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El ojo piensa, The eye thinks,
el pensamiento ve, the thought sees,
la mirada toca, the gaze touches,
las palabras arden . . . the words burn . . .

ctavio Paz dedicated this verse to the photographer Manuel Alvarez

Bravo (Paz 1991:393). A poet thus found power in words to praise the

captor of raw, vital images. For many years we have been fascinated, as
archaeologists, by whether the dead can truly speak to us, the dead who
fathered and mothered people far distant from our own roots in Europe and
North America. Can the eye that scans images and texts today find past
thought; can it see and touch as others did; is there still within reach the ardor,
joy, and despair of departed life? Hence the subtitle of this volume: “Body,
Being, and Experience among the Classic Maya.” The main title, too, comes in
part from Paz, who spoke of his own bones as the repository of memory and
inextinguishable desire. More than most poets, he discovered the words to
express loss and eternal return.

The Classic Maya, who lived within distinct societies conjoined by many
beliefs and practices, left many tracks, many bones. Through those vestiges, they
can return, or so we assert. From about AD 250 to 850, the Classic Maya of
southeastern Mexico and northern Central America created many thousands of
glyphic texts and rich, codified images that, with careful study, reveal unsuspect-
ed clues to body concepts and to the nature of what the Maya regarded as life
and experience. For some scholars, approaching such matters is laden with
methodological obstacles. Here are the problems. (1) Using evidence from his-
toric or ethnographic Maya: These people utterly differ from those of the Classic
period. They are too altered by change to reveal patterns of centuries before. (2)
Using what Classic elites say: Such statements, whether in text or imagery, are
mere (mis)representations and self-serving bombast, disconnected from every-
day life and even from what the elites themselves believed. (3) Using informa-
tion, past and present, from other parvts of Mexico and novthern Central America:
Context disappears and, through such evidence, tangible differences blur in
tavor of consistent similarity. This creates artificial designs that exist only in the
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minds of interpreters. (4) Using comparative
anthropology: Humans are made radically different
and incommensurable by culture and history. (5)
Using data from one Maya site to explain another:
All sites possess divergent local meanings attached
to text and imagery. There should not be an
assumption that icons at different sites refer to the
same things. (6) Using glyphs and imagery at all:
Recent research rests on weak foundations. There
are no standards of proof or disproof, no real
means of testing proposals.

All of these claims are both true and false.
Comparisons 4o require considerable thought and
marshaling of evidence; arguments need to be care-
fully assembled; comparisons between sites need to
establish clearly that they draw on the same con-
cepts, something to be discerned from consistent
patterns of use; ideas and ways of framing and
showing them modulate historically; the systematic
images and texts left to us (many more remain to
be found) exist as culturally encoded representa-
tions, not direct pathways into the brain. An elusive
scent, sweet and intense, or the spasm of desolate
fear—these have disappeared forever, as scattered
feelings and sprays of pheromones. We cannot
savor a Maya version of Marcel Proust’s madeleine.
But, at the same time, the claims are false, systemi-
cally so. A priori statements about what can and
cannot be done deserve considerable suspicion,
based on past experience in scholarship. At core, a
claim is eternally ad hoc. It is only as valid as its
intrinsic worth. Does it gather enough evidence; is
that evidence consistent; are counterclaims, if they
exist, successfully refuted; do successive arguments
integrate past results in mutually confirming ways?

A final problem, indulging in “grand narra-
tives” that attribute mentalities or attitudes to cer-
tain periods and not to others, has been noted in
historical scholarship, particularly by those who
criticize the tendency to see “the Middle Ages . . .
as a convenient foil for modernity” (Rosenwein
2002:828). One such narrative would be the grow-
ing restriction and control of emotions in the his-
tory of the West: from the Middle Ages, a time of
childlike and public, even fierce emotion, arose a
later emotional regime of “self-discipline, control,
and suppression” (Rosenwein 2002:827), an idea
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that came to the fore in the work of the historical
sociologists Lucien Febvre and Norbert Elias
(Burguicre 1982:435). As academic reconstruc-
tions, grand narratives or claims for widespread
meaning can seem schematic or glib. The same can
be said more broadly for any attempt to understand
the history of mentalités, an enterprise that focuses
on joint representations and the assertion of consis-
tent, underlying logic (Burgui¢re 1982:436; cf.
Kobialka 2003:2, 6, 38). Yet these formulations are
not always wrong either. Conventional attitudes
clearly exist in most parts of the world, and at dif-
ferent times, in varying configurations. Our book
builds on the conviction that conventionalized rep-
resentations expressed conventionalized ideas
among the Classic Maya.

Focusing on the body is necessary. In the first
place, it is part of a cross-disciplinary dialogue of
exhilarating scope and, at times, insight (Abbott
1999; Barasch 2001; Braziel and LeBesco 2001;
Classen 1993b; Counihan 1999; Falk 1994,
Friedman 2001; Shilling 1993; Yalom 1997). The
topic is also, to us, a central means of organizing
hitherto unintegrated evidence about the Classic
Maya, and the very theme that makes Maya
imagery of the time so innately appealing: it corre-
sponds to our own rooting in Greco-Roman natu-
ralism and the bodily preoccupations of that tradi-
tion (Khristaan Villela, personal communication,
2003). Finally, the body is unavoidable. Without
bodies, there would be no Classic Maya, no us to
interpret these ancient peoples. The body is for that
very reason a shared legacy, inherited from long
before Beringia. It allows a fundamental reach
toward empathy and an entrée into past experience.

Our approach is inspired by Alfredo Lépez
Austin’s Cuerpo bumano ¢ ideologin: Las concep-
ciones de los antiguos nabuas (1980), a pioneering
study of Nahuatl body concepts, now also in
English (1988). This work, so good that it arouses
both admiration and envy, provides insights almost
too numerous to mention, including ideas about
the intersection of body and cosmos, being, spirit,
and vitality. Another inspiration is Jill Furst’s
Natural History of the Soul in Ancient Mexico
(1995). Furst’s book, which follows Edward
Tylor’s view that religions arise to explain natural
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phenomena (Houston 1997), fits comfortably
within other “naturalist” models of human reli-
gious sentiment (Boyer 2001; Guthrie 1995) and
dazzles the reader with audacious and lively exposi-
tion. A volume by Constance Classen (1993a) that
explores the relation between Inka body concepts
and cosmos was equally stimulating, if not exactly
the model followed here.

The content, network, and texture of body
concepts among the Classic Maya form the subject
of this book. We believe such ideas can be studied
according to the “realist” program of research: that
is, there can be progress as determined by data,
there is inherent, recoverable structure in the
world, and, once achieved, findings prove relative-
ly stable (Hacking 1999:33, 68-92). Take, for
instance, our use of later lexical sources, often at
the beginning of each chapter. The historical con-
nections between Mayan languages explain in large
measure why there is coherence between glosses.
The greater the consistency, the better the chance
that meanings go back in time, to the Classic Maya
and before. The finding that the majority of
inscriptions record some version of the Ch’olti’an
branch (Houston et al. 2000) of Mayan languages
makes this task easier by suggesting a scale of relia-
bility that radiates outward. If a gloss occurs in
Ch’olti’ or Ch’orti’, the more likely it is to be rele-
vant and to carry the same meaning back to the
Classic period. And, despite their semantic treas-
ures and sheer abundance, the sources in Yukatek
Mayan must be seen to lie farther away in rele-
vance, as do those from highland languages, which
are often widely divergent from what is seen in low-
land hieroglyphs. (Highland hieroglyphs number
in the handful and are of uncertain linguistic affili-
ation.) Conversely, an isolated gloss without clear
cognates constitutes weak evidence. There is also a
hierarchy of proof. Independent lines of informa-
tion that converge to shared shadings of meaning
indicate that an argument is sound. Information
coming only from general, comparative sources
(i.e., “what humans are like”) defer to multiple
Mesoamerican sources, and Mesoamerican sources
to Maya ones. There is no foolproof method, only
reasoned argument and serendipitous insight.
Morecover, the notion that Classic data must take

primacy is one we endorse, for that time and its
remains continue to be our destination. We think it
mistaken, however, to suggest that later evidence
must be ignored at some early stage of interpreta-
tion or that Colonial information can only be
adduced at the end of an argument because “a his-
toricized reading . . . [must proceed] from the ear-
lier state to the later” (R. Joyce 2000b:281). That
is not how most of us come to know the Maya
through the key portals of, say, Bishop Diego de
Landa’s Relacion. Those later clusters of meaning,
often more clearly stated than clues from the
Classic, allow us to frame hypotheses and hone par-
ticular lines of reasoning, which can then be evalu-
ated against the earlier sources at no jeopardy to
strength of argument.

Broader intellectual models for our book are
not hard to find. One could argue that the only
valid approach to ancient experience is replication.
How is one to understand the flintknapper without
taking hammerstone to nodule? Or, as in Maya
heart extraction, without using flint or obsidian on
cadavers (Robicsek and Hales 1984 )? For us, Maya
cities are, from an olfactory perspective, best imag-
ined by walking through a market in Tabasco,
Mexico, on a hot day, the reek and rotting inter-
spersed with smoke, shouts, clucks, food smells,
music, song, and squeals: Maya cities were cooked
by the same sun and swept clean by comparable
sheets of rain. The frequent display in Classic art of
nobles sniffing flowers may have been part of a new
olfactory regime during the Late Classic period (ca.
AD 600-850), perhaps in response to heightened
smells in increasingly congested settlements (see
Corbin 1986:72-77, for the shift from musk to
vegetal perfumes in ancien-régime France).
Acoustical properties of Maya buildings, and
attempting to understand them as elaborate sound-
ing boards, are not yet on our collective research
agenda, although they should be (see A. Watson
and Keating 1999). Isolated, unpublished studies
of Pre-Columbian instruments in Guatemala have
simulated the complex, concurrent tonalities of
Maya flutes, whistles, and other sound-making
devices. It is likely that some of those instruments,
such as a peculiar device for reproducing jaguar
calls (Schele and Mathews 1998:pl. 11), have now



disappeared or nearly so, much as the bagpipe,
once common throughout Europe, now exists only
on the Celtic margins of Scotland, Ireland, and
Galicia.

Also of great value are comparative studies of
the body in a variety of cultural settings, including
an insightful but relatively brief work, published
after this manuscript was prepared, by Lynn
Meskell and Rosemary Joyce (2003; see also a
recent doctoral thesis by Pamela Geller [2004]).
The benefit of such analyses is that they stimulate
thoughts from unexpected directions. This volume
strives for an aesthetic and analytical balance
between theory and information. The relevant lit-
erature on body theory belongs to two categories:
one that approaches the body in general and anoth-
er that studies kingly bodies, of the sort commonly
depicted by the Classic Maya.

BODY THEORY

or the purposes of this discussion, the human

body has four principal properties. Most impor-
tantly, it is an organism. It also thinks and acts
(Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987:7), defines itself
through social existence and interaction, and dis-
plays attributes that inform the way we compre-
hend other matters. The body performs a pivotal
role in human existence precisely because of these
properties, which merge physicality and concept,
image and action. The body is the right place to
look at the connection between naturalism, which
stresses physical features, and constructionism,
which looks at self-concepts and collective ones
(M. Weiss 2002:11). Such properties help us
understand a// bodies, whether royal or nonroyal.
They deserve separate treatment.

