer significant data 

concerning Preclassic cenote usage, but it also points to the variety of ways that cenotes 

were used and understood in the Late Classic and Postclassic periods. It suggests that 

local populations developed specific ways of addressing issues through ritual and 

utilization of the landscape. In this sense, use of the cenote at Chinkultic reflects the 

themes we have explored in the monuments of the site, where we find consistent, site-

specific rituals and iconography. Of course, the cenote was only part of the sacred 

landscape of Chinkultic, and other aspects of that landscape, from stony outcrops to 

nearby caves, also offer us intriguing glimpses into how residents of Chinkultic 

understood the world around them. 

 

A City of Caves and Mountains: Stone and Chinkultic 

Water may be the most immediately distinctive aspect of Chinkultic, but a closer look at 

the site suggests that stone was just as much a focus. Several factors point to the 

importance of stone at Chinkultic, from the cliffs that frame the acropolis to outcroppings 

of bedrock in the ballcourt. Combined, these features suggest that the built environment 

of Chinkultic resonated with a number of indigenous concepts about landscape and ritual, 
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calling attention to watery aspects of the site but also referencing sacred mountains and 

caves. 

 

The Mountain and the Cave 

The Group A Acropolis consists of a massive extension of a natural hill whose summit 

rested almost 200 feet above the plaza below. Begun in the Late Classic period, the 

Acropolis was in use until the end of the Early Postclassic period, as evidenced by 

ceramic, radiocarbon, and burial data (Ball 1980; Gallegos 1976). The basic format of the 

Acropolis was established by the Late Classic period: it consisted of a monumental 

stairway leading from lower Group A to the top of the hill. Structure 1 dominated the top 

of the acropolis; facing to the south, it commanded a striking vista over the site and the 

surrounding countryside. On the east side of the acropolis was Structure 2, which 

overlooked the cenote. Both structures had flat roofs and at least one interior room. In 

front of Structure 1 were four altars, most constructed during the final stage of the 

acropolis expansion. These altars were home to burials dating between the end of the 

Late Classic period and the end of the Early Postclassic period (Agrinier 1969, Navarrete 

1976, Gallegos 1976, Ball 1980). 

Constructing a space like the Chinkultic acropolis was not just about creating an 

imposing architectural complex. Instead, based on our knowledge of Maya cosmology, 

we can assert that in building the Group A Acropolis, residents of Chinkultic were 

constructing a metaphorical mountain. Epigraphic and iconographic evidence attests to 

the fact that temples in the Maya area were thought of as mountains, an idea first 

suggested by Vogt (1964; see also Vogt and Stuart 2005; Stuart 1997). The idea of 

temple as mountain, in fact, is common throughout Mesoamerica. The Classic Maya 
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marked their buildings quite literally as mountains. At Copan, for instance, the corners of 

Structure 22 were marked by giant “witz” or mountain masks (Stuart 1987; 1997:15).  

Mountains, moreover, were in the Maya worldview places where water was 

produced in caves. Both ethnographic and epigraphic sources attest to the fact that the 

Maya considered temples to be artificial mountains full of caves. Mountains are thought 

of as hollow; water, rain, and clouds come from the caves inside the mountain. As Vogt 

(1969:387) described, this belief makes sense to residents of highland Chiapas: 

I have had a number of interesting conversations in which I have attempted to 
convince Zinacantecos that lightning does not come out of the caves and go up 
into the sky and that clouds form in the air. One of these arguments took place in 
Paste’ as I stood on the rim with an informant, and we watched the clouds and 
lightning in a storm in the lowlands some thousands of feet below us. I finally had 
to concede, that, given the empirical evidence available to Zinacantecos living in 
their highland Chiapas terrain, their explanation does make sense. 

Vogt’s research clarifies why mountains and caves are linked in Maya cosmological 

thought. For the ancient Maya, we see the mountain/cave connection expressed through 

the creation of metaphorical temple mountains whose entrances are cave openings; caves 

are often depicted in murals, sculpture, and architecture as zoomorphic jaws within a 

mountain. In the Preclassic period, for instance, the north wall of the San Bartolo murals 

features a woman in a cave inside a mountain. The cave is shown as a mouth, complete 

with a stalactite tooth (Saturno et. al 2005:14). The entrance to Structure 22 at Copan was 

marked as an open maw complete with rows of teeth; the same is true at Ek Balam. Brady 

(1997:603) goes so far as to suggest that “cave and mountain can be united in a single 

symbol”, noting that “the most sacred locations are those that combine the fundamental 

elements of earth and water in a unified sacred expression of the power of the earth.” 

Important to any consideration of caves and mountains in the Maya worldview is 

the fact that the Maya word ch’een, which means cave, does not make a distinction 
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between caves and openings in the ground (Vogt and Stuart 2005:163). As Brady 

(1997:603), drawing on Laughlin (1975), wrote, the word “means a hole or a cavity that 

penetrates the earth. As such it includes caves, grottoes, cenotes, sink- holes, many 

springs, places where rivers emerge from or disappear into the earth, crevices, and any 

number of other holes.” This overlap in meaning is significant because it suggests that for 

the Maya, caves and cenotes may have been part of the same class of things: openings to 

the earth, sources for water, liminal spaces where the boundary between worlds was 

permeable. Vogt’s research among the Maya of highland Chiapas suggested as much: “In 

our terms,” Vogt explained, “a CH’EN may be a limestone sink, a cave, a waterhole, a 

spring, or a ravine—all conceived as being openings to the domain of the Earth Lord” 

(Vogt 1981:126). The Earth Lord, Vogt goes on, owns the waterholes, and is responsible 

for the lightning and clouds that “are conceived as emerging from his caves, rising into 

the sky, and producing rain for crops” (Vogt 1981:126). Openings in the ground, whether 

caves or water sources, are thought of as places of connection between normal humans 

and supernatural entities.  

It seems plausible, then, that the cenote at Chinkultic may have been thought of as 

a ch’en, a opening in the ground, inextricably connected to the mountain-acropolis beside 

it. The cenote would have been thought of as a liminal space where communication 

between gods and humans was possible, intricately tied to the production of rain and 

crops. Like other Maya sites such as Dos Pilas, Chinkultic centered its most monumental 

construction on a fundamental cosmological concept: the cave/mountain duality.  

Cenote Agua Azul represents a type of ch’en, but there are other openings in the 

ground at Chinkultic. There are caves at Chinkultic in the limestone walls above the 

cenote, as well as at least one cave in the site itself. In his explorations at Chinkultic in 

the 1940s, Richard Ceough (1944a: 28) reported finding at least two small caves in the 
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cliff adjoining the south side of the cenote. The first cave was located about 150 feet 

beneath Structure 2. He describes the opening as 2 feet high and 4 or 5 feet deep, but says 

that Xavier Mandujano, who reached into the space, could feel a larger space inside. 

Within this shallow cave they found potsherds and bone fragments; Ceough (ibid) also 

noted that the cave had, at one point, been sealed.6 Ceough first discovered this tomb in 

1943; returning to the spot in 1944, he noted it “has the appearance of having been 

worked in since we last inspected it” (Ceough 1944a:22).  Ceough notes that the tomb 

itself was empty, but that in a mound of earth just outside the tomb they discovered 

“some potsherds, burned bone and a piece of one time painted and carved human bone. 

The potsherds would indicate that the tomb had once held heavy, well-designed and 

figured funereal urns” (Ceough 1944a:22). It is tempting to suggest that the “well-

designed and figured” urns Ceough references might look like those recovered in the 

cenote (Gallegos 1976:89) or in the surrounding area (see fig. 99). Ball (1980:72) noted 

that the majority of “figured” ceramics recovered from Chinkultic fall into the Tartaleta 

Complex, so this is certainly within the realm of possibility. 

Another cave in the same wall, discovered by Ceough in 1943, contained more 

material remains. Ceough does not describe the cave itself in any detail, mentioning only 

“an opening in the rocks” (Ceough 1944b: 28). From it he pulled at least 50 “assorted 

bones and potsherds,” leading him to suggest the burial was a mass crypt. The 

accompanying photograph shows a number of leg and arm bones, four jawbones, and at 

least two pelvises (Ceough 1944b: Plate XXV). He returned to this spot in 1944 and 

noted that this tomb was empty as well. While pondering how to get down from the cave, 

however, he made another discovery:  
                                                 
6 Interestingly, Ceough (1944b:28) marks that the cave was just at “the top of the stone fall,” raising 
questions about what, exactly, he saw on this steep slope. Given the problematic nature of the cenote 
ceramics, it would be interesting to know whether other artifacts littered this slope. 
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Sitting there, I looked down to the left to the first break in the rock about 1 foot 
below, and there, staring up at me from a narrow opening which held them snugly 
in moss and dead leaves, were two skulls showing the traditional Maya depression 
of the forehead and back of the head. I could hardly believe my eyes. I called to 
Xavier [Mandujano] and told him what I had found and he scrambled back up the 
cliff to see them before they were touched. I can still see his eyes pop (Ceough 
1944a:22). 

Gallegos (1976:66) noticed these cave-like features in the cenote walls as well. He notes 

that a series of caves or cavities in this area appeared to have been closed intentionally in 

the Pre-Hispanic period using roughly cut stones and no mortar. Removing the stones, 

however, his team found no evidence of cultural remains. This contrasts with Ceough’s 

experience on the same face of the wall. Is it possible that the walls had been re-sealed 

since Ceough’s explorations in the 1940s? Alternatively, perhaps Gallegos discovered 

cavities that Ceough failed to notice. In either case, what stands out that there are caves 

within the walls of the cenote itself, and they appear to have been used for funerary 

deposits.  

In addition to the caves in the cenote walls, there are other caves at Chinkultic. 

One prominent hill, for example, lies just to the west of Group B. At the reconstructed 

archaeological site, visitors pass Group B on a walkway that cuts between the western 

edge of the group and the large outcropping to the left. Clearly visible from the walkway 

is a cave in the hill to the west of Group B (fig. 149). The cave is shallow, extending only 

three meters or so into the hill. Its entrance is shaped like an upside-down V. In a visit to 

the site in 2011, I observed no evidence of modern day usage of the cave, such as 

remnants of burning or other offerings. Explorers and archaeologists who work at the site 

have not written about the cave—but its presence in the middle of Chinkultic is 

significant. It indicates that at Chinkultic built spaces were deliberately interspersed with 

“natural” ones. The architectural groups of the site regularized parts of the environment, 



 280 

creating straight lines and orderly facades, but they did not change the original landscape 

completely.  

This coexistence of built and unbuilt space appears in Group C as well. This 

group contains the ballcourt as well as the majority of the sculpture recovered from the 

site. The largest structure of the group is the enormous Structure 23, built atop a natural 

hill next to the ballcourt. This structure remains unexcavated, but we do have a general 

idea of what it might have looked like: Martinez (1980:128) reports that “The acropolis 

hill [Structure 23] was extensively rebuilt, with huge worked stones used to add elevated 

terraces and patios. The summit of the acropolis is a plaza surrounded by small parapets 

and platforms.” Based on the layout of other Late Classic Maya sites, this was probably 

the “palace” or central administrative building. A reconstruction drawing by Dave 

Morgan provides a sense of how Structure 23 may have interacted with the ballcourt to 

dominate Group C (fig. 150).7  

The architecture of Group C both replicated and co-existed with distinctive 

natural features. In the ballcourt, there are at least three outcroppings of natural bedrock 

protruding into constructed space. The largest outcropping is in the eastern bench area, 

where there is a section of rock measuring approximately four by two feet (fig. 151). 

Another, smaller outcropping lies a few feet away to the south. In the southern end of the 

ballcourt, on the bottom interior step of the south end zone, is another outcropping of 

bedrock (fig. 152; Navarrete and Hernández 2002:fig.10). Today, the bedrock contrasts 

with the orderly lines of masonry around it. Navarrete and Hernandez (2002:24) note the 

rocky outcroppings, but do not ascribe them any importance. “No creemos que fueron 

rocas de culto,” they write (2002:24); rather, they characterize the outcroppings as a 

                                                 
7 The drawing incorrectly shows two additional buildings between Structure 23 and the Group A Acropolis 
to the north, but gives a good sense of what the ballcourt may have looked like. 
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technical failure, suggesting that the engineers of the Chinkultic ballcourt were somehow 

unable to deal with the rocks in a different manner.  

Navarrete and Hernandez are probably right that these rocks were not themselves 

the object of worship or specific ritual activities—but I would argue that their presence 

here is important. Maya engineers were certainly capable of building over natural 

features. To include the outcroppings in the ballcourt is a deliberate and meaningful 

action. The Maya shaped stone, making blocks to form architecture and carving to form 

art, but evidence suggests they also recognized the essence of the stone itself. This has 

been discussed mostly in terms of plain monuments, which will be explored in more 

detail below. Stuart (2010:285), for example, notes of the Middle Preclassic “plain” 

monuments from Naranjo that “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.” The Maya, in other words, were interested in the substance of the 

stone itself—not just the images carved upon it. 

The Maya concern with the materiality of stone calls to mind Inka attitudes 

towards rock. For the Inka, stone possessed an “implicit animacy” (Dean 2010:176); it 

could embody people, actions, or ideas, and it was important to the Inka not because of 

its mimetic value, but because of its essence. Inka buildings are famous for their 

incorporation of bedrock and stone formations into built masonry structures. As Dean 

explains, Inka architecture often seems grafted onto natural features, growing out of the 

earth rather than being placed upon it (Dean 2010:82). Integrated outcrops represented a 

special relationship between the Inka and the earth, the place where ordered architecture 

met the wildness of nature (Dean 2010; see also Dean 2007:507). As Dean notes 

(2010:85-88), Quechua culture was structured by complementary oppositions, and 
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integrated outcrops represented a meeting of those opposites, an interstitial space where 

built and unbuilt met. Such integrations were politically important, as well: outcrops 

added legitimacy to Inka settlements, Dean argues, because they imply that the earth 

itself consented to and took part in the creation of built space (2010:89). 

The Inka, of course, are not the Maya—but Dean’s exploration of the Inka’s 

fundamentally non-western conception of stone suggests that we look more closely at 

indigenous Maya conceptions of stone. In the ballcourt at Chinkultic, the outcroppings of 

bedrock stand out because they are unworked. This may be related to the connections 

between stone and the earth itself. Stuart (2010:286-7), for instance, argues that stone 

evoked “the very natural substance of the earth and its interior”. Unworked outcroppings 

such as this one represented the intrusion of the earth itself into the built space of the city. 

Such outcroppings would have been thought of as transitional spaces. Classified by some 

highland Maya as openings in the earth, much like cenotes and caves, these rocks offered 

“means of communication with the Earth Lord” (Vogt 1969:387; Stuart 2010:287).  

Stone outcroppings, furthermore, may have had biographies of their own, as 

studies of European megaliths have shown. Scarre (2004:150) writes that outcrops in 

Europe “probably held special meaning for Neolithic populations, who may have 

associated them with particular events or explained their creation through myths and 

traditions.” Similarly, Tilley (2004:37) noted that unshaped stones  

all possess their own individuality, and so it follows that no two menhirs [tall, 
upright stones] are precisely alike. Even those who look similar, on close 
examination, have their own distinctive individual characteristics making each 
unique, giving it a ‘personality’ and thus enabling it to create a distinctive sense 
of place and social attachment to places in a wider landscape. Such stones would 
act to sustain a sense of social identity for the people who erected and 
subsequently lived with them. 
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In this view, the biographies of unworked stone outcroppings contributed to place-

making and the creation of identity. The idea of stones with personalities and histories 

resonates with the ancient Maya conception of stone as animate, containing a life force. 

The Maya depicted stone in animate form as the “cauac monster” (Stuart 2010:288, 2004; 

Taylor 1978; Tate 1980); we see it, too, in the animate mountain, or witz, who is marked 

as both stony and alive (see Stuart 1997; Vogt and Stuart 2005).  

To include unworked stone outcroppings in the ballcourt at Chinkultic, then, was 

meaningful on a number of levels. The outcroppings may have identified the space as 

liminal, a place where the Underworld was easily accessible—a fitting environment for 

the ballgame, with its connections to death, regeneration, and sacrifice (Gillespie 1991; 

Schele and Miller 1986; Miller and Houston 1987). They brought the natural substance of 

the earth into manmade space, and they acted as beings with history, perhaps personality, 

that affected the landscape and the people around them.   

The outcroppings in the Group C ballcourt suggest the deliberate incorporation of 

the stone itself. Navarrete and Hernandez (2002:24) note other outcroppings in the 

southeastern corner of Group B, suggesting that bedrock played a role not just at the 

ballcourt but throughout the site.8 Once again, this points to the combination of built and 

natural spaces at Chinkultic. It is also worth noting that both of the areas with recorded 

outcrops include “sunken” elements: in Group C, the sunken ballcourt, and in Group B, a 

sunken plaza. Archaeologists have interpreted sunken ballcourts and plazas as liminal 

spaces, referencing the underworld (Miller and Martin 2004). Both of the spaces at 

Chinkultic with exposed rock were also places of performance (Navarrete 2007, 2011; 

Navarrete and Hernández 2002). The incorporation of the earth itself, then, would have 

                                                 
8 Akiro Kaneko (1996:72) reports similar outcroppings of bedrock at Hunchavín, a Late Classic site located 
on the western side of the Comitán Valley. 
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provided a backdrop for community rituals witnessed by spectators. Navarrete and 

Hernandez may be right that these outcroppings were not the recipient of direct ritual 

attention, but they surely signified something to those who saw them. 

 

Stone Altars 

In addition to the outcroppings and natural caves and ridges, a number of unworked 

monuments testify to the importance of stone in the landscape of Chinkultic. In their 

discussion of the ballcourt outcrops, Navarrete and Hernandez (2002:24) mention several 

crudely carved altars at the site that they considered likely recipients of ritual attention. 

Monuments 33, 34, and 35 were all discovered around the ballcourt (see Navarrete 

1984:39-40). 

Monument 33 was discovered in 1969 in the large end zone of the ballcourt in 

Group C (fig. 153; Navarrete 1984:39, fig.84a). Navarrete (1984:39) suggested that the 

monument must have been used in the last occupation phase at the site. It is roughly 

semicircular in shape, and the monument does have at least one flattened face, depicted 

facing up in the photo published by Navarrete.  

In contrast to Monument 33, Monument 34 (fig. 154) retains a more “natural” 

boulder-like form. Discovered in the left balustrade of the exterior ballcourt stairway, the 

monument seems to mimic the bedrock inside the court. The stairway in which it rested 

was part of the penultimate building stage, leading Navarrete (1984:40) to suggest that it 

was placed there in the Late Classic period or in the transition to the Early Postclassic. 

Not only is this monument boulder shaped, but as Navarrete (1984:40) describes, there 

are a number of “natural concavities” [translation mine] and some of the concavities 

appear to have been worked with mortars.   
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Monument 35 was found on the eastern bench of the ballcourt in 1969 (fig. 155). 

Navarrete (1984:40; fig. 85) notes that it is unclear whether the sculpture was originally 

on the bench, or whether it fell from a higher location. The sculpture is approximately 

70cm wide, and 28cm thick (ibid). Of the unworked monuments from Chinkultic, this 

one most obviously resembles an altar with its uniform circular shape. Based on 

monuments from other sites, we can hazard a guess that this is an altar, and that it once 

stood in front of a stela. 

These monuments stand in stark contrast to the finely inscribed sculptures that 

also marked the ballcourt. Plain monuments were quite common in ancient Maya sites, 

however; as Stuart (2010:284) notes, plain monuments at Tikal outnumber the carved 

ones.9 At first, scholarship on plain monuments focused on the alternative ways in which 

they may have borne imagery. Sylvanus Morley, for instance, suggested that such 

monuments were plastered and painted (1938:235). But very little evidence of this 

practice has been recovered from the Maya area. What little evidence has been found 

suggests that plain stelae may have been painted, but not with elaborate imagery. Instead, 

they may have been covered, as Henderson (2013:105, fn2) wrote, in “simple planes of 

color.”10 Plain monuments from Quen Santo, discussed in Chapter 5, support this idea: 

Seler (2003) wrote of a number of plain stelae covered in red iron oxide. 

                                                 
9 Plain monuments and unworked stones are often grouped into one category in the literature on Maya 
sculpture, but I would argue that it is important to recognize the distinction between the two. Tilley (2004), 
for instance, writes that “the process of shaping destroys the individuality of the stone and transforms it into 
a static cultural symbol”. I do not think that blank Maya monuments can be accurately described as “static”, 
but this approach does raise questions about how the process of working a stone (or moving a stone, as 
explored by Scarre [2004]) may have changed its meaning, or at the very least its presence in the world. 
More research is necessary on the distinction between plain monuments and unworked stone in the Maya 
area.   
10 Henderson (2013:105, fn2) based this on Charles Cheek’s (1977:174) discovery of a stela at 
Kaminaljuyú with white stucco covering one side and red ochre on other parts of the stone.  
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More recently, scholars have acknowledged that monuments without imagery 

point to the importance of the stone itself. Clancy (1985), for instance, wrote that some 

early Maya monuments, while inscribed, largely maintained the natural shape of the 

stone. She suggested that in these cases, the imagery carved upon the monument “often 

seem of secondary concern” (1985:60). Elizabeth Newsome (1998:120), meanwhile, 

criticized students of Maya art for their assumption that underlying assumption that the 

“principal significance [of stelae] lies in providing a highly visible surface for display.” It 

would be more productive, she suggested, to focus on “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” (1998:120). Like outcroppings of bedrock, plain stelae and altars point to the 

importance of the stone itself.  

Stuart suggests that plain monuments were “extensions of the earth’s core 

substance, a sort of portable bedrock”. In this sense, they would refer to the same 

concepts of liminality as the bedrock described above. Plain monuments in the Maya area 

also referenced ideas of permanence. As Stuart (2010:286) explained, “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.” 

The idea of stone as associated with time found expression in Maya languages, where the 

word for stone and the 360-day year was the same. Referring to ideas about “time, 

permanence, and the transcendent space bridging the sky with the substance of the earth” 

(Stuart 2010:287), stone was a meaningful presence in the built landscape of Chinkultic.  
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At Chinkultic, builders used powerful natural materials to modify an already-

powerful natural environment. Caves, rivers, and rock outcropping punctuated the built 

landscape of the center. Caves and plazas faced one another; even the ballcourt, the site 

of some of the loftiest moments of Maya public ritual, was marked by incursions of the 

ground itself. In constructing this environment, the builders of Chinkultic created a 

unique mix of built environment and natural world, referencing indigenous beliefs about 

stone, water, and liminal space.  

 

RITUAL LANDSCAPES AROUND CHINKULTIC 

 

At Chinkultic, an already dramatic landscape was manipulated to express specific ideas 

about cosmology. Residents of the area around the center also modified the landscape, 

especially by utilizing caves, which are common in the area around Chinkultic and 

particularly in the surrounding lakes. Information on cave usage from the area around 

Chinkultic suggests that cave ritual was common to this area of highland Chiapas, 

occuring at small sites as well as at regional centers, in ancient times as well as today. 

Just outside the center of Chinkultic, Frans Blom (1954) reported finding a cave 

on the western shore of Lake Tepancuapan. He named the cave Huxjal. The cave, he 

wrote,  

is quite large and several narrow crevices branch off in many directions. One of 
these crevices was filled with human bones and a skull appearing to hold a 
longbone in its mouth was staring at us as we entered…Bones and skulls were 
piled up helter skelter and the one thing which was quite plain was that all the 
skulls showed artificial deformation, making it clear that we stood before an 
ossuary of Maya origin (1954:123-124). 
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During the survey conducted by the Milwaukee Public Museum, de Borhegyi noted other 

“caves and crevices” on the south shore of the same lake, where he reported seeing Late 

Classic urn fragments (de Borhegyi 1968:128).  

Richard Ceough also discovered caves during his explorations in the area in the 

1940s. In an area of cenotes and ravines to the east of Chinkultic, for instance, his local 

guides led him to a cave they identified as the Cave of San Miguel (1944a:17). The cave 

entrance was approximately 35 feet wide and 25 feet high, and the central chamber 

extended about 60 feet. Branching off the central chamber were cavities on the right and 

left. “The stalagmites and wall of the cave were bound and decorated with cut fern,” he 

wrote, and in the central cavern stood a stalagmite. The stalagmite was about 3.5 feet 

high and stood on a “rough-cut, rectangular base.” He continued: 

In the half light, this stalagmite has the general appearance of the head and trunk 
of a man. Its lower section and the rectangular base upon which it stands indicate 
that it was worked on to give its lower part some elementary shape at least. There 
is no semblance of arms. At the base, ferns were laid in an orderly way, and it was 
carefully bound with fern except at its head. At its foot orchids and lilies were 
carefully placed (Ceough 1944a:17).  

Interestingly, Ceough noted that the location where the stalagmite was placed was where 

“the voice of the waters from below reverberate most loudly,” suggesting a connection 

between the auditory properties of water in this cave and the sculpture within it. Talking 

with his Maya guide about the cave, Ceough learned that the stone within the cave was 

named San Miguel, and that it was, indeed, a subject of modern-day ritual: 

To the Indians, San Miguel is the guardian of the thunder, which means the god of 
the rain…The Indians have endowed the stone in the cave with living qualities. In 
January or February, just before the start of the rainy season, the Indians come 
from all over the countryside and stand in line awaiting their turns to go into the 
cave to ask the idol to send them rain. They also carry their seeds of corn, the 
seeds of other cereals, and green tomatoes into the cave to ask the god to make 
them fertile (Ceough 1944a:18). 
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Ceough’s account of modern-day ritual at the cave underscores the role of caves in 

ensuring rain and fertility. In Amatenango del Valle, for instance, June Nash (1970:23) 

reports that curers would ask their ancestors for rain and good crops in a local cave. In 

Las Margaritas, modern Tojolabales perform ceremonies at a cave called Najchauc in 

which they ask for rain (Alvarez 2000; personal communication cited in Laló 2012). 

The cave that Ceough visited, which his guides identified as the Cave of San 

Miguel, may be the same cave that Borhegyi explored during his 1968 survey for the 

Milwaukee Public Museum (Borhegyi 1968:133), a connection pointed out by Laló 

(2012:118). Borhegyi describes visiting caves near Paso Soldado and San Jose del Arco, 

on the eastern edge of the Lagos de Montebello. According to Borhegyi (1968:133), the 

caves “showed signs (such as candle-marks, incense wrappings, palm leaves tied around 

stalagmites) of present-day worship.” The palm leaves wrapped around stalagmites 

recalls Ceough’s description of the Cave of San Miguel. Laló (2012:118) suggests the 

cave Borhegyi described is part of the Grutas de San Rafael. He notes that these caves 

consist of a series of large, interconnected chambers that occasionally flood depending on 

the movement of a subterranean river—a description that again accords with Ceough’s 

account of audible running water. These three accounts, then—by Ceough, Borhegyi, and 

Laló—may refer to the same place.11   

Ceough’s description of a worked speleothem is also concordant with our 

understanding of Maya cave ritual. Speleothems, or formations formed by dripwater 

within caves, were used throughout the Maya area for ritual purposes in ancient times, as 
                                                 
11 MacLeod and Puleston (1978) note a myth recorded by MacLeod in 1974 about the Arco de San Jose. At 
this site, they report, “A small river flowing directly into a cliff can be followed for a distance of some fifty 
meters before it rises to ceiling level and siphons” (1978:4). According to local belief, the river actually 
reaches another world, “where the sun shines and many fruit trees grow” (ibid). They report, as well, 
evidence of modern cave ritual at the site, including pine needles and a smoke-blackened ceiling (ibid). 
While the publication specifies only that this location is in the Tojolabal region of southern Chiapas, it 
probably refers to the same place identified by Ceough, Borhegyi, and Laló. 
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demonstrated by Bassie-Sweet (1996:151-152) and Brady et al. (2005), among others. 

Ethnographic research has revealed that speleothems are part of modern Maya rituals as 

well (Deal 1988; Brady et. al 2005; Laló 2012). Ceough found another speleothem to the 

north of the Comitán Valley in a place called Christian-ton, located near the town of New 

Virginia (1945a:9). He reported a “conical” hill with no evidence of architecture. Inside 

the hill was a cave, approximately 40 to 50 feet deep with two chambers and protected 

ledges at the entrance. In front of the cave was a carved stone (fig. 156): 

The stone, crude and grotesque as it is, has a certain projection that cannot be 
denied. Part of its nose has been clipped or cracked off, and, apparently, part of 
the chin has been knocked or dug off. There is no doubt, however, that this stone, 
a limestone stalagmite, has been worked upon and fashioned by the hand of man, 
and that the setting has a certain mystical quality (Ceough 1945a:9). 

Ceough questioned his guide, Stanislo, about the meaning of the stone, and Stanislo 

reported it had none. This, however, is likely not the case. Even the name of the site, 

Christian-ton (Christian stone), suggests the stone was used in some sort of ritual context, 

even if that context was Christian. Aside from the name, Ceough described the reluctance 

of his guide to take him to the caves and stone. This may indicate the guide was less than 

forthcoming about the role of the site in local belief systems.   

The stone at Christian-ton calls to mind another sculpture from the Maya area: a 

masonry and stucco sculpture of Chaak at La Pailita cave in Peten, Guatemala. 

Discovered by Ian Graham (1997) and now destroyed, the sculpture depicted the rain god 

sitting on a throne and holding an axe. The style of the sculpture, combined with the 

ceramic sherds littered around it, suggested to Graham a Late Preclassic or Early Classic 

date. This sculpture is far removed in space and time from the sculpture at Christian-

ton—but it again underscores connections between caves and rain. It suggests, as well, 

that Christian-ton may represent some continuity between pre-Hispanic and modern-day 
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ritual, if only inasmuch that both instances featured a sculpture in front of a significant 

cave. 

While Ceough found plenty of evidence for modern cave ritual in the area around 

Chinkultic, Gabriel Laló Jacinto (2012) has documented modern cave usage on the 

western side of the Comitán Valley. At La Gruta de San Francisco, for example, located 

to the south of La Trinitaria, archaeologists recovered evidence of ancient and modern 

ritual. Blom (1954) reported finding a flint point and a skull in this cave. Navarrete and 

Martinez apparently found a funerary urn in the cave as well (in Laló 2012, cited as 

personal communication). On a recent visit to the cave, Laló saw crosses, flowers, and 

candles inside. His research indicated it was a focus for local Catholic ritual, particularly 

on May 3, although the cave is also visited by groups from as far away as Guatemala 

(Laló 2012:115-117).  

 

The Cueva de los Andasolos 

In many cave contexts it is difficult to tell whether usage occurred in ancient times. There 

are, however, caves near the Comitán Valley that bear traces of Pre-Columbian remains. 

The largest and most thoroughly documented is the Cueva de los Andasolos, explored by 

Carlos Navarrete and Eduardo Martinez in 1975 (Navarrete and Martinez 1977). This 

cave provides crucial documentation for pre-Hispanic cave ritual. It is also one of the 

only area sites where an elaborate ceramic incensario has been found in situ. 

The Cueva de los Andasolos sits only 150 meters from the main road leading to 

Cuauhtémoc, Chiapas, just to the east of the Lagos de Montebello National Park. The 

cave was discovered by accident in 1975 by two professors from the Universidad 

Nacional Autónoma de Chiapas; Carlos Navarrete and Eduardo Martinez were called in 
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from UNAM and INAH, respectively, to investigate (Navarrete and Martinez 1977:11). 

Inside the cave, Navarrete and Martinez discovered objects dispersed in two niches. One 

niche contained a “crossed arm” sculpture and an altar. A second niche included a 

complex arrangement of over forty objects, including a massive incensario and a number 

of small stone sculptures.  

The objects in the Cueva de los Andasolos document Late Classic Maya cave 

ritual, and its ceramics and sculpture help to establish continuity between the material 

records of Chinkultic and Quen Santo. Navarrete and Martinez describe the objects in the 

second niche as half buried, a probable result of the gradual accumulation of debris 

through openings in the wall. The centerpiece of this group was an elaborate ceramic urn 

(fig. 157a). Together, the urn and its lid measure 94cm in height. The diameter of the lid 

is approximately 41cm, while the diameter of the body is around 37cm; Navarrete and 

Martinez note that the appliquéd figures add to this total. 

The body of the urn depicts a number of human figures. On one side is an 

individual who faces the viewer wearing a headdress and JGU cruller. His chest ornament 

consists of a central knotted element with three petal-like objects emerging from either 

side; similar chest ornaments appear on Monuments 4 and 11 at Chinkultic. His legs are 

in a squatting position, and his stomach is completely spherical. His midsection emerges 

from the urn, almost as if a mixing bowl had been glued to the surface. From a hole in the 

center of the spherical belly emerges a snake. The figure itself seems to be coming out of 

the mouth of a serpent, although only the upper jaw is visible, marked with a bifurcated 

tongue. Jaguar ears appear to the sides, though it is difficult to discern whether they 

belong to the giant jaws or the headdress of the individual. Two birds, probably quetzals, 

look down from either side of the upper monster jaw (Navarrete and Martinez 1977:26). 

Navarrete and Martinez classify this imagery as sun- and underworld-related (1977:26-
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27). They also note the similarity between the urn discovered in the Cueva de los 

Andasolos and the large incensarios typical of the Comitán area (see fig 99), including 

one that Navarrete says was discovered inside a tomb in Structure 1 at Chinkultic 

(1976:60).12 

In another niche inside the cave, Navarrete and Martinez located a “crossed-arm” 

sculpture (fig. 157b).13 Similar to some of the pieces from nearby Quen Santo, Sculpture 

1 from Cueva de los Andasolos is a naturally shaped piece of limestone with crude 

human features carved into its surface. It is 84cm high, 21cm wide, and 13cm deep, but 

its natural form does not conform to a regular geometric shape. As Navarrete and 

Martinez (1977:25-26) describe, the stone is left in its natural form, and only the barest of 

human qualities have been added, including the face, arms, hands, and feet. 

This sculpture was found in a modified section of the cave, in which a line of 

rocks created a wall that separated one section. Entering that section, Navarrete and 

Martinez came upon this sculpture. Continuing further into the niche, they encountered 

small “banqueta,” made of stones held together with mud, with a large surface stone on 

top (Navarrete and Martinez 1977:22). The stone on top was probably an altar: it 

measured 40cm by 40cm and 20cm thick, and had evidence of substantial burning on its 

surface. Finally, at the end of this manmade passage was another altar made up of two 

steps, again with rocks held together by mud. The final element in this manmade passage 

was a face carved into the wall of the cave above. 