The first two properties are, respectively, phe-
nomenological, having to do with the experience of
life, and interactional, concerning the body in soci-
ety. The body literally makes action and thought
possible through physical motion and the firing of
synapses. Scholars may refer to disembodied, gen-
eralized entities like “society,” “culture,” or
“state,” sometimes imputing intention and agency
to them. But it is the body, and the body alone,
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that truly hosts intellection and enables humans to
act. More deeply still, the body combines sensa-
tion, cognition, meaning, and identity. Jacques
Lacan would have us believe that this combination
occurs when the body and its mind assemble a self-
image from countless tactile and kinesthetic experi-
ences. By looking at other beings, by internalizing
a “specular image” of other people, the body dis-
tills such encounters into a conception of itself as a
complete entity, a body with boundaries and a min-
imal set of features (Grosz 1995:86; Lacan
1977:19). In this, Lacan follows far clearer writers,
such as George Herbert Mead, who believed “[we]
must be others if we are to be ourselves . . . [so that
a]ny self'is a social self] , although] it is restricted to
the group whose roles it assumes” (1964:292; see
also Cooley 1964 and his concept of the “looking-
glass self”). As a concept and as a physical thing,
the body can only be understood in relation to
other bodies, a point particularly relevant to royal-
ty. At the same time, the body is always confronted
with the problem of being different, since it mani-
festly fails to conform fully to collectively held ideal
shapes and behaviors (Falk 1994:137).

Still, assertions about “complete beings”
deserve some caution, since they presuppose a
gestalt model of human identity. Recent studies
suggest strongly that, within a person, there can
cohabit multiple “narrative selves” that “constitute
the subject of the person’s experience at some point
in time” (Lock 1993:146; see also Young 1990).
Leaving to the side the problem of how such selves
articulate with one another—can it only be because
of a shared body’—there are parallels in Pre-
Columbian data. In the formal rhetoric of Maya
inscriptions, distinct “narrative selves,” usually
linked to mythic identities and their tropes, can be
attached to the person of Maya lords through
dance (inspiriting action) and ritual impersonation
(inspiriting ornament; Houston and D. Stuart
1996:3006).

Along with body images come notions of space
and time, either with respect to individuals—the
“egocentric” frame of reference that situates the
individual as a participant—or to an “absolute”
view that involves the mind as a kind of “disengaged
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theorist” viewing space and time comprehensive-
ly, without individual vantage point (J. Campbell
1994:5-6; a close parallel is that of the body as feel-
ing subject and object to be seen and manipulated
[Falk 1994:2; Merleau-Ponty 1964]). Egocentric
space exists in relation to parts of the body, right,
left, up, down. The body as an active force resides
in the center. In contrast, absolute space corre-
sponds to coordinates that have no central point.
So, too, with time. A body moving through time
senses the potential of the future and retains mem-
ory of the past. Yet, according to one phenomeno-
logical interpretation, it can be said to exist only in
its present phase of existence, shuttling from expe-
rience to experience (Luckmann 1991:154). The
body is never static; it is always in the process of
becoming and doing (Shilling 1993); indeed, this is
the very problem of going from static images, as are
scrutinized in this book, to any authentic sense of
passing experience and the body as it develops con-
tinuously through time. That same body, however,
also exists within absolute time, time without end,
time that does not depend on individual experi-
ence. Patently, space and time are causally connect-
ed. A self-conscious human relies on them to act or
perform as an agent, since the full use of instru-
ments to achieve desired ends requires spatial sense
as well as temporal calculation (J. Campbell
1994:38-41). The example of the royal body
accentuates egocentric and absolute perspectives. A
prime mover of social action and a privileged recep-
tor of perception, the royal body also serves con-
ceptually as a central axis of cosmic order.

Another element of embodiment is that shared
images of the body permit our very existence as
social beings. Through the medium of the body,
philosophical subjects (our conscious selves) relate
to objects (all that is external to those selves), an
existential task of the body emphasized by both
Lacan and Mead. A result of this interaction is that
the body learns that it is not alone, that it coexists,
not with projected phantasms of the mind, but
with fellow subjects that are equally capable of
thought and activity. The result is a capacity to
live in human society (Holbrook 1988:121-122).
The body image permits us to confide in “a stable

external world and a coherent sense of self-
identity” (Giddens 1991:51) and to synchronize
our experiences and actions with those of other
bodies (Luckmann 1991:156).

The body is central in another way, too. It pos-
sesses attributes that form a natural, forceful, and
readily structured model for categorizing other
aspects of the world. As such, the body, its symme-
tries, and its asymmetries are, in Robert Hertz’s
words, “the essential articles of our intellectual
equipment” (Hertz 1973:21; see also Coren
1993). Indeed, the body as experiential filter
unavoidably imprints its properties on the world
around it. At once physical entity and cognized
image, the body endlessly generates metaphors for
ordering thoughts and actions about everything
from society to morality, buildings to geography,
often linking body space with cosmic and social
space (Bourdieu 1990:77; Eliade 1959:168,
172-173; Flynn 1998:46; Lock 1993:135). To
some, it is doubtful that the body can truly exist in
a “natural” or preconceptual state. After all, it is the
mind that necessarily organizes perception of the
body (Lock 1993:136). Mark Johnson would put
this differently. The meanings of the body arise
from the experience of physical acts; abstract con-
cepts (such as institutions or morality) acquire
meaning by being likened to recurrent physical
actions or entities (Johnson 1987:98). This
metaphorical structuring allows us to comprehend
experience. Nonetheless, the use of terms like
metaphor may be misleading. Conceptually, things
presumed to be similar may share essences: that is,
they do not so much resemble, as form part of]
each other (Scheper-Hughes and Lock
1987:20-21). Such beliefs closely recall doctrines
of monism that acknowledge only one principle or
being and that discount Cartesian dualisms
between mind and matter.

The body is also a vehicle for meaningful ges-
ture, movement, and ornament. Marcel Mauss
noted that “the body is the first and most natural
instrument of humanity” (1950:372). What inter-
ested Mauss were not so much internal images as
the “techniques of the body,” how the body was
manipulated according to age, sex, prestige, and



form of activity. In Mauss’s personal experience,
these “techniques” varied by society and changed
dramatically through time. The body has a “histo-
ry”; it is not so much “a constant amidst flux but

. . an epitome of that flux” (Csordas 1994:2; see
also Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982:128-129). Body
practices, which Mauss included within his notion
of “habitus,” were acquired socially as repetitious
acts, often learned from childhood, and under the
authority of prestigious individuals whose example
others tended to follow (Mauss 1950:368-369).
Through habitus, the body became a workable par-
adox, functioning as “tool, agent, and object”
(Csordas 1994:5). Michel Foucault developed sim-
ilar ideas, albeit within a history of Western prisons,
by showing how bodies undergo “surveillance”
from more powerful bodies that, in Foucault’s
words, “invest it, train it, torture it, force it to carry
out tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs”
(1995:25; see also Bourdieu 1990:54-56; Gell
1993:3-4). Foucault’s views, however, have a ten-
dency to reduce all interaction to an elastic concept
of “power” that seems largely blind to gender
(Meskell 1996:8-9). They also treat humans like
weirdly passive automata or fleshy but inert pawns
on a chess board.

Mauss focused on movement and interactions
with objects, but one can scarcely avoid another
“technique of the body”: its ornamentation,
whether by dress, paint, tattooing, or physical
deformation. Such surface modifications are focal
because they involve the “social skin,” the “frontier
of the social self” that serves as a “symbolic stage
upon which the drama of socialization is enacted”
(T. Turner 1980:112). Some of these modifications
or body disciplines are more or less permanent or
accretional, others are fleeting and discontinuous,
yet all advertise something that a particular body
wishes to communicate (R. Joyce 1998:157, 159).
The social skin inverts Hertz’s metaphoric exten-
sions by both projecting and receiving signs from
other semantic domains; bodily metaphors help
structure the world, and the world semantically
structures the body. This complex interplay of
meanings results in widespread notions of multiple
bodies (Csordas 1994:5), including social and
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physical bodies (Douglas 1973:93-112); bodies
that experience, that regulate or represent symbols
(Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987:18-23); and
medical and consumer bodies (O’Neill 1985:
91-147), each connected to its own realm of
thought and behavior but linked physically and
compellingly in the flesh. As much signboard as
mirror, the social skin can equally express inner
qualities (Gell 1993:3-31;
Strathern 1979). Its symbolic density makes it cen-
tral to understanding meanings that converge on

the body.

and conditions

ROYAL BODIES

f the body records core concepts of societies, it
must also generate social difference and hierarchy,
whether of the sexes or of unequals within society
(Laqueur 1990:11). The problem of the royal body
assumes primary importance here. What symbolic
domains intersect uniquely in the royal body? What
is its relation to time, space, and action? How do
people establish and mark its singularity? How, in
short, are transcendent beings created out of
human flesh, and “stranger kings” devised out of
kin (Feeley-Harnik 1985:281)? Along with James
Frazer (1959), whose work on divine kings remains
topical it controversial, Ernst Kantorowicz (1957)
showed the way in a study that has influenced his-
torical disciplines as diverse as Egyptology and
Classical studies (L. Bell 1985; Dupont 1989).
According to Kantorowicz, in late Medieval
kingship the royal body conflated the physical pres-
ence with corporate symbols. Although it might
wither and die, the body attained immortality and
ceaseless vitality when conceived as the corporeal
representation of high office (Kantorowicz
1957:23, 506). Such concepts—which in Europe
descended principally, but not solely, from Pauline
concepts of the body of Christ—come to the fore
in rituals and regalia of accession and burial. At
accession, these rituals merged and then, at burial,
disentangled distinct meanings of the body, thus
sustaining the seamless dignity of office in the face
of physical corruption and the disturbance of office
entailed in royal succession; images or immediate
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inheritance ensured that seamless quality (Flynn
1998:17; but see Elizabeth Brown [1981:266],
who questions the supposed unimportance to king-
ship of the interred corpse). The royal spouse
shared in this ritual processing, but incompletely.
Royal couples are necessary for propagation yet
symbolically violate the integrity of the monad that
should, ideally, encompass only the ruler. The
Egyptian and Andean cases bring two royal bodies
together by the expedient of incest, which concen-
trates wealth and regal essence. Incest provides
another mark of distinction. It differentiates royal
practice from that of other people and establishes
parallels with the behavior of gods (Gillespie
1989:52-55).

Of key importance in Medieval mortuary effi-
gies and Roman antecedents were images (ima-
goes) that housed—indeed constituted—the body
incorruptible, to be fed and paid court to as the
successor prepared himself for ritual “estrange-
ment” from other mortals (Dupont 1989:
407-409; Flynn 1998:16-17). Among the Romans,
the rights to such images (ius imaginum) correlat-
ed tightly with claims to nobility (Dupont
1989:410). As we shall see in Chapter 2, such
images abounded in Classic Maya art as well, and
they accorded with pan-Mesoamerican beliefs in
the extension of an individual’s essence to other
images or objects—for example, the royal “skin”
could also wrap over stelae and altars, multiplying
its presence (Chapter 2; Lopez Austin 1997:42).
Body and alter image used clothing and ornament
to create a social skin that marked them uniquely.
As immortal bodies, they neutralized time by
appearing forever fresh and regal, in flagrant disre-
gard of decay. And as bodies of centrality, they
could, as in Southeast Asian models of kingship,
exist at a pivotal place from which a gradient
descends to other beings. They then “giv[e] way at
the periphery to realms of equal but opposite kinds
of power” that exhibit disorder and decentered
excess (Feeley-Harnik 1985:25).

For this reason, spaces distant from the ruler’s
body tend to be morally ambiguous and danger-
ous. The ruler’s space is egocentric, focused on his
body and its perception, and absolute, in that royal

space cannot inherently assign equivalence to other
bodies in the regions it occupies. In kingly models
that center the ruler cosmically, the royal body can
be imagined in two ways: as a central, static point
around which the world revolves; and as a restless,
heroic, and primary force of agency from which
other human activities ripple (Tambiah 1976:
112-113, 118-119). Better than anything else,
these properties exemplify the body as a paradoxi-
cal mixture of tool, agent, and subject.
Conceptually, bodily practices of the ruler take

> which is “reductive

place in “monumental time,’
and generic” and “reduces social experience to col-
lective predictability” (Herzfeld 1991:10; see also
R. Joyce 1998:159). This is simply a fancy way of
saying that activities are formulaic and repeated
from earlier ones—or so traditions allege.
Nonetheless, these practices often originate in
common acts, appropriating the form and logic of
everyday activities, such as bathing, eating, or
planting; these are then modified to the extent that
they attain a different order of meaning among
rulers (Bloch 1985:272). From the pull of the
familiar and its transformation into actions of strik-
ing dissimilarity come the emotional force of these
rituals for all who witness them. They generalize
and exalt the mundane within an idiom shared by
the ruler and the ruled, presenting “complements
and counterfoils to commoner traditions” (Blier
1995:346).

Perhaps the most telling example is the royal
feast, which historians and anthropologists typical-
ly see largely in terms of payment and reciprocity or
studied ostentation (e.g., Murray 1996:19; see also
Chapter 3). Feasts can certainly be seen in such
ways, but the superabundance of food offered to
rulers at Hellenistic, Aztec, and Bourbon courts
captures more of the prodigious appetites expected
of the royal body, which summons foodstuffs that
no mortal could consume at one sitting. The royal
body could also crave, and pretend to satisty, other
pleasures in superhuman quantity, as suggested by
the 450 women in the Ottoman harem just after
the fall of Constantinople (Necipoglu 1991:160).
These patterns remind us that royal bodies function
in a supercharged symbolic realm, culturally and



locally idiosyncratic but essential to understanding
the ruler in time and space.

A BOOK’S BACKBONE

he foregoing suggests that our main goal in

writing this book is to contribute a few lines
toward a general and rather abstract theory of the
body. That is not the case. The question for us is
always (and it is a suitable view in this age of histor-
ical contextualism), how does theory illuminate
what we see in evidence? Is theory—a prestigious
niche within present-day hierarchies of knowl-
edge—truly doing its work? Readers will judge for
themselves. As Gail Weiss points out, there may be
conventional images or notions of “the body,” but
every body is, of course, unique, with multiple self-
images (1999:1-2). Simply put, the body as con-
cept and object is an untidy thing, but the Classic
Maya looked at it in a highly stylized, formulaic
fashion. Even the much-touted attention to detail
in Dutch painting of the seventeenth century is
now understood to pass through similar, distorting
filters (de Vries 1991:221). Our assumption is that
those images from the Classic period channel ideas
about what should be or what is being seen. They
are as composed and carefully selected as the artful
photographs of Manuel Alvarez Bravo. At the same
time, the abundant imagery of the Classic Maya did
not only reflect or stereotype. It provided ample
models for how people should behave. In part,
such models must have been followed. Even the
scrutiny of images would recall and mold memories
of earlier events.

The following chapters are the vertebrae of this
book. They appear in an order that seems logical to
us, yet rely on each other for support. Chapter 1
outlines a cartography of the Maya body, its parts
and meanings as understood from imagery and
texts. Chapter 2 addresses the key question of the
Maya body and its replication in “portraiture.” The
next three chapters, “Ingestion” (Chapter 3),
“Senses” (Chapter 4), and “Emotions” (Chapter
5), consider Classic Maya representations of experi-
ence. Parts of these chapters will find an empathet-
ic response in readers; others will repel and mystify.
Chapter 6 looks at a key component of Maya being
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and experience: that related to war captives and
other sacrificial victims. The meanings of pain and
sexuality find a place here. The final chapters, on
oracular words and masking (Chapters 7 and 8§,
respectively), look at embodied words, often heav-
en sent, and the blurring of bodies by spirit posses-
sion. If the ruler can replicate his body through
“portraiture,” then he (and nobles) can also con-
dense multiple identities into one physical frame. A
final section, an epilogue or a closing exhalation as
it were, summarizes key points, leaving openings,
however, for work to come. The more we toil on
this project, the clearer it becomes that Maya body
concepts are barely probed.

Authorship: much of the prose was written by
Houston during his sabbatical year, with emenda-
tions and suggestions by Stuart and Taube. Ideas
come from all three authors. We believe our skills at
epigraphy and iconography work nicely in unison.
Parts of the book have appeared, often shaped dif-
ferently, in a number of places and conferences or
symposia: Preamble (Houston and Cummins
1998); Chapter 2, “Bodies and Portraits”
(Houston and D. Stuart 1998; D. Stuart 1996);
Chapter 3, “Ingestion” (Houston 2001b); Chapter
4, “Senses” (Houston and Taube 2000); Chapter
5, “Emotions” (Houston 2001a); Chapter 7,
“Words on Wings” (Houston 2001¢); and Chapter
8, “Dance, Music, Masking” (Houston 2002b). All
those published before (Chapters 2, 4, and 5) are
used with permission here, with gratitude to the
editors and presses. Dr. Francesco Pellizzi and his
journal, RES: Anthropology and Aesthetics, along
with the Peabody
Dickerson, manager, permitted publication of a

Museum Press, Donna
heavily reworked version of Chapter 2. Dr. Chris
Scarre of the Cambridge Avchacological Journal did
the same for Chapter 4. Prof. Tom Cummins saw
no objection to our use of some parts of his joint
(the lifted prose was
Houston’s, however). Dr. Peter Rowley-Conwy,
editor of World Awrchaeology, the publisher,
Routledge, and its permissions administrator,

paper with Houston

Sarah Wilkins, granted permission to include
Chapter 5, which first appeared in different form
within the pages of that journal (see also its Web
site, at www.tandf.co.uk). For comments on those
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pieces, and for much other kindness, encourage-
ment, and advice during the preparation of this
manuscript, we thank the following friends and col-
leagues: Elizabeth Boone, Una Canger, Mark
Child, José Miguel Garcia Campillo, Arlen and
Diane Chase, Andrés Ciudad Ruiz, John Clark,
Michael Coe, Connie and Charlie Dayton, Michael
(“Mickey”) Dietler, Héctor Escobedo, Susan
Evans, Gelya Frank, Elizabeth (“Liz”) Graham, lan
Graham, John Hawkins, Ingrid Herbich, Josefa
(“Pepa”) Iglesias Ponce de Ledn, Spence and
Kristin Kirk, Cecelia Klein, Alfonso Lacadena,
Richard Leventhal, Nancy Owen Lewis, Alan
Maca, Patricia McAnany, Lynn Meskell, Mary
Miller, Jesper Nielsen, Johan Normark, Joanne
Pillsbury, Shannon Plank, Jeffrey Quilter, John
Robertson, Marshall Sahlins, Robert (“Bob”)
Sharer, David Webster, Kathy Whittaker, Ken and
Athelia Woolley, and Norm Yoffee. Stouthearted
Allen Christenson, Simon Martin, and Khristaan
Villela read drafts of chapters with much wisdom
and greatly to our benefit. Their deep knowledge
improved all that they read, as did comments from
Patricia McAnany and another, anonymous review-
er for the University of Texas Press. At the Press,
Theresa May was, as ever, a pillar of support, along
with her very capable staft, including Alison Faust
and Leslie Doyle Tingle. Cassandra Mesick, loyal
and helpful graduate student at Brown University,
gave great help in the final preparation of the man-
uscript, a task supported by Houston’s professorial
funds. Oswaldo Chinchilla permitted the use of his
fine drawings of monuments from the piedmont of
Guatemala; other drawings and photographs are
used here with the permission of: Mark Child of
Yale University; Mary Miller and Michael Coe, also
of Yale; Ian Graham and, separately, Marc Zender
of the Peabody Museum at Harvard; Arlen and
Diane Chase of the University of Central Florida;
Justin and Barbara Kerr of Kerr Associates; Sharon
Misdea of the University of Pennsylvania Museum;
William Saturno and Heather Hurst of the San
Bartolo Project and, respectively, the University of
New Hampshire and Yale University; and Tara
Zapp of George Braziller, Inc. John Robertson
(n.d.) supplied us with a version of his exhaustive
scanned database of Mayan dictionaries, including

many gems from the Gates Collection at Brigham
Young University. Without it, our job would have
been much harder.

Those with more technical interests in Mayan
languages should note that we have preserved,
where possible, the original spellings from various
Colonial dictionaries, a practice that respects those
sources. In general, we have avoided the use of
/b’ / for the glottalized bilabial, preferring /b/ in
all cases: John Robertson convinces us that the /°/,
an inevitable component of /b/, does not need an
extra, noncontrastive diacritic. We have also simpli-
fied the customary epigraphic practice of using eye-
popping boldface to distinguish glyphs from the
transcription of the word(s) they spell. It seems eas-
ier on the reader to use square brackets [*] for the
first and paired forward slashes /* / for the second.
Additionally, full caps denote a logograph, or word
sign, and lowercase is used for a syllable. An aster-
isk represents a reconstructed form or “Fill in word

” and hyphens are used as dividers between

here,
glyphs, whether word signs or syllables. In some
instances following a Mayan term, we have added
in parentheses a phonologically more accurate or
correct version of a spelling from a Colonial dic-
tionary, as in keuel (kewel).

Justin Kerr’s extraordinary collection of rollout
photographs from Maya ceramics, cited through-
out this book by their “K” or “Kerr” number (e.g.,
K4682), has, without overstatement, revolution-
ized the study of the Classic Maya. To Justin and
Barbara, his wife, our warm thanks for their many
acts of liberality in the use and presentation of these
images. Readers may consult the Kerr archive read-
ily by going to www.famsi.org on the Web.