                                                 
12 Navarrete (1976:58) does report finding ceramics in the tomb he discovered in Structure 1, including “lo 
que pudo ser una gran urna funeraria colocada al fondo,” but he does not provide any other details about 
the urn.  
13 See Chapter 5 for a more extensive discussion about crossed-arm sculptures and their associations with 
ancestors.  
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Based on comparisons with other crossed-arm sculptures, and because of its 

association with the other objects in the cave, Navarrete and Martinez dated the sculpture 

to the Late Classic period. They note, however (1977:63), that this sculpture is carved so 

crudely that it is hard to believe it came from the same time period as the fine ceramics in 

the other section of the cave. This observation that ties into the vast differences between 

sculptures in the Quen Santo style and those in the more traditional bas-relief style 

associated with the Classic Maya—but the material assemblage in the Cueva de los 

Andasolos is important, I would argue, because it suggests some continuity between the 

two sites. The elaborate urn in Niche 2 is similar to those discovered in and around 

Comitán, while the crossed-arm sculpture recalls the material record of Quen Santo. 

Found in the same cave, located between the two sites, these objects remind us of the 

dynamic spheres of affiliation and the movement of people between sites in the Late 

Classic period.  

As these accounts indicate, cave ritual began in this area at least as early as the 

Late Classic period, and has continued until the modern day. The landscape around the 

Comitán Valley was not only marked with cenotes, lakes, and rivers, but also with caves, 

which were used by the Maya as locations for ritual and the interment of human remains. 

The Cueva de los Andasolos showcases the modification of space and deposit of goods 

inside caves in this area. Of all of the caves in the Comitán region, however, the cave 

complex at Quen Santo offers the most dramatic example of ancient Maya cave ritual and 

the material culture that surrounded it.  

 

IN THE HEART OF THE MOUNTAIN: THE CAVE COMPLEX AT QUEN SANTO 
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This chapter has touched on ideas of ch’en, or caves, and their role as liminal spaces, the 

home of gods and the creation place of rain. At Chinkultic, the cenote as well as caves in 

and around the site referred to these cosmological concepts. At the site of Quen Santo, 

only a few days walk from Chinkultic over the modern-day political border, a major cave 

complex is associated with a substantial archaeological site. In Chapter 5, I explored the 

sculpture from this Late Classic center and how it points to the role of the site as a center 

for ancestor ritual. As the following discussion indicates, the modification of space in and 

around the caves of Quen Santo also suggests a codified ritual circuit and a unique 

interaction between built space and the cave complex below.    

Quen Santo is important not just because of its sculpture, but also because of the 

way the sculpture interacted with the landscape. The site consists of two hilltop 

settlements overlaying a series of dramatic caves (see figure 9 for site map). Seler 

(2003[1901]) first reported the site, and recent work by James Brady and his team (Brady 

et al. 2009) has surveyed the caves beneath. No systematic archaeological explorations 

have occurred at Quen Santo, but Brady and his team report that sherds from the site date 

to the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods (2009:10). The eight caves of Quen 

Santo are directly associated with a significant architectural complex, and both the caves 

and architecture are dotted with sculpture. It offers, then, an unparalleled opportunity to 

study the interaction between caves, architecture, and art. In this section, I examine how 

the caves at Quen Santo add to our understanding of ancient Maya cave ritual, exploring 

the modification of space, the burial record, and the ways in which sculpture connected 

disparate parts of the site. I conclude by considering how modifying the landscape could 

be used as a political tool as well as a cosmological one. Together, the sculpture, site 

layout, and architecture of Quen Santo suggest that the site was a center for ancestor 
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veneration, perhaps even a pilgrimage center, where a curated landscape of caves and 

manmade structures replicated some of the central principles of Maya cosmology.  

 

The Caves 

Seler originally identified three caves beneath the site, but the California State survey 

revealed that there are at least eight (fig. 158; Brady et. al 2009).14 The California State 

project also documented significant modifications to the landscape around the cave—

modifications that would have required substantial cost and labor. In this section, I 

explore three different features of the cave complex at Quen Santo: the modification of 

the cave landscape; the potential of burials in Caves 1, 3, and 4; and the integration of the 

cave complex and hilltop architecture through sculpture and stairways. Together, these 

features provide powerful evidence for the conscious and deliberate reshaping of the 

landscape, probably by those in power, to suit both ritual and political needs.  

 

Shaping the Landscape: Cave 1 

Like other caves in the Maya area, the caves at Quen Santo represent modified space. The 

cave complex is connected to the hilltop site above, called Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo, by a 

stairway. The stairway leaves the hilltop site at the north end of an architectural group 

defined by Structures 36, 37, and 38 (see fig. 158). At the bottom of the stairway is a 

terrace and Structure 44. Cave 1 is located just to the south of the stairway, and directly 

beneath Structures 36, 37, and 38 from Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. Guerra and Brady 

(2009:27) describe the cave as “basically a rock shelter”, measuring 25 meters long and 4 

                                                 
14 Kieffer (2009:41) reports finding five additional caves, while Brady et al. (2009:9) report finding six. A 
total of eight caves are shown on project maps (Kieffer 2009:fig. 1; Brady et al. 2009:fig. 3), so I am listing 
the total as eight. 
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meters high. As we recall from Chapter 5, the majority of sculpture was found in this 

cave, so much so that Seler suggested it had been taken to the cave for safekeeping 

(2003:135). 

Seler wrote that this cave was originally sealed by rubble (2003:131). He noted 

that the floor of the cave was covered with stones, and that the sculptures he discovered 

were found both within and under the rubble. He also discovered skulls wedged amidst 

the rock fall (2003:135). Guerra and Brady’s (2009) reexamination of the cave 

corroborated his descriptions. They documented two collapsed walls near the entrance to 

the cave, which they suggested were used to control light and entry to the cave (2009:40). 

“The cave,” they explain, “full of large sculptures…would have been a dramatic setting if 

the construction plunged the cave into total darkness and the only lighting was supplied 

by torches” (2009:40). At the back of the cave, large quantities of red paint covered the 

cave wall; Seler wrote of similar paint on a number of sculptures and ceramics from the 

site, as well as inside Cave 3, discussed below. 

To Seler, Cave 1 was the most important of the caves beneath Pueblo Viejo Quen 

Santo because of its location and contents. Situated directly beneath the hilltop structures, 

the cave contained a large amount of sculpture as well as burials and incensario 

fragments—Guerra and Brady (2009:30) note that even in 2007, an “impressive” number 

of fragments littered the floor.15 According to Guera and Brady (2009:40) Cave 1 was “a 

highly modified feature that may have been enclosed with walls, paved with stone slabs, 

and filled with sculpture.” Like the other caves of Quen Santo, in other words, it was 

modified space, designed to create specific movements and experiences for the people 

who ventured in from the daylight outside.  

                                                 
15 Guerra and Brady note that there were particularly large quantities of sherds near looters pits, suggesting 
there may be “substantial subsurface deposits” (2009:30). 
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Cave 2 

Cave 2 at Quen Santo is much smaller than the others, and Brady’s team noted that it 

lacks a dark zone. At the entrance to the cave is a stone sculpture that Seler reset during 

his visit to the site (fig. 159). The ceiling of the cave is very low here, and Brady’s team 

noted a number of stumps of broken stalagtites. The regrowth of one stalagtite indicated 

that it may have been broken in antiquity (Brady et. al 2009:12). 

Despite its small size, Cave 2 was also home to modification. The California State 

project noted an altar in a niche towards the back of the cave. In front of the altar was a 

wall, raising the possibility that the niche had been sealed off at some point in the past. 

The altar is in heavy use today: modern visitors to the caves stop at this altar to request 

permission to continue to Cave 3 (Brady et. al 2009:10-12; Garza 2009a, 2009b).  

 

Cave 3 

Cave 3 is the most heavily modified cave of the Quen Santo group and the only one 

mapped by Seler (fig. 160a; 2003:fig. 236). The California State project re-mapped the 

cave over one hundred years later (fig. 160b). Cave 3 is the northernmost cave, by far the 

most complex, and it directly underlies the architectural group consisting of Structures 41 

and 42. Modifications to the space began outside the cave itself: Brady et al. (2009:13) 

wrote that the first 5m of the cave entrance and at least 10m outside the cave had been 

artificially leveled. When Seler visited, there were three sculptures at the entrance to the 

cave: one blank stela measuring almost two meters high, and two crossed-arm figures.  

Inside Cave 3, a number of masonry walls directed the passage of people through 

three different chambers. Just beyond the sculptures at the entrance, the cave splits into 
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an eastern and western passage; the modifications are in the western passage. On the west 

side of the cave, a wall blocks the entire western passage except for a 1-meter wide 

entrance along the western wall (Brady et al. 2009:19). Two slabs of stone were placed 

along the wall: roughly stela shaped, the stones measured 1.5 and 2 meters high (Seler 

1901: Plate 35). The 1.5-meter-high stone was still in place when Brady’s project 

investigated the cave in 2007 (Brady et al. 2009:19).  

After passing this wall, visitors to the cave would have entered the second 

chamber, in which the ground slopes gently upward and traffic is again directed along the 

western wall of the cave. At the back of the chamber is another masonry wall, 2.5m wide, 

1m thick, and almost 2m high (fig. 161). The California State project (Brady et al. 

2009:19) confirmed that the wall is in essentially the same condition as it was during 

Seler’s visit; they add that because of the slope of the ground in the second chamber, the 

wall at the back blocks any vision of the chamber beyond, setting up “a dramatic entry 

into the third chamber” (2009:19). 

Passing the second wall, visitors would have entered the final chamber of the 

cave, where they would have seen a masonry structure in the northeastern corner, built 

upon a platform approximately 3.7 meters long, 2.7 meters wide, and 52 cm high (fig. 

162). The entrance to the structure was on the south side, immediately visible to people 

entering the chamber. Seler noted post holes that would have supported a roof, probably 

made of perishable material (2003:147). The structure was also decorated: When Seler 

first saw it, it was “painted with the deep red paint containing shiny splinters of iron 

glimmer” (2003[1901]:147). In the torchlight, this building would have shimmered.16  

                                                 
16 Brady’s team (Brady et. al 2009:19) reported that the building may have been refurbished during the last 
century. When they visited the structure, the stucco was white and the walls were much higher, between 1.7 
and 2.1 meters, and the top courses of stones did not match the stones beneath them.  
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Seler’s visit occurred after the masonry structure had been looted. His sources 

helped him to reconstruct the contents of the structure—but many questions remain about 

what the structure contained. Seler’s informants described a number of sculptures and 

ceramic vessels inside the cave, including two ceramic jaguars “as large as dogs”, one in 

the center of the doorway and another in the rear of the structure (Seler 2003:151). Even 

if Seler’s informants were correct, however, it is unclear whether the objects had been in 

the structure since pre-contact times. Considering this dilemma, Brady et al. (2009:23) 

note that the material Seler described represents  

a hodge-podge of material that does not resemble a functioning ritual assemblage 
that was abandoned as a unit in the Postclassic. Rather, this appears to be items 
assembled after the abandonment of Quen Santo by the people still visiting the 
cave. 

We can note, however, that several fragments and one complete vessel donated to the 

Berlin museum by Kanter were marked with “white stalagmites,” which had “attached 

themselves at different places to the exterior” of the vessels (Seler 2003[1901]:151), 

indicating they had been in the cave for many years.  

One feature remains inside the structure that is most likely Pre-Columbian: a pit 

in the floor of the northeastern corner of the room (furthest from the visitor entering the 

chamber). The pit measures 97cm long (east to west), 56 cm wide (north to south), and at 

least 68cm deep; Brady’s team was not allowed to clear out the debris that filled the pit 

when they visited. Noting that the pit is large enough to fit a person, Brady et. al 

(2009:24) tentatively suggest this pit may have been a passage to another part of the 

cave—or that it was used performatively. The use of pits, passages, and trap-doors has 

been documented in other parts of the Maya area. At Yaxuna, Charles Suhler, David 

Freidel, and Traci Ardren discovered two Late Preclassic buildings with subterreanean 

passageways and inner staircases leading to flat summits, presumably accessed with trap-
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door entrances (1998:254). They suggested these buildings were dance platforms used in 

accession rituals. In the Colonial period, the K’ekchi Maya of Alta Verapaz, Guatemala, 

created a stage platform with hidden compartments that allowed dancers to exit and re-

enter during recreations of sagas involving the Hero Twins (Coe 1989:161-162; Estrada 

Monroy 1979:168-174).  

Performances using such pits would have reflected the belief that deities and 

ancestors lived in the deepest, darkest part of the cave: at Gumarcaaj, discussed in more 

detail below, modern Maya report that the bottom of the cave is the home of the 

“gamekeeper” (Tedlock 1982). Diviners may encounter the gamekeeper on certain 

calendar days, after burning incense and asking for permission to enter the cave. Once 

inside at the very bottom of the cave, they must try their luck taking one of the 

gamekeeper’s animals. If the diviner is successful, he receives money; if not, he falls into 

the gaping mouth of the “Mundo” (Tedlock 1982). The special power afforded to the 

deepest part of the cave makes it likely that pits in caves were used for rituals or 

performances involving contact with deities and ancestors. 

 

Cave 4 

Seler documented Cave 3 extensively in his 1901 publication, but he was apparently 

unaware of Cave 4. This cave, documented by C.L. Kieffer (2009), lies just to the north 

of Cave 2 and has entrances on the northern and southern ends. From the southern 

entrance, visitors enter a series of progressively deeper chambers. The deepest chamber is 

located in the northernmost part of the cave. To access it, visitors must pick their way 

down a sharp 3-5 meter drop between chambers; Kieffer (2009:45) notes that this is 

easiest along the western edge of the cave. In this deepest, northernmost chamber, Kieffer 
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found a masonry structure. Like the structure in Cave 3, this structure was built against a 

wall, requiring the construction of only three new walls, with the wall of the cave serving 

as one side. The structure measures approximately 3 meters long by 2 meters wide; when 

Kieffer visited in 2007 the walls stood to between 89 and 185 cm tall (Kieffer 2009:45). 

Kieffer recovered few artifacts from this structure, which he attributed to looting. He 

found five total sherds from within and outside the structure, but suggested that other 

artifacts may be found in the powdery dirt surrounding the tomb. He also found two 

human bones, discussed below.  

 

Human Modification of the Cave Complex at Quen Santo 

As this review demonstrates, the caves of Quen Santo were heavily modified. From the 

masonry structures in Caves 3 and 4 to the use of walls to direct passage through the 

caves, these are constructed spaces. In addition to the major caves discussed above, the 

California State Project found other modifications in the narrow barranca where the caves 

are located. Altar A, for instance, is located halfway between Caves 2 and 3, and is 

surrounded by masonry that creates a “gateway” through which the main path passes 

(Brady et. al 2009:13; Kieffer 2009). The ancient Maya of this site controlled the 

approach to the caves, the pathways between them, and passageways inside.  

Seler’s descriptions of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo suggest that such modifications 

characterized the landscape of the hilltop site as well. Seler entered Pueblo Viejo Quen 

Santo from the south. As he walked north and slightly uphill from the plaza containing 

the ballcourt, he described the journey as follows: 

At a distance of 80 paces from the [plaza] natural rocky ribs extend obliquely 
across the plateau. These are strengthened at different places by artificial edges, 
so that at this place the plateau is again divided and there is only a narrow access 
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on the north between mounds 32 and 33…A more remote part of the plateau was 
separated on the exterior by a line of fortifications which could only be burials 
(2003:97)  

His description of the passage from the main plaza of Quen Santo to the architectural 

groups in the northern section of the site raises the intriguing possibility that the caves, 

and the architecture associated with the caves, were considered separate from the rest of 

the site. In any case, the northern architectural groups of Quen Santo would have been 

accessed by a path that moved visitors through the environment in specific ways. 

The modification of the landscape at Quen Santo suggests a well-defined ritual 

circuit and control over who could access meaningful spaces at the site. In this sense, the 

built environment of Quen Santo acted much like the monuments of Tenam Puente and 

Chinkultic, which stressed those centers’ ability to control the people around them. The 

walls acted as a type of authority for visitors to the cave: entering Cave 3, we must walk 

this way, and then we must go there. The walls of Quen Santo structured the experience 

of the people who visited the site, and they must have spoken, however indirectly, of 

power and control.  

 

Burials in the Caves at Quen Santo 

The modified space of the caves at Quen Santo included human burials. The clearest 

evidence of this comes from Cave 1, where Seler (2003:135) performed excavations in 

the back of the cave that revealed three burials. He notes that the burials “must have been 

placed side by side”, and that “The skull and jaw characteristics indicate three young 

adult males” (2003:135). On the middle skeleton, Seler found a slate disc that he suggests 

was placed on the forehead of the individual. The skulls exhibited cranial deformation. 

Also found with the burials were two bone rattles, which Seler (2003:139) connected to 

Central Mexican funerary rituals. The California State Project found scattered bones in 
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Cave 1 during their survey; whether these are different bones, or simply the dispersed 

contents of the burials Seler unearthed, is unclear. 

Kieffer (2009) found bones in Cave 4 as well, although they were found outside 

the masonry structure that he suggests served as a tomb. The bones consisted of a 

metatarsal and a humerus. Analysis revealed that the bones were from different 

individuals: one bone probably came from an adult (gender indiscernible) and the other 

from a juvenile female (Kieffer 2009:45). As Kieffer points out, the lack of burial 

furniture and osteological evidence makes it difficult to fully analyze the contents of this 

structure. Despite these difficulties, Kieffer argues that the structure in Cave 4 is a tomb 

(Kieffer 2009:45-46). 

For Kieffer (2009:46), the presence of two human bones in the Cave 4 structure 

was clear evidence for elite burial. He suggested the masonry structure in Cave 4 was a 

tomb in which an elite burial was interred, and that the same may have been true of the 

structure in Cave 3. Other tombs have been found within caves in the Maya area, but as 

Scott and Brady (2005:269) point out, such elite burials are relatively rare. At Naj 

Tunich, one chamber of the enormous cave held four masonry tombs. Three of these 

tombs were constructed in the Late Classic period, a conclusion based on burial furniture 

and hieroglyphic sherds (Brady 1989; Brady and Stone 2005:267-268). One sherd found 

in Structure 2, for example, referenced a royal succession (Scott and Brady 2005:268).  

However, the structures inside the caves at Quen Santo may also have been 

shrines or sanctuaries, absent human remains, much like those in the Cross Group at 

Palenque. Inside the Temple of the Cross, the Temple of the Foliated Cross, and the 

Temple of the Sun were smaller buildings (fig. 163). These sanctuaries each had their 

own name, and they housed inscribed tablets dedicated to the patron gods of Palenque 

and K’inich Kan Bahlam, the king who commissioned the buildings (Stuart and Stuart 
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2008:194-196). Unlike the masonry structures at Quen Santo, the sanctuaries in the Cross 

Group at Palenque featured corbel vaults. The Palenque sanctuaries were also much 

richer than those at Quen Santo in hieroglyphic texts and inscribed monuments, although 

it is possible that the Quen Santo structures once contained other goods. Interestingly, the 

sanctuaries of the Cross Group are referred to as underground, subterranean places 

(Houston 1996:136; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993:22). The shrine inside the Temple 

of the Sun at Palenque was styled as a cave, with witz mountain heads and a ground line 

with repeating kab symbols. With this in mind, we might understand the masonry 

structures in the caves of Quen Santo signifying in similar ways, as underground 

structures related to lineage, history, and the divine.  

Whether the masonry structures were tombs or shrines, the presence of burials 

and bones in the caves points to the role of Quen Santo as a center for mortuary ritual and 

ancestor worship. Ethnohistoric connections between caves and the ancestors strengthen 

this association between caves and the ancestors. Bishop Nuñez de la Vega, for instance, 

wrote that the Maya of highland Chiapas venerated bones in caves. The bones were said 

to be those of founding ancestors, and the Maya left them offerings of flowers and copal 

(Nuñez de la Vega 1702, described in Thompson 1975:xxxiii). The Tzeltal Maya, too, 

venerated human remains in caves in historic and modern times (Villa Rojas 1969:215) 

and research indicates that in recent times the Lacandon Maya performed rituals related 

to ancestor veneration in caves around Lake Mensabak (Boremanse 2007:123; Palka 

2014). Mummy bundles dating to the Late Postclassic to historic periods have also been 

discovered in caves near the lake (Palka 2014:167). Across the Maya area, ethnohistoric 

accounts make clear the connections between ancestors and caves. Combined with the 

jaguar symbolism of ceramics and sculptures, and the crossed-arm sculptures that 

represent ancestors, the burials and masonry structures in the caves at Quen Santo 



 306 

demonstrate the importance of the sites in regional rituals related to death and the 

ancestors. 

 

Sculptures and Stairways: Connecting Architecture and Caves 

The cave complex at Quen Santo and the hilltop site of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo were 

physically connected by a stairway—but they were connected, as well, by a consistent 

artistic program in both parts of the ancient center. The physical and conceptual 

continuity between parts of the site is both unusual and illustrative: it indicates that ritual 

activity may have spanned both sections, and that the hilltop settlement and the caves 

may have been envisioned as one connected place. At no other site in the Maya area do 

we find this level of integration between caves, architecture, and sculpture. 

The stairway built into the western edge of the hilltop site literally connected the 

hilltop site and the cave complex below. The stairway, like the rest of the hilltop site, has 

never been excavated archaeologically—but Seler’s investigations near the top and 

bottom do provide some information about how it may have been used. The staircase was 

constructed to the north of the main architectural group. It descends just north of a small 

plaza made up of Structures 37 and 37. At the bottom of the stairway lies Structure 44, 

which sits on an artificially leveled terrace (Brady et al. 2009).  

Seler spent some time investigating the plaza where the stairway connects to the 

hilltop site, and he found a number of sculptures and artifacts that point to themes of 

ritual, rulership, and ancestor veneration. He reported an empty chamber on the top of 

Structure 36 (Seler 2003:101), which was probably a looted tomb. He excavated 

Structure 37, where he found a chamber only 15cm below the surface. Made of masonry 

stones, the walls and floor of the vault were covered with red iron oxide, as were the 
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innumerable pottery sherds (Seler 2003:101). This is consistent with sculptures and 

pottery recovered from the caves that were covered with the same material. In front of 

Structure 36 Seler found an altar, which he described as a “kind of rude table slab” (Seler 

2003:101). It was square in shape, measuring 1.5m on each side, and was 20cm thick; the 

slab rested on three stones. The stairway that connected the caves to the site, then, 

emerged near a plaza that also contained human remains and evidence of ritual activity.  

We have very little information about the stairway itself. It is marked on Seler’s 

map of the site (fig. 9, see also fig. 158; in Seler 2003[1901]:fig. 119), but Brady et al. 

(2009:9-10), despite their insistence that the caves and architecture of Quen Santo be 

considered one unified site, did not investigate the stairway that physically linked the two 

spaces. We are left, instead, with only Seler’s original map (2003:fig.119), which 

indicates that the stairway descends on the western side of the barranca between Cave 1 

and Cave 2. At the bottom of the stairway is a “large, level” terrace and a structure, 

designated by Seler as Structure 44 (2003:109-111). Seler performed limited excavations 

at Structure 44, recovering a small pottery mask, a broken incensario, and two bowls. He 

also found a slate disc, similar to the one placed on the middle skull in the Cave 1 burials. 

The sculpture recovered from Structure 44 and its terrace includes a stylized human 

wearing nine decapitated heads (fig. 136). The sculpture is similar, as Seler (2003:112) 

noted, to two sculptures found in Structure 37 on the hilltop, and also to a sculpture of a 

jagur wearing decapitated heads found at the entrance to Cave 1.  

Seler recovered other sculptures from this terrace, most of them heads. One of 

these was a stone sphere with a face; at 26cm in diameter, it recalls the stone spheres 

found in the cenote at Chinkultic, although none of these were carved. It also recalls two 

stones marked with a face, one from Chinkultic and one from Tenam Puente (Ceough 

1942; Laló 1994:foto 392). Another intriguing head discovered by Seler on the terrace in 
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front of Structure 44 was a two-sided sculpture. On one side is a bearded face, although 

Seler noted the possibility that “the incised lines marking the beard [could be] the result 

of the idle sport of a recent visitor” (2003:112). Holes in the earlobes probably provided 

places for the stone to hang as a pendant (Seler 2003:112). One wonders whether this 

head might represent a physical example of the heads worn on the necklace of rulers that 

we see on sculptures at Quen Santo as well as Chinkultic. While the style of the head 

differs slightly, its size and pendant holes call to mind the dangling heads on monuments 

like the one discussed above from Structure 44. Finally, one other piece of sculpture 

discovered on the terrace in front of Structure 44 hints at the ritual function of the space. 

Seler (2003:112) discovered half of an altar, or as he described it, “one half of a four-

legged stone seat” (fig. 164). The altar featured a band of carved stone above the stepped 

frets of the legs. Despite Seler’s description of it as a stool, it probably represents an altar 

or meseta used for ritual purposes (see Brady 2003). 

The sculptures found in the terrace in front of Structure 44 replicate the same 

themes we see in sculpture from the caves and from the site above, recalling in particular 

the monuments from both parts of the site that feature decapitated heads. The stairway 

also tells us that the cave complex was probably approached from the hilltop site above. 

Brady et al. (2009:22; see also Garza 2009a, 2009b) noted that the ritual circuit made by 

modern pilgrims begins at the south side of the chasm containing the caves. The stairway 

indicates, however, that the circuit may have differed in the ancient past.  

 

Power and Politics: Caves of Emergence in Highland Guatemala 

We know that the space around the caves of Quen Santo was highly constructed, 

modified to control the movement of people and engage a particular circuit through the 
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landscape. The modification of this space required manpower, time, and money—enough 

so that it was likely the product of elites or rulers at the site. This type of modification 

was undertaken for cosmological purposes, but also for political ones. A comparable 

example from Late Postclassic highland Guatemala illustrates how cosmological 

concepts could be linked to political power and suggests one possible interpretation of the 

cave complex at Quen Santo.  

At Gumarcaaj, a Late Postclassic Maya site in the Guatemalan highlands, elites 

used caves to legitimize their ruler and identify the city as the center of the world.17 Like 

Quen Santo, Gumarcaaj was located on plateau surrounded by barrancas. The main 

plateau of Gumarcaaj is less than one square kilometer in area, but settlement extended 

onto the surrounding plateaus to satellite sites located to the north, east, and south 

(Carmack and Weeks 1981; Fox 1978). Unlike at Quen Santo, Gumarcaaj is surrounded 

by water; the Rio Xatinab splits adjacent to the site into feeder streams that surround the 

Gumarcaaj plateau on three sides.  

Archaeologists have mapped three artificial caves that underlie the site center of 

Gumarcaaj. Two of the caves were constructed on the western side of the site. From its 

size, location, and complexity, archaeologists have discerned that Cave 1 is the most 

important cave at Gumarcaaj (Brady 1991). Beginning on the west side of the site, the 

cave extends almost 70 meters to stretch under the central plaza (fig. 165). Cave 1 

consists of a central tunnel with six side passages and 2 small niches. The central tunnel 

runs for 68 meters before ending in a pit in the southwestern side passage. Here, there is a 

sudden, 7.2 meter drop—and then the cave continues for another 9 meters. Brady (1991) 

reports that both caves are used in modern Maya rituals, a fact I have corroborated in 

                                                 
17 This site was formerly known as Utatlan, and the current spelling of its indigenous name varies. I am 
using Gumarcaaj, the official spelling adopted by the government of Guatemala. 
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visits to the site. In his investigations of the cave, Brady found evidence of ritual use of 

the lower section of Cave 1 as well, including low, crude altars (1991:5). 

Brady (1991) first suggested that Cave 1 at Gumarcaaj was thought of as a cave of 

emergence, much like the cave underneath the Pyramid of the Sun at Teotihuacan 

(Heyden 1975). These interpretations reference the widespread Mesoamerican belief that 

people first came from caves; this is particularly well documented among the Mexica, 

who called the cave of emergence Chicomoztoc. As places of emergence, these caves 

would have located Gumarcaaj at the conceptual center of the world. Brady (personal 

communication, 2007) has suggested that the caves could have been used in ritual 

performances by elites recreating the emergence of humankind. Such performances 

would be a physical re-creation of the beginning of the world, the place where 

civilization began.  

In his analysis of the caves at Gumarcaaj, Brady touches on the political power of 

the caves at Gumarcaaj, noting they would have established the site as a conceptual 

center, validated the power of the elite, and sanctified the king’s right to rule (1991:7). 

More recently, I have expanded Brady’s original idea that the caves at Gumarcaaj were 

sources of political power (Earley 2008a). According to ethnohistoric documents, 

Gumarcaaj was the third capital of the K’iche Maya in only 150 years, or about five 

generations. These caves, then, were important not only because of their cosmological 

associations, but because of their political ones: they would have acted as a type of 

“shortcut” to legitimize K’iche’ rulership and settlement of the surrounding area. The 

intense regional competition for resources and prestige in this area and time period raises 

the possibility that elites at Gumarcaaj constructed the caves to distinguish themselves 

from other highland capitals, strengthen their ties to powerful Central Mexican political 

influences (Braswell 2006), and mark their capital as the true center of the world.  
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At Gumarcaaj, the construction of artificial caves would have legitimized the 

power of the elites and established the city as an important cosmological center. At Quen 

Santo, the caves are natural, rather than artificial—but, like the landscape at Gumarcaaj, 

they and the landscape around them were heavily modified. Like Gumarcaaj, Quen Santo 

features caves directly associated with architecture, and like Gumarcaaj, the caves at 

Quen Santo are located on the western side of the site. This raises intriguing questions 

about how the caves at Quen Santo may have been envisioned by area residents. Sergio 

Garza (2009a:49) reports that modern Chuj Maya consider Quen Santo to be the center of 

the world, the place where the sun was born; might this belief reflect ancient ideas as 

well? Given the ancestral focus of the sculptures from Quen Santo, it seems reasonable to 

speculate that part of the site’s importance lay in the ability of the site’s ruler or residents 

or priests to literally access the underworld through caves connected to the city itself.  

The similarities between Quen Santo and Gumarcaaj also raise intriguing 

questions about the development and history of highland Guatemalan groups. At the 

highland site of La Lagunita, Alain Ichon (Ichon and Viel 1984; Ichon and Arnauld 1985) 

documented an artificial cave underneath the central plaza and suggested it represented 

the cave of origin for the people who lived there. This cave dated to the Late Preclassic; 

skipping ahead in time, Brady (1991, 2004) has documented artificial caves Zaculeu and 

Mixco Viejo, both contact-period highland capitals, in addition to those at Gumarcaaj. 

His investigations in the highlands of Guatemala led Brady (2004:4-5) to suggest that 

“artificial caves were a regular component of the important contact-period settlements,” 

and that this pattern dated to the Late Preclassic. Quen Santo represents another link in 

this chain of evidence, providing substantial evidence for cave ritual in the Guatemalan 

highlands during the Late Classic period. If nothing else, comparison with Gumarcaaj 
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reveals that groups throughout the Late Classic and Postclassic highlands were involved 

with the deliberate creation and manipulation of sacred space.18  

 

CONCLUSIONS: SACRED LANDSCAPE IN THE COMITÁN VALLEY 

 

The caves at Quen Santo were powerful examples of ch’en, openings in the earth where 

the line between worlds was permeable, and extraordinary things could happen. Quen 

Santo was also constructed space, where the movement of people through the landscape 

was controlled through walls and passageways; this attention to the lived experience of 

the caves emerges not only from walls and restricted spaces, but from iron oxide that 

would have glittered in the torchlight, and incensarios that would have filled the air with 

smoke and the sweetness of copal. A number of factors point to Quen Santo as a center 

for ancestor veneration and mortuary ritual in the Late Classic and Early Postclassic 

period, including burials, masonry structures inside caves, evidence of a defined ritual 

circuit, and sculptures related to death and the ancestors. The size of the ruins, the elite 

burials, and the prevalence of sculpture suggest it may even have been a pilgrimage 

center that attracted people from different parts of the region. Today, the caves attract 

Maya from Mexico, and from Guatemala, including speakers of Chuj, Jalkaltek, and 

Kanjobal (Brady et. al 2009:10). 

The caves at Quen Santo may be the most heavily modified examples, but caves 

throughout the Comitán region played a role in the lives of ancient Maya residents. 

Whether as burial places, as at Huxjal, or places of offering, like the Cueva de los 

                                                 
18 Quen Santo appears to date mostly to the Late Classic and Early Postclassic period (Brady et. al 2009), 
but given the prevalence of cave ritual in the highlands during the Postclassic period, we should not 
discount the possibility of activity at the site in the Late Postclassic, Contact, and Colonial periods. 
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Andasolos, caves represented, for the ancient Maya, connections to the ancestors, deities, 

and the Underworld. At Chinkultic, caves were incorporated into the built environment of 

the site, and the cenote may have been considered a ch’en or watery cave, located inside 

the metaphorical mountain of the acropolis. Ritual use of the cenote remains unclear, but 

it surely played a role in the cosmology of the site; deposits in the cenote point to rituals 

related to rain and water. 

At Chinkultic, too, we come face to face with stone and how it signified in the 

ancient Maya world. Chapter 4 explored the carved monuments of the site, tracking 

minute details of style and iconography—but this chapter revealed that monuments 

existed in a variety of forms at Chinkultic, and that inherent and meaningful in all of 

them is their quality of stoniness, their role as part of the earth itself. Whether unworked 

crags of bedrock in the ballcourt, or semi-worked and pitted stone altars, the monuments 

of Chinkultic ask us to consider not just what sculptures communicated, but also how. 

Throughout this dissertation we have considered the ways in which the Maya of 

the Comitán Valley adhered to and diverged from widespread Maya traits, and here, 

much like in earlier chapters, we can see local elements mixing with universal ones. The 

stone balls in the cenote at Chinkultic, for instance, speak of a localized ritual, perhaps 

related to rain and Yopaat Chaak. The crossed-arm sculptures of Quen Santo, meanwhile, 

explicitly associate the site with ancestor veneration using a distinctive local style. Yet 

we also see evidence of universal Maya beliefs, from the importance of ch’en in local 

belief systems to the creation and display of blank monuments and unworked bedrock. 

The ancient Maya constructed the landscape around them according to widely shared 

cosmological ideas: the emergence of mankind from a cave in a mountain; the essential 

qualities of stone; and the ability of liminal spaces like caves and cenotes to facilitate 

communication with deities and ancestors. The art, architecture, and constructed 



 314 

landscapes of the Comitán Valley resonate with all of these concepts, even as local 

variations allow us to pinpoint how residents of these sites both shaped and understood 

the world around them.  
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Chapter 7 

The Terminal Classic: Collapse and Transformation, Breakage and 
Reuse 

 

Previous chapters in this dissertation have explored the Classic-period monuments from 

Tenam Puente, Chinkultic, and surrounding sites. Together, these chapters document a 

thriving Classic-period Maya zone in the Comitán Valley, with eclectic art styles, unusual 

iconographic elements, and the active integration of motifs and ideas from other areas. 

Much of the monumental information in these chapters, however, comes from sculptures 

that no longer stand at their respective sites. Instead, these monuments were broken, 

reset, buried, or simply abandoned. Something happened to them, in other words, that 

bears important ramifications for our understanding of the history of this area. 