Institutional support came, as always, from the
generous coffers of Brigham Young University,
with particular help from Vice Presidents Alan
Wilkins, Gary Hooper, and Noel Reynolds and
Deans Clayne Pope and David Magleby. A grant
from the National Endowment for the Human-
ities (NEH Grant RO-22648-93) supported ear-
lier research by Houston and Stuart. During the
2002-2003 academic year, Houston received a
leave from Brigham Young University and sup-
ported himself with fellowships kindly bestowed
by and gratefully received from the John Simon
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Guggenheim Memorial Foundation and the School
of American Research, National Endowment for the
Humanities Fellowship. The School and its staff,
particularly Richard Leventhal, Nancy Owen Lewis,
and Leslie Shipman, helped greatly in expediting
the work. Finds from Piedras Negras, Guatemala,
were recovered courtesy of a permit from
Guatemala’s Institute of Anthropology and History,
and because of generous benefactions from the
Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican
Studies, Inc., Mr. Lewis Ranieri, President; the
National Geographic Society; the National Science
Foundation; the Ahau Foundation, Dr. Peter
Harrison, President; and our mainstay, Brigham
Young University. Houston’s departmental chairs,
John Hawkins and Joel Janetski, and, at Brown,
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David Kertzer and Phil Leis, were always there to
help, as was Stuart’s, William Fash, and Taube’s,
Tom Patterson. The Bartlett Curatorship at the
Peabody Museum, Harvard, assisted Stuart in his
research. Our spouses, Nancy, Bridget, and
Rhonda, put up with us and kept us sane. Our chil-
dren, Anders and Hannah (Houston) and Peter and
Richard (Stuart), did the same, reminding us that
academic work is far, far less interesting than a good
DVD or video game.

But how could we write a book without the
mothers who gave us minds, bodies, and, above all,
hearts? Maj-Britt Nilsson Houston and Gene
Stuart, now passed on, give us daily memories of
love; Mary Taube, very much with us, sends her
best, too. To them we dedicate this book.



CHAPTER ONE

The Classic Maya Body

human body is unique yet, at the same time, like any other body.

Regardless of setting, it will have, in the absence of deformities, a com-

mon array of attributes: a head, limbs, facial features, and so forth. But
the body is also perceived, labeled, and interpreted in ways distinctive to its time
and place. As a chart or map of the basic body parts and their terminology, this
chapter begins by examining the concept of “a person” and “a body,” categories
that seem deceptively simple at first. We will chart the Classic Maya body from
all available sources, those that look back from a more richly documented time
in the Colonial and modern periods, and those that draw directly on what the
Classic Maya left by way of images and texts. The leavings are varied, some sur-
prisingly rich and others nothing but blanks that hold little promise of being
filled. These pose queries for future work, should scholars be lucky enough to
acquire relevant evidence to complete those gaps. The body parts and concepts
related here serve as a necessary preface to the chapters that follow. This is
where those bits of flesh and the ideas attached to them “move,” interact, and
release yet other meanings. Ensuing sections explore the skin and surface; head,
torso, and extremities; fluids, energies, and internal parts; they also scrutinize
the extension of vitality beyond the body, and the sex, sexuality, and gender of
the Classic Maya as channeled by available information. These sections form the
framework for what follows, a lexicon for later chapters. A final segment discuss-
es a fundamental restriction in the otherwise enlightening sources, namely, that
the ancient eye through which we look is strongly masculine: whatever gender
narratives these data offer are incomplete by lacking a clear female perspective.
This point of view will likely prove controversial, yet it is forced on us by the
evidence.

THE OVERALL BODY

he Classic Maya labeled distinct beings with the word winik, “person,” but
it perhaps carries the more nuanced sense of “animate, sentient being.”
There were many varieties of winik, even supernatural ones: each seems to have
involved roles and attributes that were distinctive to a particular winik (Fig.
1.1). The term had numerological connotations in that the same term was used
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in Classic times to identify a unit of twenty days,
obviously because the principal digits of counting,
the toes and fingers, number twenty among human
beings. (The Maya made this clear with a variant
sign for the number one, a single finger.) In addi-
tion, as will be explained in Chapter 2, there was a
corporeal “self” or “entity” called &aah, perhaps
originally derived from the word for “forehead” or
“head” and then extended to other parts of the
body and even to depictions of it (see Fig. 2.2). In
this way the Classic Maya explicitly identified flesh
with its representations in stone, wood, and other
media.

As one might expect, the dictionaries of
Colonial and more modern times present a com-
plex assortment of words from different Mayan lan-
guages, some directly related to the terminology
we find in Classic sources. Terms for “body”
include takupalil, an unanalyzable word from
Colonial Tzotzil (Laughlin 1988, 1:307)—perhaps
a partial loan from some other language, such as
Nahuatl (#lactli, “torso” [Louise Burkhart, person-
al communication, 2004 |)—* bak’et, “flesh, body,”
from Common Ch’olan (Kaufman and Norman
1984:116); and from Common Tzeltal-Tzotzil,
*bak’et, * kuket-al, and * lew, the last specifically for
“body, muscle, fat” (Kaufman 1972:95, 106, 108;
see also Colonial Tzeltal for baguetal, “body, fleshy
thing,” and cuquet, “body” []J. Robertson n.d.]).

Fig. 1.1. Winik, “person” (drawing by
David Stuart of unprovenanced vessel).
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Colonial Yukatek has the related term kukut for
corporeal thing and, interestingly, employs the
same word as a root for “skin” or even “bodily
senses” (kukutil w’bah; Barrera Vasquez 1980:
347-348). Someone who substitutes for another is
that person’s kukutila’n, as in u kukutila’n Kristo,
or kukutila’n
k’ob, “substitute for another, as the viceroy is of the

b

“vicar of Christ who is the pope,’

king,” &’0h being used both in the sense of “substi-
tute” and “mask” (Chapter 8; Barrera Vasquez
1980:409). Thus, “skin” and “body” appear to
have been closely interchangeable concepts, and
the adoption of that surface by another led to the
transfer or delegation of authority. Not a few of
these languages, from Colonial Tzendal to
Yukatek, used winik as a root for “body” or, in
Tzendal, vinquilel, “part of the whole” (Barrera
Visquez 1980:924; J. Robertson n.d.). Aside from
winik, however, not a single one of these terms
makes an appearance in the Classic inscriptions, and
winik seems not to have been used to mean
“body.”

The key underlying concept, as worked out by
John Robertson, is expressed grammatically
through a suffix, -V/, that is attached to glyphic
nouns and adjectives (Houston et al. 2001). It has
a vowel (V) that varies in complex and not yet pre-
dictable ways (Fig. 1.2). Robertson suggests that,
in meaning, this suffix creates an abstraction, such
as English “whiteness,” and then requires that this
quality and whatever it is attached to be imagined
as a single thing. That is the general explanation.
More precisely, the suffix can be used in longer
phrases to mark qualitative relations with other-
worldly or supernatural beings, such as gods or the
deceased (the usual form is -2/); to link one thing to
a whole, as in » pasil yotoot, “it is the opening
[doorway] of his home” (here also the form is usu-
ally -2/; Fig. 1.2b), the opening not being possible
without the structure around it; or to create
abstractions, as in ajawil, “king-ness”; to attribute
abstract, generalized qualities to things, as in
“earthly gods,” or kabal k’ub (the vowel in the
suffix -VI varies according to the first word, in this
case kab).

In Mayan writing, the “part forming part of a
whole” plays a strong role in describing the body
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Fig. 1.2. “Part of a whole” and its glyphic expression:
(a) u k’awiilil, Yaxchilan Lintel 25:B1 (I. Graham and
von Euw 1977:56); (b) » pasil, Yaxchilan Lintel 23:B2
(I. Graham 1982:135); and (c) # bakel bablam (drawing
by Stephen Houston).
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and its components. Yet there is a grammatical con-
trast with, say, the relationship between parts of
buildings. In bodies, the -V/ always takes the form
-¢l, so that u-bakel bablam means “the bone of the
jaguar” (Fig. 1.2¢). One can think of this as a bone
from the jaguar’s body rather than something that
happens to belong to an acquisitive jaguar. Neither
the jaguar’s bone nor the jaguar itself can be under-
stood apart from the other. For this reason,
Yukatek Mayan uses bayel to refer to “part of the
body” (Michelon 1976:24). The slippery problem
for linguists and Mayanists is seeing these forms of
-VI both as distinct elements (they seem to have
slightly different vowels, according to the concept
at hand) and as expressions that ultimately relate to
a shared concept of qualitative abstraction.

The emphasis placed by the Classic Maya on
part/whole relations, on things that necessarily
require a bodily context, helps explain a good deal
of glyphic detail. (Parenthetically, such part/whole
relations of severed body parts are also described in
a key Nahuatl source, the Florentine Codex
[Sahagin 1950-1982, bk. 10:149-153]). Most
Maya glyphs for body parts, whether of the lower
torso, a hand, a finger, or a head, show a circle
within a circle always at the point where that body
part articulates with the rest of the body (Fig. 1.3).
A hand, for example, has such circles where there
should have been a wrist; the glyph exists on its
own, and has a variety of sounds, especially /chi/,
but the scribe could only contemplate it as having
been, at one time, part of a body. The outer circle
is probably the fleshy layer, the inner one of bone.
Animal heads probably show a superficially similar
but unrelated feature: two marks like the “dark-
ness” sign that probably show them to be noctur-
nal animals (Fig. 1.3e; Marc Zender, personal com-
munication, 2004). For unknown reasons, hair
does not display part/whole markings either,
despite being something cut from the body; in all
likelihood, locks were treated differently from
other body parts because they could be clipped
without any real violence. The “circles of sever-
ance,” to coin a phrase, also mark buildings, by
analogy with the human body. A platform is not on
its own, but must relate to other structures; it, too,
then, has such circles, much like those on a human
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hand. For that reason, the Classic Maya may well
have envisioned the articulation of buildings as
comparable, perhaps even equivalent to, that of the
human body. The slathering of such buildings with
red pigment, a frequent occurrence in Maya cities,
would have lent a fleshy, blood-enveloping quality
to structures.

A short comment needs to be made about
body proportion in the Classic period, and whether
it ever conformed to anything as rigid as the system
of human representation in ancient Egypt, where
size of representation correlated to variables such as
(Robins 1994; Spinden
1913:23). The matter is not new to Mesoamerica,

status and gender
as other scholars have written about proportion in
Olmec imagery, which makes the head unusually
large in relation to the rest of the body (e.g., de la
Fuente 1996). Generally, the length of the limbs in
depictions of Classic bodies followed a set of rough
and rather conventionalized multiples, the lower
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limb, for example, being the same as the entire arm
from shoulder to wrist (Clancy 1999:64-141). The
torso was about the same length as the arm from
shoulder to end of finger, and the head approxi-
mated the length of the lower leg from knee to
ankle. Body thickness accorded with a scheme in
which the arms were treated as an acute triangle,
the wrist half the width of the shoulder joint. With
few exceptions, the upper thigh was as thick as the
torso. Hands tended to be more elongated and
expressive than the feet. Body contours were, aside
from representations of the weak, deformed, and
aged, heavily rounded. A historical study of such
canons still needs to be done.

SKIN AND SURFACE

ayan terms for “skin” are quite diverse,
depending on the body location. In Ch’olti’,
the “skin of the face” is tzumal, probably related to
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Fig. 1.3. “Circles of severance” and “nocturnal” markings: (a) hand, [ye] syllable, Tikal
Miscellaneous Text 9, Burial 48; (b) hand, part of [K’AL] logograph, Tikal Stela 31:D18 (after
C. Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:fig. 52b); (c¢) hand, [chi] syllable, Aguateca Stela 1:D6 (after 1.
Graham 1967:fig. 3); (d) human legs and pelvis, Dos Pilas Stela 14:E2 (after drawing by Stephen
Houston); (e) jaguar head, Palenque stucco, area of the Temple of the Cross; and (f) woman’s
breasts, [chu] syllable, Piedras Negras Throne 1:F4 (after drawing by John Montgomery).
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tzubum, “leather, whip” (related to Common
Tzeltal-Tzotzil *uh, “hard gourd”; Kaufman
1972:97), and the verb “to skin” something or
someone is zulpael (Ringle n.d.). Colonial Tzotzil
refers to “skin” as cho’ or nukulal, the former from
a word for “cheek,” Common Ch’olan *choh, and
the latter with the sense of “animal skin” (Kaufman
and Norman 1984:118; Laughlin 1988, 1:455).
The same word in Tzendal (Colonial Tzeltal) is
nucul, with the added meaning of “wrinkled” when
used in nucuitic (J. Robertson n.d.). This descrip-
tion may allude to the pliable nature of skin. In
Colonial Yukatek, a “thin, human skin” is oth (02’),
and kenel (kewel) specifies the cut, processed skin
of an animal, including the vellum used by scribes
(Acuna 1984, 2:352v; Michelon 1976:276). The
San Francisco dictionary of Yukatek refers to the
second term in a peculiar expression, ab kob kenel,
“he that covers the face and hands with feline hide
[a mask] in order to rob” (Michelon 1976:4). In
CRh’orti’, animals, trees, and humans may shed skin,
hibn, or be chapped or have roughened epidermis,
wnsak’ u k’eweer, just like Yukatek kewmel. Or, as a
flayed creature, that very same skin may be scraped
or peeled off, kobr or tz’ubri (Wisdom n.d.).

The fleshy, round, skin-covered part of the
body is, in Ch’orti’, the k’eweerar, which can be
used to describe epidermis on different areas of the
body: k’eweerar ubor, “scalp” or “skin of the head”;
k’eweerar uwkur, “foreskin of the penis”; k’eweerar
uti’, “lips” or “cheek”; and the “dry skin,” z2’, that
is picked off the body (Wisdom n.d.). This last
word applies to anything left behind by the body,
from a footprint to excrement. There is also, in
Colonial Yukatek, a rare expression for “work one-
self as the Indians did anciently,” hots ich, either as
tattooing or branding; this action, a marking of the
face and thus an enduring, visible shame, pertained
to slaves and chattel (Barrera Vasquez 1980:234).
Body paint may have involved a common term for
“pigment,” bon in Yukatek, or, for the clever crafts-
man, the ingenuity of making something look alive,
winkilis, as though imparting “humanity,” or
winikil, to it (Barrera Vasquez 1980:924). Colonial
Tzotzil is far more explicit, however, providing a
term, naban, meaning “to paint oneself with dye or
red ochre” (Laughlin 1988, 2:431). The same root
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occurs in Ch’olti’, with nabi, “stain”; in Yukatek as
nab, “anoint, smear, spot”; and in Tzendal as nabel,
“makeup,” or nabantezon, “make up, beautify with
colors and daub with ochre” (J. Robertson n.d.).

Ch’orti’ dictionaries supply many terms for
afflictions of the skin. Some labels refer to white
discolorations (ak’ax), along with white skin and
blond hair (sak »’ut, “white face”), not, apparently,
an attractive condition. There are also “pimples”
(k’u’x, from Common Ch’olan for “pain,” *k&’ux),
including those that cover the entire body (&’n’x
tunor ubah) or face (kF’w’x w’ut), “moles” (mam),
“wens” (ut wu k’eweerar), “warts” (sak’ k’u’x),
“mange” (sar), “itch” (saran), “dandruft” (sar
uhol), “spotted body,” usually from measles (sarin
ubah), “eczema that covers the body” (sar ubah),
and a “fiery dermatitis” (k’abk’ir sarar) or mere
“redness” (k’abk’ wk’ewe’erar). This root, san
“mange,” which goes back to Common Ch’olan
*sal (Kaufman and Norman 1984:130), also refers
to “spotted paper,” sarin hun, a material employed
by the Ch’orti” in the 1930s to decorate ritual
objects. Similar kinds of spotted paper, usually
daubed with blood, occur in Classic imagery, and it
seems reasonable to suppose that the same term or
something much like it was applied at that time.
Another word for “spot,” pat ax, comes from an
expression pa’t, as in “foreskin of penis,” upa’t e
gur (Wisdom n.d.), and a frequent term for “wart”
or “skin blemish,” ax (Yukatek; Barrera Vasquez
1980:19).

As yet, none of these terms for skin or its fea-
tures makes a clear appearance in hieroglyphs.

There are some supernaturals, way, or

co-
essences,” that have either freckles or pimples (M.
Coe 1978:pl. 3), perhaps as a mark of disease or
adolescence. The wrinkles of aged gods and god-
desses serve as secure markers of the elderly, along
with loss of teeth (Fig. 1.4). In other cases, we can
categorize skin markings in three ways: (1) those
that reflect some surficial or inner quality of a gen-
eralized sort, such as age, privation, godliness, or
quality of skin; (2) others that are permanent,
including scarification, cicatrization, branding,
piercing, stretching, and tattooing; and (3) skin
markings of paint that appear to have been imper-
manent. The differences between these three are
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obvious: the first two are more or less permanent
conditions, and the third is intrinsically mutable.
The latter uses the skin as a painting surface like any
other, to be wiped clean for other, future displays.
In both the permanent and impermanent process-
es, the intent is to create a personal display that dis-
tinguishes one body from another or establishes
similarities between them. The modified skin
becomes, according to Alfred Gell (1993:29-30;
see also T. Turner 1980:140), a surface that pro-
tects what is inside yet also projects that interior to
the outside world. It is both a physiological layer
and a surface that conveys meaning (Benthien
2004:235).

The first category, an almost adjectival label of
some personal or surficial quality, appears in a vari-
ety of ways. As just mentioned, age is consistently
shown in Classic imagery by wrinkled, spotted, and
sagging skin, especially in folds on the chest, along
with a hunched back, toothless gums, prominent
outward-jutting shoulders and jaw, and a promi-
nent belly (Naranjo Stela 22, I. Graham and von
Euw 1975:55; K1404, K2068; Yadeun 1993:120).

Fig. 1.4. Aged god (after K5164).
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The mark for “rough texture” or “wrinkle,” an oval
with spots inside, also appears on the depictions of
crocodiles, turkey skin, eggs, cacao pods, leaves,
and some trees, which, in the tropics, can display a
corrugated bark that resembles skin (Fig. 1.5; e.g.,
K2041, K2797, K3007). On one ceramic vase, a
monkey with a single rough spot scratches it as
though it were some skin condition, perhaps
mange or a bald spot (K1211). In addition, a
glyphic syllable, [bo], may consist of wrinkled tes-
ticles cut from the body and penis. It is clear that
the elderly are not accorded any special beauty but
are rather seen as figures of authority and, in the
case of aged women, danger and transition (Taube
1994a:657-658). Youthful skin is in many respects
the “unmarked” condition, with no visible signs to
distinguish the skin of mature, not-yet-aged adults
from that of infants.

Another important type of visual symbol found
on skin are “god markings,” first mentioned and so
named by Michael Coe (1973:54) for the reason
that they never occur on depictions of humans
(Fig. 1.6). When they occur—and this is not always
routine—they generally emboss the upper arms and

legs, possibly because celts were tied to those parts
of the body in Olmec and later times (Taube 1996:

Fig. 1.5. Spotted symbol for rough skin: (a) turkey (after
K2041); (b) crocodile pair (after M. Coe 1973:82); and
(c) whole eggs (?) in bowl (after K2797).



THE CLASSIC MAYA BODY

figs. 10-11). The god markings reveal some quali-
ty of the surface of the god. Celtlike designs show
hardness and sheen; watery swirls and scutes indi-
cate a fishlike surface of rasping scales. The ak’bal,
or “night,” sign indicates a black finish or, as on
animals, a condition of frequent activity in dark-
ness. The hard or shiny deities would include the
Maize God, God D, God N, God K, winged emis-
saries, monkey scribes, the Jaguar God of the
Underworld, the Hero Twins, and the Death Gods
(M. Coe 1973:55, 79, 82, 92, 133; KI1183,
K1524, K4020, K4926, K4962, K5610, K5978,
K6298, K7190, K7287). Scaly or fishy features
mark the Gl god of the Palenque Triad, God B
(Chaak), and God K (K504, K521, K5164); at
times Chaak can display water swirls as god mark-
ings on his body (M. Coe 1978:vase 4). A few enti-
ties, such as mosquito beings and gods of drunken-
ness, exhibit the “night” or “darkness” sign, per-
haps to indicate a black, carapace-like surface (M.
Coe 1973:124; K2286, K2993, K8007). The Sun
God displays the %%n, or “sun, day,” sign on his
skin, probably to show that his skin is hot and
bright, a dispenser rather than an absorber or
reflector of light (K1398). Other supernatural
beings, God N in particular, bear the sign for
“stone,” twuwmn, to denote their rocky substance
(K1485) or, as in the Cacao God, a “wood” sign to
indicate the vegetative pith of the tree (K4331).
Another personage has a forehead with a smoking
torch that duplicates the Classic verb “to burn,”
pulnyi (K4013). Strangely, almost no women have
god markings, not even goddesses, nor are there
many co-essences, or way, with surficial marks of
this sort (we suspect that the one or two exceptions
come from the hand of present-day restorers).
What does this mean? Did it mirror some qualita-
tive difference between gods and goddesses, deities
and way, with the former “hard” and the latter
“soft”? Or was this an aesthetic decision, made to
avoid any disfiguring blemishes on womanly flesh?
Presumably, the Classic Maya could readily see in
the hard surfaces of god effigies the adamantine
density of the gods themselves as well as a connec-
tion between “preciousness” or “high value” and
polished, exotic objects that required enormous
investments of labor.
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At an intermediate stage between qualitative
signs and actual body markings is a loosely defined
set of spots and other symbols. Good examples are
the broad dots that characterize the body of 1
Ajaw, the dominant Hero Twin of Classic Maya
belief (Fig. 1.7; M. Coe 1989:167-168; Taube
1992b). These spots have some association with
death, especially the blotches left by pooled blood
in cadavers, or with “filth” and “dirt,” as can be
seen by several scenes where this being “speaks”
and “breathes” excrement (e.g., K511); in addi-
tion, the recently dead may continue to have bowel
movements. Yet a fair number of dynastic images
show that some lords adopted these singular mark-
ings, including lords of Aguateca, Arroyo de
Piedra, Tamarindito, and Tikal, Guatemala
(Houston 1993:figs. 3-4, 3-5; Taube 1992b:119).
In other contexts, as at Tonina and Yaxchilan,
Mexico, the people with such spots are captives
who may be impersonating 1 Ajaw (I. Graham
1982:166; I. Graham and Mathews 1996:80). The
explanation for these diverse expressions may be
that such blemishes, whether applied to the body
or qualitatively intrinsic, bespeak a state of death
and rejuvenation, a trope that well suits 1 Ajaw and
his impersonators. The other marking of this sort is
the enigmatic so-called IL mark that appears on the
faces of glyphs recording [na] or [IXIK], “female,

Fig. 1.6. God markings, here a deity grasping
a depiction of sky, Yaxchilan bench (after drawing
by Ian Graham).
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Fig. 1.7. Spots on 1 Ajaw (after K732).

woman.” This may refer to the Maize God, maize
flesh, or to a generalized quality of great beauty,
such as may be seen in the Wind God, which is
associated with music, flowers, and the breath of
life (Houston and Taube 2000:fig. 4e; Taube
2004a:fig. 2).