This chapter looks closely at the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic time 

period in the Comitán Valley, focusing on the years between 800 and 1200 CE. During 

this time period, sites in the Comitán Valley were home to monumental construction, 

elite burials, and the erection of monuments—but the archaeological record also speaks 

of looting, abandonment, and the breakage and reuse of Classic-period monuments. My 

goal in this chapter is to understand how sculpture operated at the Comitán Valley during 

this particularly problematic period. How can the breakage and reuse of sculpture inform 

our understanding of the Terminal Classic and Postclassic periods in the Comitán Valley? 

This examination of the sculpture from the Comitán Valley reveals ideas of rejection, 

continuity, and engagement with sculptures in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic 

periods. I argue, as well, that while the role of sculpture may have changed in the Early 
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Postclassic period, carved monuments still acted upon the lives of people in the Comitán 

Valley—even if they acted in very different ways.  

 

A Question of Terms: Terminal Classic, Epiclassic, Postclassic 

Scholars have adopted several terms to refer to the period between 700 and 1250 CE. The 

Epiclassic period, for instance, has been used to refer to the period between 

approximately 700-900 CE. W. Jiménez Moreno (1966) first used the term to refer to the 

time period after the decline of Teotihuacan as a major power (Diehl and Berlo 1989:3; 

see also Webb 1978). This term is preferred by scholars of the Comitán Valley (Laló 

2000, 2005) and some scholars of the Guatemalan highlands (Ichon 1987). “Epiclassic” is 

useful in that it implies that there was no clean break between the Classic and Postclassic 

periods, but as Berlo (1989:210) notes, it coincided with the use of other Teotihuacan-

based chronologies like the Middle Classic period (Pasztory 1978), which by and large is 

no longer in use. 

For the purposes of this project, I prefer the term Terminal Classic. This 

designation is not without its own problems. As Rice and her colleagues (2004:3) 

describe, the Terminal Classic concept was introduced in 1965 as a way of marking the 

transition from the Classic to the Postclassic period in the southern lowlands. Drawing on 

ceramic data from Uaxactun and Tikal, the Terminal Classic originally referred to a time 

period between roughly 830-950 CE. This time period was marked by Tepeu 3 ceramics, 

and was thought to represent a culture-wide “collapse” of the Classic Maya (Culbert 

1973; Rice et al. 2004). Vast amounts of research since 1965, however, have complicated 

the idea of a discrete archaeological horizon marked by Tepeu 3. Most scholars agree that 

there was some type of widespread transition or transformation during this time period 
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(see essays in Demarest et. al 2004), but it was not a uniform phenomenon. While centers 

in the southern lowlands were abandoned, for instance, polities in Belize, northern 

Yucatan, southern Guatemala, and parts of Chiapas continued to flourish. Seeking to 

incorporate data from these areas, Rice and her colleagues (Rice et. al 2004:8) date the 

Terminal Classic from 700-1050/1100 CE.  

As this chapter demonstrates, a series of changes occurred in the Comitán Valley 

between 800 CE and approximately 1000 CE. Based on the specific archaeology of this 

region, I use Terminal Classic to refer to the time period between 700 and 900/950. Early 

Postclassic refers to the period between 900/950 and 1250 CE. In this work, I endeavor to 

use “Terminal Classic” and “Early Postclassic” as neutrally as possible, but it is 

important to point out some of the issues implicit in these terms. First, the 

Classic/Postclassic division is not as dichotomous as the name and definition might 

suggest. In many places, as will be discussed below, the archaeological record 

demonstrates significant continuity from the Classic into the Postclassic period. While I 

believe the terms are useful as defining horizons, during which particular elements appear 

throughout large swaths of Mesoamerica, they are by no means self-contained or tidy 

designations. Second, it is important to avoid qualitative judgments associated with these 

terms. As Chase and Chase (2004) ably point out, in the history of Mesoamerican studies, 

“Postclassic” implies a lack of Classicism, which is problematic for our study of these 

peoples and places. Finally, my adoption of these terms is preliminary and regionally 

specific. That is, I believe that our changing understandings of the archaeology of this 

area, and of broader shifts in societal processes and the corresponding material record, 

require constant reevaluation of the ways in which we order our thinking on these 

societies. 

 



 318 

A Note About Monument Breakage 

This chapter investigates monuments that were broken, buried, and generally used 

outside of their original context as a way of exploring the Terminal Classic and Early 

Postclassic time periods in the Comitán Valley. A growing body of literature on 

monument breakage and reuse has identified some of the most important issues and 

themes in the study of the biographies of Maya monuments—and also some of our 

limitations (Grove 1981; Boteler Mock 1998; Martin 2000; Just 2005; O’Neil 2009, 

2013). As Just (2005:69) notes, Maya sculptures underwent all sorts of treatments after 

their original creation; the biographies of these objects were dynamic and complex. The 

problem for us as modern-day archaeologists and art historians is that tracking those 

changes is difficult. We can often tell when a monument has been reset, for instance, but 

how can we date when a monument was broken or defaced?  

The ambiguity of timing in these instances suggests we think more flexibly about 

the ontology of Maya sculptures (Just 2005; Pollard 2004; see also Newsome 1998). For 

example, Just (2005) suggests that the decapitation of captive sculptures at Toniná may 

have been an essential part of their meaning; that they may, in other words, have been 

created specifically in order to be decapitated as part of public rituals. Mock (1998) 

makes a similar point in her discussion of Maya termination rituals, suggesting that 

“termination” of objects may not mark a finite death, but a change in state, perhaps even 

new beginnings.  This resonates with broader studies of iconoclasm; Pollard (2004:48-

50), for instance, suggests that art objects may have been meant to break or decay, and 

that such events create “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” (2004:50). Applied to the Maya, 
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we can imagine that sculptures, once reset, changed, or broken, continued to signify, but 

signified in different ways.  

 

TENAM PUENTE AND THE CLASSIC-POSTCLASSIC TRANSITION 

 

Archaeological Synopsis  

Archaeologists believe Tenam Puente was first occupied around 500 CE based on 

ceramic similarities to the Early Classic metropolis of Teotihuacan (Laló 2005). During 

the Late Classic period (400-700 CE), Tenam Puente saw its site core dramatically 

expand. By 700 CE, Tenam Puente was a thriving Maya city, and its central Acropolis 

was home to monumental architecture and art. Tomb 10 reveals the extent of the city’s 

wealth: discovered underneath Structure 21, in Plaza B, the tomb dates to approximately 

700 CE (Laló 1998:70). The tomb contained a primary urn burial and a secondary 

individual—but it is the furniture that speaks of wealth and trade connections: 

archaeologists discovered 516 pieces of jade, pearls and marine shell, 17 jaguar teeth, and 

two unusual jade pectorals that may represent heirloom objects. Tomb 10 at Tenam 

Puente is solid evidence that by approximately 700 CE, the city was home to wealthy and 

powerful individuals. 

Laló (2005:762) notes the presence of two types of ceramics that he considers 

markers of the Late Classic: Tasajo Red and Pabellon molded carved. He also notes a 

consistent pattern of burials at the site, with two popular types. The first type consists of 

masonry burial chambers containing large funerary urns. Inside the urns, individuals were 

placed in a seated position, often with offerings like marine shells, jade beads, and jaguar 
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teeth. The second type of burial consists of rectangular chambers containing extended 

individuals and offerings. 

The consistent patterns Laló has identified for the Classic Period seem to change, 

however, sometime around 800 CE. During this time period, burial patterns and ceramic 

types shift. Fine Orange and Tohil Plumbate ceramics appear in the material record. In 

the burial record, square chambers predominate; each burial contains a seated individual 

with offerings at their feet. The last phase of occupation at Tenam Puente, according to 

Laló (2005:763) was characterized by urn burials in which individuals were cremated.  

Laló and de la Luz (1996:31) describe the urns as globular in shape with short necks, 

sometimes with handles. They could be monochrome or polychrome; polychrome 

examples could be red or brown, and some of the urns were decorated with birds or 

geometric designs. Interestingly, the urns were topped with lids of mud or clay that had 

been repurposed from other vessels or sometimes from the bottom of the urn itself (Laló 

and de la Luz 1996:31). Laló and de la Luz (ibid) suggested that these lids were placed in 

order to ceremonially “kill” the objects. These urns usually contained cremated burials. 

Individuals were accompanied by rich offerings, including worked bones, shell beads, 

copper rings, thin sheets of gold, and alabaster vessels (Laló 2005:765).1 Laló and de la 

Luz (1996:31) note that this type of burial also appears at Laguna Francesa in the Central 

Depression, and at Toniná, where similar burials were classified by Becquelin and 

Baudez (1982) as part of the Chenek complex.  

Laló has also identified distinct trends in the architecture of Tenam Puente, with 

two phases representing the Late/Terminal Classic and the Early Postclassic periods. The 

first phase consists of buildings constructed with semi-worked blocks. The blocks, while 

                                                 
1 Laló and de la Luz (1996:35) suggest that the gold may have originally been affixed to clothing worn by 
the buried individuals. 
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worked on the front, were left mostly unworked on the back, so that when stacked the fill 

helped to hold them in place. The second architectural phase involved construction with 

“lajas,” or stone blocks, and this represents the last stage of occupation at Tenam Puente. 

Evidently, during the Early Postclassic period, a number of buildings at the site were 

refaced using the new method. Additionally, it appears that the small altars constructed in 

front of several buildings were late additions (Laló and de la Luz 1996:28), much like the 

ones on the acropolis at Chinkultic. The altars at the base of Structure 4 and 40, for 

example, were each home to individuals who had been cremated and buried in funeral 

urns (Laló and de la Luz 1996:28).  

Laló argues that these changes accompanied a rejection of earlier customs. He 

notes that burials of the earlier types appear to have been “sacked” during this time 

period: rectangular chambers were re-entered, their ceramics broken and offerings 

scattered (2000, 2005; Laló and de la Luz 1996). While these changes undoubtedly 

represent some type of transition, they do not indicate a collapse. Tenam Puente was 

occupied until at least 1000 CE. Sculpture from the site helps to clarify the timing of 

some of these events, and hints at the changing political relationships that may have 

characterized this time period.  

 

The Sculpture of Tenam Puente in the Classic-Postclassic Transition 

Stylistic and contextual evidence suggests that all of the sculpture from Tenam Puente 

dates to the Late or Terminal Classic periods. But what happened to that sculpture during 

the Classic-Postclassic transition, and during the Early Postclassic period, complements 

our archaeological understanding of the site. This section seeks to answer the question: 

what was sculpture doing during this time period at Tenam Puente, and what can that tell 
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us about the history of the center? Rather than review each sculpture from the site, I have 

surveyed the ways in which sculpture was treated using representative examples. 

Together, we can see that these monuments lived dynamic lives, playing multiple roles 

over time at Tenam Puente.  

 

Broken: The Glyph Fragment 

With one exception, all surviving sculpture from Tenam Puente is fragmented. In many 

cases, we have the contextual evidence to assert that sculptures were broken in antiquity: 

Monument 4, for example, was decapitated before being placed in a tomb (this 

monument is discussed below). For others, we lack the solid contextual evidence to make 

that assertion. For instance, Monument 2 was broken when Blom and La Farge (1926-27) 

discovered it, but because it was found outside its pre-Hispanic context, the details of that 

breakage remain obscure.  

Monuments from Tenam Puente were broken in different ways. Some monuments 

from the site were broken so badly that we can only tell what they are through 

comparative examples. The “Glyph Fragment,” for instance, is what remains of a captive 

sculpture from the site (fig. 29). Discovered during the 1992-1993 field season, the 

fragment was located in the western end of the central playing court in Ballcourt 3. This 

ballcourt is the uppermost court at the site, with the most restricted access. Interestingly, 

two blank ballcourt markers were recovered from the same ballcourt (fig. 166). They 

were located at the spot where the central aisle met the end zone at both the east and west 

side, and they were intact (Laló 1995:113). The Glyph Fragment was not so lucky. All 

that remains is the center of the individual’s loincloth, as if he had been cut off at the 

thigh and the lower abdomen. The differential treatment of the captive and the plain 
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ballcourt monuments suggests that figural representations may have warranted different 

treatment than plain monuments at the site. Other sculptures from Tenam Puente appear 

to be broken using different logic. Monument 4, for instance, was decapitated. This type 

of breakage required skill and planning so as not to damage the body of the sculpture. It 

seems, moreover, to carry different meanings than the smashing of sculptures, as it 

preserves the ability of the monument to signify capture and defeat.  

The breakage of monuments in the Maya area was both common and multivalent. 

Grove (1981), in his discussion of the mutilation of Olmec monuments, wrote that to 

destroy a sculpture was to neutralize its inherent power. The breakage of monuments in 

the Maya area could also be connected to political history, and gaps in the sculptural 

record often indicate rulers who were “erased” through the destruction of their 

monuments. Meskell (2004:8), noting similar practices in ancient Egypt, reminds us that 

such destruction was not simply about erasing the past, but also about materializing 

“damnation for all potential futures.” The motives behind the breakage of monuments at 

Tenam Puente are difficult to access in the material record—as Cowgill (2004:274) notes, 

even ancient actors “may have had strongly ambivalent attitudes towards the concepts, 

events, or practices represented by the terminated objects.” In all cases, however, to break 

a monument was to physically enact a change in status (see essays in Boteler-Mock, ed., 

1998).  

 

Buried: Element 96 

Some of the monuments discovered from Tenam Puente were buried. Element 96 (fig. 

167) was discovered in the 1996-1997 field season, in front of the west façade of 
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Structure 21, which defines the southern side of Plaza B. The test pit in which it was 

found was located just over the first step of the staircase on the western façade. 

Element 96 is one of the largest monuments from the site: it measures 2.36 meters 

in height, and is 0.62m wide at its widest point. The majority of the fragment is the 

“espiga” of the stela, or the part that was anchored in the ground—but some carving is 

visible just below the broken edge. The carving appears to represent a type of mat design, 

with a series of repeating cylindrical elements forming a horizontal row. This probably 

represents the bottom edge of a carved scene. The mat design is particularly interesting 

given the mat designs on the sides of Monument 1 (discussed in Chapter 3) and the 

association between the mat design and royalty in other parts of the Maya area. 

This monument was apparently buried near where it once stood, as excavators 

found a stone-lined pit next to it on the steps to the substructure underneath Structure 21. 

The monument may once have been set inside the pit. Laló (1998:52) suspected the 

monument had been purposefully broken and interred around the time that the 

substructure was completed, probably near the end of the Late Classic period. No 

matching fragments have been found. 

 

Placed in altars: Element 35 

Found inside the fill of an interior altar, Element 35 depicts a human figure, in profile, 

facing to the left (fig. 49). He has a large nose, and wears earflares and a large headdress. 

Based on comparisons with other Maya monuments, we can understand this figure as a 

ruler. This monument would have originally been fairly small; when combined, the 

fragments of the stela measure 29cm in height, and only 21cm in width. This suggests 

that the sculpture may have been a lintel or wall panel rather than a freestanding stela.  
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Element 35 was discovered in Structure 14, a building located at the northwest 

corner of Plaza B. Excavations by Gabriel Laló Jacinto (1995) revealed at least four 

construction phases in this building. Laló’s work indicated that the structure was used 

during the Early Postclassic period: he found at least two burials consisting of large urns 

containing cremated individuals (Laló 1995:62-68). Excavation also recovered gold from 

the southwest corner of the upper rooms. In the temple room atop the structure, 

excavators discovered an altar built into the east side of the room.2 Coated with two 

layers of stucco, the top of the altar measured 1m by 70cm. In the fill of the altar, 

excavators discovered several pieces of human bone, one piece of modeled stucco, and 

two stela fragments making up Element 35. The stela fragments were located 

approximately 70cm beneath the surface of the altar (Laló 1995:62).  

Do the objects from the fill of this altar represent a burial, a cache, or an offering? 

Was their placement in the altar meaningful, or are they simply fill? The archaeological 

evidence is equivocal. There is little evidence that the objects inside the altar were placed 

there together in one ritual event—but Laló (1995:68) thinks that may be the result of 

modern looting. These objects may represent a burial or an offering, but it is also possible 

that the stela is simply fill.3  

 

Interred in tombs: Monument 4 

Another Classic-period sculpture from Tenam Puente was buried in a tomb. Monument 4 

depicts a kneeling captive (figs. 18, 19). The figure leans far forward, with his chest over 

his thighs, and his arms are pinned behind his back. Ropes are visible on his wrists and 
                                                 
2 This altar was not a monolithic stone altar, but appears to have been a masonry altar constructed into the 
corner of the room; Laló, who also referred to it as an “adoratorio,” excavated into the altar after removing 
several “lajas,” or thin stone slabs, that formed the top of the object (1995:62). 
3 See Becker 1992 for a discussion of the distinctions between caches and burials. 
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ankles. He has been decapitated, but the hair that falls down his back in neat rectangular 

plaits indicates he once had a head. Eroded hieroglyphs on his loincloth probably once 

spelled out his name, but they are illegible today. Monument 4 was discussed in Chapter 

3 as an example of art from Tenam Puente that is carved in the style of Toniná; I 

suggested, based on this sculpture and others, that some interaction may have existed 

between the two sites. In addition to the style of this monument, its context is particularly 

compelling, in part because it offers tantalizing clues of turmoil at Tenam Puente in the 

Terminal Classic period. 

Monument 4 was discovered inside Tomb 4, a Terminal Classic tomb in front of 

Structure 17. This structure is the tallest building in Plaza B, which is the uppermost level 

of the Tenam Puente acropolis. Placed so that it was facing the east side of the tomb, the 

sculpture rested atop a thin layer of black earth that covered dispersed human remains, 

offerings, and other archaeological materials (fig. 168). The head of the tomb’s original 

occupant was missing. Jade beads and pieces of gold discovered in the west side of the 

tomb, however, suggest that the buried individual’s head would have rested in this area. 

Also dispersed throughout the tomb were burned human bones, perhaps those of an 

infant, and broken ceramics. Other offerings included stingray spines, fragments of 

shells, fragments of deer antlers, needles and awls carved from human bone, and more 

jade beads and gold flakes. The tomb was floored with lajas, or thin worked slabs, and 

roofed with both lajas and thick rectangular blocks (Laló 1996:16-17).  

The state of the tomb, combined with the contents, suggested to archaeologists 

that the tomb had been sacked at some point in the past, probably around 800 CE (Laló 

Jacinto and Jacobo 1997:715). Importantly, the sculpture was not part of the original 

interment. Instead, the sculpture was added to the tomb at the same time that the 

destruction occurred (Laló Jacinto and Jacobo 1997:715). Excavation uncovered firm 
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evidence for the re-entry of the tomb and the placement of the sculpture. First, the 

disarray of the human remains and offerings exceeds what would be expected from an 

undisturbed tomb; the bones were scattered around the tomb in no apparent order, for 

instance, and many of the bones were missing. The ceramics were also broken, despite 

the tomb’s good condition. Second, the tomb had two separate types of roof, made 

necessary by the addition of the sculpture, which was too tall for the original height of the 

tomb. The original roof was made of thick rectangular blocks. A thick layer of stucco on 

the southwest and northeast corner of the roof—parts of the roof that still consisted of 

these blocks—confirm that the original roof was covered by stucco. The stucco was 

broken to re-enter the tomb (Laló 1996:17-18). To make the sculpture fit, part of the 

original roof was removed and a new roof, made of slabs covered with ashlars, was 

installed to replace the old one. This suggested to Laló (1996:3) that the tomb was not 

designed with the sculpture in mind, and strengthens the argument that the sculpture was 

added to the tomb after its original dedication.  

That this tomb was re-entered is not, in and of itself, indicative of violent change 

at Tenam Puente. Tomb reentry was common throughout Mesoamerica, and inscriptions 

in the Maya area attest that it was often an act of commemoration. As Stuart (1998:398) 

notes, for example, the hieroglyphic panels of Structure A-14 at Seibal describe a tomb-

entering ritual carried out as a “renewal ceremony” for Kan Mo’ Balam almost three 

hundred years after his death. At Piedras Negras, where archaeological investigation has 

produced some of the most extensive evidence, it seems that the tombs of rulers were 

commonly entered by their sons and heirs on important anniversaries. Ruler 2 re-entered 

the tomb of his father one katun after his father’s death, for instance, and the tomb reentry 

and censing was associated with a ritual that implied the investiture of dynastic power via 

Teotihuacan (Fitzsimmons 2009:147). Evidence suggests that in some cases, tomb 
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reentry was not just about commemoration, but also about accessing specific moments in 

the history of a city. James Fitzsimmons (2009:154) argues, for instance, that Ruler 7 at 

Piedras Negras re-entered the tomb of Ruler 4 in 782 in part because the reign of Ruler 4 

was “a time when Yaxchilan and other local sites were firmly subordinate to Piedras 

Negras”. In re-entering the tomb of Ruler 4, Ruler 7 connected himself to a time when 

Piedras Negras ruled the Usumacinta region; Ruler 7, Fitzsimmons suggests, was “paying 

attention to the present but nevertheless connecting himself to the past” (2009:154). 

Despite a long history of tomb reentry in the Maya area, several aspects of Tomb 

4 stand out as unusual: first, the destruction of objects inside the tomb; and second, the 

addition of a sculpture. Tomb reentries often involved the curation of objects inside the 

tomb. Body parts and burial furniture were removed, and sometimes objects were added 

as well. Chase (1994:126) notes that reentered tombs are often distinguished by objects 

that span a great length of time. To find the contents of the tomb smashed and scattered, 

however, is not common in the Classic Maya material record. I am not aware, 

furthermore, of other examples where sculpture was added to an existing tomb.  

What meaning(s) can we derive from the placement of Monument 4 inside a 

tomb? I have argued in the past (Earley 2012), in concordance with Laló (1996:127), that 

the placement of this sculpture indicates repudiation of the ideas it represented. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, this captive monument was a clear statement of Tenam Puente’s 

military superiority; probably displayed in the ballcourt, it documented the defeat, and 

probably the subsequent sacrifice, of a specific individual sometime in the eighth century. 

To find it buried in a tomb, then, bears political ramifications. This monument was part of 

a specific historical narrative, and in one sense, its burial negates that narrative. The 

“ransacked” nature of the tomb supports the idea of repudiation, suggesting that whoever 

reentered Tomb 4 did so not out of respect for its occupant, but for some other reason. 
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Yet there are other possibilities. What if Monument 4 represents a symbolic 

secondary interment? Images were powerful to the ancient Maya; as Houston and Stuart 

(1996, 1998) have demonstrated, sculptures such as this one were invested with the 

sacred essence of the person they represented. This is part of what made captive 

sculptures so powerful: to sculpt a person in defeat was to capture him in a state of 

perpetual ignominy. It seems possible, given this understanding of Maya sculpture, that 

the interment of this captive sculpture could have been understood as symbolically 

equivalent to the interment of an actual captive or sacrificial victim. In this scenario, the 

burial of Monument 4 was similar to reentry events from other Maya sites, particularly 

Toniná, where tombs were reentered in order to deposit additional individuals (Becquelin 

and Baudez 1979-1982; Scherer 2012). Particularly compelling, when considering this 

option, is the fact that a small ballcourt marker was placed above this tomb, as if to mark 

the presence of the sculpture below (fig. 168). It is possible, too, that the sculpture was 

interred as an act of reverence, perhaps recalling the military victories of the person who 

originally occupied the tomb—although the destruction of other objects in the tomb 

complicates this notion. 

We cannot know at this time what specific meaning Monument 4 carried when it 

was placed in the tomb. But we can draw some basic conclusions. Perhaps most 

importantly, we can assert that when this sculpture was placed in the tomb around 800 

CE, it still retained enough meaning to be deposited in a ritually significant space. It 

could have been a reminder of interactions with Toniná; it could represent Tenam 

Puente’s expansion as a polity; or it could refer to the military successes of whoever 

originally occupied Tomb 4. We do not know the finer details of what Monument 4 

represented at this time at Tenam Puente. We can assert, however, that its role as a type 

of burial furniture differed from its role as a public ballcourt marker. Monument 4 still 
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may have alluded to concepts of valor and subjugation, but it did so from an underground 

tomb, no longer tied to concepts of public history in the center of Tenam Puente. 

 

Reused as building material: Monument 3 

While Monument 4 was placed in a tomb relatively intact around 800 CE, Monument 3 

from Tenam Puente met a different fate. At some point in antiquity, this sculpture was 

broken into fragments and reused as building material. The upper section was used as fill 

in Structure 21, while part of the lower section was used to roof a tomb in Structure 40. 

This monument raises important questions about how sculptures signified at Early 

Postclassic Tenam Puente.  

The two bottom fragments of Monument 3 were discovered during archaeological 

excavations in the 1993-94 field season (Laló 1995). Both pieces were recovered in 

Structure 40, a building located at the northeastern corner of Plaza B. The head of the 

captive was the first fragment found by archaeologists; it was recovered with other debris 

close to the southwestern corner of Structure 40. Laló describes it as being practically on 

the surface (1995:80). The next part of the stela to emerge was the body of the captive. 

Excavations revealed that this fragment had been re-used as part of the roof of a tomb 

(fig. 169). This tomb was located inside the “adoratorio,” or small temple room, located 

at the base of the western staircase of Structure 40. The tomb measured approximately 

two meters long by a half meter wide, and was half a meter deep; its walls were 

constructed with lajas, or large thin blocks of stone, placed vertically. Its roof was 

constructed of lajas as well—but, as Laló described, one piece of stone was a stela 

fragment. The fragment depicts the body of the captive, and it was placed in the roof with 

the carved side facing up. Inside the tomb, the excavators found a deer antler and 
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fragments of burned human bones, including a vertebra and rib bone. These are paltry 

offerings compared to other tombs at Tenam Puente (see Tomb 10, discussed below). 

Excavations in the next room of this small adoratorio clarify when the tomb was 

deposited. A test pit indicated that the tomb was a late addition to the building and 

suggested the following construction sequence for the adoratorio. The structure had 

originally been one room before being divided into two. The builders of this structure 

probably deposited a large dedicatory offering in the fill before completing the first floor. 

The offering consisted of several large ollas and a copper ring—both consistent markers 

of the Early Postclassic—among other elements (Laló 1995:126). One of the ollas 

preserved traces of blue paint and contained burnt human bones. The next construction 

phase consisted of dividing the space into two rooms. Finally, the tomb was added to the 

westernmost room, breaking the existing stucco floor (Laló 1995:82). This excavation 

data, combined with the objects from the offering indicate that the adoratorio was a 

relatively late construction, and that the tomb was added even later. 

Archaeological data from other parts of Structure 40, moreover, suggest that the 

entire building was constructed late in the site’s history. Laló notes that while basic 

carved blocks are used in earlier periods, Structure 40 is constructed with lajas, which are 

characteristic of the Early Postclassic at Tenam Puente. Laló also notes that the 

construction of Structure 40 was contemporaneous with the construction of Structure 14 

and 17, two neighboring structures to the north that were also constructed in the Early 

Postclassic period (Laló 1995:83).  

These lower fragments, then, appear to have been reused late in the site’s history. 

What does it mean to reuse sculpture, and what can we tell about how that sculpture 

signified? It is possible that this sculpture held no meaning at all, and was thought of as 

the same as any other piece of stone. Yet we know that for the Maya, stone was powerful, 
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imbued with meanings beyond the patterns carved on its surface (see Chapter 6). 

Sculpture possessed active potential, especially when it was carved in the image of a 

person; Houston and Stuart (1998; see also Houston et. al 2006) note that this explains, in 

part, the defacement of the eyes of sculptures across the Maya area. Given our 

understanding of how sculpture functioned, we can presume that this fragment would 

have been meaningful, even when broken and used as construction material. Its use in the 

tomb may be a deliberate way to reject or contain any meaning or power the sculpture 

may have retained. Looked at in these terms, the placement of Monument 4 

acknowledged the power of the sculpture, its ability to signify. The placement of this 

fragment of Monument 3 deliberately chips away at that power. 

While the lower fragment of Monument 3 was reused to roof a tomb, the upper 

fragments of the monument were used as fill. Archaeologists discovered these fragments 

underneath the east staircase of Structure 21 (1998:49). The context of these fragments 

helps us date the breakage and burial of Monument 3: we can surmise that Monument 3 

was broken before the final stage of Structure 21, since it was recovered underneath the 

staircase. Finally, it is worth noting that Structure 21 is a locus for sculpture at Tenam 

Puente. In addition to this fragment, one captive monument and a number of other 

sculptures, made of both stone and stucco, were discovered in the building (see Element 

79, above; Laló 1998:44-57). Also found nearby in Structure 21 was Tomb 10, one of the 

richest burials at the site. Interred around 700 CE, this tomb was a site for dedicatory or 

commemorative rituals in the Early Postclassic period, and is discussed in more detail 

below (Laló 1998:59-70).4 The amount of sculpture discovered in Structure 21 may hint 

at one destruction event that encompassed a number of monuments at the site.  

                                                 
4 Element 93, an offering placed on the stairs leading to the tomb, was intrusive and contained an urn with 
a cremated individual inside (Laló 1998:59).  
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The context of Monument 3 suggests that meaning was appropriated in different 

ways by the people who broke, buried, and reused the sculpture. The two fragments 

depicting identifying information—the head of the ruler, and the head of the captive—

were unceremoniously buried, although neither was defaced. The fragment depicting the 

body of the captive was reused as part of the roof of a shallow Early Postclassic tomb. 

While we lack more specific details, we can at least surmise that the meaning of 

Monument 3 changed at some point in the history of Tenam Puente. The monument most 

likely graced a public space in the Late Classic period, conveying messages of power and 

authority. In the Early Postclassic period, though, it was broken, and parts of the 

monument were reused and buried. Whether the stone no longer held the same power, or 

whether that power had to be negated through reuse and burial, is unclear. We can 

discern, though, a change in the role of this monument, pointing to changes in the role of 

sculpture at Tenam Puente by the Early Postclassic period. 

 

Discarded: The Knee Fragment 

Some monuments at Tenam Puente were broken and buried; others were broken and 

reused; and still others appear to have been broken and discarded. The “Knee Fragment,” 

one of the captive monuments from Tenam Puente, falls into the latter category (fig. 

169). This monument was discovered during the 1992-1993 field season (Laló 1994) on 

the north side of Structure 7. Structure 7 is located on the north side of Plaza A. Behind 

this building there is a retaining wall that helps to define the Acropolis, and then a steep 

drop down to the valley floor. The area where the Knee Fragment was deposited, in other 

words, was not inhabited space. It is unclear whether the monument was purposefully 

buried—but its context stands in sharp contrast to other monuments from the site. Unlike 
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Element 96, for example, which seems to have been purposefully buried near where it 

once stood in a ceremonially important place, the Knee Fragment seems to have been 

discarded completely, thrown into a section of the site that was uninhabited. The 

placement of the fragment behind Structure 7 hints at intentional desecration, at a 

rejection of specific ideas and modes of representation that necessitated changes to the 

sculptural program of the city. Like the burial and reuse of fragments of Monument 3, it 

also hints at the changing role of sculpture at Tenam Puente. 

 

Left unbroken: Monument 1  

Frans Blom and Oliver La Farge were the first to document and publish Monument 1, 

although it had been known for some time to local residents (figs. 44-46). They were 

shown the monument at the Finca El Puente, an estate near the archaeological site, in 

1925. This means we lack archaeological context for the monument, and as such, our 

conclusions about its role in the Terminal Classic – Early Postclassic transition are 

limited.  

Even without exact provenience, this monument stands out in the material record 

of Tenam Puente because it is the only extant example of sculpture that escaped 

breakage. We do not know much more about the life use of the monument: when it was 

created, where it was displayed, or whether it was moved or even buried in antiquity. 

While the sculpture itself was unbroken, moreover, it does show some signs of 

maltreatment. For instance, it may at one point have been knocked down. We lack the 

contextual data to state this as a certainty—but it is notable that there is no “espiga” to the 

monument, suggesting it may have been broken off at its base. In addition, there may be 
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some defacing of the figures on both sides. On Side B, the eye area of the standing 

individual is noticeably more eroded and less distinct than other aspects of the stela. 

Although this stela did not remain completely untouched, its state of preservation 

when compared with other monuments from the site is excellent. Without more 

contextual data, the preservation of this monument is difficult to interpret—but it does 

suggest that there was no uniform event in which all the monuments from Tenam Puente 

were defaced. It also supports, if indirectly, the idea of a late date for this sculpture, and 

idea I advanced in Chapter 3. Finally, it may hint, like the other monuments, at political 

turmoil at Tenam Puente. Ancient Maya dynasties were fond of erasing and destroying 

the sculptures of rivals. To find this sculpture intact might be a clue that the latest dynasty 

at Tenam Puente deliberately destroyed earlier sculptures while leaving this one whole.  

 

Discussion: Sculpture and the Terminal Classic – Early Postclassic Transition at 
Tenam Puente 

In the Terminal Classic and the Early Postclassic period at Tenam Puente, sculpture was 

broken, buried, placed in tombs, reused as building material, and left largely intact. What 

can we conclude about the history of Tenam Puente based on the role of sculpture at the 

site in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic periods? Combined with archaeological 

evidence, the treatment of sculpture suggests major changes in these time periods—but 

the details of these changes are difficult to see. 

We have clear archeological evidence for changes in construction and burial style 

starting around 800 CE (Laló 2005). The “new” styles do not represent a complete 

repudiation of earlier ones, however. For example, although the architectural style 

changed—people began using lajas instead of semi-worked blocks—for the most part, 

Early Postclassic residents of Tenam Puente used the same buildings, often refacing them 
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with the new style. Likewise, residents of Tenam Puente continued to inter the dead in 

traditionally significant spaces: the center of temples atop structures, underneath 

stairways, and along central axes. In addition, like the Late Classic burials of Tenam 

Puente, the Early Postclassic burials demonstrate widespread trade connections. What is 

clear, as well, is that the breakage and burial of monuments was not in any way a final act 

at Tenam Puente. It represents a change rather than an end. Life went on at Tenam Puente 

for several hundred years: buildings were constructed, people were buried, rituals were 

performed. The role of sculpture may have changed, but the site was still in use in ways 

that seem consistent with the Late Classic period. 

Laló (1995:127) argued that Tenam Puente controlled the area around it and was 

one of the major centers of the Comitán Valley in the Late Classic period. For him, the 

destruction of sculpture at the site indicates a fall from power, perhaps because of the 

incursion of new people. Like other scholars (Navarrete 1994), Laló (1995; 2005) has 

suggested that population replacement would account for changes in sculptural, ceramic, 

and funerary traditions at the site. Navarrete (1994) went so far as to postulate that 

changes in the material record reflect a new group of Tojolabal Maya that replaced the 

site’s Classic-period inhabitants. This is a compelling suggestion, but difficult to prove.  

What we do know is that Tenam Puente was only one of many sites to experience 

changes around 800 CE. Data from Highland Guatemala, moreover, indicates similar 

changes there. Alain Ichon (1987) notes that the sacking of tombs and the appearance of 

new ceramic types also occur in the Guatemalan highlands in the Epiclassic, which he 

defines as between 800 and 1000 CE. He argues, though, that this time period represents 

a continuation of Classic Maya cultural patterns. Although new funerary and architectural 

traditions do appear, he suggests that the real break with Classic Maya culture occurred 

around 1150 CE.  The similarities between the archaeological record of the Guatemalan 
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highlands and that of Tenam Puente raise the intriguing possibility that cities in the 

Comitán Valley were tied into cultural developments in the Guatemalan highlands by the 

Terminal Classic period. This would represent a sharp contrast to the Late Classic period, 

when it seems that Comitán Valley cities looked to Toniná and the Usumacinta region as 

centers of cultural capital.  

While Tenam Puente underwent significant changes, the variety of these changes, 

as shall be illustrated with Chinkultic, demonstrates that the processes underlying cultural 

change are complicated, variable, and difficult to track through the material record. New 

ceramic types and burial traditions, combined with the destruction of sculpture, seem to 

indicate some sort of rejection of earlier customs and ideas—yet we know that the site 

was inhabited for another two centuries, and some Terminal Classic sculpture has 

survived intact. Tenam Puente, then, illustrates an important facet of this time period in 

the Comitán Valley: change, but also continuity, a trend exemplified even more strongly 

at Chinkultic. 

 

CHINKULTIC AND THE CLASSIC-POSTCLASSIC TRANSITION 

  

Archaeological Synopsis  

Our information about the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic at Chinkultic comes 

from reports by Agrinier (1969), Navarrete (1975, 1976), and Joseph Ball (1980). Ball 

(1980) provided the most concise synthesis of archaeological and ceramic data. 

According to Ball (1980:93), Chinkultic experienced an occupational hiatus between 

approximately 350 and 700 CE. Monumental construction at the site began again at the 

beginning of the Yobnajab Ceramic phase, which Ball (1980:94) dates to 700-900 CE. 
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Activity around 700 seems to have centered on the lower section of Group A (Structures 

3, 4, and 6) while the upper Acropolis was not begun until the second half of the 

Yobnajab phase, or around 770 (Ball 1980:95). Ball (ibid) further suggests that the 

ballcourt was begun around 770 and was not completed until the tenth century.  

Excavations by Pierre Agrinier (1969) and Carlos Navarrete (1975, 1976) 

generally confirm Ball’s analysis. Agrinier notes that construction on Lower Group A 

began in the Classic period; he found Late Preclassic tepalcates and stela fragments in the 

fill of Structure 4, while in the fill of Structure 6 he found Preclassic sculpture fragments 

and pieces of Late Classic incensarios (Agrinier 1969:23). A number of burials 

discovered on the Upper Acropolis, meanwhile, indicate the space was in use from the 

ninth to the thirteenth centuries. Excavation in this part of the site revealed at least two 

building phases. A cache placed to mark the second and final construction phase of the 

Upper Acropolis platform contained carbon material that was dated to 1050 CE 

plus/minus 60 years (Ball 1980:99). 

Accounts vary as to whether there was a disruptive event at Chinkultic similar to 

that at Tenam Puente. According to Navarrete, the appearance of Tohil Plumbate 

ceramics at Chinkultic marks the arrival of a new group (1990). This new group was 

responsible for the second construction phase on the acropolis, which enlarged the 

platform and Structure 1, and built Structure 2 and four small altars. He wrote: 

Pierre Agrinier trabajó todos los altares al frente de la pirámide y encontró el 
aprovechamiento, es decir, entierros con material Plumbate. Aquí tenemos pues 
una irrupción hacia 1000 ó 1200 quizá 950 desde este momento de gentes 
mayas mismas pero que llegan incluso hasta a romper la tumba que está 
localizada en la parte de adentro que corresponde a la época Clásica, seria 
Clásico Tardío. Pero las gentes del Plombate que hicieron la escalinata que se 
superpone a la otra, llegaron y saquearon, destrozaron completamente la tumba 
interior cuando levantaron los pequeños templetes o sepulcros que se encuentran 
al frente. De modo que ahi tenemos dos momentos mayas muy claramente 
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definidos y que será parte de lo que se tendrá que estudiar en el futuro 
(Navarrete 1990:449-450).  

The archaeological evidence for major disruption, however, is more equivocal than his 

reconstruction indicates. Navarrete (1990:450) writes that the newcomers sacked and 

destroyed an interior tomb of Structure 1a. Navarrete (1975) found the tomb underneath 

the staircase of the first stage of Structure 1a. Entering the tomb in the subsequent field 

season (Navarrete 1976), he reported that what he had thought was the collapse of the 

roof of the tomb actually marked re-entry by looters. He suspected the looters were pre-

Hispanic because they did not take the ceramics from the tomb; instead, everything was 

smashed. “La forma en que trataron el recinto nos habla,” he wrote, “más que de saqueo, 

de una destrucción deliberada, como si se quisiera acabar con algo repudiado, carente de 

respeto o significación” (1976:58). The best evidence for deliberate destruction comes 

from an antechamber to the tomb, which was painted red. In this chamber, the roof was in 

perfect condition, but the ceramics and human remains inside were smashed and 

dispersed throughout the room (1976:58). Navarrete (1975, 1976, 1990) provides no 

details about the types of ceramics, the treatment of the human remains, or other objects 

in the tomb, thus limiting the conclusions we can draw from it. He dates the tomb to the 

Late Classic period but does not explain his reasoning.  

As described by Navarrete, this tomb does seem to represent a deliberate example 

of destruction and predate other burials on the Acropolis. Burial 69-1, discovered by 

Pierre Agrinier (1969), was found inside Structure 1c, the small altar immediately in front 

of Structure 1b, the biggest building on the Acropolis. As Ball (1980:98) notes, Platform 

1c “abuts onto the foot of the Structure 1b stairway and so must have been constructed at 

the same time as or after completion of it”. The burial inside the platform included three 

ceramic vessels that had been coated with stucco and painted. Based on the ceramics, 
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Ball (1980:98) assigned Burial 69-1 and its associated platform to the late ninth or early 

tenth centuries. This burial was thus in place after the deposition of the Structure 1a 

tomb. 

Two other tombs provide evidence for even later use of the Acropolis. Burial 69-2 

included three copper bells and four Tohil Plumbate ceramic vessels. This burial was 

interred beneath the plaster floor of the latest platform extension, which included the 

radio-carbon-dated cache from 1050.  Agrinier (1969) noted that the individual in this 

burial did not have a head; he suggested decapitation, but it more likely represented tomb 

re-entry. Ball dated this burial to the Early Postclassic horizon (Ball 1980:99). Because 

Structures 1d, 1e, and 1f were constructed on top of this plaster floor, we can date their 

construction to at least the Early Postclassic as well. Finally, Burial 70-1 was found in the 

fill of Structure 1f, but above the plaster floor of the platform extension. The ceramics 

inside the tomb were particularly surprising to Ball (1980:97) because they were a type 

designated as Chinautla polychrome. Robert Wauchope (1970) first defined this type of 

ceramic, and it is closely associated with the Late Postclassic and Protohistoric periods in 

the Central Guatemalan highlands (Borgstede 2004:156-158). This suggested to Ball 

(1980:97) that the ceramic type might extend further back into the past than commonly 

believed. Based on the ceramics inside Burial 70-1, Ball assigned a date between the 

Early Postclassic and Late Postclassic (Ball 1980:103).5  

The archaeological and ceramic evidence from the Upper Acropolis reveals two 

basic facts: first, the space was in use for approximately four centuries, housing both 

Late/Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic burials. Second, if looting did occur in the 

Structure 1a tomb, it most likely happened before or during the expansion of the Group A 

                                                 
5 Ball’s ceramic report did not mention the tomb discovered by Navarrete (1975, 1976), and it is unclear 
whether he had access to the ceramics discovered in the tomb.  
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platform and the creation of Structure 1b, the final stage of the main building. Burial 69-

1, probably interred in the late ninth century, was not looted, nor were the burials post-

dating it. 

Does one sacked tomb indicate large scale population replacement, as suggested 

by Navarrete (1990)? There is other evidence of change at the site. In Group B, for 

instance, Navarrete (2011) discovered an Early Postclassic tomb. No earlier burials have 

been found in this group, indicating the role of this part of the site may have changed 

between the Late Classic and Early Postclassic periods.  

 

The Sculpture of Chinkultic in the Classic-Postclassic Transition 

The monuments of Chinkultic also reveal evidence of turbulence at the site—but they 

paint a complicated picture. Much like at Tenam Puente, sculpture played a number of 

different roles at Chinkultic in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic periods. 

 

Reused as building material: the Ballcourt Fragment 

This fragment was discovered by archaeologists in the northern façade of the east central 

platform of the ballcourt (fig. 170; Navarrete and Hernández 2002). The monument is the 

upper part of a stela (figs. 111, 112). As discussed in Chapter 4, the sculpture once 

depicted two figures, probably standing and facing one another, but only their 

headdresses remain. We can also see part of a spear on the left side of the monument, as 

well as a long text above the headdresses of the figures. A Long Count date on the stela 

reads 9.17.0.0.0, which corresponds to 771 CE (Grube 2002). 

How can we make sense of the breakage and reuse of this monument? Its style, 

combined with its placement in the ballcourt, gives us a sense of when it may have been 
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destroyed. Ball’s (1980) ceramic analysis indicated that the ballcourt was probably begun 

around 770 CE. He based this date, in part, on the dates of several monuments discovered 

near the ballcourt, including Monuments 7 and 8. The ballcourt was not finished, 

according to Ball (1980), until the tenth century. This accords fairly well with the Long 

Count date on the stela. It seems reasonable to posit that at some point after its late 

eighth-century creation, the sculpture was broken and interred in the last stage of the 

ballcourt.6  

Navarrete and Hernández (2002:24) describe this monument as “testimonio del 

abandono de un estilo de representaciones jerárquicas e inicio de una nueva etapa 

arquitectónica.” This monument quite literally represents a new architectural stage, as it 

was physically inserted into the last phase of the ballcourt. Yet as we shall see, 

“hierarchical representations” continued to be displayed at Chinkultic into the Early 

Postclassic; only some monuments were broken and buried. It does suggest change, at 

Chinkultic, however—as do a number of monuments discovered in fill in Groups A and 

C.  

 

Broken and Used as Fill: Monuments 27, 28, and Others 

Since 1969, excavations have uncovered stela fragments used as fill in Group A and 

Group C. Navarrete (1975) discovered several fragments used as fill in the last stage of 

Structure 1a, the main temple atop the Acropolis. He found Monuments 27 and 28 (fig. 

171) in the fill of the central stairway (Navarrete 1975:16-17). Both are small fragments 

of larger original pieces. The design on Monument 27 (fig. 171a) is inscrutable, but 

                                                 
6 The published report on this monument (Navarrete and Hernández 2002) is unclear about into which 
stage of the ballcourt the stela was incorporated. If the sculpture was used in an earlier stage of the 
ballcourt, that would suggest it was broken very soon after its creation. 
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includes at least three elements, one with distinctive cross-hatching marks. It seems to be 

the side of a monument, as one edge is straight and well worked. 

Monument 28, also found in the fill of the Structure 1a staircase, depicts three 

complete hieroglyphs and two fragmented ones (fig. 171b). The glyphs are in fairly good 

condition. They do not include a date, but the glyph in position A2 reads “u baah,” or “it 

is his image” (see Chapter 2; Houston and Stuart 1998). This implies that the imagery of 

this monument depicted a person who is named in the accompanying text. Navarrete 

(1984:37) noted that the fragment was thin and suggested it might represent a panel rather 

than a stela. What is unusual to me is the way the glyphs hug the exterior of the 

monument. They do not form a block of text, but instead seem to have framed an image, 

at least in this corner. In this respect, this monument is similar to lintels from Yaxchilan, 

particularly Lintels 24 and 26, where glyphic inscriptions form Tetris-like right angles 

that follow corners and descend between protagonists.   

Monuments were also used in the fill of Group C. Excavators discovered 

Monument 30 (fig. 172a) in the fill of the ballcourt in 1976 (Navarrete 1984:38). The 

fragment is very small, and the design impossible to clearly make out—but the small 

squares on the right side of the monument may represent a wrist or ankle band. 

Also probably used as fill in Group C, Monument 36 was discovered in 1981 near 

the base of Monument 6 in the west side of the ballcourt (fig. 172b). This monument is 

another tiny fragment—but it includes two glyphs that provide a partial date of 9.17. Like 

the “ballcourt monument” discussed above, which included an inscribed date of 

9.17.0.0.0, Monument 36 provides another example of a monument with a 9.17 date that 

was broken and reused in the ballcourt. Might this imply one destruction event in which 

monuments from one specific era were broken? This possibility will be discussed in more 

detail below. 
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As these fragments indicate, quite a bit of sculpture was broken and reused in 

other contexts at Chinkultic—yet excavation revealed that the builders of the site engaged 

in this type of destruction throughout the history of the site, not just in the final stages. 

Agrinier’s (1969) excavation of Lower Group A revealed several fragments of Preclassic 

sculpture that had been used as building fill. Monuments 14 and 15 were discovered in 

the fill of Structure 6 (Agrinier 1969; Ball 1980). Both monuments probably date to the 

Late Preclassic (Navarrete 1984). Monument 15, in particular, looks quite similar to 

sculpture from Izapa and Kaminaljuyu; it depicts the face of an anthropomorphic 

individual, with scrolls emerging from the nose (fig. 8). Agrinier (1969:23) wrote that he 

found fragments of Late Classic incensarios in the same building, indicating to him that it 

was constructed in the Late Classic period. These fragments indicate that whether or not 

there was a destruction event around 900-1100 CE, as Navarrete (1990) suggested, the 

destruction and reuse of earlier sculptures was a building method at Chinkultic as early as 

700 CE.  

 

Reset Sculpture: Monument 9 and Monument 43 

Thus far we have seen that monuments at Chinkultic were treated much as they were at 

Tenam Puente: broken and reused as building material or in fill. At Chinkultic, however, 

we also have evidence of the reuse of sculpture in public places, including Monument 9 

and Monument 43. 

Monument 9 (fig. 69) was discovered by Frans Blom on the Upper Acropolis of 

Chinkultic, between Structures 1e and 1c. The monument had fallen, but it was located 

immediately next to the box in which it had been erected (fig. 71). The butt or espiga of 

the monument was still in the box. We do not know, however, when the monument was 
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erected in Group A. The iconography of the monument, as discussed in Chapter 4, 

suggests a Late or Terminal Classic date, and the glyphic passage includes the emblem 

glyph of Chinkultic, which was in use as early as the sixth century CE (Grube 2002). But 

the Acropolis was not completed until around 1000 CE (Ball 1980), suggesting the 

monument may have been placed there in the Early Postclassic period. Agrinier 

(1969:25) theorized that the monument had been taken from an earlier structure and reset. 

What is striking about the reuse of this monument is its display on the Acropolis 

despite its clear affiliation with a Late Classic ruling dynasty of Chinkultic. Monument 9 

depicts a ruler wearing a large headdress and carrying a shield; the text includes the 

emblem glyph of Chinkultic (Grube 2002). In Chapter 4, I argued that the monument 

represents an accession monument for a dynastic ruler. But despite this monument’s 

association with the history and political system of Late Classic Chinkultic, it was 

apparently visible on the Acropolis throughout the site’s history. The tombs discussed 

above indicate the Acropolis was in use until as late as the fourteenth century. The 

monument was not removed from the Acropolis until the late twentieth century.  

We have clear archaeological evidence that the acropolis was being used into the 

thirteenth or fourteenth century at Chinkultic—and Monument 9 was part of its visual 

program, visible in this prominent location. Of course, just because the monument was 

visible does not mean they were used or understood; nor do we know when this 

monument was broken. It is worth noting, however, that the stela, a record of Classic-

period dynastic history, was never defaced or removed from the acropolis, even as 

construction and interments continued in this important space.  

Sculptures were reset in other architectural groups at Chinkultic as well. 

Monument 43 (figs. 103-105) was discovered in building debris of the Group B plaza, 

and it seems to have fallen when the façade of Structure 18 collapsed (Navarrete 2011). 
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This is important because it indicates that like Monument 9, Monument 43 was visible to 

residents for as long as the plaza was being used—and we know, based on a nearby burial 

(Navarrete 2011), that Group B was being used in the Early Postclassic period. The 

context of the monument, then, suggests that it would have been visible until at least 

1100 CE. 

The iconography of Monument 43 adds to this picture. As discussed in Chapter 4, 

this monument is part of the “Column Group.” It depicts a ritual undertaken by a ruler, in 

the presence of a kneeling captive or sajal. The hieroglyphs describe it as a stone binding 

ritual (David Stuart, personal communication 2013), and its iconography is similar to 

other monuments from the group. This monument, in other words, was part of a group 

with consistent and conservative iconography. What might this image have meant to 

Postclassic residents of the site? By the time this monument was reset in Group B, the 

residents of Chinkultic had stopped erecting carved monuments. Could they read the 

hieroglyphs on this monument, or understand the imagery? Or was the stela important as 

an heirloom object, a sacred stone, or a reminder of the past?  

This is the only example of sculpture recovered from Group B at Chinkultic. 

Other monuments from the column group were discovered in Group C, suggesting this 

monument was moved to Group B at some point in the history of the site. For some 

reason, we must assume, the Early Postclassic residents of Chinkultic wanted to see this 

sculpture, despite—or perhaps because of—the fact that it was clearly associated with 

Classic-period ritual and rulership at the site. 
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Used as altars: Monument 29 

Other monuments related to ritual were reused in different capacities. Monument 29 was 

discovered in 1976 (Navarrete 1976:54) at the base of the stairs leading to the west side 

of the ballcourt (figs. 173a, 174). It was part of the last stage of construction in the 

ballcourt. The stela had been set in the ground, face-up, and Navarrete suggests it was 

used as an altar. No offerings were found on top of the altar, but excavators did find, in 

the first layer of fill, burnt earth and small fragments of very simple incensarios, 

suggesting it was a locus for offerings (Navarrete 1984:54).7  

Monument 29 is carved in a different style than many other monuments at the 

site. For one thing, it is much smaller; the whole stone, although fragmented, measures 

only 1.36 meters long, 0.57 meters wide, and 0.13 meters in thickness (Navarrete 

1984:37). It is also displays fairly rudimentary carving in comparison with other 

monuments (fig. 173a). It clearly depicts a standing individual who holds an incense bag 

and makes a scattering gesture with his right hand. The monument is broken off at the 

neck of the standing figure, but we can see feathers on the right that indicate he wore a 

feathered headdress. Unlike other sculptures from Chinkultic, on Monument 29 there is 

very little detail and no attention to modeling. It is the stela equivalent of a line drawing, 

with no internal details and no variation in the thickness or quality of line. It reminds me, 

stylistically, of the Comitán Stela, discussed in Chapter 5: while it depicts a scene with 

which we are familiar, it does so in the simplest possible way.  

Navarrete (1976, 1984) compared this sculpture to Monument 4 (fig. 173b) from 

the site. Both monuments are small: Monument 4 measures 2.24 meters high, but the 

carved area is similar in size to that of Monument 29. Both monuments depict a standing 

                                                 
7 In front of Monument 29, placed at a perpendicular angle, was a much rougher stone of about the same 
size (Navarrete 1976). It is unclear from the archaeological reports whether both of these stones functioned 
as altars at the same time period. 
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individual facing to the left. Both individuals, like most of the people depicted at 

Chinkultic, wear long robes. The figure on Monument 4, however, holds a long staff or 

scepter, while the figure on Monument 29 extends his arm in a scattering gesture. The 

carving style of Monument 4 is also different, typical of Classic-period monuments at the 

site, with finely modeled lines contributing to a detailed, more intricate appearance. 

Despite its similarities to Monument 4, then, I would argue that Monument 29 is unique 

at Chinkultic, and may represent a late monument.  

Monument 29 was reused as an altar, with evidence of burning and smashed 

ceramics found nearby. Did the people using it understand what the imagery meant? Why 

was this stone selected, rather than others? Was its use meant as a show of deference or 

remembrance, or was it simply a flat surface upon which to act? The archaeology 

provides few answers here, but the use of Monument 29 as an altar does suggest 

intriguing connections between sculpture and Early Postclassic ritual at Chinkultic. 

 

Toppled or left to fall: Monument 8 

Other monuments at Chinkultic were not destroyed or reused. Monument 8 from 

Chinkultic is the largest stela from the site, measuring 3.81 meters tall and 0.82 meters 

wide (fig. 175). The monument was discovered in Group C, at one end of Structure 21. 

According to Navarrete (1984:24), Gallegos discovered the box in which the stela had 

been set and reconstructed it in 1970. Frans Blom (in Blom and Duby 1957:52) also 

noted that when he first saw the monument, there was red paint on the bottom of the 

stela.  

Monument 8 depicts a standing figure with out-turned feet. He stands frontally, 

but his head is turned to the viewer’s left so we see his face in profile. In his left hand, he 
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holds an incense bag. His right hand is extended, and looks similar to the scattering 

gesture from Monument 29. He wears long robes and a necklace of human heads, similar 

to the figures on Monuments 3, 7, and 17 from Chinkultic. He also wears an interesting 

belt ornament: a face, with eyes closed and lips pursed, similar to the faces on Late 

Preclassic potbelly sculptures (Guernsey 2010, 2012). Below the face are three celts. The 

individual’s headdress is festooned with feathers, branching from a broad diagonal 

element with a bone-like tip. His ear ornament is unusual, consisting only of a round disc 

with a cloth-like element descending to his chest. The profile of this individual is unique, 

suggesting true portraiture rather than a standardized depiction. 

There are glyphs along the top and left side of Monument 8. Blom and La Farge 

(1926-27) read the date as 9.18.0.0.0 11 Ajaw 18 Mac; Palacios (1928) agreed. The 

glyphs are in terrible condition today, but a drawing from the Corpus of Maya 

Hieroglyphic Inscriptions at Harvard University’s Peabody Museum clearly indicates an 

18, which suggests the baktun and katun readings of 9 and 18, respectively, are secure. 

This date accords stylistically with the imagery as well: the curve of the feathers, the 

treatment of the body, and the dynamic interplay between the standing individual and his 

frame all suggest an earlier date than the Sacchaná Stela/Comitán Stela 1 (see Chapter 5). 

Monument 8 was found lying next to the spot in which it stood. Was it reset, 

intentionally toppled, or left to fall? We lack the archaeological data to make this 

distinction, but for the purposes of this chapter, it is enough to note that the stela is 

complete and was never defaced. The monument may have been standing throughout the 

long history of Chinkultic; it may have been intentionally toppled during whatever 

breakage event(s) transpired in the Terminal Classic or Early Postclassic period—but, 

unlike many other monuments at the site, it was never broken and buried.  
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Monument Destruction and Reuse at Chinkultic 

Much like at Tenam Puente, the archaeological record of Chinkultic reveals a variety of 

roles for sculpture in the Terminal Classic and Early Postclassic period. The treatment of 

sculpture at Chinkultic raises some of the same questions—but it also invites new ones.  

First among these questions is the differential treatment of sculpture: why were 

some monuments at Chinkultic destroyed, while others were not? Two monuments 

clearly dating to the 770s were broken and reused in the ballcourt. Yet a monument from 

only twenty years later—Monument 8—remained virtually untouched. Does this indicate 

a destruction horizon, a point at which monuments from a certain era or ruler were 

destroyed? Or could it indicate new arrivals at Chinkultic, Maya who displaced the 

previous occupants with their Usumacinta-style monuments? The disparity in the 

treatment of monuments raises a number of possible scenarios. 

What is clear is that the monuments of Chinkultic were rarely defaced, and that 

monuments from the Column Group seem to have survived with particular aplomb. 

Perhaps there was something about this depiction of ritual that resonated with later 

residents of Chinkultic, whether or not they were related to the Late Classic inhabitants of 

the site. Clearly, moreover, some early monuments were preserved: the La Esperanza 

ballcourt marker, dated to the late sixth or seventh centuries, is in such pristine condition 

that I would guess, purely speculatively, that it was buried by the ancient Maya.  

Monument destruction at Chinkultic is difficult to slot into one specific event. 

Preclassic stelae and Late Classic incensarios were destroyed to build Lower Group A. 

Stelae were also destroyed prior to the construction of the Upper Acropolis. Fragments of 

Late Classic stelae were found in Structure 1a, as were pieces of stucco (fig. 176): 

Navarrete (1975:15, fig. 6) reports 86 fragments of Classic-period stucco from the fill. 

This indicates that even the initial construction of the Upper Acropolis post-dated a 
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significant amount of destruction. In the ballcourt, meanwhile, at least two fragments of 

sculpture were inscribed with dates in the 9.17 range. Interestingly, the last stage of 

construction in the Upper Acropolis does not appear to involve the destruction of 

monuments—but the final occupants of the site did reset at least two Late/Terminal 

Classic sculptures. Finally, a number of sculptures from the Group C ballcourt were not 

smashed or defaced. They may have been left standing, or broken intentionally at the 

base. 

Put together, this evidence may indicate that monument destruction was a semi-

regular occurrence at Chinkultic until around 900-1000 CE, when the final stage of the 

Upper Acropolis was installed and Burial 69-1 was interred in Structure 1c. How, then, 

does this translate to our understanding of history at Chinkultic? It could indicate, as 

Navarrete (1990) has suggested, that a new group of Maya arrived coincident with the 

appearance of Tohil Plumbate ceramics. According to Navarrete’s proposed scenario, this 

new group of Maya smashed monuments and looted the tomb in Structure 1a before 

beginning their own building program. This is not the only possible scenario, though. It is 

possible that the programs of destruction in the Terminal Classic period were initiated by 

leadership at Chinkultic, and that specific monuments were destroyed for specific 

purposes. The archaeological evidence provides only a sketchy timeline, but there were 

probably multiple episodes of destruction, and monument destruction ceases, as far as we 

can tell, around the beginning of the Early Postclassic period. Like at Tenam Puente, the 

architectural modifications put in place after the destructive event are very much in line 

with the original buildings, suggesting that structures retained their importance to 

residents of the site.   

The destruction and breakage of monuments at Chinkultic also helps us to 

understand the changing role of certain areas of the site. In Group B, for instance, 
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Navarrete (2011) reported an Early Postclassic burial. Navarrete’s analysis of this group 

in the Late Classic period points to its role as a performative space, where rulers could sit 

in view of the Upper Acropolis and both elites and commoners could sit on the steps 

surrounding the plaza (2007, 2011). Its use for a burial in the Early Postclassic is a sharp 

contrast to its role in the Late Classic. Sculpture adds to this picture: until 2011, no 

sculpture had been recovered from Group B. To the best of our knowledge, it was simply 

not a locus for monumental art in the Late Classic period. Finding Monument 43 with the 

fallen façade of Structure 18 (Navarrete 2011) indicates, like the Early Postclassic burial, 

that the role of this group had somehow changed.  

Despite these destructive events and changes, the archaeological record of 

Chinkultic displays a surprising continuity from the Late Classic to the Early Postclassic 

periods. The Upper Acropolis, constructed at the end of the Late Classic period, remained 

an important space throughout the occupation of Chinkultic; important people were 

buried there well into the thirteenth century. The resetting of Monument 9, furthermore, 

contradicts the idea of a total break at Chinkultic. In Chapter 4 I argue that this is an 

accession monument depicting a ninth-century ruler of the site. The imagery includes his 

portrait, and the glyphs include his name and the emblem glyph of Chinkultic. To display 

such imagery and writing surely meant something to the Early Postclassic residents of 

Chinkultic. The meaning of this stela may have changed over the time it was on display, 

but it remained a part of the landscape of Chinkultic, presumably for hundreds of years.  

The resetting of Monuments 9 and 43 raises questions about how this sculpture 

would have been understood by Early Postclassic residents of the site. Were these 

monuments revered? What of their writing and imagery was understood? What was the 

role of these sculptures in the Early Postclassic period? Navarrete (1990:451-452) notes 

the reuse of altars when parts of the site had already been abandoned, likening them to 
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Aztec altars at Teotihuacan “pero todavía con mayas y mayas de la época del Plumbate.” 

If we lack more details about how, exactly, these monuments were understood in the 

Early Postclassic period, they are at least a testament to the fact that the meaning of such 

monuments—and the centers in which they lived—was constructed and changeable.  

 

DISCUSSION: COLLAPSE AND TRANSFORMATION IN THE COMITÁN VALLEY 

 

How do events at Tenam Puente and Chinkultic compare with other Maya sites? A 

variety of changes were underway in the eighth and ninth centuries in the Maya area. The 

well known “Classic Maya Collapse,” a subject of much scholarly debate (Demarest et al. 

2004; Culbert 1973), describes the abandonment of many centers in the southern 

lowlands due to a number of factors. Of particular interest to this project are the 

Usumacinta centers, which produced art that resonates with the style and iconography of 

a number of Comitán Valley monuments. The last recorded monument from Yaxchilan is 

Lintel 10, which records the victory of the site over Piedras Negras in 808 CE (Houston 

et al.. 1999; Mathews 1988; Martin and Grube 2008). Yaxchilan appears to have 

collapsed soon after, and Piedras Negras never recovered from its loss to Yaxchilan, 

which included the capture of its Ruler 7. Golden and his colleagues (Golden et. al 

2008:269) suggest that the collapse of the major Usumacinta polities may have been a 

result of their competitive political strategies rather than ecological or demographic 

factors.  

The Usumacinta centers are only a few of many sites that underwent major 

upheaval around 800 CE. In their summation of current scholarly thought on the collapse, 

Houston and Inomata (2009:300) note that the collapse in many parts of the southern 
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lowlands took place relatively rapidly. They note a pattern “not evident in the last 

recorded dates alone: a rapid social change affecting a wide area around 9.19.0.0.0 and 

9.19.10.0.0 (810 and 820 CE), just before the end of a bak’tun cycle” (Houston and 

Inomata 2009:300). This is an intriguing date, in part because Laló dates the disruptive 

events at Tenam Puente to around 800 CE. Despite the troubles of the southern lowlands, 

sites in the highlands of Chiapas and Guatemala continued to prosper, creating new 

architecture and interring elite burials well into the Early Postclassic period. 

The archaeological record of other sites helps to put the events of the Comitán 

Valley in context. The material record is particularly interesting at Toniná, where similar 

episodes of destruction were followed by Early Postclassic occupation. The last inscribed 

monument from Toniná dates to 909 CE, and as Martin and Grube (2008) note, it is 

barely legible; the artistic style of the site had changed markedly in the last hundred years 

of Classic occupation. Investigating the site center, the French archaeological project 

found a number of intentionally destroyed monuments on the acropolis: Monument 80 

had been placed between temples D5-1 and D5-2, Monument 102 and 108 had been 

deposited on the fifth terrace of the Acropolis, and Monument 106 had been reset into the 

façade of Structure E5-5 (Becquelin and Baudez 1979-82:1117). After the monuments 

were destroyed, according to Becquelin and Baudez (1979-82:1117), there was a period 

of abandonment at Toniná during which buildings were left to deteriorate—but around 

1000 CE, the site was occupied again by people using a different type of pottery. 

Becquelin and Baudez designated this ceramic period as “Chenek,” and dated it to 

between 1000 and 1250 CE. 

Burial information from Toniná also indicates disruption at the site. As Scherer 

(2012) explores, several Late Classic tombs containing sarcophagi were reused in the 

Early Postclassic period as mausoleums. Becquelin and Baudez (1979-82:137-140) 
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identified Burial IV-1 in a vaulted tomb beneath Terrace 5. This terrace was used in the 

Late Classic period to bury Toniná’s royal family. Inside the tomb was a sarcophagus. As 

Scherer (2012) explained, the tomb and sarcophagus were created during the Late Classic 

period, but the ceramics inside the tomb dated to the Early Postclassic. The sarcophagus 

was “heavily disturbed on multiple occasions in antiquity and at some point the lid was 

broken into multiple pieces” (Scherer 2012:254). Archaeologists identified at least nine 

different people in the sarcophagus (ibid). Another sarcophagus identified in 2010 also 

contained secondary burials added to a Late Classic tomb (Scherer 2012:255). 

Archaeological data from Toniná, then, hints at a pattern in this area of 

destruction and reoccupation, lasting well into the Early Postclassic period. What is 

interesting about Toniná is that the destruction preceded a hiatus at the site. In other 

words, it does not seem to be the work of intruders who then occupied the site. Instead, 

monuments were destroyed and reset, and then the site was abandoned.8 

Events in the Comitán Valley also parallel certain developments in the highlands 

of Guatemala, where the material record indicates that a number of sites prospered well 

into the Early Postclassic period and beyond. The site of Zaculeu, for instance, saw 

continuous occupation from the Early Classic period until the Spanish Conquest. The 

Early Postclassic is well represented at the site, with Tohil Plumbate ceramics, copper 

and gold objects, and cremation burials (Woodbury and Trik 1953). At Tajumulco, too, 

Dutton and Hobbs (1943) record large numbers of Tohil Plumbate ceramics as well as 

copper items. Dutton and Hobbs (1943:98-99) also recorded a type of “red and black on 
                                                 
8 The turbulent history of the site as told by Late Classic monuments might hint that Toniná had already 
passed through some upheaval by the early tenth century, when the last monument was erected. Martin and 
Grube (2008; see also Mathews 2000) note a long gap between Monument 95, erected in 806 CE, and 
Monument 104, dedicated in 837. Likewise, there are long gaps between Monument 104 and the final dated 
sculptures from the site (Mathews 2000; Martin and Grube 2008:189). It is possible, then, that Toniná also 
experienced multiple episodes of monument destruction or other widespread changes during the final years 
of the Late Classic period.  
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buff ceramics” that Borgstede identified as Chinautla polychrome (Borgstede 2004:94), 

the same type of late ceramic found in Burial 70-1 at Chinkultic.  

Investigations in the central Guatemalan highlands also point to similar 

trajectories. In the Nebaj region, there is no break between the Classic and Postclassic 

periods, and Early Postclassic material assemblages include both Tohil Plumbate and 

metal ornaments (Becquelin 2001). In the Chixoy basin, as well, Alain Ichon identified a 

strong continuity between the Late Classic and Early Postclassic. He defines an 

Epiclassic period in the area in order to clarify that while new traits do appear, there is no 

apparent rupture with the Late Classic period. Instead, the rupture seems to occur much 

later, around 1150 CE (Ichon 1987). 

These data indicate that the Comitán Valley was part of a wide swath of Maya 

civilization that continued to prosper well into the Early Postclassic period. The data also 

indicate that other sites, particularly Toniná, experienced disruptive events in which 

sculpture was destroyed, buried, or reused. In contrast, sites in highland Guatemala 

generally did not exhibit sculpture even in the Late Classic period. This makes Chinkultic 

and Tenam Puente some of the longest occupied sites with Classic Maya sculpture in the 

southern Maya area. 