Alfred Gell, whose work was mentioned
before, has produced the most comprehensive
study to date of ethnographic tattooing. His analy-
sis seeks to correlate societal types with traditions of
tattooing in Polynesia. Gell (1993:18) proposes
that, with few exceptions, tattooing—which can
serve here as a proxy for other kinds of skin mark-
ing—characterizes marginal groups in state soci-
eties, from Russian prisoners to punk musicians
(Schrader 2000:189-192; see also Schildkrout
2004). These markings are “oppositional” in that
they transgress social norms and seek some connec-
tion with “pure” or “authentic” conditions of exis-
tence. At the same time, they broadcast an identifi-
cation with other like-minded people (S. Benson
2000:242). The other context in which tattooing
occurs is in “preliterate tribal societies,” where peo-
ple use tattooing to enhance personal identity (Gell
1993:18, 296).
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Tattooing diminishes in importance when
political life becomes bureaucratized, or, converse-
ly, it may play a diminished role when relationships
are oo close. Tattoos offer little benefit in hierarchi-
cal, highly populated sociceties like pre- to early-
contact Hawaii; the relative anonymity of social
interaction detracts from their usefulness (Gell
1993:298, 301). By the same token, mutual recog-
nition on a tiny, isolated atoll is such that no overt,
indelible markers are needed. Personal histories and
qualities are known to all. Gell recognizes that tat-
tooing and its “close sister” scarification have a
wide variety of functions in other parts of world,
especially Africa and Asia. These marks highlight
ethnic identity, project moral exhortations, beauti-
fy, and accent rites of passage—a pattern also seen
in the initiatory practices of youths in traditional
Samoa; in Africa and Southeast Asia, scars and tat-
toos also insulate the body from evil (Blier
1995:42, 145, 284, 392; 1998:53; Faris 1972; Gell
1993:302; Tannenbaum 1987:693). To Gell, all
such tattooing arises in societies that emphasize
“hierarchy and domination” and exists in relation
to “parallel institutions” such as warfare and lord-
ship (Gell 1993:4).

Gell himself notes that a good deal of evidence
counters his “marginalist” or “tribalist” theories of
permanent body markings. For example, Khmer or
Burmese script occurs in protective tattoos of main-
land Southeast Asia. Contrary to Gell’s proposals,
these settings are neither “preliterate” nor consis-
tently “tribal” (Gell 1993:18; Tannenbaum
1987:695; Terwiel 1979). The Classic Maya, too,
are a case in point. They understood that flesh
could be sculpted, allowed to heal, and left with
raised welts. As in many societies, this was probably
done to fairly mature bodies so as to avoid distor-
tions of design that might result from further phys-
ical growth. Much like the Maori of New Zealand,
who practiced a form of “face carving,” the sculpt-
ing of flesh was done either with “combs” or with
chisels (Gell 1993:51). Of course, the Classic Maya
were literate and more courtly than “tribal” in their
cultural emphases. According to Diego de Landa,
such body practices continued into the time of the
Spanish Conquest. The people most likely to have
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tattoos or scars were warriors, a component of soci-
ety “marginalized” or distinguished by their ability
to kill, maim, and “hunt” in the wilds. During the
Colonial period, they expressed pride at the pain
implicit in painting the skin, pricking it, and then
kneading the pigment into the epidermis
(Thompson 1946:18; Tozzer 1941:91). The pain
was so great that, as much among the Maya as the
Maori, tattooing was probably done one sector at a
time, often beginning at puberty and in preparation
for marriage (Gell 1993:246). The agony of tattoo-
ing and other modifications of the body recorded
itself deeply in memory, along with other meanings
that were inculcated at the time (Clastres 1974).
Among the Maya, designs on women appear to
have been “more delicate and beautiful” and were
only from the waist up (Thompson 1946:19).
Colonial visitors to the southern lowlands of the
Maya region also reported, as did Agustin Cano,
seeing men with “breast, stomach, and thighs” tat-
tooed, and penises “with very large ears or horns
made by hand” (see Chapter 6; Thompson
1946:21). Some of the designs corresponded to
the way, or co-essence, of the marked individual, a
clear instance in which an internal attribute played
across the surface of the body (Thompson
1946:21).

The very act of tattooing was an aesthetic
transformation that made the bodies into “flowers”
(Thompson 1946:22). A couple shown on the back
of a throne in the Museo Amparo in Mexico show
one day sign, Ajaw, “lord, flower,” repeated on
their foreheads; these appear to mark intervals of
two Rk’atuns (one k’atun = twenty years), or forty
years (Fig. 1.8). Nonetheless, at a later time, tat-
tooing appears to have also been a punishment
for thieves of high birth; inadvertently, it prevented
a tattooed Spaniard, Gonzalo Guerrero, from
returning to his people, as he felt too altered
physically for such reintegration (Thompson
1946:19, 20). Yet in no Maya example is there
information pointing to the idea of using bodily
modification to “pass” for someone more beautiful
or more socially acceptable, as seems to have been
true in the history of Western aesthetic surgery
(Gilman 1999:330). There was no “deceit,”
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“intent to happiness” or concealment, only accen-
tuation of intrinsic properties. Although relatively
late and probably introduced from outside the
Maya region, the practice of piercing the nasal sep-
tum as a marker of royalty occurs at sites such as
Seibal, Guatemala, and Uxmal, Mexico (Fig. 1.9; 1.
Graham 1992:108; 1996:17, 32, 37).

The most abundant evidence of Classic Maya
scarification and tattooing occurs on figurines.

1o e
o

Fig. 1.8. Tattooed markings: day signs on forchead of lady
and lord on Sdenz Throne, Museo Amparo, Mexico City
(after field drawing by Ian Graham).

Fig. 1.9. The pierced septum of royalty,
Seibal Stela 10 (I. Graham 1996:32).
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There are secure indications that these practices
build on a deep foundation, in that scars or tattoos,
albeit of very different design, go back to the
Preclassic period (Fig. 1.10a; Laporte and Valdés
1993:fig. 8). In Classic figurines, females emanate
“breath” from their mouths, but visibly so through
permanent scars (Fig. 1.10b; Schele 1997:pl. 3).
The breath may also appear as slits extending from
the corners of the mouth or as raised dots (Fig.
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1.10c¢; Corson 1976:figs. 2a, b, ¢, 3b, 18b; Schele
1997:pls. 5, 10). Other figurines show mock
beards (Schele 1997:pl. 28) or dots above the nose
(Fig. 1.10d; Becquelin and Baudez 1982:figs.
265h, 270j). Men may have facial ornaments sus-
pended over the mouth and below the nose, prob-
ably as objects to be worn during impersonation
dances (Schele 1997:pls. 9, 10). Some figurines
represent people who have human skin attached to

Fig. 1.10. Facial tattooing: (a) Preclassic facial markings, Problematic Deposit PNT-12, Tikal
(after Laporte and Valdés 1993:fig. 8); (b) female with breath mark (after Schele 1997:21);

(c) female with slit lines near mouth (after Schele 1997:28); (d) male with beads above nose
(after Becquelin and Baudez 1982:fig. 270j); (¢) male with attached skin (after Schele 1997:71);
(f) male with centipede jaw tattoo (after Schele 1997:78); (g) male with god markings (after
Schele 1997:76); and (h) Palenque Table of the Scribe (after Schele and Mathews 1979:142).
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their face, perhaps as part of war trophies (Fig.
1.10¢; Schele 1997:pls. 12, 13, 14, 16). The pitted
surface of this skin may denote decomposition or
desiccation. Facial skin was sometimes used in pro-
tective kneepads for ballplayers, presumably for the
purpose of mashing despised visages (Schele and
M. Miller 1986:pl. 104; Taube 1992b:fig. 55).

A few men—or at least the depictions of them
in clay—possess highly complicated scars or tattoos
(it is hard to tell which) that blazon centipede jaws
over the jawbone or trace the facial characteristics
of gods, perhaps the namesakes of the person so
depicted (Fig. 1.10f; Schele 1997:pls. 17, 19, 21,
22). Other figurines have full, almost Maori-style
chiseling (Fig. 1.10g; Schele 1997:76) as well as
both asymmetrical and symmetrical designs (Schele
1997:pl. 12). Citing a wide variety of sources,
Alfred Tozzer suggests that such marks were
intended for beautification but also to frighten ene-
mies with fearsome faces (Tozzer 1941:88). A cap-
tive at Palenque, Mexico, has additional “god” eyes
on the forehead and emanations from the ears, as
though stressing the perceptual acuity of the body,
creating an entity that sees far and hears widely
(Fig. 1.10h; Schele and Mathews 1979:142). An
indication of what such tattooing might have
looked like in the round comes from an engraved
Early Classic skull from Kaminaljuyu Tomb B-IV
(Kidder et al. 1946:fig. 165). Some of the facial or
body markings may have been imposed after a per-
son’s capture, perhaps as a sign of “otherness.” The
Classic Maya depicted captives with distinctive,
ripped clothing (Chapter 6) and, likewise, would
portray the countenance of a captive so that it
resembled a flayed face, such as those used to cover
shields (Fig. 1.11; Schele and Mathews 1979:71);
in Figure 1.11a, note especially the line around the
lips, revealing another mouth beneath, and the pit-
ted marks near the face, which hint at decomposi-
tion or a single red handprint, as in the Bonampak
murals. (Not a few Maya walls have red handprints,
and the allusion may have been to faces [Trik and
Kampen 1983:figs. 14, 97, 104].) The extraction
of body parts from dishonored people stresses the
profound lack of control they had over their own
bodies. In the pars pro toto (“part for the whole”)
principle, these parts connote the entire body,
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much as fragmentary bodies of ancestors imply
the whole (Chapter 6, and above). Two stelae at
Xultun show such faces oriented toward the ruler
as though already detached and tanned into
stiff, expressionless masks (Fig. 1.11b, ¢; von Euw
1978:19, 23).