What happened at Chinkultic and Tenam Puente in the Terminal Classic and 

Early Postclassic period? Navarrete (1990, 1994) suggests that at Chinkultic, a new group 

arrived at the end of the Terminal Classic period, bringing with them Tohil Plumbate 

ceramics. Ruptures in the material record, he implies, must be a result of population 

replacement—but the “Maya upon Maya” replacement he suggests would account for the 
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continuities at the site as well. The disruption at Chinkultic, it should be emphasized, 

likely happened later than that at Tenam Puente, which Laló dates to around 800 CE.9  

I would argue that we lack the data to definitively posit population replacement, 

local collapse, or invasion. What we can say, instead, is that the Comitán Valley was part 

of a wider pattern, displaying particular affinities with Toniná and the highlands of 

Guatemala. We can also note that sculpture still played a role in the Comitán Valley, 

even after new monuments were no longer being created. Monuments played a part, 

instead, in funerary practices at Tenam Puente, and in ritual and public display at 

Chinkultic. Whoever the people were who occupied these sites in the Early Postclassic 

period, they continued the architectural programs established in the Late and Terminal 

Classic periods—and they continued to make offerings, bury their dead, and use carved 

monuments. The exact role those monuments played, and the reasons behind their 

breakage and reuse, are difficult for us to access today. The record clearly attests, 

however, varying degrees of rejection, continuity, and engagement with stone sculpture 

in the Early Postclassic Comitán Valley.  

                                                 
9 Tohil Plumbate is widely considered a marker of the Early Postclassic period, but work by Hector Neff 
(1999, 2001) suggests that this type of ceramic was so widespread by this time period that we cannot easily 
equate its arrival with population change. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusions 

 

The Comitán Valley was home to a wide range of peoples in the pre-Hispanic past. From 

Tenam Puente in the west, to Chinkultic in the east, and beyond to the caves of Quen 

Santo, this was a populated place. It has remained largely peripheral to the study of the 

ancient Maya—but as these chapters have demonstrated, the Comitán Valley deserves 

our attention. The sculptures of this area, in particular, point to local strategies of 

affiliation and identity construction. At Tenam Puente, militaristic monuments hint at the 

participation of the site in broad political spheres in the Late Classic period. At 

Chinkultic, we see attention to ritual and dynasty, and the creation of a consistent and 

local artistic tradition. Other sites in the Comitán Valley illustrate different approaches to 

the creation and display of sculpture, while the constructed landscapes of the area suggest 

that the ancient inhabitants of the Comitán Valley participated in widespread cosmology 

related to water, mountains, and caves.  

When I started this project, I envisioned it as a regional survey of a number of 

Maya sites, all of which displayed carved stone sculpture. I wanted to track specific 

iconographic traits and artistic styles in order to understand how the ancient Maya of the 

Comitán Valley “fit” into our understanding of the Classic and Postclassic Maya world. 

Many Mayanists are familiar with a figure published by Simon Martin and Nikolai Grube 

(2008:21) that maps the political dynamics of the Classic Maya based on hieroglyphic 

evidence (fig. 177). I wanted to add the Comitán Valley to this map; surely, I thought, it 

was connected to these other Maya places.  
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Unfortunately, I did not succeed in finding specific connections that would allow 

me to add a new polity to Martin and Grube’s map—but I am sure the Comitán Valley 

deserves a place on it, and I envision this project as a first step towards elucidating those 

connections. As the preceding chapters have demonstrated, sites in the Comitán Valley 

were very much aware of the world around them. Sculptures from Tenam Puente, 

Chinkultic, and other sites in the Comitán area document the movement of people and 

ideas through this landscape. We see deer headdresses popular in the Usumacinta region, 

for instance, and carved ballcourt captives clearly modeled after sculptures at Toniná. 

Tenam Puente may be the clearest example of a site that belongs on Martin and Grube’s 

map, and I hope that continued excavation and research at the site will clarify its 

relationships with other Maya centers.  

While I may not have found the hieroglyphic evidence to amend Martin and 

Grube’s map, this project does represent a first step towards a conjunctive history of 

these sites. Combining archaeological and ceramic information with art historical 

analysis has resulted in a number of contributions towards our understanding of this area. 

At Tenam Puente, I have proposed interactions with or emulations of the center of 

Toniná, and narrowed down potential dates for Tonina-style monuments based on 

stylistic similarity. At Chinkultic, I have identified a dynasty at the site, with at least four 

Accession Monuments. I have also traced a consistent ritual that suggests a conservative 

ritual and artistic tradition in the ancient center. I have also defined a role for Quen Santo 

for the first time, pulling together Seler’s descriptions and Brady’s cave survey to 

demonstrate that the site was a center for ancestor ritual. These are first steps towards a 

history of these sites, steps I hope can be fleshed out with future research.   

The Comitán Valley is important not just because of its architecture, constructed 

landscapes, and carved stone sculpture, but also because it shines a light on broad issues 
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in studies of the ancient past: the development of regional iconography; how we study 

frontier places; and the diversity of ancient Maya art. In this project I have documented a 

number of local styles, from the crossed-arm sculptures of Quen Santo to the column 

altars at Chinkultic. These local styles, I have argued, point to local concepts of identity. 

At Tenam Puente, that identity revolved around militaristic statements of strength and 

authority. At Chinkultic, monuments constructed notions of ritual, dynasty, and tradition, 

while also referring to the site’s control of other peoples and places. At Quen Santo, the 

monuments speak of ancestor worship and connections to the underworld through the 

cave complex below. The local styles of these sites represent active adaptations of 

widespread ideas and motifs; sculptors in the Comitán Valley worked within the broad 

outlines of Maya art to create innovative and site-specific artistic programs.    

The innovative quality of the corpus of art from the Comitán Valley, moreover, 

points to the importance of studying frontier places. Throughout, my analysis of this 

corpus suggests that art from the periphery may look eclectic, but that this eclecticism is 

an access point into processes of identity formation and the creation of regional art styles. 

As I hope I have demonstrated, these places were not backwaters or isolated outposts. 

They were very much connected to the goings on of the larger Maya world, whether 

directly or indirectly, and they documented those connections in stone. Tracing the 

movement of ideas and motifs in the art of frontier places shines new light on 

communication spheres and sociopolitical dynamics in the western Maya area. 

The art of the Comitán Valley also demonstrates the diversity of ancient Maya art. 

This research documents a variety of approaches to the creation and display of sculpture 

within a relatively small part of the Maya world. That diversity appeared between sites, 

but also within the sculptural programs of individual centers. The art of Tenam Rosario, 

with its Central Mexican and ballgame-related motifs, differs immensely from that of 
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Chinkultic. Within the corpus of monuments at Chinkultic, though, we also see 

significant variation. The Column Monuments, for instance, depict a consistent ritual, but 

they do so using an array of sculptural styles. Sites in the Comitán Valley adopted 

varying approaches to the display of sculpture, as well: Tenam Puente and Chinkultic 

were home to numerous monuments, but at Hunchavin, sculpture was not a significant 

part of the visual landscape. These varying approaches, I have suggested, may reflect 

power dynamics within the valley, rules about who could display sculpture and who 

could not. Quen Santo, finally, was populated with sculpture carved in an entirely 

different tradition, focused not on dynasty but on the veneration of the dead. Throughout, 

the art and architecture of the Comitán Valley conforms to many Maya ideas but diverges 

in diverse and local ways. 

It is important to note, though, that the art of the Comitán Valley also overlaps in 

important ways. The one sculpture recovered from Hunchavín is similar to a sculpture 

from Tenam Puente, while stone spheres have been recovered at both Chinkultic and 

Quen Santo. Tenam Puente, Tenam Rosario, and Chinkultic all displayed sculpture 

around ballcourts; at each center, that sculpture emphasized the authority of local elites.  

Captives appear, too, at both Chinkultic and Tenam Puente  

One of the consistent connections between sites in the Comitán Valley is the suite 

of incensarios that have been found throughout the area (see fig. 99). From Comitán to 

Chinkultic to the Cueva de los Andasolos to Quen Santo, these elaborate ceramics seem 

to have populated large swaths of the region. The provenance of many of these sculptures 

is questionable, but they represent a distinct type, and the iconography of many of the 

incensarios seems to revolve around similar themes. This, I hope, will be the subject of 

future research. 
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FUTURE RESEARCH IN THE COMITÁN VALLEY  

 

This project has clarified a number of aspects of the art of the Comitán Valley, but it is 

ultimately a preliminary step in constructing the history of this area. In addition to the 

incensarios discussed above, a number of topics stand out for future research.  

The most urgent subject in need of study is the ceramic history of the Comitán 

Valley. Joseph Ball considered his analysis of the Chinkultic ceramics to be a preliminary 

one, based on incomplete collections of ceramics that were in poor condition. To the best 

of my knowledge, however, no systematic follow up studies have been carried out. 

Archaeologists at Hunchavín used Ball’s ceramic sequence for Chinkultic. At Tenam 

Puente, meanwhile, the only site-specific ceramic study has not been published (de la Luz 

Aguilar 2004). A better understanding of ceramics in this area would clarify the 

connections I have identified between the Comitán Valley and other peoples and places. 

It would also help us to narrow down the occupation and construction history of sites in 

the valley. Perhaps most importantly, I hope that ceramic analysis in the Comitán Valley 

will clarify relationships between Comitán Valley sites. What can we determine, for 

instance, about the relationship between Tenam Puente and Chinkultic? Curiously, the 

sculptures I have examined seem to say little on this subject, although the military 

implications of art at both sites suggest relations were less than amicable. More 

information on ceramics would provide another lens through which to study the 

relationships these sites maintained.  

 More archaeological excavation, too, would help to clarify the history of this 

region. The most pressing need is at Quen Santo, where no formal excavations have been 

conducted. I would be particularly interested in knowing more about the occupation 
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history of the hilltop site of Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. How can the built space of the site 

center shine light on my suggestion that Quen Santo was a center for mortuary ritual?  

At Chinkultic, meanwhile, two of the most important structures at the site have 

never, to the best of my knowledge, been excavated. Structure 23 is the focal point of 

Group C; it overlooks the ballcourt and is the largest mound in the group. Given the 

sculpture used in fill in the ballcourt and in Group A, I would expect numerous fragments 

to emerge from excavations of this structure, as well as a better understanding of how 

Group C interacted with other areas of the site. A structure in Group D, meanwhile, is so 

different from other buildings at Chinkultic that it warrants further investigation. 

Structure 20 is called “la plataforma de las lajas” because it was constructed with 

enormous stone blocks (fig. 178). Navarrete (2000:295) reports that the structure may 

have had four or five construction stages, but the only exposed part of the building is the 

eastern corner. Continued archaeology in the Comitán Valley, I hope, will bring to light 

new material evidence on the history of the area. 

 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

 

I began this dissertation with Pál Kelemen and the ballcourt marker of Chinkultic, 

expressing dismay that this marker remains poorly understood. I am heartened, however, 

by its recognition as an example of great Maya sculpture. Prominently displayed at the 

Museo Nacional de Antropología e Historia in Mexico City, the popularity of this 

ballcourt marker reflects the talent of sculptors from Chinkultic, and, ultimately, the role 

of the Comitán Valley as a vibrant Maya area that produced sculptures on par with those 

of other Maya centers.  
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I hope that I have demonstrated with this dissertation that the sites of the Comitán 

Valley were, indeed, important participants in the dynamic world of the Classic and Early 

Postclassic Maya. Sites like Tenam Puente and Chinkultic constructed monumental 

architecture adorned with stucco sculpture; they interred their rulers and elites in 

elaborate burials with trade goods from across Mesoamerica; and for hundreds of years, 

they recorded their exploits in stone. From accessions to battles to stone-binding rituals, 

the monuments of the Comitán Valley speak of the region’s participation in widespread 

Maya systems of communication and cosmology. A closer look at the sculptures 

demonstrates, too, that while sculptors of the Comitán Valley drew from the artistic 

traditions of other areas, they created art that is, at its heart, profoundly local. The 

sculptures of the Comitán Valley are a product of local innovation, in which artists from 

the Comitán Valley appropriated and modified artistic styles and iconographic motifs in 

order to express specific ideas. The monuments of the Comitán Valley can tell us about 

the history of these sites, and about how the people who lived here envisioned themselves 

within the broader Maya world. They speak to the diversity of ancient Maya art, and to 

the ways in which monuments both reflect and construct identities and ideas. Ultimately, 

they reveal that this area, while long overlooked by students of the ancient Maya, was a 

dynamic center in its own right—a center that provides its own unique perspective on the 

ancient Maya world.   
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Figures 

 
 

Figure 1. Ballcourt marker from Chinkultic (photo by Jorge Pérez de Lara). 
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Figure 2. Map of the Maya region, with study area highlighted (modified after Miller and 
Martin 2004:10). 
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Figure 3. Map of the Comitán Valley, with sites of interest marked (created by the author 
using Google Maps). 
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Figure 4. Map of Tenam Puente site center (Lalo 2000:304). 
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Figure 5. Map of Hunchavín (Kaneko 1996:fig. 2). 
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Figure 6. Map of Tenam Rosario site center (de Montmollin 1988:fig. 6). 
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Figure 7. Map of Chinkultic site center (Ball 1980:insert). 
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Figure 8. Chinkultic Monument 15 (photo by author). 
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Figure 9. Map of Quen Santo (Seler 1901). 
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Figure 10. Chinkultic Monument 4, photographed by Seler between 1895 and 1897 (Seler 
1901:Plate XV). 

 

Figure 11. Map of Richard Ceough’s expeditions in the Comitán area between 1941 and 
1946 (Corin and Ceough 1947:Figure 10). 
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A.                                                           B. 

Figure 12. Images from the Kanter collection (Burkitt 1924). 

 

Figure 13. Crossed-arm figures from the Kanter collection (Burkitt 1924). 
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Figure 14. Object 15/3471 in the collection of the National Museum of the American 
Indian in Washington, DC (accessed at 
http://www.nmai.si.edu/searchcollections/home.aspx).  

Figure 15. Map showing sites in Highland Chiapas, Grijalva River Valley, and 
Guatemalan Highlands (Evans 2004). 
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Figure 16. Tenam Puente Monument 2 (Blom and La Farge 1927:fig. 355). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A.         B. 

Figure 17. Tenam Puente Monument 2. A. Front; B. Back (photos by author). 
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A.      B. 

Figure 18. Monuments from Tonina. A. Monument 32 (Graham and Mathews 1996:79); 
B. Monument 168 (Miller and Martin 2004:plate 20). 
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Figure 19. Tenam Puente Monument 4, front view (Lalo 2000:313). 
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A.  

 

B.  

 

Figure 20. Tenam Puente Monument 4. A. View of back (photo by author); B. View of 
side (Lalo 1996:fig. 63). 
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A.            B. 

Figure 21. Tonina Monument 41. A. Front; B. Back (Becquelin and Baudez 1979:fig. 
104).  

A.     B.  

Figure 22. Tonina Monument 100 (Becquelin and Baudez 1979:fig. 105). 
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           A.     B.  

Figure 23. Captive monuments from Tonina (Yadeun 1992:98, 99). 

 

Figure 24. Ballcourt 1 (Structure H6-2, 3, 4) at Tonina (Becquelin and Baudez 1979:fig. 
82). 
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Figure 25. Reconstruction of captive sculpture in Tonina Ballcourt 1 (modified after 
Becquelin and Baudez 1979:91). 

Figure 26. Top section of captive sculpture: Tonina Monument 39 (Becquelin and 
Baudez 1979:fig. 156). 
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Figure 27. Monument 52 from Tonina: Panel showing legs of captive, square shield, and 
hieroglyphic inscription (Becquelin and Baudez 1979:158). 

 

Figure 28. “Knee fragment” from Tenam Puente (Lalo 1994:foto 9). 



 385 

 

Figure 29. “Glyph fragment” from Ballcourt III at Tenam Puente (Lalo 1994:foto 10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 30. Element 36 from Tenam Puente (Lalo 1995:foto 373). 
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Figure 31. Fragment 1 from Francisco Sarabia (Lalo 1996:foto 102). 

 

Figure 32. Fragment 2 from Francisco Sarabia (Lalo 1996:foto 103). 
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Figure 33. Sculpted head from the collection of Reynaldo Gordillo Leon, Comitán, 
Chiapas. Centro Cultural de los Altos de Chiapas (photo by author; see also 
Blom and La Farge 1926-27:fig. 350). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 34. Palenque Stela 1 (photo by Linda Schele, courtesy of the Linda Schele 
Photograph Collection, FAMSI, photo 13075). 
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Figure 35. Tenam Puente Monument 3 (photo by author). 
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Figure 36. Tenam Puente Monument 3: Detail of captive (photo by author). 

                       

Figure 37. Tenam Puente Monument 3: Detail of Ruler (photo by author). 
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Figure 38. Photo and drawing of Tonina Monument 130 (Becquelin and Taladoire 
1990:fig. 132). 

Figure 39. Yaxchilan Lintel 45 (Graham 1979: p3:99). 
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A. B.  

Figure 40. The Hair-Pulling Motif at Yaxchilan. A. Lintel 46 (Graham 1979: p3:101); B. 
Lintel 44 (Graham 1979: p3:97). 

 

Figure 41. Yaxchilan Lintel 8 (Graham and von Euw 1977: p3:27). 
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A.  B.  

 

                                   C.  

Figure 42. Lintels from Structure 1 at Bonampak. A. Lintel 1 (Mathews 1980:fig. 5); B. 
Lintel 2 (Mathews 1980:fig. 6); C. Lintel 3 (Mathews 1980:fig. 7). 
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A.      B.  

Figure 43. Hair-pulling in the Bonampak murals. A. Room 2, south wall. B. Room 2, 
west wall (Miller and Brittenham 2013: figs. 119, 172). 

A.     B.  

Figure 44. Depictions of hair-pulling at subsidiary sites. A. Dos Caobas Stela 1, front 
(photo by Joel Skidmore); B. La Mar Stela 1 (drawing by John 
Montgomery). 
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Figure 45. Tenam Puente Monument 1, Side A (Lalo 2000:309).  
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Figure 46. Tenam Puente Monument 1, Side B (photo by author). 
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A.      B. 

 

Figure 47. Drawings of Tenam Puente Monument 1 published by Blom and La Farge. A. 
Side A (Blom and La Farge 1926-27:fig. 353); B. Side B (Blom and La 
Farge 1926-27:fig. 354).  
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A.     B. 

Figure 48. Side of Tenam Puente Monument 1 (photos by author).  
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Figure 49. Tenam Puente Element 35 (Lalo 1995:foto 211).  
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A. B. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
C. D. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
E. 

Figure 50. Examples of the two-parted headdress: A. Tenam Puente Monument 1, Side B 
(photo by author); B. Santa Elena Poco Uinic (Corin and Ceough 1947:fig. 
68); C. Chinkultic Monument 40 (Navarrete 2001); D. Bonampak Murals, 
Room 2, North Wall (Miller and Brittenham 2013:fig. 119); E. K4549 (Kerr 
Maya Vase Database).  
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A. B. 

Figure 51. Incense bags on monuments in the Comitán Valley. A. Chinkultic Monument 
3 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 13); B. Tenam Puente Monument 1, Side B (photo by 
author).  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
   A. B.               C. D. 
 

Figure 52. Goggled eyes on Comitán Valley monuments. A. Tenam Puente Monument 1, 
Side A (Photo by author); B. Tenam Rosario Marker 1 (Agrinier 1983:fig. 
II.7.5); C. Tenam Rosario Marker 2 (Agrinier 1983:fig. II.7.6); D. 
Comitán/Sacchaná Stela (Photo by author). 

 



 401 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A.  B. C. 

Figure 53. Speech and breath scrolls in Comitán Valley monuments. A. Tenam Puente 
Monument 1 (photo by author); B. Tenam Rosario Marker 1 (Agrinier 
1983:fig. II.7.5); C. Chinkultic Monument 11 (Drawing by Ian Graham, 
Courtesy of the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 54. Map of Group C at Chinkultic showing context of monuments (Navarrete 
1984:insert). 
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A. B. 
 

Figure 55. Chinkultic Monument 2. A. Photograph (Navarrete 1984:fig. 11); B. Drawing 
(drawing by Ian Graham, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, 
reproduced courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). 
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A.    B. C. 
 

Figure 56. Maya rulers wearing jaguar booties. A. Chinkultic Monument 2 (drawing by 
Ian Graham, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, reproduced 
courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College); B. Dos Pilas 
Stela 16 (Schele and Miller 1986:fig. V.4); C. Aguateca Stela 2 (Drawing by 
Ian Graham). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A. B. C. 

Figure 57. Solar shields and sun disks. A. Chinkultic Monument 2 (detail of drawing by 
Ian Graham, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, reproduced 
courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College). B. Chichen Itza, 
Detail from Lower Temple of the Jaguars (Drawing by Linda Schele); C. 
Chichen Itza, Detail of carved wooden lintel in Upper Temple of the Jaguars 
(Drawing by Linda Schele). 
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Figure 58. Figure carrying solar shield on column from Dsecilná, Campeche. Palacio 
Cantón, Museo Regional de Antropología de Yucatán, Merida, Mexico 
(photo by author). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 59. Chinkultic Monument 21 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 65). 
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 B. 
 
 

Figure 60. Chinkultic Monument 21 A. Photograph; B. Drawing (photo and drawing by 
author). 
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Figure 61. Chinkultic Monument 38 (Navarrete 1999:fig. 23). 
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B. 
 

Figure 62. Chinkultic Monument 38. A. Top; B. Bottom (photos by author). 
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Figure 63. The accession phrase on Monument 38 reads k’al huun t-u-baah (drawing by 
author). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 64. Chinkultic Monument 40 (Navarrete 2001). 
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Figure 65. Chinkultic Monument 40 (photo by author). 
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             C. 
 
 
 
 
B. 
 

Figure 66. Individuals wearing the deer headdress while taking or delivering captives. A. 
Yaxchilan Lintel 12 (Graham and Von Euw 1977: p3:33); B. Bonampak 
Murals, Room 2, North Wall (Miller and Brittenham 2013:fig. 190); C. La 
Mar Stela 3 (Drawing by John Montgomery). 
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        A. B. 
 

Figure 67. Captives wearing the deer headdress. A. Yaxchilan Hieroglyphic Stairway 3, 
Step VI (Drawing by Ian Graham). B. Yaxchilan Stela 5, back (Maudslay 
1889-1902:vol. 2, plate 97). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 68. Detail of hieroglyphs on Chinkultic Monument 40 (photo by author). 
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Figure 69. Chinkultic Monument 9 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 37). 
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Figure 70. Chinkultic Monument 9 (drawing by Ian Graham, Corpus of Maya 
Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, reproduced courtesy of the President and Fellows 
of Harvard College). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 71. View to the southeast from Structure 1 on the Acropolis at Chinkultic, 
showing Monument 9 with the base of the monument in its pit (Gallegos 
1976:fig. 3-26). 
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Figure 72. First known photograph of Monument 9, showing correct placement of mid-
section fragments (Ceough 1942). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 73. Photograph of Chinkultic Monument 9 by Richard Ceough, taken after wetting 
the monument (Ceough 1944). 
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Figure 74. Uxmal Stela 14 (Taube 1992a:fig. 7d). 
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Figure 75. Chinkultic Monument 1 (Blom and La Farge 1926-27:fig. 360). 
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               B. 
 
A. 
 

Figure 76. Chinkultic Monument 1. A. Photograph (photo by author); B. Drawing 
(drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham).  
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    A. B. 
 

Figure 77. Chinkultic Monument 7. A. Photograph (Navarrete 1984:25). B. Drawing 
(Drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham). 
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        A.               B. 
 

Figure 78. Chinkultic Monument 17. A. Photograph (Navarrete 1984:fig. 53); B. Drawing 
(drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham). 
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A.          B. 
 

Figure 79. Chinkultic Monument 18. A. Photograph (Navarrete 1984:fig. 60); B. Drawing 
(drawing by Ian Graham, Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, 
reproduced courtesy of the President and Fellows of Harvard College) 
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 B. 

Figure 80. Chinkultic Monument 20. A. Photograph (photo by author); B. Drawing 
(drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham). 
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    A. B. C. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

D.           E. 
 

Figure 81. Comparison of Column Monuments at Chinkultic. A. Monument 1; B. 
Monument 7; C. Monument 17; D. Monument 18; E. Monument 20 
(drawings by Ian Graham [D], or by author after Ian Graham [A, B, C, E]). 
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 A.        B. 

Figure 82. Individuals wearing long robes on Classic Maya stelae. A. Naranjo Stela 11 
(Graham and Von Euw 1975:2:33); B. Sacul Stela 6 (Laporte et. al 
2006:252)   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A. B. 

Figure 83. Additional monuments from Chinkultic with necklaces of hanging heads. A. 
Chinkultic Monument 8 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 34); B. Unnumbered 
monument (Navarrete 2000:288) 
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Figure 84. Yaxchilan Lintel 9 (Graham and von Euw 1977:3:29). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 85. Decapitated heads from Quen Santo (Seler 1901, 2003: figs. 177c, 140, 141, 
263, 264). 
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     A. B. C. 
 

Figure 86. Comparison of headdresses on the Column Monuments with Bonampak Stela 
3. A. Headdress from Chinkultic Monument 7 (drawing by author after 
drawing by Ian Graham); B. Headdress from Chinkultic Monument 17 
(drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham); C. Headdress from 
Bonampak Stela 3 (drawing by author after Mathews 1980:fig. 4). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 87. Bonampak Stela 3 (Mathews 1980:fig. 4). 
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Figure 88. Piedras Negras Stela 7 (Stuart and Graham 2003:9:39).  
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Figure 89. Piedras Negras Stela 12, depicting the secondary noble Parrot Chaak 
delivering captives to Ruler 7 (Graham and Stuart 2003:9:61). 
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A. B. 

Figure 90. Depictions of rulers with secondary nobles. A. New Orleans Panel (drawing 
by John Montgomery); B. Sire R Lintel 3 (drawing by Berthold Riese; 
Mayer 1995:Plate 258). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 91. A scattering ritual on Yaxchilan Stela 7 (Tate 1992:fig. 89). 
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    A. B. 
 

Figure 92. Rulers with well-dressed captives at Yaxchilan. A. Yaxchilan Stela 19 (Maler 
1903: Pl. 77, No. 2); B. Yaxchilan Stela 20 (Tate 1992:fig. 146). 
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    A. B. C. 

Figure 93. Column altars, or picotes, from the northern Maya region. A. Oxkintok Altar 
19 (Pollock 1980:fig. 551); B. Uxmal Altar 8 (Pollock 1980:fig. 211); C. 
Uxmal Altar 10 (Seler 1917:plate I). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      A. B. 

Figure 94. Column altars and their depiction at Yaxchilan. A. Yaxchilan Stela 1 (photo 
by Maler, in Stuart 1984:fig. 2a); B. Column altar at Yaxchilan (Photograph 
by Mark Van Stone). 
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Figure 95. Pages 26 and 27 from the Dresden Codex, depicting acantes, or world trees 
(Förstemann version of the Dresden Codex, FAMSI, 
http://www.famsi.org/mayawriting/codices/dresden.html). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

A. B. C. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 D. E. 

Figure 96. Figures on top of the columns on the Column Monuments. A. Monument 17 
(drawing by author); B. Monument 20 (drawing by author); C. Monument 
18 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 60); D. Monument 1 (photo courtesy of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University); E. Monument 
7 (drawing by author). 
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Figure 97. Roll-out photograph of a vase depicting the Holmul dancer with animals in his 
backrack (K633, mayavase.com). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 98. “Vulture hill” toponymic headdress, Bonampak Stela 2 (drawing by Peter 
Mathews). 
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 A. B. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 C. 

Figure 99. Incensarios from the Comitán region. A. Incensario in the Museo Regional de 
Antropología e Historia de Chiapas, Tuxtla Gutierrez; B. Jaguar incensario 
in the Museo Regional de Antropología e Historia de Chiapas, Tuxtla 
Gutierrez; C. Incensario in the Museo Nacional de Antropología, Mexico 
City (all photos by author). 
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Figure 100. Chinkultic Monument 3 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 12). 
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Figure 101. Richard Ceough’s photograph of Chinkultic Monument 3, showing the face 
of the ruler, which has since flaked off the monument (Ceough 1945). 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 102. Chinkultic Monument 3, detail of subsidiary figures (Navarrete 1984:fig. 14). 
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Figure 103. Top fragment of Chinkultic Monument 43 (photo by author). 
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Figure 104. Chinkultic Monument 43 as published by Navarrete (2011:111). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 105. Bottom fragment of Chinkultic Monument 43 (photo by author). 
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Figure 106. Map showing context of specific sculptures in the ballcourt (Navarrete and 
Hernández 2002:fig. 2).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 107. Photograph of Chinkultic Monument 10 from 1943 (Ceough 1944). 
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Figure 108. Photographs of Chinkultic Monument 10 from 1946 (Corin and Ceough 
1947:figs. 44, 45). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 109. Chinkultic Monument 10, at Chinkultic in 2009 (photo by author). 
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Figure 110. Monument 10 at Chinkultic; left: top; right: bottom (drawing by Ian Graham, 
Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, reproduced courtesy of the 
President and Fellows of Harvard College). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 111. The “Ballcourt Monument” at Chinkultic (Navarrete and Hernández 
2002:fig. 12). 
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Figure 112. Drawing of the “Ballcourt Monument” at Chinkultic (drawing by Christian 
Prager, in Grube 2002). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 113. “Ceough’s Monument” at Chinkultic (Corin and Ceough 1947:fig. 48). 
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   A.             B. 
 

Figure 114. Additional views of “Ceough’s Monument”. A. Top fragment (Corin and 
Ceough 1947:fig. 50; B. Bottom fragment (Corin and Ceough 1947:fig. 49). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 115. Hunchavín Element 8 (Rhoads, Kaneko, and Sanchez 1994:fig. 56).   
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Figure 116. Element 69 at Tenam Puente (Laló 1996:foto 49). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 117. The Piedra Parada at Guoc (Palacios 1928:fig. 50). 
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Figure 118. Reconstruction drawing of Guoc by Richard Ceough (Corin and Ceough 
1947:fig. 9). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 119. Map showing context of ballcourt markers at Tenam Rosario (Agrinier 
1983:Fig. II.7.4). 
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          A.             B. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       C. 
 

Figure 120. Ballcourt markers from Structure III at Tenam Rosario. A. Marker 1 
(Agrinier 1983:fig. II.7.5); B. Marker 2 (Agrinier 1983:fig. II.7.6);  C. 
Marker X (Drawing by Ian Graham, in Fox 1993:fig. 4). 
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Figure 121. Schematic from the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán showing the 
distribution of markers in the ballcourt at Tenam Rosario (photo by author). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   A. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 B.  C. 

Figure 122. Squatting figures in Maya art. A. Ballcourt marker from the South Coast 
(Miles 1965:fig. 19f); B. Unprovenanced sculpture at the North Carolina 
Museum of Art (Whittington 2001:cat. 39); C. Vessel from the Denver Art 
Museum (Whittington 2001:cat. 128). 
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     A.   B. 
 

Figure 123. Tenam Rosario Marker 9. A. Drawing (Agrinier 1983:fig. II.7.7); B. Photo 
(photo by author). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 A. B. C. 
 

Figure 124. Depictions of the Maya moon goddess. A. Maya vase (K5166, 
mayavase.com); B. Chicozapote Lintel 2 (Taube 1992a:fig. 30e); C. Moon 
goddess from the Dresden Codex (Taube 1992a:fig. 30c).  
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B. 
 
 

A. 

Figure 125. Tenam Rosario Stela 1 / Chihuahua Stela. A. Photograph (Navarrete 
1984:103); B. Photograph by author. 
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Figure 126. Map of Casa del Sol, part of the site of Quen Santo (Seler 1901:fig. 131). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 A.  B. C. 
 

Figure 127. Objects from a cache in the Casa del Sol group. A. Incensario fragment 
(Seler 2003:fig. 198a); B. Foot on incensario from Comitán; see full 
incensario in Figure 99 (photo by author); C. Ceramic fragment (Seler 
2003:fig. 207a). 
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Figure 128. Monument that overlay a cache in the Casa del Sol group at Quen Santo 
(Seler 2003:fig. 197). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B. 
 
          A. 
 

Figure 129. A. Disk-shaped stone from the Casa del Sol group at Quen Santo (Seler 
2003:fig. 190); B. The “pila” at Tajumulco (Tejeda 1947:14). 
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Figure 130. Potential ballcourt marker from Quen Santo (Seler 2003:fig. 123). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A. B.  C. 
 

Figure 131. Crossed-arm sculptures from Pueblo Viejo Quen Santo. A. Sculpture from 
Structure 41 (Seler 2003:fig. 171); B. Sculpture from Structure 41 (Seler 
2003:fig. 172); C. Sculpture from Group 40 (Seler 2003:fig. 167). 
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Figure 132. Ceramic heads from Structure 41 at Quen Santo (Seler 2003:figs. 176b, 
176c). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 133. Disk from Structure 41 at Quen Santo (Seler 2003:fig. 174). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 134. View from entrance to Cave 1 at Quen Santo (Seler 1901:Plate 32). 
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 A. B. 

Figure 135. Crossed-arm figures from the caves at Quen Santo. A. Antonio Romero next 
to a crossed-arm sculpture at the entrance to Cave 3 (Seler 2003:plate 34); 
B. Sculpture with one arm crossed in position of deference, from Cave 1 
(Seler 2003:fig. 220). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 136. Sculpture with decapitated heads from the terrace in front of Structure 44 
(Seler 2003:fig. 177c). 
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Figure 137. “Janus” figure from Cave 1 at Quen Santo (Seler 1901:figs. 218, 219). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 138. Sacchaná Stelae 1 and 2 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 102, after Seler 1901). 
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Figure 139. The Comitán Stela / lower fragment of the Sacchaná stela (photo by author). 
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Figure 140. Illustration accompanying Richard Ceough’s article in Popular Science 
(Ceough 1945b:108-109). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 141. Map of Chinkultic Acropolis (Modified after Ball 1980). 
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Figure 142. Aerial view of Chinkultic, with Structure 1 of the Acropolis in the 
background (Ferguson-Royce collection of Pre-Columbian photography, 
University of Texas at Austin) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 143. View of cenote from just below Structure 2 on the east side of the acropolis 
(photo by author).  
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Figure 144. View of excavation in the dredged cenote at Chinkultic (Gallegos 1976:fig. 
4-32) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 145. Stone sphere in the cenote at Chinkultic, recovered in front of a small vessel 
(Gallegos 1976:fig. 4-25). 
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     A. B. C. 
 

Figure 146. Ceramics from the cenote at Chinkultic (Gallegos 1976: fig. 4-27, fig. 4-28, 
and fig. 4-23). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A. B. 
 

Figure 147. Stone spheres. A. Sphere from the cenote at Chinkultic (Gallegos 1976:fig. 4-
34); B. Sphere from Quen Santo (22-23cm) (Seler 2003:fig. 169). 
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        A. B. 

Figure 148. Ritual boxing in Mesoamerica. A. Ritual boxing at Dainzú (Orr 2003:fig. 5a); 
B. Figurine from West Mexico (Whittington 2001:cat. 43). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 149. Cave in Chinkultic site center (photo by author). 
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Figure 150. Reconstruction drawing of Chinkultic. Note that the two middle buildings are 
additions by the artist (drawing by Dave Morgan). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 151. Outcropping of bedrock on the eastern bench of the ballcourt at Chinkultic 
(Navarrete and Hernández 2002:fig. 11a). 
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Figure 152. Outcropping of bedrock in the southern end zone of the ballcourt at 
Chinkultic (Navarrete and Hernández 2002:fig. 10b). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 153. Chinkultic Monument 33 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 84a). 
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Figure 154. Chinkultic Monument 34 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 84b). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 155. Chinkultic Monument 35 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 85). 
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Figure 156. The “Christian Ton” and an unnamed local guide (Ceough 1945a). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 A.  B. 
 

Figure 157. Objects from the Cueva de los Andasolos. A. Urn/incensario (photo by 
author); B. Sculpture (Navarrete and Martinez 1977:fig. 5). 
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        A. B. 

Figure 158. Comparison of maps of Quen Santo. A. Seler’s map (Seler 1901); B. Map by 
California State Project (Brady et. al 2009:fig. 3). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 159. Seler’s photo of the entrance to Cave 2 (Seler 1901:plate 33). 
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A. B. 

 

Figure 160. Maps of Cave 3 at Quen Santo. A. Map by Seler (1901:fig236); B. Map by 
California State Project (Brady et al. 2009:fig. 13). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 161. Photograph of the second wall inside Cave 3 at Quen Santo (Brady et. al 
2009:fig. 20). 
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 A.          B. 

Figure 162. Sanctuary in the back of Cave 3 at Quen Santo. A. Seler’s drawing from 
1901 (2003:fig.239); B. Brady et al.’s photo from 2006/2007 (2009:fig. 23). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   A.     B. 
 

Figure 163. Sanctuaries in the Cross Group at Palenque. A. Profile of the Temple of the 
Sun showing interior sanctuary (Maudslay 1889-1902:plate 85). B. View of 
Temple of the Foliated Cross with sanctuary visible in back (note that front 
façade of temple is missing) (Stuart and Stuart 2008:fig. 64). 
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Figure 164. Altar or meseta discovered on the terrace outside Structure 44 at Quen Santo 
(Seler 2003:fig. 181). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 165. Map of central Gumarcaaj with caves marked (Brady 1991:map 3). 
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A.        B. 
 

Figure 166. Blank circular markers discovered in Ballcourt III at Tenam Puente (Laló 
1995:fotos 370 and 371). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 167. Element 96 from Tenam Puente (Laló 1998:fig. 66). 
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     A.        B. 

Figure 168. Excavation photos from the discovery of Monument 4. Ballcourt marker is 
visible at top of both photos. A. Uncovering the top layers of the tomb (Laló 
1996:fig. 61); B. View of the opened tomb, with the back of Monument 4 
visible on the right (Laló 1996:fig. 62). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A. B. 
 

Figure 169. Discovery of a fragment of Monument 3 depicting a captive. A. Fragment in 
situ (Laló 1995:fig. 261); B. View of the adoratorio and roof of tomb (Laló 
1995:fig 263). 
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Figure 170. View of “Ballcourt Monument” in situ in the ballcourt (Navarrete and 
Hernández 2002:fig. 12a). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 A.      B. 
 

Figure 171. Monuments discovered in the fill of Structure 1 at Chinkultic. A. Chinkultic 
Monument 27 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 74a); B. Chinkultic Monument 28 (photo 
by author). 
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   A. B. 
 

Figure 172. Monuments discovered in the fill of the ballcourt at Chinkultic. A.  
Chinkultic Monument 30 (Navarrete 1984:fig. 78a); B. Monument 36 
(Navarrete 1984:fig. 78b). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
       A. B. 
 

Figure 173. A. Chinkultic Monument 29 (Navarrete 1984:77); B. Chinkultic Monument 4 
(drawing by author after drawing by Ian Graham). 
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Figure 174. Chinkultic Monument 29 in situ (Navarrete 1984:76). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 175. Chinkultic Monument 8 (Navarrete 1984:32). 
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Figure 176. Stucco fragments from the fill of Structure 1a at Chinkultic (Navarrete 
1975:fig. 6). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 177. Map of political affiliations in Classic Maya period (Martin and Grube 
2008:21). 
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Figure 178. The “Plataforma de las Lajas” at Chinkultic, constructed with enormous 
stone blocks (photo by author). 

 



 476 

Bibliography 

Ackerman, James 
1963 Style. In Art and Archaeology, edited by J. Ackerman and R. Carpenter, 
pp. 164-186, Englewood Cliffs, N.J. 

 
Adams, Richard E.W. 

1961 Archaeological Reconnaissance in the Chiapas Highlands. In Los Mayas 
del Sur y sus relaciones con los Nahuas Meridionales, pp. 105-110, San Cristobal 
de las Casas. 

 
 1999 Rio Azul: An Ancient Maya City. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 
 
Adams, Walter Randolph 

1988 Religious Practices of Southeastern Chiapas and Tzeltal-Tojolabal 
Interaction. In The Linguistics of Southeast Chiapas, Mexico, pp. 183-198. Papers 
of the New World Archaeological Foundation No. 50. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
Adelman, Jeremy and Stephen Aron 

1999 From Borderlands to Borders: Empires, Nation-States, and the Peoples in 
Between in North American History. American Historical Review:814-841. 

 
Agrinier, Pierre 

1960 The Carved Human Femurs from Tomb 1, Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas, 
Mexico. Papers of the New World Archaeological Foundation 6. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
1969 Dos tumbas tardias y otros descubrimientos en Chinkultic. Boletín INAH, 
Epoca 1 (36):21-28. 

 
1983 Tenam Rosario: Una posible relocalización del clásico tardío Terminal 
Maya desde el Usumacinta. In Antropología e historia de los Mixe-Zoques y 
Mayas: Homenaje a Frans Blom, edited by L. Ochoa and T. A. Lee, pp. 241-254. 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico City. 

 
1991 The Ballcourts of Southern Chiapas, Mexico. In The Mesoamerican 
Ballgame, edited by V. L. Scarborough and D. R. Wilcox, pp. 175-194. 
University of Arizona Press, Tucson. 

 
Alvarez, Carlos 



 477 

1994 La ocupación del Clásico en los Altos Orientales de Chiapas. In Cuarto 
Foro de Arqueología de Chiapas, pp. 145-149. Instituto Chiapaneco de Cultura, 
Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Tuxtla Gutierrez. 
 
2000 El Patrón de Asentamiento en Las Margaritas, Chiapas. Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de México, Mexico City. 

 
Anawalt, Patricia 
 1980 Costume and Control: Aztec Sumptuary Laws. Archaeology 33(1):33-43. 
 
Anderson, Benedict 

1991 Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 
Nationalism. 2nd edition ed. Verso, London. 

 
Anderson, James and Liam O'Dowd 

1999 Borders, Border Regions and Territoriality: Contradictory Meanings, 
Changing Significance. Regional Studies 33(7):593-604. 

 
Anonymous 
 1961 Noticias Varias. Boletín INAH, Epoca 1 (5). 
 
Appadurai, Arjun 

1986 Introduction: Commodities and the politics of value. In The Social Life of 
Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, edited by A. Appadurai, pp. 3-63. 
Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

 
Arellano Hernández, Alfonso 

1998 Diálogo con los abuelos. In La pintura mural prehispánica en México II: 
Área maya--Bonampak--Tomo II: Estudios, edited by B. de la Fuente and L. 
Staines Cicero, pp. 255-297. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas, Mexico City. 

 
Ashton, R.D., K Deaux and T. McLaughlin-Volpe 

2004 An Organizing Framework for Collective Identity: Articulation 
Significance of Multi-dimensionality. Psychological Bulletin 130:80-114. 

 
Ayala Falcón, Maricela 

1984 La Estela 1 de Chihuahua o Tenam Rosario. In Guia para el estudio de los 
monumentos esculpidos de Chinkultic, Chiapas, pp. 85-88. Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico. 

 
1995 The History of Toniná through its Inscriptions. PhD Dissertation, 
Department of Art and Art History, University of Texas at Austin, Austin. 



 478 

 
1997 Who Were the People of Tonina? In The Language of Maya Hieroglyphs, 
pp. 69-76. Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
Ball, Joseph W. 

1980 The Archaeological Ceramics of Chinkultic, Chiapas, Mexico. Papers of 
the New World Archaeological Foundation 43. Brigham Young University, 
Provo, UT. 

 
Barnhardt, Edwin L. 

1999 1999 Season Report. In The Palenque Project, pp. Online report of the 
Palenque mapping project. vol. 2014. Mesoweb.com, Precolumbian Art History 
Group, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
Barth, Fredrik 

1969 Ethnic Groups and Boundaries: the Social Organization of Culture 
Difference. Little, Brown, Boston. 

 
1994 Enduring and emerging issues in the analysis of identity. In The 
Anthropology of Ethnicity: Beyond "Ethnic Groups and Boundaries", edited by H. 
Vermeulen and C. Govers, pp. 11-32. Het Spinhuis, Amsterdam. 

 
Bassie-Sweet, Karen 

1991 From the Mouth of the Dark Cave: Commemorative Sculpture of the Late 
Classic Maya. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman and London. 

 
1996 At the Edge of the World: Caves and the Late Classic Maya World View. 
University of Oklahoma Press, Norman, OK. 

 
Baud, Michiel and Willem Van Schendel 

1997 Toward a Comparative History of Borderlands. Journal of World History 
8(2):211-242. 

 
Baudez, Claude and Pierre Becquelin 

1973 Archéologie de los Naranjos, Honduras. Collection Etudes 
Mesoamericaines No. 2. Mission Archéologique et Ethnologique Francaise au 
Mexique, Mexico City. 

 
Baudez, Claude and Peter Mathews 

1979 Capture and Sacrifice at Palenque. In Tercera Mesa Redonda de Palenque, 
1978, Vol. IV, edited by M. G. Robertson and D. C. Jeffers, pp. 31-40. Pre-
Columbian Art Research Institute, Chiapas, Mexico. 

 



 479 

Becker, Marshall J. 
1992 Burials as Caches; Caches as Burials: A New Interpretation of the 
Meaning of Ritual Deposits Among the Classic Period Lowland Maya. In New 
Theories on the Ancient Maya, edited by E. C. Danien and R. J. Sharer, pp. 185-
196. vol. 3. University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 

 
Becquelin, Pierre 

1969 Archeologie de la region de Nebaj. Memoires de L'Institut de Ethnologie, 
Paris, Paris. 

 
2001 Arqueología de la región de Nebaj, Guatemala. Cuadernos de Estudios 
Guatemaltecos 5. Caudal, Guatemala City. 

 
Becquelin, Pierre and Claude Baudez 

1979-82 Tonina, une cité maya de Chiapas. 3 vols. Mission Archéologique 
et Ethnologique Francaise au Mexique, Mexico City. 

 
Becquelin, Pierre and Eric Taladoire 

1990 Tonina: Une cité Maya du Chiapas (Mexique) VI, Tome IV. Centre 
d'Etudes Mexicaines et Centraméricaines, Mexico City. 

 
Benson, Elizabeth P. 

1998 The Lord, the Ruler: Jaguar Symbolism in the Americas. In Icons of 
Power: Feline Symbolism in the Americas, edited by N. J. Saunders, pp. 53-76. 
Routledge, London, New York. 

 
Berlin, Heinrich 
 1963 The Palenque Triad. Journal de la Société des Américanistes 52:91-99. 
 
Berlo, Janet Catherine 

1989 The Concept of the Epiclassic: A Critique. In Mesoamerica After the 
Decline of Teotihuacan AD 700-900, edited by R. A. Diehl and J. C. Berlo, pp. 
209-210. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
n.d. The Teotihuacan Trapeze and Ray Sign: A Study of the Diffusion of 
Symbols, Yale University. 

 
Binford, Lewis R. 
 1962 Archaeology as Anthropology. American Antiquity 28:217-225. 
 

1965 Archaeological Systematics and the Study of Culture Process. American 
Antiquity 31(2, Part I):203-210. 

 



 480 

Bloch, Maurice 
1974 Symbols, Song, Dance, and Features of Articulation. Archives europeénes 
de sociologie 15:55-81. 

 
Blom, Frans 

1929 Preliminary Report on the John Geddings Gray Memorial Expedition. 
Tulane University, New Orleans, LA. 

 
1954 Ossuaries, Cremation, and Secondary Burials among the Maya of Chiapas, 
Mexico. Journal de la Société des Américanistes 43:123-135. 

 
1965 Comitan-Chinkultic. Ficha de viaje. Archivo Na-Bolom, San Cristobal de 
las Casas, Chiapas. 

 
Blom, Frans and Gertrude Duby 
 1955-57 La Selva Lacandona. 2 vols. Editorial Cultura, Mexico City. 
 
Blom, Frans and Oliver LaFarge 

1926-27 Tribes and Temples. Middle American Research Institute 
Publication No. 1. 2 vols. Tulane University, Middle American Research Institute 
New Orleans. 

 
Boone, Elizabeth H. and Michael E. Smith 

2003 Postclassic International Styles and Symbol Sets. In The Postclassic 
Mesoamerican World, edited by M. E. Smith and F. F. Berdan, pp. 186-193. 
University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City. 

 
Boone, Elizabeth Hill 

2000 Stories in Red and Black: Pictorial Histories of the Aztecs and Mixtecs. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Boremanse, Didier 

2007 K'in yah: El rito de adivinación en la religion maya lacandona. 
Mesoamérica 49:114-135. 

 
Borgstede, Gregory J. 

2004 Ethnicity and Archaeology in the Western Maya Highlands, Guatemala. 
PhD Dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of Pennsylvania. 

 
Borgstede, Gregory J. and James R. Mathieu 

2007 Defensibility and Settlement Patterns in the Guatemalan Highlands. Latin 
American Antiquity 18(2):191-211. 

 



 481 

Boteler Mock, Shirley (editor)  
1998 The Sowing and the Dawning: Termination, Dedication, and 
Transformation in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Record of Mesoamerica. 
University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 

 
Boteler Mock, Shirley  

1998 Prelude. In The Sowing and the Dawning: Termination, Dedication, and 
Transformation in the Archaeological and Ethnographic Record of Mesoamerica, 
edited by S. B. Mock, pp. 3-18. University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 

 
Bourdieu, Pierce 
 1977 Outline of a Theory of Practice. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
 
Brady, James, Allan Cobb, Sergio Garza, Cesar Espinosa and Robert Burnett 

2005 An Analysis of Ancient Maya Stalactite Breakage at Balam Na Cave, 
Guatemala. In Stone Houses and Earth Lords: Maya Religion in the Cave 
Context, edited by K. M. Prufer and J. E. Brady, pp. 213-224. University Press of 
Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Brady, James, Allan Cobb, Linda Palit, Donald Arburn, Sergio Garza, Christian 
Christiansen, Arturo Perez, Ann M. Scott and Arnulfo Delgado 

2009 Quen Santo Revisited: Updating Eduard Seler's 19th Century Cave 
Investigations. In Exploring Highland Maya Ritual Cave Use: Archaeology & 
Ethnography in Huehuetenango, Guatemala, edited by J. Brady, pp. 9-25. AMCS 
Bulletin 20. 

 
Brady, James E. 

1989 An Investigation of Maya Ritual Cave Use with Special Reference to Naj 
Tunich, Peten, Guatemala, Archaeology, University of California, Los Angeles, 
Los Angeles. 

 
 1991 Caves and Cosmovision at Utatlan. California Anthropologist 18(1):1-10. 
 

1997 Settlement Configuration and Cosmology: The Role of Caves at Dos Pilas. 
American Anthropologist, New Series 99(3):602-618. 

 
2003 In My Hill, In My Valley: The Importance of Place in Ancient Maya 
Ritual. In Mesas & Cosmologies in Mesoamerica, edited by D. Sharon. San Diego 
Museum Papers 42, San Diego. 

 
2004 Constructed Landscapes--Exploring the Meaning and Significance of 
Recent Discoveries of Artificial Caves. Ketzalcalli 1:2-17. 

 



 482 

Brady, James E. and Wendy Ashmore 
1999 Mountains, Caves, Water: Ideational Landscapes of the Ancient Maya. In 
Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, edited by W. Ashmore 
and A. B. Knapp, pp. 124-148. Blackwell Publishers, Malden, MA. 

 
Brady, James E. and Keith M. Prufer (editors) 

2005 In the Maw of the Earth Monster: Mesoamerican Ritual Cave Use. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Braswell, Geoffrey E. 

2003 K'iche'an Origins, Symbolic Emulation, and Ethnogenesis in the Maya 
Highlands. In The Postclassic Mesoamerican World, edited by M. E. Smith and F. 
F. Berdan. University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City. 

 
2006 A Forest of Trees: Postclassic K'iche'an Identity and the Anthropological 
Problem of Ethnicity. In Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic Identity from 
Preclassic to Modern Times, edited by F. Sachse, pp. 125-140. Acta 
Mesoamericana Vol. 19. Verlag Anton Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Braswell, Geoffrey E., Christian M. Prager, Cassandra R. Bill, Sonja A. Schwake and 
Jennifer B. Braswell 

2004 The Rise of Secondary States in the Southeastern Periphery of the Maya 
World: A Report on Recent Archaeological and Epigraphic Research at Pusilha, 
Belize. Ancient Mesoamerica 15(2):219-233. 

 
Bricker, Victoria R. 
 1973 Ritual Humor in Highland Chiapas. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
 
Brubaker, Rogers and Frederick Cooper 
 2000 Beyond 'Identity'. Theory and Society 29(1):1-47. 
 
Brunhouse, Robert L. 

1976 Frans Blom, Maya Explorer. University of New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque. 

 
Bryant, Douglas Donne 

1988 Archaeology, Ethnohistory, and Archaeology in the Maya Highlands of 
Chiapas, Mexico. New World Archaeological Foundation No. 54-56. New World 
Archaeological Foundation, Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
Bryant, Douglas Donne, John E. Clark and David Cheetham 



 483 

2005 Ceramic Sequence of the Upper Grijalva Region, Chiapas, Mexico. 2 vols. 
Papers of the New World Archaeological Foundation 67. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
Burkitt, Robert 
 1924 A Journey in Northern Guatemala. The Museum Journal 21:41-76. 
 
Calnek, Edward E. 

1988 Highland Chiapas Before the Spanish Conquest. Papers of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation, No. 55. New World Archaeological Foundatioin, 
Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
Campbell, Lyle 

1988 The Linguistics of Southeast Chiapas, Mexico. Papers of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation, No. 50. Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
Campbell, Lyle and Terrence Kaufman 
 1976 A Linguistic Look at the Olmecs. American Antiquity 41(1):80-89. 
 
Carmack, Robert M. and John M. Weeks 

1981 The Archaeology and Ethnohistory of Utatlan: A Conjunctive Approach. 
American Antiquity 46(2):323-341. 

 
Carrasco Vargas, Ramón, Sylviane Boucher, Paula Alvarez González, Vera Tiesler, 
Valeria García Vierna, Renata García Moreno and Javier Vázquez Negrete 

1999 A Dynastic Tomb from Campeche, Mexico: New Evidence on Jaguar 
Paw, A Ruler of Calakmul. Latin American Antiquity 10(1):47-58. 

 
Ceough, Richard 

1942 Report on the Ruins at Lake Montebello and Other Archaeological 
Phenomena in the Region. Tomo VI. 120.35 vols. Dirección de Monumentos 
Prehispanicos, Archives of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 
Mexico City. 

 
1944a Informe de las exploraciones de Agua Azul y el Valle de Lost Desires. 6-
29 vols. Archives of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico 
City. 

 
1944b The Temple of the Thousand Steps at Agua Azul: A Report on the 
Archaeological Phenomena at Agua Azul in Chiapas, Mexico, pp. 30. vol. Tomo 
VI, Estado de Chiapas, 87.2. Archives of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia, Mexico City. 

 



 484 

1945a Informe de las exploraciones de Nueva Virginia, Santa Elena y Chincultic, 
1945. 6-31 vols. Archive of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 
Mexico City. 

 
 1945b The Temple of a Thousand Steps. In Popular Science, pp. 109-111. 
 
Chase, Diane Z. 

1994 Human Osteology, Pathology, and Demography as Represented in the 
Burials of Caracol, Belize. In Studies in the Archaeology of Caracol, edited by D. 
Z. Chase and A. F. Chase, pp. 123-138. Monograph 7. Pre-Columbian Art 
Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
Chase, Diane Z. and Arlen F. Chase 

2004 Hermeneutics, Transitions, and Transformations in Classic to Postclassic 
Maya Society. In The Terminal Classic in the Maya Lowlands: Collapse, 
Transition, and Transformation, edited by A. Demarest, P. M. Rice and D. S. 
Rice, pp. 12-27. University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Chinchilla Mazariegos, Oswaldo 

2011 The Flowering Glyphs: Animation in Cotzumalhuapa Writing. In Their 
Way of Writing: Scripts, Signs, and Pictographies in Pre-Columbian America, 
edited by E. H. Boone and G. Urton, pp. 43-76. Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
Clancy, Flora S. 

1985 Maya Sculpture. In Maya: Treasures of an Ancient Civilization, edited by 
C. Gallenkamp and R. E. Johnson, pp. 59-70. Henry N. Abrams, New York. 

 
Clark, John E. 

1991 The Beginnings of Mesoamerica: Apologia for the Soconusco Early 
Formative. In The Formation of Complex Society in Southeastern Mesoamerica, 
edited by W. R. Fowler, pp. 13-26. CRC Press, Boca Raton, FL. 

 
1996 Craft Specialization and Olmec Civilization. In Craft Specialization and 
Social Evolution: In Memory of V. Gordon Childe, edited by B. Wailes, pp. 197-
199. University Museum of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia. 

 
1997 The Arts of Government in Early Mesoamerica. Annual Review of 
Anthropology 26:211-234. 

 
2004 The Birth of Mesoamerican Metaphysics: Sedentism, Engagement, and 
Moral Superiority. In Rethinking Materiality: The Engagement of Mind with the 
Material World, edited by E. DeMarrais, C. Gosden and C. Renfrew, pp. 205-224. 



 485 

McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, University of Cambridge, 
Cambridge. 

 
in press Western Kingdoms of the Middle Preclassic. In Early Maya States, 
edited by L. P. Traxler and R. J. Sharer. University of Pennsylvania Press, 
Philadelphia. 

 
Clark, John E., Julia Guernsey and Barbara Arroyo 

2010 Stone Monuments and Preclassic Civilization. In The Place of Stone 
Monuments: Context, Use, and Meaning in Mesoamerica's Preclassic Transition, 
edited by J. Guernsey, J. E. Clark and B. Arroyo, pp. 1-26. Dumbarton Oaks, 
Washington, DC. 

 
Clark, John E., Thomas A. Lee and Douglas Donne Bryant 

2005 Introducing the Grijalva Maya Project. In Ceramic Sequence of the Upper 
Grijalva Region, Chiapas, Mexico, pp. 1-20. vol. 1. Brigham Young University, 
New World Archaeological Foundation, Provo, UT. 

 
Clark, John E. and Mary E. Pye 

2011 Re-visiting the Mixe-Zoque, slighted neighbors and predecessors of the 
early lowland Maya. In The Southern Maya in the Late Preclassic, edited by M. 
W. Love and J. Kaplan. University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Coe, Michael D. 

1978 Lords of the Underworld: Masterpieces of Classic Maya Ceramics. Art 
Museum, Princeton University, Princeton. 

 
1989 The Hero Twins: Myth and Image. In The Maya Vase Book, Vol. 1, pp. 
161-184. Kerr Associates, New York. 

 
Coggins, Clemency (editor)  

1984 Cenote of Sacrifice: Maya treasures from the sacred well at Chichen Itza. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
1992 Artifacts from the Cenote of Sacrifice, Chichén Itzá. Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Cohen, Abner 

1994 Self consciousness: an alternative anthropology of identity. Routledge, 
London. 

 
Cohen, Ronald 



 486 

1978 Ethnicity: Problem and Focus in Anthropology. Annual Review of 
Anthropology 7:379-403. 

 
Cohodas, Marvin 

1991 Ballgame Imagery of the Maya Lowlands: History and Iconography. In 
The Mesoamerican Ballgame, edited by V. L. Scarborough and D. R. Wilcox. 
University of Arizona Press, Tucson. 

 
Colas, Pierre Robert 

2006 Personal Names: A Diacritical Marker of an Ethnic Boundary among the 
Classic Maya. In Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic Identity from 
Preclassic to Modern Times, edited by F. Sachse, pp. 85-98. Acta Mesoamericana 
V. 19. Verlag Anton Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Comaroff, Jean and John Comaroff 

1991 Of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, Colonialism, and 
Consciousness in South Africa 1. University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 

 
Con Uribe, María José 

1981 Laguna Francesa. Colección Científica, núm. 100. Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, Mexico CIty. 

 
Conkey, Margaret W. and Christine A. Hastorf (editors) 

1990 The Uses of Style in Archaeology. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 

 
Corin, Blanche A. and Richard Ceough 

1947 Informe de Labores en Comitán, Chiapas. 6-32 vols. Archive of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City. 

 
Cougnaud, Agnes, Hal  Green, Bea  Koch and Al Meador 
 2003 The Dos Caobas Stelae. Wayeb Notes 3:1-9. 
 
Cowgill, George L. 

2004 Thoughts about Rethinking Materiality. In Rethinking Materiality: The 
Engagement of the Mind with the Material World, edited by E. DeMarrais, C. 
Gosden and C. Renfrew, pp. 273-280. McDonald Institute for Archaeological 
Research, Cambridge. 

 
Creamer, Winifred 

1987 Mesoamerica as a Concept: An Archaeological View from Central 
America. Latin American Research Review 22(1):35-62. 

 



 487 

Cuevas García, Martha 
2007 Los incensarios efigie de Palenque: Deidades y rituales mayas. 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México; Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia, Mexico. 

 
Culbert, T. Patrick 

1965 The Ceramic History of the Central Highlands of Chiapas, Mexico. Papers 
of the New World Archaeological Foundation No. 19. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
1973 The Classic Maya Collapse. School of American Research, University of 
New Mexico Press, Alburquerque. 

 
Davis, Richard H. 
 1997 Lives of Indian Images. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ. 
 
Davis, Whitney 

1990 Style and History in Art History. In The Uses of Style in Archaeology, 
edited by M. W. Conkey and C. A. Hastorf, pp. 18-31. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, New York. 

 
de Borhegyi, Stephan F. 

1959a Underwater Archaeology in Guatemala. Actas del XXXIII Congreso 
Internacional de Americanistas 2:229-240. 

 
1959b Underwater Archaeology in the Maya Highlands. Scientific American 
200(3):100-113. 

 
1961 Ball-game Handstones and Ball-game Gloves. In Essays in Pre-
Columbian Art and Archaeology, edited by S. K. Lothrop, pp. 126-151. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge. 

 
1965 Archaeological Synthesis of the Guatemalan Highlands. In Archaeology of 
Southern Mesoamerica, Part I, pp. 3-58. Handbook of Middle American Indians. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
1968 Archaeological Reconaissance of Chinkultic, Chiapas, Mexico. 
Archaeological Studies in Middle America Publication 26. Tulane University, 
Middle American Research Institute, New Orleans. 

 
de la Luz Aguilar, María 



 488 

n.d. Informe Tecnico de la Tercera Temporada de Campo en el Sitio 
Arqueológico Tenam Rosario, Chiapas, Mexico. 6-302 vols. Archives of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City. 

 
de la Luz Aguilar Rojas, María 

2004 La Cerámica Arqueológica de Tenam Puente, MA Thesis, Departamento 
de Antropología, Universidad de las Américas Puebla, Puebla, Mexico. 

 
de Montmollin, Olivier 

1985 Classic Maya Settlement and Politics in the Rosario Valley, Chiapas, 
Mexico. PhD Dissertation, Department of Anthropology, University of Michigan, 
Ann Arbor, Ann Arbor. 

 
 1988 Tenam Rosario, A Political Microcosm. American Antiquity 53:351-370. 
 

1989 The Archaeology of Political Structure. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge. 

 
1995 Settlement and Politics in Three Classic Maya Polities. Prehistory Press, 
Madison, WI. 

 
1997 A Regional Study of Classic Maya Ballcourts from the Upper Grijalva 
Basin, Chiapas, Mexico. Ancient Mesoamerica 8:23-41. 

 
Deal, Michael 

1988 Recognition of Ritual Pottery in Residential Units: An Ethnohistorical 
Model of the Maya Family Altar Tradition. In Ethnoarchaeology Among the 
Highland Maya of Chiapas, Mexico, edited by T. A. Lee and B. Hayden. Brigham 
Young University, Provo. 

 
Dean, Carolyn 

2007 The Inka Married the Earth: Integrated Outcrops and the Making of Place. 
The Art Bulletin 89(3):502-518. 

 
2010 A Culture of Stone: Inka Perspectives on Rock. Duke University Press, 
Durham, NC. 

 
Demarest, Arthur, Prudence M. Rice and Don S. Rice (editors) 

2004 The Terminal Classic in the Maya Lowlands: Collapse, Transition, and 
Transformation. University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
DeMarrais, Elizabeth, Luis Jaime Castillo and Timothy Earle 



 489 

1996 Ideology, Materialization, and Power Strategies. Current Anthropology 
37:15-31. 

 
Diehl, Richard A. and Janet Catherine Berlo 

1989 Introduction. In Mesoamerica After the Decline of Teotihuacan: AD 700-
900, edited by R. A. Diehl and J. C. Berlo, pp. 1-9. Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
Dietler, Michael and Ingrid Herbich 

1998 Habitus, Techniques, Style: An Integrated Approach to the Social 
Understanding of Material Culture and Boundaries. In The Archaeology of Social 
Boundaries, edited by M. T. Stark, pp. 232-263. Smithsonian Institution Press, 
Washington, DC. 

 
Durkheim, Emile 

1965 [1915] The Elementary Forms of the Religious Life. Translated by J. W. 
Swain. Free Press, New York. 

 
Dutton, Bertha P. and Hulda R. Hobbs 

1943 Excavations at Tajumulco, Guatemala. Monographs of the School of 
American Research. School of American Research and Museum of New Mexico, 
Santa Fe, NM. 

 
Earley, Caitlin 

2008 Ritual Deposits and Sculpted Stones: The Construction of Identity at Late 
Preclassic Chiapa de Corzo. MA Thesis, Department of Art and Art History, 
University of Texas at Austin, Austin. 

 
2008a The Power of Landscape: Social Interaction and the Right to Rule in the 
Built Environment of Utatlan. Paper presented at the Society for American 
Archaeology Annual Meeting, Vancouver, Canada. 

 
2011 El Arte Maya de la Frontera Oeste: La Escultura del Valle de Comitán, 
Chiapas. In XXV Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala, 2011, 
edited by B. Arroyo, L. Paiz and H. Mejia. Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes, 
Instituto de Antropología e Historia, Asociación Tikal, Guatemala. 

 
2012 Not So Quiet on the Western Front: The Terminal Classic & Early 
Postclassic Periods in the Comitán Valley, Chiapas, Mexico. Paper presented at 
the Society for American Archaeology Annual Meeting, Memphis, TN. 

 
Eberl, Markus and Daniel Graña-Behrens 



 490 

2004 Proper Names and Throne Names: On the Naming Practice of Classic 
Maya. In Continuity and Change: Maya Religious Practices in Temporal 
Perspective. Fifth European Maya Converence, University of Bonn, December 
2000., edited by D. Graña-Behrens, N. Grube, C. M. Prager, F. Sachse, S. Teufel 
and E. Wagner, pp. 101-120. Verlag Anton Sauerwein, Markt Schaben, Germany. 

 
Ekholm, Susanna M. 

1979 The Lagartero Figurines. In Maya Archaeology and Ethnohistory, edited 
by N. Hammond and G. Willey. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
1985 The Lagartero Ceramic "Pendants". In Fourth Palenque Round Table, 
1980, edited by M. G. Robertson and E. P. Benson, pp. 211-219. Pre-Columbian 
Art Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
1990 Una Ceremonia de Fin-de-Ciclo: El Gran Basurero Ceremonial de 
Lagartero, Chiapas. In La Epoca Clásica: Nuevos Hallazgos, Nuevas Ideas, edited 
by A. Cardos de Mendez, pp. 455-468. Museo Nacional de Antropología, Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
Elton, Hugh 
 1996 Frontiers of the Roman Empire. Indiana University Press, Bloomington. 
 
Emberling, G. 

1997 Ethnicity in Complex Societies: Archaeological Perspectives. Journal of 
Archaeological Research 5:295-344. 

 
Estrada Monroy, Agustín 
 1979 El mundo k'ekchi' de la Vera-Paz. Editorial del Ejército, Guatemala. 
 
Evans, Susan Toby 

2004 Ancient Mexico & Central America: Archaeology and Culture History. 
Thames & Hudson, New York. 

 
Fash, Barbara W. 

2005 Iconographic Evidence for Water Management at Copan, Honduras. In 
Copan: History of an Ancient Maya Kingdom, edited by E. W. Andrews and W. 
L. Fash. School of American Research Press, Santa Fe. 

 
Fash, William L. 

1991 Scribes, Warriors, and Kings: The City of Copán and the Ancient Maya. 
Thames and Hudson, London. 

 



 491 

1998 Dynastic Architectural Programs: Intention and Design in Classic Maya 
Buildings at Copán and Other Sites. In Function and Meaning in Classic Maya 
Architecture, edited by S. D. Houston, pp. 223-270. Dumbarton Oaks Research 
Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
Fish, Stanley 

1980 Is there a text in this class? The authority of interpretive communities. 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Fitzsimmons, James 
 2009 Death and the Classic Maya Kings. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
 
Fox, John Gerard 

1993 The Ballcourt Markers of Tenam Rosario, Chiapas, Mexico. Ancient 
Mesoamerica 4:55-64. 

 
1996 Playing with Power: Ballcourts and Political Ritual in Southern 
Mesoamerica. Current Anthropology 37(3):483-509. 

 
Fox, John W. 

1978 Quiche Conquest: Centralism and Regionalism in Highland Guatemalan 
State Development. University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 

 
Freidel, David A., Linda Schele and Joy Parker 

1993 Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years on the Shaman's Path. Morrow, 
New York  

 
Gabbert, Wolfgang 

2006 Indians, Maya, and Mayeros: Ethnicity and Social Categorisation in 
Yucatan, Mexico—A Diachronic Perspective. In Maya Ethnicity: The 
Construction of Ethnic Identity from Preclassic to Modern Times, edited by F. 
Sachse, pp. 185-198. Verlag Anton Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Gallegos Ruiz, Roberto 

1976 Chinkultic, una ciudad maya y su culto de la lluvia. Milwaukee Public 
Museum, Mexico. 

 
García-Des Lauriers, Claudia 

2007 Proyecto Arqueológico Los Horcones: Investigating the Teotihuacan 
Presence on the Pacific Coast of Chiapas, Mexico. PhD Dissertation, Department 
of Anthropology, University of California, Riverside, Riverside. 