Another kind of “anticipatory” presentation, in
which war captives reveal their vanquished status
on the very field of battle, can be seen in the bead-
ed scars that fleck their jaws and run up their noses
and foreheads. Such scars are widely depicted on
captives at Yaxchilan, Mexico (I. Graham 1979:99;
I. Graham and von Euw 1977:33, 41, 57), and
Tonina, Mexico (I. Graham and Mathews 1996:71,
113). One image at Tonina even shows captives
with “flinty” earspools, perhaps less a clue to their
substance than an indication of warlike speech
entering the ears (Chapter 4; Becquelin and
Taladoire 1990:fig. 142a). A more benign form of
tattooing from Tonina shows “flowery breath” that
has been scarred or tattooed around the mouth
(Yadeun 1993a:98), a mark that occurs on
Yaxchilan Lintels 24 and 26. These are interpreted
as “blood scrolls” by David Stuart (1984) and as
enduring marks of fragrant breath by Stephen

Fig. 1.11. Flayed face and frontally disposed faces: (a) stucco
shield (after Schele and Mathews 1979:71); (b) Xultun Stela
4 (after von Euw 1978:19); and (c) Xultun Stela 5 (after von
Euw 1978:23).
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Houston and Karl Taube (Fig. 1.12; I. Graham and
von Euw 1977:53, 57; Houston and Taube 2000).
At other sites, such as Naranjo, Guatemala, the
beaded scars are displayed by victorious lords and
are located over the nose (I. Graham and von Euw
1979:25) or pass over the front of the face
(K4412). Naranjo is also noteworthy because of
the consistency of scars from image to image of the
same lord, as of the welts across the chin on Stelae
6, 13, and 19 (I. Graham and von Euw 1975:23,
37,49). The mutilated body of a captive is further
documented in three ways: a decapitated body with
an angular, jagged edge where the head used to be
(Fig. 1.13a); S-shaped cuts into the flesh, as in the
Bonampak murals (Fig. 1.13b); and the so-called
tuerto, or head with a closed or damaged eye, in
some cases still hanging from its tenuous optical
stalk and exuding fluids (Fig. 1.13c, d; D. Stuart

N
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Fig. 1.12. Supposed “blood scrolls” that are in fact tattooing
of “breath,” Yaxchilan Lintel 26 (I. Graham and von Euw
1977:57).
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1989a). The tuerto, known elsewhere in Meso-
america, especially in Classic Veracruz, Mexico (M.
Miller 1989:figs. 11-12, 14), may be a personage
injured in boxing or ballplay, the orbit so crushed
that it can no longer hold an eye.

Body paint is widely attested in Classic Maya
imagery, but, like the schematic and abstract pat-
terns on textiles, it is nearly impossible to under-
stand semantically; available contexts are too vague
to pinpoint meaning, although this may be reme-
died by further research. (The great diversity of
meaning in body paint among North American
peoples points to the imposing interpretive prob-
lems before us [Anton 1997:38].) A few pots
showing body-painted hunters or warriors imply
that paint was a form of camouflage for those desir-
ing stealth. The human body could thereby not be

easily distinguished from the mottled light and

Fig. 1.13. Wounds and zuertos in Maya imagery:

(a) decapitated head (photograph by David Stuart of
unprovenanced vessel); (b) cut captive, Room 2, Bonampak
murals (reconstruction by Heather Hurst [and in some
cases, “with Leonard Ashby”], copyright the Bonampak
Documentation Project); (c) Early Classic tuerto, Princeton
Art Musecum (after D. Stuart 1989a); and (d) Maya tuerto
in shell (after Westheim et al. 1969:fig. 115).
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color under the jungle canopy (Fig. 1.14; K1373).
Face paint on some females may have been seen as
alluring, such as an example in which a woman
exhibits what is almost a moon sign on her face,
daubed over a white undercoating (K4996). Other
women and some men have red on their neck or
upper shoulders as though to highlight the neck
and the separation of the head from the chest (M.
Coe and J. Kerr 1997:pls. 8, 10; Reents-Budet
1994:fig. 6.27; Taube 1994a:650-651). Most like-
ly, the pigment was an organic material like annat-
to, which could be removed with water yet, when
mixed with resins, stayed put on a sweaty body
(e.g., Reents-Budet 1994:figs. 3.23, 5.2).
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In many such cases there may be no direct
meaning attached. Rather, the intent was to beau-
tify, even to eroticize the body. A vessel from the
general region of Oxkintok, Mexico, shows a male
deity (1 Ajaw) or his impersonator daubing paint
on the face of a female who is already covered with
cloud swirls (Fig. 1.15; K4022). She holds a recep-
tacle for the pigment in a nice gesture of intimacy,
and the instrument for applying the paint is spelled
chehlb (M. Coe and J. Kerr 1997:149). Note also
that such painting might have explained in folkloric
terms the origins of particular markings, whether of
deity or of beast; one such painting on an early Late
Classic vessel from the area of Naranjo, Guatemala,

Fig. 1.14. Body paint as hunting camouflage (K1373, copyright Justin Kerr).
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shows “how the jaguar got his spots”: for unknown
reasons, a rat daubs paint on a seated jaguar
(Robicsek and Hales 1981:fig. 32). A culture of
intense vanity and self-regard permeated Classic
Maya courts, and several pots show lords or gods
appraising their looks in a mirror (K5764; Reents-
Budet 1994:figs. 3.17, 4.35). One kind of artifact,
a small dwarf carved out of wood, is now known in
three examples. These served as supports for mir-
rors, an apparent role of dwarfs in royal courts and
a sly allusion to their ugliness in comparison to the
comeliness of the king (Campana and Boucher
2002; G. Ekholm 1964; K1453). Rapid designs
could have been imprinted with clay stamps such as
those found in a royal tomb at Calakmul, Mexico,
although these might also have been applied to tex-
tiles (Fig. 1.16; Carrasco 1999:31). Unfortunately,
we cannot know whether body paint was used on a
daily basis or whether it helped define special
moments. Nor does there seem to have been a clear
relationship between the pigments emblazoned on
pots and those that, when preserved, cover stone
sculptures (Schele 1985). On sculptures, red is the
dominant color, possibly because it was the least
difficult or expensive to produce. When contrasted
with other pigments (the palette on such sculptures
tends to be quite limited), human skin is red or yel-
low; the hair and lips are red; and blue is reserved
for jewelry, feathers, or deity heads (M. Coe and J.
Kerr 1997:pl. 91; Yadeun 1993:121, 123, 127).
On a panel from the area of La DPasadita,
Guatemala, the glyphs are rendered with the same
color as human skin. Perhaps this was simply for

visual emphasis, possibly to feature a body pulsing
with blood and life (M. Coe and J. Kerr 1997:pl.
91). Linda Schele and Peter Mathews (1979:

Fig. 1.15. Applying paint with a brush or quill (K4022,
copyright Justin Kerr).
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pl. 404) note that at Palenque, Mexico, “the only
element in the entire Temple XVIII stucco inscrip-
tion that was painted red” happened to be a glyph
for a stingray spine. Color itself has yet to be stud-
ied systematically in all the evidence from the
Classic Maya: some colors, earthen ones, appear to
be basic, only to be embellished when the surface is
“touched up” at a secondary level of refinement
with greens and blues.

Other questions remain unanswered and unad-
dressed: Did the Maya have a concept of color sys-
tems or focal colors of a particular intensity (J.
Gage 1999:21-23)? Why did certain schemes, such
as those on “codex-style” pots, restrict themselves
so rigorously to a two-toned palette—that is, did
certain regions have a stronger “colorist” tradition
than others? Were certain colors favored by
women, others by men (J. Gage 1999:90;
Pastoureau 2001:8-9)? What moods or emotions
were thought to be elicited by color? Was there an
implicit theory of “harmony” and decorum in the
play of color? How, precisely, did colors correlate
with space and direction (Jameson and D’Andrade

Fig. 1.16. Body or textile stamps, Calakmul
(after R. Carrasco 1999:31).
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1997:315-316; Kelley 1976:55-57)? Were some
colors, such as blue, valued more highly than oth-
ers, as was the case in later European tradition and
as seems likely among the Maya (Pastoureau
2001:49)? Did those values and the use of colors
change through time (Baines 1985)? What role did
cross-sensory stimulation, or synesthesia (Chapter
4), perform in triggering senses beyond the recep-
tion of color (J. Gage 1999:262-265)? In all likeli-
hood, “blue” or “green” was associated in Maya
thought with something fluid, and yet, in the case
of jades, these two colors indicate hard-stone luster
and preciousness (Saunders 2001:210-212). The
relatively common opposition in Maya images and
text of “1 Yax (blue, green) and 1 K’an (yellow)”
may relate to agricultural tropes having to do with
verdant, new growth (“unripe”) and the dry
(“ripe”) growth required for swidden burning, a
totality that comes together into a whole of human
practice. This expression is doubtless related to the
phrase in modern K’eK’chi, raxal k’anal,
“unripe/ripe” or “abundance” (Haeserijn V.
1979:282).

Hair is another feature of the body surface. Yet
it is a paradoxical element, extending beyond the
body, attached but without feeling. In Common
Ch’olan, the term for “hair” in general is *zzutz, a
word also used for “eyelid” in Ch’olti’, along with
the term matzab (Kautman and Norman
1984:134; Ringle n.d.). In Colonial Tzotzil, the
relevant term, obviously cognate with Ch’olan, is
tzotz, but the idea of “clipping hair,” as of crimi-
nals, also involves the idea of “pulling the head,”
tulbey jol, suggesting a rather rough, painful process
(Laughlin 1988, 1:321, 2:403-404). In Ch’orti’,
the pubic hair, especially of women, was mab chir,
“false netting,” using a root mah with the meaning
of “false, evil” (Wisdom n.d.). The hair on the head
could be “arranged,” lapi u tzutz; “braided,” har-
bir utzutz; or, as in Ch’olti’ and Yukatek, wrapped
into a ponytail, cuc (kuk), a measurement of an
elbow’s length and perhaps a reference to a “squir-
rel [tail],” kw’wk in Yukatek (Barrera Viasquez
1980:346; Ringle n.d.; Wisdom n.d.). The term for
“fingernail” or “toenail” in Colonial Yukatek is
ich’ak (Michelon 1976:163). An entire study could
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be done to good effect on women’s hairstyles in
Classic Maya imagery, much along the lines of
Joyce Marcus’s investigation of hair treatment
among the ancient (1998:31-38,
312-313).

Aside from the hair on the head, face, armpit,

Zapotec

and pubis, body hair seldom appears in Classic
Maya imagery, and that of the last three locations is
faint when present at all (Fig. 1.17). One notewor-
thy exception is the set of wispy chest hairs on a
“full-figure” glyph from the Palace Tablet at
Palenque (Fig. 1.18; M. G. Robertson 1985b:fig.
265). Hair itself was usually cut in bangs across the
forehead. This may have assisted those wearing
diadems and headdresses. The hair was then pulled
tightly back into a ponytail, the cxc in Ch’olti” and
Yukatek. Anything longer than this may have
prompted a haircut. Other cuts were shorter in
back, with the same angular shape as the bangs,
although a counterexample may be found on
Calakmul Stela 51, which shows hair that rolls
flamboyantly. During the Terminal Classic period
(AD 800-900), especially at Seibal, Guatemala,
hair began to appear in a more splayed, wild state,
in part to reflect an aesthetic sensibility that likened
luxurious, long hair to feathers, as on Seibal Stela 3
(I. Graham 1996:17, 37, 45). The other kind of
wild hair appeared on captives and decapitated
heads or death gods such as those on Uxmal
Monument 3, Yaxchilan Lintel 9, or the stucco
skull rack at Tonina (Fig. 1.19; I. Graham
1992:127; 1. Graham and von Euw 1977:29;
Yadeun 1993:113). This stiff, wiry hair may come
from a lack of combing—the dead do not ordinar-
ily tend to their toilet—or a matting from preserva-
tive fluids, tanning, or exposure to the sun. In most
Classic Maya painting, fingernails and toenails are
shown to be quite long. This may have signaled the
absence of hard, manual labor among elites
(K1453).

The adornment of bodies with clothing, bubk
in Classic Ch’olti’, is a final level of “skin” that
requires its own book-length project. Sprinkled
throughout this and later chapters are references to
particular items of clothing or headdresses. Suffice
it to say that the clothing for everyday use, and as
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Fig. 1.17. Slight beard on aged man, panel from area
of Bonampak, Mexico.