 



 492 

2012 Public Performance and Teotihuacan Identity at Los Horcones, Chiapas, 
Mexico. In Power and Identity in Archaeological Theory and Practice: Case 
Studies from Ancient Mesoamerica, edited by E. Harrison-Buck, pp. 63-81. 
University of Utah Press, Salt Lake City. 

 
Garza, Sergio 

2009a The Cosmological and Social Significance of Quen Santo in 
Contemporary Maya Society. In Exploring Highland Maya Ritual Cave Use: 
Archaeology and Ethnography in Huehuetenango, Guatemala, edited by J. Brady, 
pp. 49-54. Association for Mexican Cave Studies, Austin. 

 
2009b El significado cosmológico y social de la cueva Quen Santo en la sociedad 
Maya contemporánea. In XXII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en 
Guatemala, 2008, edited by J. P. Laporte, B. Arroyo and H. Mejia, pp. 1272-
1285. Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Etnología, Guatemala City. 

 
Gell, Alfred 
 1998 Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Clarendon Press, Oxford. 
 
Gillespie, Susan 

1991 Ballgames and Boundaries. In The Mesoamerican Ballgame, edited by V. 
L. Scarborough and D. R. Wilcox, pp. 317-345. University of Arizona Press, 
Tucson. 

 
2000 Rethinking Ancient Maya Social Organization: Replacing "Lineage" with 
"House". American Anthropologist 102(3):467-484. 

 
Golden, Charles 

2010 Frayed at the Edges: Collective Memory and History on the Borders of 
Classic Maya Polities. Ancient Mesoamerica 21:373-384. 

 
Golden, Charles and Andrew K. Scherer 

2006 Border Problems: Recent Archaeological Research along the Usumacinta 
River. PARI Journal VII(2):1-16. 

 
2013 Territory, Trust, Growth, and Collapse in Classic Period Maya Kingdoms. 
Current Anthropology 54(4):397-435. 

 
Golden, Charles, Andrew K. Scherer, A. René Muñoz and Zachary X. Hruby 

2012 Polities, Boundaries, and Trade in the Classic Period Usumacinta River 
Basin. Mexicon 27:11-16. 

 
Golden, Charles, Andrew K. Scherer, A. René Muñoz and Rosaura Vasquez 



 493 

2008 Piedras Negras and Yaxchilan: Divergent Political Trajectories in 
Adjacent Maya Polities. Latin American Antiquity 19(3):249-274. 

 
Gombrich, Ernst 

1968 Style. In International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, edited by D. 
L. Sills, pp. 352-361. vol. 15. Macmillan, New York. 

 
Gosden, Chris 

2001 Making Sense: Archaeology and Aesthetics. World Archaeology: 
Archaeology and Aesthetics 33:163-167. 

 
2005 What Do Objects Want? Journal of Archaeological Method and Theory 
12(3):193-211. 

 
Gosden, Chris and Yvonne Marshall 
 1999 The Cultural Biography of Objects. World Archaeology 31(2):169-178. 
 
Graham, Elizabeth 

2006 An Ethnicity to Know. In Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic 
Identity from Preclassic to Modern Times, edited by F. Sachse, pp. 109-124. Acta 
Mesoamericana v. 19. Verlag Anton Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Graham, Ian 

1979 Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions 3, Part 2: Yaxchilan. Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
1997 Discovery of a Maya Ritual Cave in Peten, Guatemala. Symbols 
(Spring):28-31. 

 
Graham, Ian and Peter Mathews 

1996 Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 6, Part 2: Tonina. 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, MA. 

 
Graham, Ian and Eric Von Euw 

1975 Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions 2, Part 1: Naranjo. Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
1977 Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions. 3, Part 1: Yaxchilan. Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Grove, David C. 



 494 

1981 Olmec Monuments: Mutilation as a Clue to Meaning. In The Olmec and 
Their Neighbors: Essays in Memory of Matthew W. Stirling, edited by E. P. 
Benson, pp. 49-68. Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C. 

 
Grube, Nikolai 

1994 Hieroglyphic Sources for the History of Northwest Yucatan. In Hidden 
Among the Hills: Maya Archaeology of the Northwest Yucatan Peninsula, edited 
by H. J. Prem, pp. 316-358. First Maler Symposium, Bonn 1989. Verlag von 
Fleming, Mockmuhl. 

 
1998 Speaking through Stones: A Quotative Particle in Maya Hieroglyphic 
Inscriptions. In 50 Years of Americanist Studies at the Univeristy of Bonn, edited 
by D.-S. Saénz, C. A. Hoffmann, E. Konig and H. Prumers, pp. 543-558. Verlag 
Anton Saurwein, Bonn. 

 
 2002 Stela fragment from Chinkultic, chiapas. Mexicon 24(4):66. 
 
Guernsey, Julia 

2006 Ritual and Power in Stone: The Performance of Rulership in 
Mesoamerican Izapan Style Art. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
2010 Rulers, Gods, and Potbellies: A Consideraton of Sculptural Forms and 
Themes from the Preclassic Pacific Coast and Piedmont of Mesoamerica. In The 
Place of Stone Monuments: Context, Use, and Meaning in Mesoamerica's 
Preclassic Transition, edited by J. Guernsey, J. E. Clark and B. Arroyo, pp. 207-
230. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
2012 Sculpture and Social Dynamics in Preclassic Mesoamerica. Cambridge 
University Press, New York. 

 
Guernsey, Julia, John E. Clark and Barbara Arroyo (editors) 

2010 The Place of Stone Monuments: Context, Use, and Meaning in 
Mesoamerica's Preclassic Transition. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
Guernsey, Julia and F. Kent Reilly III 

2006a Introduction. In Sacred Bundles: Ritual Acts of Wrapping and Binding in 
Mesoamerica, edited by J. Guernsey and F. K. Reilly III, pp. v-xvi. Boundary End 
Archaeology Research Center, Barnardsville, NC. 

 
2006b Sacred Bundles: Ritual Acts of Wrapping and Binding in Mesoamerica. 
Boundary End Archaeology Research Center, Barnardsville, NC. 

 



 495 

Guerra, Jenny and James Brady 
2009 A Restudy of Cave 1 at Quen Santo. In Exploring Highland Maya Ritual 
Cave Use: Archaeology & Ethnography in Huehuetenango, Guatemala, edited by 
J. Brady, pp. 27-40. 

 
Hanawalt, Barbara A. and Kathryn L. Reyerson 

1994 Introduction. In City and Spectacle in Medieval Europe, edited by B. A. 
Hanawalt and K. L. Reyerson, pp. ix-xx. University of Minnesota, Minneapolis. 

 
Harman, Graham 

2002 Tool-being: Heidegger and the metaphysics of objects. Open Court, 
Chicago. 

 
Headrick, Annabeth 

1999 The Street of the Dead, It Really Was: Mortuary Bundles at Teotihuacan. 
Ancient Mesoamerica 10(1):69-85. 

 
Hegmon, Michelle 

1998 Technology, Style and Social Practices: Archaeological Approaches. In 
The Archaeology of Social Boundaries, edited by M. T. Stark, pp. 264-279. 
Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC. 

 
Hellmuth, Nicholas M. 

1978 Teotihuacan Art in the Escuintla, Guatemala Region. In Middle Classic 
Mesoamerica: A.D. 400-700, edited by E. Pasztory, pp. 71-85. Columbia 
University Press, New York. 

 
1987 Human Sacrifice in Ballgame Scenes on Early Classic Cylindrical Tripods 
from the Tiquisate Region, Guatemala. International Photographic Archive of 
Pre-Columbian Art, Foundation for Latin American Anthropological Research, 
Culver City, CA. 

 
Helms, Mary W. 
 1993 Craft and the Kingly Ideal. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
 
Henderson, John S. 

1992 Variations on a Theme: A Frontier View of Maya Civilization. In New 
Theories on the Ancient Maya, edited by E. C. Danien and R. J. Sharer, pp. 161-
171. University Museum Monograph 77. The University Museum, University of 
Pennsylvania, University Park. 

 
Henderson, Lucia 



 496 

2013 Bodies Politic, Bodies in Stone: Imagery of the Human and the Divine in 
the Sculpture of Late Preclassic Kaminaljuyú, Guatemala. PhD Dissertation, 
Department of Art and Art History, University of Texas at Austin, Austin. 

 
Hendon, Julia 

2000 Having and holding: Storage, Memory, Knowledge, and Social Relations. 
American Anthropologist 102:42-53. 

 
Heyden, Doris 

1975 An Interpretation of the Cave underneath the Pyramid of the Sun in 
Teotihuacan, Mexico. American Antiquity 40(2):131-147. 

 
Hirth, Kenneth G 

1978 Interregional Trade and the Formation of Prehistoric Gateway 
Communities. American Antiquity 42:35-45. 

 
Hodder, Ian 

1978 Simple Correlations between material culture and society: a review. In The 
Spatial Organisation of Culture, edited by I. Hodder, pp. 3-24. Gerald Duckworth 
and Co. Ltd., London. 

 
1978b Social organisation and human interaction: the development of some 
tentative hypotheses in terms of material culture. In The Spatial Organisation of 
Culture, edited by I. Hodder, pp. 199-269. Gerald Duckworth and Co. Ltd., 
London. 

 
1990 Style as Historical Quality. In The Uses of Style in Archaeology, edited by 
M. W. Conkey and C. A. Hastorf, pp. 44-51. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, New York. 

 
Houston, Stephen D. 
 1993 Hieroglyphs and History at Dos Pilas. University of Texas Press, Austin. 
 

1996 Symbolic Sweatbaths of the Maya: Architectural Meaning in the Cross 
Group at Palenque, Mexico. Latin American Antiquity 7(2):132-151. 

 
1997 Shfiting Now: Aspect, Deixis and Narrative in Classic Maya Texts. 
American Anthropologist 99(2):291-305. 

 
2012 The Good Prince: Transition, Texting, and Moral Narrative in the Murals 
of Bonampak, Chiapas, Mexico. Cambridge Archaeological Journal 22:153-175. 

 



 497 

Houston, Stephen D., Héctor L. Escobedo, Perry Hardin, Richard Terry, David Webster, 
Mark Child, Charles Golden, Kitty Emery and David Stuart 

1999 Between mountains and sea: Investigations at Piedras Negras, Guatemala. 
Mexicon 21(1):10-17. 

 
Houston, Stephen D. and Takeshi Inomata 
 2009 The Classic Maya. Cambridge University Press, New York. 
 
Houston, Stephen D. and David Stuart 

1996 Of Gods, Glyphs and Kings: Divinity and Rulership among the Classic 
Maya. Antiquity 70:289-312. 

 
1998 The Ancient Maya Self: Personhood and Portraiture in the Classic Period. 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 33:73-101. 

 
Houston, Stephen D., David Stuart and Karl A. Taube 

2006 The Memory of Bones: Body, Being, and Experience Among the Ancient 
Maya. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Ichon, Alain 

1987 Contribution a la definition de l'epiclassique dans les Hautes Terres 
Mayas. In Memorias del Primer Coloquio Internacional de Mayistas, pp. 175-
205. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico CIty. 

 
Ichon, Alain and Marie Charlotte Arnauld 

1985 Le Protoclassique a la Lagunita, El Quiche, Guatemala. Centre National 
de la Recherche Scientifique/R.C.P. 294 et 500. Institut d'Ethnologie, Paris, 
Piedra Santa, Guatemala. 

 
Ichon, Alain and Rene Viel 

1984 La Periode Formative a la Lagunita et dans le Quiche Meridional. Centre 
National de la Reserche Scientifique/RCP 294 et 500. Institut d'Ethnologie, Paris, 
Impresa Gardisa, Guatemala. 

 
Inomata, Takeshi 

2006 Politics and Theatricality in Mayan Society. In Archaeology of 
Performance: Theaters of Power, Community, and Politics, edited by T. Inomata 
and L. S. Coben, pp. 187-221. AltaMira Press, Lanham, MD. 

 
Inomata, Takeshi and Stephen D. Houston 

2000 Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya 1: Theory, Comparison, and Synthesis. 
Westview Press, Boulder. 

 



 498 

2001 Royal Courts of the Ancient Maya 2: Data and Case Studies. Westview 
Press, Boulder. 

 
Inomata, Takeshi and Daniela Triadan 

2009 Culture and Practice of War in Maya Society. In Warfare in Cultural 
Context: Practice, Agency, and the Archaeology of Violence, edited by A. E. 
Nielsen and W. H. Walker, pp. 56-83. University of Arizona Press, Tucson. 

 
Insoll, Timothy 

2007 Introduction: Configuring identities in archaeology. In The Archaeology of 
Identities: A Reader, edited by T. Insoll, pp. 1-18. Routledge, London, New York. 

 
Ishihara-Brito, Reiko 

2012 Carved Bowl (Catalog Entry). In Ancient Maya Art at Dumbarton Oaks, 
edited by J. Pillsbury, pp. 383-385. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, Washington, D.C. 

 
Jackson, Sarah E. 

2005 Deciphering Classic Maya Political Hierarchy: Epigraphic, 
Archaeological, and Ethnohistoric Perspectives on the Courtly Elite. PhD 
Dissertation, Department of Anthropology, Harvard University. 

 
2013 Politics of the Maya Court: Hierarchy and Change in the Late Classic 
Period. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

 
Jenkins, Richard 
 2004 Social Identity. Third ed. Routledge, London, New York. 
 
Jiménez Moreno, Wigberto 

1966 Mesoamerica before the Toltecs. In Mesoamerica Before the Toltecs, 
edited by J. Paddock, pp. 1-82. Stanford University Press, Stanford. 

 
Johnson, Kris A. and Kristen C. Nelson 

2004 Common Property and Conservation: The Potential for Effective 
Communal Forest Management within a National Park in Mexico. Human 
Ecology 32(6):703-733. 

 
Jones, Andrew 

2007 Memory and Material Culture. Topics in Contemporary Archaeology. 
Cambridge University Press, Leiden. 

 
Jones, Christopher and Linton Satterthwaite 



 499 

1982 The Monuments and Inscriptions of Tikal: The Carved Monuments. Tikal 
Report No. 33 Part A. The University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, 
Philadelphia. 

 
Joralemon, David 

1974 Ritual Blood Sacrifice Among the Ancient Maya: Part I. In Primera Mesa 
Redonda de Palenque, edited by M. G. Robertson, pp. 59-75. Robert Louis 
Stevenson School, Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, Pebble Beach, CA. 

 
Joyce, Rosemary A. 

2008 Practice in and as Deposition. In Memory Work: Archaeologies of 
Material Practices, edited by B. J. Mills and W. H. Walker, pp. 25-39. School for 
Advanced Research Press, Santa Fe, NM. 

 
Joyce, Rosemary A. and Susan Gillespie 

2000 Beyond Kinship: Social and Material Reproduction in House Societies. 
University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia. 

 
Just, Bryan R. 

2005 Modifications of Ancient Maya Sculpture. RES: Anthropology and 
Aesthetics 48:69-82. 

 
 2007 Ninth-Century Stelae of Machaquilá and Seibal. FAMSI. 
 
Kaneko, Akira 

1996 Proyecto Hunchavin (Primera Temporada, 1994). In Quinto Foro de 
Arqueologia de Chiapas, pp. 69-81. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Tuxtla 
Gutierrez. 

 
Kelemen, Pál 

1943 Medieval American Art: A Survey in Two Volumes. 2 vols. The MacMillan 
Company, New York. 

 
Kidder, Alfred V., J.D. Jennings and E.M. Shook 

1946 Excavations at Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala. Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, Publication 561, Washington, D.C. 

 
Kieffer, C.L. 

2009 New Cave Discoveries at Quen Santo, Huehuetenango, Guatemala. In 
Exploring Highland Maya Ritual Cave Use: Archaeology and Ethnography in 
Huehuetenango, Guatemala, edited by J. E. Brady, pp. 41-47. Association for 
Mexican Cave Studies, Austin. 

 



 500 

Kirchoff, Paul 
1943 Mesoamérica, sus límites geográficos, composición étnica y caracteres 
culturales. Acta Americana 1:92-107. 

 
Klein, Cecelia 

1976 The Face of the Earth: Frontality in Two-Dimensional Mesoamerican Art. 
Garland Publishing, New York. 

 
1986 Masking Empire: The Material Effects of Masks in Aztec Mexico. Art 
History 9(2):135-167. 

 
Knapp, A. Bernard and Wendy Ashmore 

1999 Archaeological Landscapes: Constructed, Conceptualized, Ideational. In 
Archaeologies of Landscape: Contemporary Perspectives, edited by A. B. Knapp 
and W. Ashmore. Blackwell Publishers, Malden, Massachusetts. 

 
Kopytoff, Igor 

1986 The cultural biography of things: commoditization as process. In The 
Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, edited by A. 
Appadurai, pp. 64-91. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

 
Kowalski, Jeff Karl 

1985 A Historical Interpretation of the Inscriptions of Uxmal. In Fourth 
Palenque Round Table, edited by M. G. Robertson and E. P. Benson, pp. 235-
247. Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
1989a The Mythological Identity of the Figure on the La Esperanza 
("Chinkultic") Ballcourt Marker. Research Reports on Ancient Maya Writing 26-
27. Center for Maya Research, Washington, DC. 

 
1989b Who am I among the Itza? Links between Northern Yucatan and the 
Western Maya Lowlands and Highlands. In Mesoamerica after the Decline of 
Teotihuacan, AD 700-900, edited by R. A. Diehl and J. C. Berlo, pp. 173-186. 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
1994 The Puuc as Seen from Uxmal. In Hidden Among the Hills: Maya 
Archaeology of the Northwest Yucatan Peninsula, edited by H. J. Prem, pp. 93-
120. First Maler Symposium, Bonn 1989. Verlag von Fleming, Mockmuhl. 

 
2003 Evidence for the Function and Meaning of Some Northern Maya Palaces. 
In Maya Palaces and Elite Residences: An Interdisciplinary Approach, edited by 
J. J. Christie, pp. 204-252. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 



 501 

Kubler, George 
1970 Period, Style, and Meaning in Ancient American Art. New Literary 
History 1:127-144. 

 
1980 Eclecticism at Cacaxtla. In Third Palenque Round Table, 1978, edited by 
M. G. Robertson, pp. 163-172. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
La Farge, Oliver 

1947 Santa Eulalia: The Religion of a Cuchumatán Indian Town. University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago. 

 
Laló Jacinto, Gabriel 

1994 Informe de la Primera Temporada de Campo. 6-134 vols. Archives of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
1995 Informe del Proyecto Tenam Puente, Segunda Temporada. 6-155 vols. 
Archives of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
1996 Informe de la Tercera Temporada Tenam Puente. 6-170 vols. Archives of 
the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
1998 Tenam Puente: Informe de la IV Temporada. 6-211 vols. Archives of the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
2000 Tenam Puente. In Las culturas de Chiapas en el periodo prehispanico. 
CONACULTA, Mexico. 

 
2001 Los Juegos de Pelota en Tenam Puente, Chiapas. In XIV Simposio de 
Investigaciones Arqueologicas en Guatemala, edited by J. P. Laporte, A. C. de 
Suasnavar and B. Arroyo, pp. 637-649. Museo Nacional de Arqueologia y 
Etnologia, Instituto de Antropología e Historia, Guatemala City. 

 
2005 Exploraciones Arqueológicas en Tenam Puente, Chiapas. In IV Coloquio 
Pedro Bosch Gimpera: Arqueología Mexicana, edited by E. V. Pacheco, pp. 755-
774. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Instituto de Investigaciones 
Antropológicas, D.F., México. 

 
2012 Introducción al paisaje ritual de la meseta Comiteca. In Arqueología 
Reciente de Chiapas: Contribuciones del Encuentro Celebrado en el 60th 
Aniversario de la Fundación Arqueológica Nuevo Mundo, edited by L. Lowe and 
M. E. Pye, pp. 113-126. Papers of the New World Archaeological Foundation No. 
72. Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 



 502 

Laló Jacinto, Gabriel and Omar Alor Jacobo 
1997 Notas del Clásico Tardío y Postclásico Temprano en Tenam Puente, 
Chiapas, Mexico. In XI Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueologicas en 
Guatemala, pp. 713-719. Museo Nacional de Arqueologia y Etnologia, 
Guatemala City. 

 
Laló Jacinto, Gabriel and Maria de la Luz Aguilar 

1996 El Postclasico Temprano en Tenam Puente. In Quinto Foro de 
Arqueologia de Chiapas, pp. 23-37. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Tuxtla 
Gutierrez. 

 
Laló Jacinto, Gabriel and María de la Luz Aguilar 

1994 El Proyecto Arqueológico Tenam Puente. In Cuarto Foro de Arqueología 
de Chiapas, pp. 151-162. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Consejo Estatal de 
Fomento a la Investigación y Difusión de la Cultura, DIF-Chiapas, Instituto 
Chiapaneco de Cultura, Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Chiapas, Mexico. 

 
Landa, Diego de 
 1978 Relación de las cosas de Yucatan. Dover Publications, New York. 
 
Laporte, J.P., H. Mejia, Héctor L. Escobedo and Phil Wanyerka 

2006 Los monumentos esculpidos de Sacul y algunos aspectos históricos del 
sitio. In Sacul, Petén, Guatemala: Exploraciones en una entidad política de las 
Montañas Mayas, 1985-2006, edited by J. P. Laporte and H. Mejia, pp. 220-275. 
Atlas Arqueológico de Guatemala, Dirección General del Patrimonio Cultural y 
Natural, Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes, Guatemala City. 

 
Latour, Bruno 

1999 Pandora's Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge. 

 
2005 Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory. 
Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

 
Laughlin, Robert M. 

1975 The Great Tzotzil Dictionary of San Lorenzo Zinacantan. Smithsonian 
Contributions to Anthropology 19. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 
DC. 

 
Lechtman, Heather 

1977 Style in Technology—Some Early Thoughts. In Material culture: styles, 
organization, and dynamics of technology, edited by H. Lechtman and R. Merrill, 
pp. 3-20. West Publishing Co., St. Paul. 



 503 

 
Lee, Thomas A. 

1989 La arqueologia de los Altos de Chiapas: un estudio contextual. 
Mesoamerica 10(18):257-293. 

 
Lee, Thomas A. and Carlos Navarrete (editors) 

1978 Mesoamerican Communication Routes and Cultural Contacts. 40. 
Brigham Young University Printing Services, Provo. 

 
Lightfoot, Kent G. and Antoinette Martinez 

1995 Frontiers and Boundaries in Archaeological Perspective. Annual Review of 
Anthropology 24:471-492. 

 
Longacre, William A. 

1970 Archaeology as Anthropology: A Case Study. Anthropological Papers of 
the University of Arizona Number 17. University of Arizona Press, Tucson, AZ. 

 
Looper, Matthew G. 

1995 The Sculpture Programs of Butz'-Tiliw, an Eighth-Century Maya King of 
Quirigua, Guatemala. PhD Dissertation, Department of Art and Art History, 
University of Texas at Austin, Austin, TX. 

 
2009 To Be Like Gods: Dance in Ancient Maya Civilization. University of 
Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Love, Bruce 

1986 Yucatec Maya Ritual: A Diachronic Perspective. PhD Dissertation, 
University of California, Los Angeles. 

 
Love, Michael 

1999 Ideology, Material Culture, and Daily Practice in Pre-Classic 
Mesoamerica: A Pacific Coast Perspective. In Social Patterns in Pre-Classic 
Mesoamerica, edited by D. C. Grove and R. A. Joyce, pp. 127-153. Dumbarton 
Oaks, Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C. 
 
2007 Recent Research in the Southern Highlands and Pacific Coast of 
Guatemala. Journal of Archaeological Research 15(4):275-328. 

 
2011 Cities, States and City-State Culture in the Late Preclassic Southern Maya 
Region. In The Southern Maya in the Late Preclassic: The Rise and Fall of an 
Early Mesoamerican Civilization, edited by M. Love and J. Kaplan, pp. 47-75. 
University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 



 504 

Lowe, Gareth W. 
1956 Summary of New World Archaeological Foundation Investigations at 
Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas:1955. Papers of the New World Archaeological 
Foundation No. 1. New World Archaeological Foundation, Orinda, CA. 

 
1959 Archeological Exploration of the Upper Grijalva River, Chiapas, Mexico. 
Papers of the New World Archaeological Foundation No. 2. New World 
Archaeological Foundation, Orinda, CA. 

 
1962 Mound 5 and Minor Excavations, Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas, Mexico. 
Papers of the New World Archaeological Foundation No. 12. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
1977 The Mixe-Zoque as Competing Neighbors of the Early Lowland Maya. In 
The Origins of Maya Civilization, edited by R. E. W. Adams. University of New 
Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 

 
1981 Olmec Horizons Defined in Mound 20, San Isidro, Chiapas. In The Olmec 
and Their Neighbors: Essays in Memory of Matthew W. Stirling, edited by E. P. 
Benson, pp. 231-255. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collections, 
Trustees for Harvard University, Washington, D.C. 

 
1998 Los olmecas de San Isidro en Malpaso, Chiapas. Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología y Historia, Mexico. 

 
Lowe, Gareth W. and Pierre Agrinier 

1960 Mound 1, Chiapa de Corzo, Chiapas, Mexico. Papers of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation No. 8. Brigham  Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
Lowe, Gareth W. and J. Alden Mason 

1965 Archaeological Survey of the Chiapas Coast, Highlands, and Upper 
Grijalva Basin. In Handbook of Middle American Indians, edited by R. 
Wauchope, pp. 195-236. vol. 2: Archaeology of Southern Mesoamerica. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
MacCurdy, George G. 
 1927 Duke de Loubat [obituary]. American Anthropologist 29:340. 
 
MacLeod, Barbara and Dennis E. Puleston 

1978 Pathways into Darkness: The Search for the Road to Xibalbá. In Tercera 
Mesa Redona de Palenque, edited by M. G. Robertson and D. C. Jeffers, pp. 71-
77. Pre-Columbian Art Research Center; Herald Printers, Monterey, CA. 

 



 505 

Maler, Teobert 
1903 Researches in the Central Portion of the Usumatsintla Valley. Memoirs of 
the Peabody Museum vol. 2, no. 2, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Mandujano, Rogerio 

1936 Informe. In Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia. vol. II, tomo 
22. Dirección de Monumentos Prehispánicos, Mexico CIty. 

 
Martin, Simon 

2000 At the Periphery: The Movement, Modification, and Re-Use of Early 
Monuments in the Environs of Tikal. In The Sacred and the Profane: Architecture 
and Identity in the Maya Lowlands, edited by P. R. Colas, K. Delvendahl, M. 
Kuhnert and A. Schubart, pp. 51-61. Acta Mesoamericana 10. Verlag Anton 
Saurwein, Markt Schwaben, Germany. 

 
Martin, Simon and Nikolai Grube 

2008 Chronicle of the Maya Kings and Queens: Deciphering the Dynasties of 
the Ancient Maya. Thames and Hudson, London. 

 
Martin, Simon and David Stuart 

2009 The Snake Kingdom: History and Politics at Calakmul and Related Royal 
Courts. Proceedings of the Sourcebook for the 2009 Maya Meetings and 
Symposium, February 23-March 1, 2009. University of Texas at Austin, Austin, 
TX. 

 
Martinez, Eduardo E 

1980 Chinkultic Environment and Topography. In The Archaeological 
Ceramics of Chinkultic, Chiapas, Mexico, edited by J. W. Ball. Brigham Young 
University, Provo, UT. 

 
Mathews, Peter 

1980 Notes on the Dynastic Sequence of Bonampak, Part I. In Third Palenque 
Round Table, edited by M. G. Robertson, pp. 60-74. University of Texas Press, 
Austin. 

 
1982 Épigraphie. In Tonina, une cité maya du Chiapas (Mexique), edited by P. 
Becquelin and C. Baudez, pp. 895-902. Editions Recherche sur les civilisations, 
Paris. 

 
1988 The Sculpture of Yaxchilan. PhD Dissertation, Department of 
Anthropology, Yale University. 

 



 506 

2001 The Dates of Tonina and a Dark Horse in Its History. The PARI Journal 
2(1):1-5. 

 
 2005 Who's Who in the Classic Maya World. FAMSI. 
 
Mathews, Peter and Linda Schele 

1974 Lords of Palenque: The Glyphic Evidence. In Primera Mesa Redonda de 
Palenque, Part I, edited by M. G. Robertson, pp. 63-75. The Robert Louis 
Stevenson School, Pebble Beach, CA. 

 
Maudslay, Alfred P 

1889-1902 Biología Centrali-Americana: Archaeology. 5 vols. R.H. Porter 
and Dulau and Co., London. 

 
McAnany, Patricia 

1995 Living with the Ancestors: Kinship and Kingship in Ancient Maya Society. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
2006 Habitus and Hierarchy: The Double-Helix of Preclassic Maya Ethnicity. 
In Maya Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic Identity from Preclassic to Modern 
Times, edited by F. Sachse, pp. 9-18. Acta Mesoamericana v. 19. Verlag Anton 
Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Mericle, Lon W. 

1971 The Sacred Well at Chinkultic. Lore (Milwaukee Public Museum, 
Milwaukee) 21(4):129-134. 

 
Meskell, Lynn 

2004 Object Worlds in Ancient Egypt: Material Biographies Past and Present. 
Bloomsbury Academic Oxford, New York. 

 
Miles, Suzanna W. 

1965 Sculpture of the Guatemala-Chiapas Highlands and Pacific Slopes, and 
Associated Hieroglyphs. In Handbook of Middle American Indians, edited by G. 
Willey, pp. 237-275. vol. 2: Archaeology of Southern Mesoamerica, Part 1. 
University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Miller, Arthur 

1977 Captains of the Itzá: Unpublished Mural Evidence from Chichén Itzá. In 
Social Process in Maya Prehistory: Studies in Honor of Sir Eric Thompson, 
edited by N. Hammond, pp. 197-225. Academic Press, New York. 

 
Miller, Mary 



 507 

 1986 The Murals of Bonampak. Princeton University Press, Princeton. 
 

1988 The Boys in the Bonampak Band. In Maya Iconography, edited by E. P. 
Benson and G. G. Griffin, pp. 318-330. Princeton University Press, Princeton. 

 
1993 On the Eve of the Collapse: Maya Art of the Eighth Century. In Lowland 
Maya Civilization in the Eighth Century AD, edited by J. A. Sabloff and J. S. 
Henderson, pp. 355-414. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 
Washington, DC. 

 
1998 A Design for Meaning in Maya Architecture. In Function and Meaning in 
Classic Maya Architecture, edited by S. D. Houston, pp. 187-222. Dumbarton 
Oaks, Washington, D.C. 

 
Miller, Mary and Claudia Brittenham 

2013 The Spectacle of the Late Maya Court: Reflections on the Murals of 
Bonampak. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Miller, Mary Ellen 
 1999 Maya Art and Architecture. Thames and Hudson, London. 
 
Miller, Mary Ellen and Stephen D. Houston 

1987 The Classic Maya Ballgame and its Architectural Setting: A Study of 
Relations between Text and Image. RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 14(46-65). 

 
Miller, Mary and Simon Martin 
 2004 Courtly Art of the Ancient Maya. Thames and Hudson, New York. 
 
Mills, Barbara J. and William H. Walker 

2008 Memory, Materiality, and Depositional Practice. In Memory Work: 
Archaeologies of Material Practices, edited by B. J. Mills and W. H. Walker, pp. 
3-23. School for Advanced Research Press, Santa Fe, NM. 

 
Montgomery, John 

1995 Sculptors of the Realm: Classic Maya Artists' Signatures and Sculptural 
Style during the Reign of Piedras Negras Ruler 7. PhD Dissertation, University of 
New Mexico. 

 
Morley, Sylvanus G. 

1938 The Inscriptions of Peten. 5 vols. Carnegie Institution of Washington 
Publication No. 16, Washington, D.C. 

 
Nagao, Debra 



 508 

1989 Public Proclamation in the Art of Cacaxtla and Xochicalco. In 
Mesoamerica After the Decline of Teotihuacan, AD 700-900, edited by R. A. 
Diehl and J. C. Berlo, pp. 83-104. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, Washington, D.C. 

 
Nash, June 
 1970 In the Eyes of the Ancestors. Yale University Press, New Haven, CT. 
 
Navarrete, Carlos 

1967 Notas de la Arqueología Chiapaneca, n. III: Esculturas del Oriente de 
Chiapas. ICACH, Instituto de Ciencias y Artes de Chiapas, Tuxtla, Gutierrez 
18:7-13. 

 
1971 Prohibición de la danza del Tigre en Tamulte, Tabasco, en 1631. Tlalocán 
6(4):374-376. 

 
1974 The Olmec Rock Carvings at Pijijiapan, Chiapas, Mexico, and Other 
Olmec Pieces from Chiapas and Guatemala. Papers of the New World 
Archaeological Foundation No. 35. Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
1975 Chinkultic (Chiapas): Trabajos Realizados en 1975. Boletín INAH, Epoca 
2 15:11-22. 

 
1976 Chinkultic (Chiapas): Trabajos Realizados en 1976. Boletín INAH, Epoca 
2 19:43-58. 

 
1978 The Prehispanic System of Communications between Chiapas and 
Tabasco. In Mesoamerican Communication Routes and Cultural Contacts, edited 
by T. A. Lee and C. Navarrete. Brigham Young University, Provo, UT. 

 
1979 Las Esculturas de Chacula, Huehuetenango, Guatemala. Universidad 
Nacional Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico City. 

 
1981 Las Rutas de Comunicacion Prehispanica en los Altos Cuchumatanes. Un 
proyecto arqueologico y etnohistorico. In Los Legitimos Hombres: Aproximacion 
antropologica al grupo Tojolabal, edited by M. H. Ruz, pp. 75-87. Universidad 
Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, Centro de Estudios Mayas, Mexico City. 

 
1984 Guia para el estudio de los monumentos esculpidos de Chinkultic, 
Chiapas, Mexico. Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, Mexico. 

 
1990 Chinkultic, un Sitio-Puerta Intermedio Entre los Altos de Guatemala y el 
Occidente de Chiapas. In La Epoca Clásica: Nuevos Hallazgos, Nuevas Ideas, 



 509 

edited by A. Cardos de Mendez, pp. 447-454. Museo Nacional de Antropología, 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico. 

 
1994 Arqueología de los Altos Orientales: Chinkultic. In Comitán: Una Puerta 
al Sur, pp. 41-59. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Tuxtla Gutierrez. 

 
1996 Elementos arqueologicos de mexicanizacion en las tierras altas mayas. In 
Temas mesoamericanas, edited by S. Lombardo and E. Nalda, pp. 309-356. 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City. 

 
1999 Algunas Representaciones iconograficas en Chinkultic, Chiapas. Anales 
de la Academia de Geografia e Historia de Guatemala 74:7-38. 

 
2000 Chinkultic. In Las culturas de Chiapas en el periodo prehispanico, edited 
by D. Segota, pp. 281-299. CONACULTA, Mexico. 