Fig. 1.18. Chest hair on figure, Palenque Palace Tablet.

documented in images from the Classic period, was
a highly practical form of covering: it consisted of
lightweight confections that allowed ample circula-
tion of air around the chest and legs; yet it also pre-
served a modicum of dignity by concealing the pri-
vates (Fig. 1.20). There appear to have been two
layers, especially when elaborate dance costumes
were placed on the body. First came “undercloth-
ing,” worn at all times; second was an array of
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Fig. 1.19. Hair of shrunken (?) bodies, Yaxchilan Lintel 9
(I. Graham and von Euw 1977:29).

straps, jewelry, shells, capes, and belts that took the
meaning of clothing to a different level. Most pon-
derous of all would have been the carved and feath-
ered headdresses that must have presented great
difficulties. A graffito from Caracol, Belize, shows a
person balancing a headdress consisting of stacked
masks; an assistant stands behind to provide a help-
ful hand (Fig. 1.21; A. Chase and D. Chase
2001:fig. 4.12). Balancing the headdress during
skill.
Objects of this weight and symbolic importance,

vigorous movement demanded special
such as representations of witz, “hills,” or cosmic
models with sky and stone (e.g., M. Coe 1978:pl.
14), represented the kuch, the “burden” of office
expected of all high-ranking people in Maya socie-
ty. To carry something heavy was to embody graph-
ically the duties of high rank. This also extended to
godly obligations: a well-known series of vessels

from the northeast Peten, Guatemala, shows the
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Maize God “supporting” the locations and tutelary
deities of particular cities (Fig. 1.22).

The skin in all of its manifestations is most
keenly noticed when it is cut and violated. Unlike
modern medical students, who frequently experi-
ence emotional trauma when dissecting humans
(Finkelstein and Mathers 1990), the Classic Maya
probably took these sights in stride, since they wit-
nessed such practices from childhood on. Any
repulsion was further numbed by seeing or partici-
pating in the butchery of animals or gutting of fish.
In current medical training, “dissection” is the
sanctioned dismemberment and evisceration of
human beings and other creatures. During the

Fig. 1.20. Informal clothing worn by male
(M. Coe 1973:70).
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Renaissance and later, most cadavers came from the
condemned, who had, through criminal action,
legally “transferred” their bodies to the state; in the
process, executed criminals lost the right to have
their postmortem bodies treated as integral wholes
(Carlino 1999:93-98). However, pollution of a
physical and spiritual sort was a serious risk. The
physician often stood behind a lectern, reading
from a book while a low-status individual known as
a sector did the actual cutting; other assistants
pointed to the relevant body part (Carlino
1999:12-14). In much the same way, the striking
feature of Classic Maya bloodletting is the absence
of direct royal participation. When captives were

Fig. 1.21. A graffito from Structure B-20, Caracol,
Belize (after drawing supplied by Arlen Chase).

Fig. 1.22. Backrack on Maize God (after M. Coe 1978:pl. 14).
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sliced ritually, it was the work not of kings but of
other figures, including someone in the Bonampak
murals known as ba-*a-took’, “first person of the
flint” (Fig. 1.23; M. Miller 1986:56; see Tonina
monument, Yadeun 1993:73). The violation of a
royal body was most likely by the ruler himself or,
in the case of royal youths, by high-ranking mem-
bers of the court, a pattern exemplified by the scene
on Panel 19, Dos Pilas, Guatemala (Chapter 3).

HEAD, TORSO, AND EXTREMITIES

he surface of the Classic Maya body was divided

into parts. First came the head, known in
Common Ch’olan, Ch’olti’, and, indeed, Classic
Ch’olti’, as kol or jol (Kautman and Norman
1984:122). Strangely, Classic Maya glyphs depicted
this not as a full head, with hair and skin, but as a
skull stripped of its jaw (Fig. 1.24a). Common
terms for “face,” such as ut or bhut/wut, cither of a
human being or a fruit, both markers of identity,
may be present in Classic sources as # wuut (Fig.
1.24b; Laughlin 1988, 1:296; Ringle n.d.; Wisdom
n.d.). In the head are “eyes,” rounded objects
known as nak’ (Ch’orti’), and their “pupils,” yal-
tesl ur (Ch’olti’), with their “eyelids,” chuch
(Ch’olti’), and optical stalk (Chapter 4), and the

Fig. 1.23. Bloodletting of captive done by subordinate,
Room 2, Bonampak murals (reconstruction by Heather
Hurst [and in some cases, “with Leonard Ashby”], copyright
the Bonampak Documentation Project).
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“mouth,” #° (Ch’olan languages; Fig. 1.24c),
including its corner; the “tongue,” *ak’ (Common
Ch’olan and Yukatek; Kaufman and Norman
1984:115; Michelon 1976:6); and the “upper lip,”
u yemal ca ti, “descent of the mouth,” or u hol ca
ti for “upper lip” or “head of the mouth” (Ringle
n.d.). In the mouth are “teeth,” ¢/ in Common
Ch’olan, ¢ in Ch’olti’; in Ch’olti, too, we have

caan for “molars,”

and the “cleaning of teeth” as
pichi, a rather energetic motion that could also
apply to “carving stone”; without such cleaning
one would lose the teeth to “pustules,” sobil
(Ringle n.d.). The “cheek” might have been *choh
in Common Ch’olan, cho in Colonial Tzotzil, or
puc (puk) in Ch’olti’ (Kautfman and Norman
1984:118; Laughlin 1988, 2:372; Ringle n.d.).
Of the terms for “teeth,” only ¢b is evidently
documented from the Classic period, at
Comalcalco, Tabasco (Fig. 1.24d; Marc Zender,
personal communication, 2003), along with a term
for “teeth,” ko, that, to Yukatek Maya, resembled
“grains” (Fig. 1.24e; Barrera Vasquez 1980:323),
perhaps because of ancient myths that linked the
two (Christenson 2000:60). E(4) may also have
been extended to mean “sharp edge” or “point [of
instrument],” as in a parentage statement at
Palenque that employs the phrase /yeh-SPINE/,
“point of the spine.” Nearby were the “nose,” 7z in

many Mayan languages, and “ears,” *chikin in

Common Ch’olan (Kaufman and Norman
1984:118), perhaps spelled on a pot in an
Australian collection, or “things for hearing,”
ubianib in Ch’olti” (Ringle n.d.). Ni makes an
appearance in a glyph that emphasizes a lush crop
of nose hairs (Fig. 1.24f). Finally, the “forechead”
was the tab, probably because that is just below
where the “tumpline,” the zab, rested or vice versa
(Barrera Viasquez 1980:748); the “neck” was nuc
(nuk) in Ch’olti’, the “place where sound issued”
(Ringle n.d.); and, in Ch’olti’, the “crown of the
head” was u tzutut ca hol (u tzutzut ca hol?), “hairy
face of head(?)” (Ringle n.d.). Underneath was the
“jaw” or “chin,” the *kahlam in Common Ch’olan
(Kaufman and Norman 1984:122).

Below the head, the locus of identity (Chapter

2), is the “torso,” *kuktalin Common Ch’olan and
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an alternative term for “body” (see above;
Kaufman and Norman 1984:123). The “back” of
the torso occurs in Classic Ch’olti’an as paat, cer-
tainly related to the Yukatek term pach (Barrera
Viasquez 1980:615). The “stomach” in Ch’olti’
was nac (nak’), the “navel” was chumuc or muc
(mubk), the “waist” was com (kohm)—the same as
“short”™—or yitnac (yitnak’), the “buttocks-belly”
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(Ringle n.d.). The “shoulders” were the gqueleb
(kehleb); the “right arm” was the “big hand,” # no
calb (u nob k’ab); the “left arm,” the u tzitic cab (u
tz’itik k’ab), or “small hand,” and, like anything on
the left, it was “small and weak,” chuchu’ in
Ch’orti’ (Wisdom n.d.). For this reason, most
objects to the viewer’s left in Classic imagery are
invariably of lower status than those to the right;

Fig. 1.24. Glyphs for body parts: (a) # jolil, Comalcalco Urn 26, Spine 6 (after drawing by
Marc Zender); (b) # wuut(?), Copan Stela 11:B3 (after drawing by Barbara Fash); (¢) # pakab
ti’il, “its lintel-door/mouth,” Chichen Itza Las Monjas Lintel 3a:A2 (after drawing by Ian
Graham); (d) # 1 yeh xook, Comalcalco Urn 26, Pendant 17a (after drawing by Marc Zender);
(e) full-body name glyph, showing [ko] where teeth should be, Naranjo Stela 43; and (f) [ni] or
“nose” sign, Copan Stela A:B12 (after drawing by Barbara Fash).
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not surprisingly, things that are high outrank those
that are low (Houston 1998). And the “armpit” is
chitam mez, “peccary broom(?),” producing, like
its namesake, a thoroughly bad smell. Further
down is the “elbow,” chuc, or -amas in Ch’orti’;
that was “a bony place” in Ch’orti’ (4abk), but also,
according to some Classic Maya iconography, as in
sculptures at Piedras Negras, “a place of water,” to
judge from the aquatic swirls at such locations on
supernatural bodies.

The hands come next. As central tools of the
human body, they merited close attention. The
“hand” itself was k’2b in most Mayan languages,
including Common Ch’olan (Kaufman and
Norman 1984:123). The “wrist” was the “neck” of
the hand, as in Ch’orti” nuk uk’ab, just as “knuck-
le” and “ankle” were respectively the “neck of the
head of the hand” (nuk u-or uk’ab) and the “neck
of the foot or leg” (nuk wu-ok; Wisdom n.d.).
Ch’orti’ had # tun ca cab, the “egg/stone of the
hand,” for the fleshy part of the hand, on which
one could find “lines” or “roads,” as in Yukatek #
beel kab (Andrews Heath de Zapata 1978:78).
Consistently, the right hand is “straight, correct,
large” (mo or to in Ch’olti’), or “fine, pure” (batz’s
k’0b in Colonial Tzotzil; Laughlin 1988, 2:404)
and wiking’nb, “decorated, adorned” in K’iche’
(Allen Christenson, personal communication,
2003), while the left hand is not quite obedient and
thus, as in Colonial Yukatek, “ill behaved, grace-
less” (#z’ik) or “clumsy like a cloven hoot™ (tz%tz’
Barrera Visquez 1980:883, 887), and, in K’iche’,
moxq’ab, “crazy hand” (Allen Christenson, person-
al communication, 2003).

The Ch’olti’ arrangement of fingers is logical in
its use of metaphor: “fingers” in general or the
“fleshy tips of fingers” are u ni ca cab (1 ni ka k’ab),
the “nose of the hand”; the “little finger” is the
“child of the hand,” v-y-al ca cab (yal ka k’ab); the
“ring finger” is v-yaxin ca cab (u yaxin ka k’ab), or
the “greening” of the hand (a reference to a green-
stone ring? or mak u k’ab, “covering of the hand”
in Ch’orti’); the “middle finger” is # cha te, the
“second” (Ringle n.d.; noxs’, “tall” in Ch’orti’);
and, in Ch’orti’, the “index finger” is noh hor uk’