 
 2001 Descubrimientos en Chinkultic, Chiapas. Arqueologia mexicana 9(50):15. 
 

2007 El complejo escencio en Chinkultic, Chiapas. In XX Simposio de 
Investigaciones Arqueologicos en Guatemala, edited by J. P. Laporte, B. Arroyo 
and H. Mejia, pp. 987-1006. Museo Nacional de Arqueologia y Etnologia, 
Guatemala, Guatemala City. 

 
2011 El Complejo Escénico de Chinkultic, Chiapas. In Representaciones y 
Espacios Públicos en el Area Maya: Un Estudio Interdisciplinario, edited by R. 
Liendo Stuardo and F. Zalaquett Rock, pp. 91-131. Universidad Nacional 
Autónoma de Mexico, Mexico City. 

 
Navarrete, Carlos and Rocío Hernández Juárez 

2002 Variaciones Interpretativas sobre el Juego de Pelota de Chinkultic, 
Chiapas. Anales de Antropología 36:11-41. 

 
Navarrete, Carlos, Thomas A. Lee and Carlos Silva Rhoads 

1993 Un Catálogo de la Frontera: Esculturas, Petroglifos y Pinturas de la 
región media del Grijalva, Chiapas. Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
Mexico City. 

 
Navarrete, Carlos and Eduardo Martínez E. 

1977 Exploraciones arqueológicas en la Cueva de los Andasolos, Chiapas. 
Universidad Autónoma de Chiapas, Tuxtla Gutierrez. 

 
Neff, Hector 



 510 

1999 Mapping Ceramic Compositional Variation and Prehistoric Interaction in 
Pacific Coastal Guatemala. Journal of Archaeological Science 26:1037-1051. 

 
2001 Production and Distribution of Plumbate Pottery: Evidence from a 
Provenance Study of the Paste and Slip Clay Used in a Famous Mesoamerican 
Tradeware. FAMSI. 

 
Newsome, Elizabeth A 

1998 The Ontology of Being and Spiritual Power in the Stone Monument Cults 
of the Lowland Maya. RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 33:115-136. 

 
Nicholson, Henry B. 

1967 A Fragment of an Aztec Relief Carving of the Earth Monster. Journal de 
la Société des Américanistes 56(1):81-94. 

 
Nuñez de la Vega, Francisco 
 1702 Constituciones Diocesanas del Obispado de Chiapas, Rome. 
 
O'Neil, Megan E. 

2005 Making Visible History: Engaging Ancient Maya Sculpture. PhD 
Dissertation, Department of the History of Art, Yale University, New Haven, CT. 

 
2009 Ancient Maya Sculptures of Tikal, Seen and Unseen. RES: Anthropology 
and Aesthetics 55/56:119-134. 

 
2012 Engaging Ancient Maya Sculpture at Piedras Negras, Guatemala. 
University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

 
2013 Marked Faces, Displaced Bodies: Monument Breakage and Reuse among 
the Classic-period Maya. In Striking Images: Iconoclasms past and present, 
edited by S. Boldrick, L. Brubaker and R. Clay, pp. 47-64. Ashgate, Burlington, 
VT. 

 
Olsen, Bjornar 

2010 In Defense of Things: Archaeology and the Ontology of Objects. Rowman 
and Littlefield, Lanham. 

 
Orr, Heather 

1997 Power Games in the Late Formative Valley of Oaxaca: The Ballplayer 
Carvings at Dainzu. PhD Dissertation, Department of Art and Art History, 
University of Texas at Austin, Austin. 

 



 511 

2003 Stone Balls and Masked Men: Ballgame as Combat Ritual, Dainzú, 
Oaxaca. In Ancient America 5, pp. 73-104. Center for Ancient American Studies, 
Barnardsville, NC. 

 
Palacios, Enrique Juan 

1928 En los Confines de la Selva Lacandona: Exploraciones en el Entado de 
Chiapas, Mayo-Agosta 1926. Contribución de México al XXIII Congreso de 
Americanistas. Talleres gráficos de la nacion, México. 

 
1937 Lápida del Tun 17 (Comitán), in Labores y estudios de arqueología Maya 
en 1936. Boletín Bibliográfico de Antropolgía Americana 1(1 and 2). 

 
Palka, Joel W. 

2014 Maya Pilgrimage to Ritual Landscapes: Insights from Archaeology, 
History, and Ethnography. University of New Mexico Press, Albuquerque. 

 
Panofsky, Erwin 

1953 Early Netherlandish Painting: Its Origin and Character. Harvard 
University Press, Cambridge, MA. 

 
1955 Meaning in the Visual Arts: Papers in and on Art History. Doubleday, 
New York. 

 
 1957 Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism. Meridian Books, New York. 
 
Paris, Elizabeth H. 

2012 Political Economy on the Postclassic Western Maya Frontier. PhD 
Dissertation, Department of Anthropology, State University of New York, 
Albany, NY. 

 
Paris, Elizabeth H., Eric Taladoire and Thomas A. Lee 

2015 Return to Moxviquil: Form and Function in a Small Maya City. Ancient 
Mesoamerica 26(1). 

 
Parker, Bradley J 

2002 At the Edge of Empire: Conceptualizing Assyria's Anatolian Frontier ca. 
700 BC. Journal of Anthropological Archaeology 21(3):371-395. 

 
2006 Toward an Understanding of Borderland Processes. American Antiquity 
71(1):77-100. 

 
Parsons, Lee Allen 



 512 

1969 Bilbao, Guatemala: An Archaeological Study of the Pacific Coast 
Cotzumalhuapa Region. Publications in Anthropology 12 2. Milwaukee Public 
Museum, Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 

 
Pasztory, Esther 

1978 Middle Classic Mesoamerica: AD 400-700. Columbia University Press, 
New York. 

 
2005 Identity and Difference: The Uses and Meanings of Ethnic Styles. In 
Thinking with Things: Toward a New Vision of Art, pp. 157-178. University of 
Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Pearson, Mike and Michael Shanks 
 2001 Theatre/Archaeology. Routledge, London. 
 
Pereira, Karen 

2010 No todo está escrito en piedra: El Preclásico Medio y los Monumentos de 
piedra en Mesoamérica. In XXIII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en 
Guatemala, 2009, edited by B. Arroyo, A. Linares Palma and L. Paiz, pp. 678-
690. Museo Nacional de Arqueología y Ethnología de Guatemala, Guatemala 
City. 

 
Piña Chan, Román 

1967 Atlas Arqueológico de la República Mexicana, núm. 3 Chiapas. INAH, 
Mexico City. 

 
1970 Informe Preliminar de la Reciente Exploración del Cenote Sagrado de 
Chichén Itzá. Serie investigaciones 24. Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia, Mexico City. 

 
Plog, Stephen 

1978 Social interaction and stylistic similarity: a reanalysis. Advances in 
Archaeological Method and Theory 1:143-182. 

 
1990 Sociopolitical implications of stylistic variation in the American 
Southwest. In The Uses of Style in Archaeology, edited by M. W. Conkey and C. 
A. Hastorf, pp. 61-72. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

 
Pohl, John M. 

1994 The Politics of Symbolism in the Mixtec Codices. Vanderbilt University 
Publications in Anthropology, Nashville, Tennessee. 

 
Pollard, Joshua 



 513 

2004 The Art of decay and the transformation of substance. In Substance, 
Memory, Display: Archaeology and Art, edited by C. Renfrew, C. Gosden and E. 
DeMarrais, pp. 47-62. McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, 
Cambridge. 

 
Pollock, H.E.D. 

1980 The Puuc: an Architectural Survey of the Hill Country of Yucatan and 
Northern Campeche, Mexico. Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Pool, Christopher A. 

2000 From Olmec to Epi-Olmec at Tres Zapotes, Veracruz, Mexico. In Olmec 
Art and Archaeology in Mesoamerica, edited by J. E. Clark and M. E. Pye, pp. 
137-154. National Gallery of Art, Yale University Press, New Haven and London. 

 
Proskouriakoff, Tatiana 

1950 A Study of Classic Maya Sculpture. Carnegie Institution of Washington 
Publication 593. Carnegie Institute of Washington, Washington, D.C. 

 
1960 Historical Implications of a Pattern of Dates at Piedras Negras, Guatemala. 
American Antiquity 25(4):454-475. 

 
1963 Historical Data in the Inscriptions of Yaxchilan. Part I. The Reign of 
Shield Jaguar. Estudios de Cultura Maya 3:149-167. 

 
1974 Jades from the Cenote of Sacrifice, Chichen Itza, Yucatan. Memoirs of the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, no. 10(1). Peabody Museum of 
Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Prufer, Keith M. and James E. Brady (editors) 

2005 Stone Houses and Earth Lords: Maya Religion in the Cave Context. 
University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Puleston, Dennis E. 

1976 The People of the Cayman/Crocodile: Riparian Agriculture and the 
Origins of Aquatic Motifs in Ancient Maya Iconography. In Maya Symposium of 
North America: An Interdisciplinary Conference on the Art and Civilization of the 
Ancient Maya. Hamline University, St. Paul, MN. 

 
Quintero, Mauro 

1931 Letter from Mauro Quintero to Ignacio Marquina, October 15, 1931. 
Archives of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City. 

 



 514 

1932a Letter from Mauro Quintero to Ignacio Marquina. In Tomo VI. 99.14. 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Dirección de Monumentos 
Prehispánicos, Mexico City. 

 
1932b Letter from Mauro Quintero to Ignacio Marquina. Instituto Nacional de 
Antropología e Historia, Dirección de Monumentos Prehispanicos, Mexico City. 

 
Rands, Robert 

1974 A Chronological Framework for Palenque. In Primera Mesa Redonda de 
Palenque, Part I, 1973, edited by M. G. Robertson, pp. 35-39. Robert Louis 
Stevenson School, Pebble Beach, CA. 

 
Recinos, Adrian 

1950 Popol Vuh: The Sacred Book of the Ancient Quiche Maya. English version 
by Delia Goetz and Sylanus G. Morley. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

 
Redfield, Robert and Alfonso Villa Rojas 
 1962 Chan Kom: A Maya Village. University of Chicago Press, Chicago. 
 
Reents-Budet, Dorie 

1991 The "Holmul Dancer" Theme in Maya Art. In Sixth Palenque Round 
Table, 1986, edited by V. M. Fields, pp. 217-222. University of Oklahoma Press, 
Norman. 

 
Rhoads, Carlos Silva and Akira Kaneko 

1994 Informe de la primera temporada del Proyecto arqueológico de 
Hunchavin, municipio de Comitán, Chis. 6-161 vols. Archives of the Instituto 
Nacional de Antropología e Historia, Mexico City. 

 
Rice, Prudence M. 

1998 Contexts of Contact and Change: Peripheries, Frontiers, and Boundaries. 
In Studies in Culture Contact: Interaction, Culture Change, and Archaeology, 
edited by J. G. Cusick, pp. 44-66. Occasional Paper No. 25. Center for 
Archaeological Investigations, Southern Illinois University, Carbondale. 

 
Rice, Prudence M., Arthur Demarest and Don S. Rice 

2004 The Terminal Classic and the "Classic Maya Collapse" in Perspective. In 
The Terminal Classic in the Maya Lowlands: Collapse, Transition, and 
Transformation, edited by A. Demarest, P. M. Rice and D. S. Rice, pp. 1-11. 
University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Rice, Prudence M. and Donald Forsyth 



 515 

2004 Terminal Classic-Period Lowland Ceramics. In The Terminal Classic in 
the Maya Lowlands: Collapse, Transition, and Transformation, edited by A. A. 
Demarest, P. M. Rice and D. S. Rice, pp. 28-59. University Press of Colorado, 
Boulder. 

 
Ringle, William M., Tómas Gallareta Negrón and George J. Bey III 

1998 The Return of Quetzalcoatl: Evidence for the Spread of a World Religion 
during the Epiclassic Period. Ancient Mesoamerica 9:183-232. 

 
Rivero Torres, Sonia 
 2003 Cuatro vasos policromos de Lagartero, Chiapas. Arqueología 29:161-166. 
 
Roys, Ralph L. 

1967 The Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel. University of Oklahoma Press, 
Norman. 

 
Ruiz Aguilar, María Elena 

2004 El Material de molienda de Chinkultic, Chiapas. In XVIII Simposio de 
Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala, pp. 697-711. vol. 2. Museo 
Nacional de Arqueología y Ethnología de Guatemala, Guatemala City. 

 
2007 Las Piedras de Moler de los Altos Orientales de Chiapas, Mexico. Anales 
de Antropología 41(1):41-67. 

 
Sackett, J.R. 

1977 The Meaning of Style in Archaeology: A General Model. American 
Antiquity 42(3):369-380. 

 
1982 Approaches to Style in Lithic Archaeology. Journal of Anthropological 
Archaeology 1:59-112. 

 
1990 Style and Ethnicity in Archaeology: The Case for Isochrestism. In The 
Uses of Style in Archaeology, edited by M. W. Conkey and C. A. Hastorf, pp. 32-
43. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 

 
Satterthwaite, Linton 

1944 Piedras Negras Archaeology: Architecture, pt. IV, no. 1, Ball Courts. 
University Museum, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia. 

 
Saturno, William A., Karl Taube and David Stuart 

2005 The Murals of San Bartolo, El Peten, Guatemala, Part I: The North Wall. 
Ancient America No. 7. 

 



 516 

Scarborough, Vernon L. 
1998 Ecology and Ritual: Water Management and the Maya. Latin American 
Antiquity 9(2):135-159. 

 
Scarborough, Vernon L. and David R. Wilcox (editors) 
 1991 The Mesoamerican Ballgame. University of Arizona Press, Tucson. 
 
Scarre, Chris 

2004 Displaying the Stone: the Materiality of 'Megalithic' Monuments. In 
Rethinking Materiality: The Engagement of the Mind with the Material World, 
edited by E. DeMarrais, C. Gosden and C. Renfrew, pp. 141-152. McDonald 
Institute for Archaeological Research, Cambridge. 

 
Schapiro, Meyer 
 1952 Style. Anthropology Today:287-311. 
 
Schele, Linda 

1976 Accession Iconography of Chan-Bahlum in the Group of the Cross at 
Palenque. In The Art, Iconography, and Dynastic History of Palenque, Part III: 
Proceedings of the Segunda Mesa Redonda de Palenque, December 14-21, 1974, 
Palenque, edited by M. G. Robertson, pp. 9-31. Robert Louis Stevenson School, 
Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, Pebble Beach, CA. 

 
1979 Genealogical Documentation on the Tri-figure Panels at Palenque. In 
Tercera Mesa Redonda de Palenque, edited by M. G. Robertson and D. C. 
Jeffers, pp. 41-70. Pre-Columbian Art Research; Herald Printers, Monterey, CA. 

 
Schele, Linda and Peter Mathews 

1998 The Code of Kings: The Language of Seven Sacred Maya Temples and 
Tombs. Scribner, New York. 

 
Schele, Linda and Mary Ellen Miller 

1986 The Blood of Kings: Dynasty and Ritual in Maya Art. Kimbell Art 
Museum, Fort Worth. 

 
Scherer, Andrew K. 

2012 The Classic Maya Sarcophagus: Veneration and Renewal at Palenque and 
Tonina. RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 61/62 (Spring/Autumn):242-261. 

 
Scherer, Andrew K. and Charles Golden 

2009 Tecolote, Guatemala: Archaeological Evidence for a Fortified Late Classic 
Maya Political Border. Journal of Field Archaeology 34:285-304. 

 



 517 

2014 War in the West: History, Landscape, and Classic Maya Conflict. In 
Embattled Bodies, Embattled Places: War in Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica and 
the Andes, edited by A. K. Scherer and J. W. Verano, pp. 57-92. Dumbarton Oaks 
Research Library and Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
Schortman, Edward 

1984 Archaeological Investigations in the Lower Motagua Valley, Izabal, 
Guatemala: A Study in Monumental Site Function and Interaction. PhD 
dissertation, University of Pennsylvania. 

 
1986 Interaction between the Maya and Non-Maya Along the Late Classic 
Southeast Maya Periphery: The View from the Lower Motagua Valley, 
Guatemala. In The Southeast Maya Periphery, edited by P. Urban and E. 
Schortman, pp. 114-137. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Schortman, Edward and Seiichi Nakamura 

1991 A Crisis of Identity: Late Classic Competition and Interaction on the 
Southeast Maya Periphery. Latin American Antiquity 2(4):311-336. 

 
Schortman, Edward and Patricia Urban 

1992 Resources, Power, and Interregional Interaction. Plenum Press, New 
York. 

 
1996 Actions at a Distance, Impacts at Home: Prestige Good Theory and a 
Precolumbian Polity in Southeastern Mesoamerica. In Precolumbian World 
Systems, edited by P. Peregrine and G. Feinman, pp. 97-114. Prehistory Press, 
Madison, WI. 

 
Scott, Ann M. and James E. Brady 

2005 Human Remains in Lowland Maya Caves. In Stone Houses and Earth 
Lords: Maya Religion in the Cave Context, edited by K. M. Prufer and J. E. 
Brady, pp. 263-284. University Press of Colorado, Boulder. 

 
Scott, John F. 
 1978 Potbellies and Fat Gods. Journal of New World Archaeology 7(2/3):25-36. 
 
Seler, Eduard 

1901 Die alten Ansiedelungen von Chacula, im Distrikte Nenton des 
Departemente Huehuetenango der Republik Guatemala, Berlin. 

 
1917 Die Ruinen con Uxmal. Kgl. Preuss. Akademie der Wissenschaften. Phil-
Hist. Klass, No. 3, Berlin. 

 



 518 

2003 [1901] The Ancient Settlements of Chacula in the Nenton District of the 
Department of Huehuetenango, Republic of Guatemala (English Translation of 
original by John M. Weeks). Labyrinthos, Lancaster, CA. 

 
Sharer, Robert J. and Loa P. Traxler 
 2006 The Ancient Maya. 6th ed. Stanford University Press, Stanford, California. 
 
Shook, Edwin M. 

1956 An Archaeological Reconaissance in Chiapas, Mexico. In Papers of the 
New World Archaeological Foundation 1, pp. 20-37. Brigham Young University, 
Orinda. 

 
Slater, Donald A. 

2011 Power Materialized: The Dart-Thrower as a Pan-Mesoamerican Status 
Marker. Ancient Mesoamerica 22:371-388. 

 
Smith, A. Ledyard 

1950 Uaxactun, Guatemala: Excavations of 1931-1937. Carnegie Institution of 
Washington Publication 588. Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washington, 
DC. 

 
Smith, A. Ledyard and A.V. Kidder 

1951 Excavations at Nebaj, Guatemala. Vol. 594. Carnegie Institution of 
Washington, Washington, DC. 

 
Spinden, Herbert Joseph 

1975 [1913] A Study of Maya Art, its subject matter and historical development. 
Dover Publications, New York. 

 
Stark, Miriam T 

1998 Technical Choices and Social Boundaries in Material Culture Patterning: 
An Introduction. In The Archaeology of Social Boundaries, edited by M. T. Stark, 
pp. 1-11. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, DC. 

 
Stephens, John L. and Frederick Catherwood 

1841 Incidents of travel in Central America, Chiapas and Yucatan. 2 vols. 
Dover, New York. 

 
Stirling, Matthew W. 

1943 Stone Monuments of Southern Mexico. Smithsonian Institution, Bureau of 
American Ethnology, Bulletin 138, Washington, D.C. 

 
Stone, Andrea 



 519 

1989 Disconnection, Foreign Insignia, and Political Expansion: Teotihuacan 
and the Warrior Stelae of Piedras Negras. In Mesoamerica After the Decline of 
Teotihuacan, AD 700-900, edited by R. A. Diehl and J. C. Berlo, pp. 153-172. 
Dumbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C. 

 
Stone, Andrea Joyce 

1995 Images from the Underworld: Naj Tunich and the Tradition of Maya Cave 
Painting. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Stone, Andrea and Marc Zender 

2011 Reading Maya Art: A Hieroglyphic Guide to Ancient Maya Painting and 
Sculpture. Thames & Hudson, New York. 

 
Stuart, David 

1984 Royal Auto-Sacrifice Among the Maya: A Study of Image and Meaning. 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 7/8:6-20. 

 
1985 The Count of Captives Epithet in Classic Maya Writing. In Fifth Palenque 
Round Table, 1983, edited by V. M. Fields and M. G. Robertson, pp. 97-101. Pre-
Columbian Art Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
1987 Ten Phonetic Syllables. Research Reports on Ancient Maya Writing, No. 
10. Center for Maya Research, Washington, DC. 

 
1995 A Study of Maya Inscriptions. PhD Dissertation, Anthropology, 
Vanderbilt University, Nashville. 

 
1996 Kings of Stone: A Consideration of Stelae in Ancient Maya Ritual and 
Representation. RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics No. 29/30:148-171. 

 
1997 The Hills Are Alive: Sacred Mountains in the Maya Cosmos. Symbols 
Spring:13-17. 

 
1998 "The Fire Enters His House": Architecture and Ritual in Classic Maya 
Texts. In Function and Meaning in Classic Maya Architecture, edited by S. D. 
Houston. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, D.C. 

 
2003 Longer Live the King: the Questionable Demise of K'inich K'an Joy 
Chitam of Palenque. PARI Journal 4(1):1-4. 

 
2005a Glyphs on Pots: Decoding Classic Maya Ceramics. Proceedings of the 
Sourcebook for the 2005 Maya Meetings. University of Texas at Austin, Austin, 
TX. 



 520 

 
2005b The Inscriptions from Temple XIX at Palenque: A Commentary. Pre-
Columbian Art Research Institute, San Francisco. 

 
2006 Vulture Hill: The Place Name of Bonampak. Texas Notes (December 
2006). 

 
2010 Shining Stones: Observations on the Ritual Meaning of Early Maya 
Stelae. In The Place of Stone Monuments: Context, Use, and Meaning in 
Mesoamerica's Preclassic Transition, edited by J. Guernsey, J. E. Clark and B. 
Arroyo, pp. 283-297. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 
Washington, D.C. 

 
2011 The Order of Days: Unlocking the Secrets of the Ancient Maya. Harmony 
Books, New York. 

 
2011a New Captive Sculptures from Tonina. In Maya Decipherment: Ideas on 
Ancient Maya Writing and Iconography. vol. 2013. 

 
2011b An Update on the Tonina Captives. In Maya Decipherment: Ideas on 
Ancient Maya Writing and Iconography. 

 
2012 The Name of Paper: The Mythology of Crowning and Royal 
Nomenclature on Palenque's Palace Tablet. In Maya Archaeology 2, edited by C. 
Golden, S. D. Houston and J. Skidmore, pp. 116-142. Precolumbia Mesoweb 
Press, San Francisco. 

 
2012a Designed Texts: A Look at the Visual Display of Classic Maya Literary 
Structures. Paper presented at the 2012 Maya Meetings Symposium: Beyond 
Glyphs: Ancient Maya Inscription as Literature, Antigua, Guatemala. 

 
2012b Maya Spooks. In Maya Decipherment: Ideas on Ancient Maya Writing 
and Iconography. vol. 2014. 

 
Stuart, David and Ian Graham 

2003 Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscriptions, Vol. 9, Part 1: Piedras 
Negras. Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 
Cambridge, MA. 

 
Stuart, David and Daniel Law 

2010 Testimony, Oration, and Dynastic Memory in the Monuments of Copan. 
Paper presented at the 15th European Maya Conference, Madrid, Spain. 

 



 521 

Stuart, David and George Stuart 
 2008 Palenque: Eternal City of the Maya. Thames & Hudson, New York. 
 
Suhler, Charles K., David A. Freidel and Traci Ardren 

1998 Northern Maya Architecture, Ritual, and Cosmology. In Anatomía de una 
civilización: Aproximaciones interdisciplinarias a la cultura maya, edited by A. 
Ciudad Ruiz et. al, pp. 253-273. Publicaciones de la S.E.E.M. 4. Sociedad 
Española de Estudios Mayas, Madrid. 

 
Taladoire, Eric and Benoit Colsenet 

1991 "Bois ton Sang, Beaumanoir": The Political and Conflictual Aspects of the 
Ballgame in the Northern Chiapas Area. In The Mesoamerican Ballgame, edited 
by V. L. Scarborough and D. R. Wilcox, pp. 161-174. University of Arizona 
Press, Tucson. 

 
Tate, Carolyn E. 

1980 Maya Cauac Monster: Formal Development and Dynastic Implications. 
MA Thesis, Department of Art and Art History, University of Texas at Austin, 
Austin. 

 
1991 The Period-Ending Stelae of Yaxchilan. In Sixth Palenque Round Table, 
edited by M. G. Robertson and V. M. Fields, pp. 102-109. University of 
Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

 
1992 Yaxchilan: The Design of a Maya Ceremonial City. University of Texas 
Press, Austin. 

 
Taube, Karl A. 

1988 A Study of Classic Maya Scaffold Sacrifice. In Maya Iconography, edited 
by E. P. Benson and G. G. Griffin, pp. 331-351. Princeton University Press, 
Princeton. 

 
1992 The Temple of Quetzalcoatl and the Cult of Sacred War at Teotihuacan. 
RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics 21(Spring):53-87. 

 
1992a The Major Gods of Ancient Yucatan. Dumbarton Oaks Pre-Columbian Art 
and Archaeology Studies Series. Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and 
Collection, Washington, DC. 

 
1999 The Iconography of Toltec Period Chichen Itza. In Hidden Among the 
Hills: Maya Archaeology of the Northwest Yucatan Peninsula edited by H. J. 
Prem, pp. 212-246. Acta Mesoamerica 7. Verlag Anton Saurwein, Markt 
Schwaben, Germany. 



 522 

 
Taube, Karl A. and Marc Zender 

2009 American Gladiators: Ritual Boxing in Ancient Mesoamerica. In Blood 
and Beauty: Organized Violence in the Art and Archaeology of Mesoamerica and 
Central America, edited by H. Orr and R. Koontz, pp. 161-220. Cotsen Institute 
of Archaeology Press, Los Angeles. 

 
Taylor, Dicey 

1978 The Cauac Monster. In Tercera Mesa Redonda de Palenque, edited by M. 
G. Robertson and D. C. Jeffers, pp. 79-89. Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, 
Palenque, Chiapas, Mexico. 

 
Tedlock, Barbara 

1982 Time and the Highland Maya. University of New Mexico Press, 
Albuquerque. 

 
Tejada, Mario, John E. Clark and Beatriz Balcárcel 

1999 Exploraciones Arqueológicas de la cuenca superior del Río Grijalva en 
Huehuetenango, Guatemala. In XIII Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas 
en Guatemala, edited by H. L. Escobedo. Asociación Tikal, Guatemala City. 

 
Tejada, Mario and Ronald W. Lowe 

1993 El Monumento 1 de Ocozocoautla. In Segundo y Tercer Foro de 
Arqueología de Chiapas, pp. 88-115. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, Tuxtla 
Gutierrez, Mexico. 

 
Tejeda, Antonio 

1947 Drawings of Tajumulco Sculptures. Notes on Middle American 
Archaeology and Ethnology 77. Carnegie Institution of Washington, Division of 
Historical Research, Washington, DC. 

 
Thompson, J. Eric S. 

1937 A New Method of Deciphering Yucatecan Dates with Special Reference to 
Chichen Itza. Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washington. 

 
1939 The Moon Goddess in Middle America with Notes on Related Deities. In 
Contributions to American Anthropology and History 5 (29), pp. 121-173. 
Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washington, DC. 

 
1948 Archaeological Reconaissance in the Cotzumalhuapa Region, Escuintla, 
Guatemala. Contributions to American Anthropology and History, v. IX, Pub. 
574. Carnegie Institution of Washington, Washington, DC. 

 



 523 

1954 The Rise and Fall of Maya Civilization. University of Okalahoma Press, 
Norman. 

 
1960 Maya Hieroglyphic Writing: An Introduction. University of Oklahoma 
Press, Norman. 

 
1975 Introduction. In The Hill Caves of Yucatan, edited by H. C. Mercer, pp. 
vii-xliv. University of Oklahoma Press, Norman. 

 
Tiesler, Vera 

2005 What can the Bones Really Tell Us? The Study of Human Skeletal 
Remains from Cenotes. In Stone Houses and Earth Lords: Maya Religion in the 
Cave Context, edited by K. M. Prufer and J. E. Brady, pp. 341-364. University of 
Colorado Press, Boulder. 

 
Tilley, Christopher 

2004 The Materiality of Stone: Explorations in Landscape Phenomenology. 
Oxford, Berg Publishers. 

 
Tovalín Ahumada, Alejandro, Peter L. Mathews, Armando Anaya Hernández and Adolfo 
Velázquez de León 

1998 Estela 1 o de El Rey del sitio de Dos Caobas, Chiapas. Arqueología 20:79-
96. 

 
Tozzer, Alfred M. 

1957 Chichen Itza and its Cenote of Sacrifice: a comparative study of 
contemporaneous Maya and Toltec. 2 vols. Peabody Museum, Cambridge. 

 
Turner, Victor W. 
 1967 The Forest of Symbols. Cornell University Press, Ithaca, NY. 
 
Urban, Patricia and Edward Schortman 

1988 The Southeastern Zone viewed from the East: Lower Motagua-Naco 
Valleys. In The Southeast Classic Maya Zone, edited by E. H. Boone and G. 
Willey, pp. 223-267. Dumbarton Oaks Washington, DC. 

 
Villa Rojas, Alfonso 

1969 The Tzeltal. In Handbook of Middle American Indians: Vol. 7. Ethnology, 
edited by E. Z. Vogt, pp. 195-225. University of Texas Press, Austin. 

 
Villacorta C., Antonio and Carlos Villacorta 
 1927 Arqueología Guatemalteca. Tipografía Nacional, Guatemala City. 
 



 524 

Vogt, Evon Z. 
1964 Ancient Maya Concepts in Contemporary Zinacantan Religion. In 6th 
Congres International des Sciences Antropologiques, pp. 497-502. vol. August 
1960, Vol. 2. Musee de l'Homme, Paris. 

 
1969 Zinacantan: A Maya Community in the Highlands of Chiapas. Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, Cambridge. 

 
1981 Some Aspects of the Sacred Geography of Highland Chiapas. In 
Mesoamerican Sites and World-Views, edited by E. P. Benson, pp. 119-142. 
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, Washington, D.C. 

 
Vogt, Evon Z. and David Stuart 

2005 Some Notes on Ritual Caves among the Ancient and Modern Maya. In In 
the Maw of the Earth Monster. 

 
Watanabe, John M. 

1990 From Saints to Shibboleths: Image, Structure, and Identity in Maya 
Religious Syncretism. American Ethnologist 17(1):131-150. 

 
Wauchope, Robert 

1970 Protohistoric Pottery of the Guatemalan Highlands. In Papers of the 
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, pp. 89-243. vol. 61. Harvard 
University, Cambridge, MA. 

 
Webb, Malcolm 

1978 The Significance of the "Epiclassic" Period in Mesoamerican Prehistory. 
In Cultural Continuity in Mesoamerica, edited by D. Browman, pp. 155-178. The 
Hague, Mouton. 

 
Weiant, Clarence W. 
 1954 Digging in Chiapas. The Explorers Journal 32(4):30-36. 
 
Weiss-Krejci, Estella 

2006 Identifying Ethnic Affiliation in the Maya Mortuary Record. In Maya 
Ethnicity: The Construction of Ethnic Identity from Preclassic to Modern Times, 
edited by F. Sachse, pp. 47-60. Acta Mesoamericana v. 19. Verlag Anton 
Saurwein, Markt Schwaben. 

 
Whittington, Michael (editor)  

2001 The Sport of Life and Death: The Mesoamerican Ballgame. Thames and 
Hudson, London. 

 



 525 

Wiessner, Polly 
1983 Style and Social Information in Kalahari San Projectile Points. American 
Antiquity 48(2):253-276. 

 
1985 Style or Isochrestic Variation? A Reply to Sackett. American Antiquity 
50:160-166. 

 
Willey, Gordon R., Gordon F. Ekholm and Rene F. Millon 

1964 The Patterns of Farming Life and Civilization. In Handbook of Middle 
American Indians 1, edited by R. C. West, pp. 446-498. 

 
Wilson, Thomas M. and Hastings Donnan (editors) 
 2012 A Companion to Border Studies. Blackwell Publishing, Malden, MA. 
 
Winter, Irene J. 

1981 Royal rhetoric and the development of historical narrative in Neo-
Assyrian reliefs. Studies in Visual Communication 7:2-38. 

 
1998 The Affective Properties of Styles: An Inquiry into Analytical Process and 
the Inscription of Meaning in Art History. In Picturing Science, Producing Art, 
edited by C. A. Jones and P. Galison. Routledge, New York, London. 

 
Wobst, H. Martin 

1977 Stylistic Behavior and Information Exchange. In Papers for the Director: 
Research Essays in Honor of James S. Griffin, edited by C. Cleland, pp. 317-342. 
Anthropological Papers, 61. University of Michigan Museum of Anthropology, 
Ann Arbor. 

 
Wölfflin, Heinrich 

1950 Principles of art history: the problem of the development of style in later 
art. Dover, New York. 

 
Woodbury, Richard B. and Aubrey S. Trik 

1953 The Ruins of Zaculeu, Guatemala. 2 vols. United Fruit Company, New 
York. 

 
Wright, Mark Alan 

2011 A Study of Classic Maya Rulership. PhD Dissertation, Department of 
Anthropology, University of California, Riverside, Riverside. 

 
Yadeun Angulo, Juan 
 1992 Toniná. El Equilibrista, Turner Libros, Mexico City, Madrid. 
 



 526 

1993 Toniná: El Laberinto del Inframundo. Gobierno del Estado de Chiapas, 
Mexico City. 

 
2011 K'inich Baak Nal Chaak (Resplendeciente Señor de la Lluvia y el 
Inframundo). Arqueología Mexicana vol. XIX, num. 110:52+57. 

 
Zapata, Claudia 

2009 Calakmul Women. MA Thesis, Department of Art and Art History, 
University of Texas, Austin, TX. 

 
Zender, Marc 

2005 The Dos Caobas Stelae. In Mesoweb Reports and News. Last accessed 
May 1, 2015 at http://www.mesoweb.com/monuments/Dos_Caobas.html.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 527 

Vita 

Caitlin Cargile Earley was born in Washington, DC. She graduated from West 

Potomac High School in Alexandria, Virginia in 1999. In 2003, she graduated Cum 

Laude from Williams College with a degree in English. After graduation, she worked as 

an Editorial Assistant at Sterling Publishing and at Little, Brown and Company in New 

York. In 2006, after a summer excavating in Ecuador with the Pambamarca 

Archaeological Project, Caitlin entered graduate school in the Department of Art and Art 

History at the University of Texas at Austin. She earned her Master of Arts in art history 

in 2008, with a focus on Pre-Columbian art; her thesis examined the sculptures of Chiapa 

de Corzo, a Preclassic Mesoamerican center. In August of 2008, Caitlin entered the PhD 

program in the Department of Art and Art History at the University of Texas at Austin to 

pursue her doctorate.  

 

 

Permanent email address: cearley@gmail.com  

This dissertation was typed by the author. 

 

 
 
 
 


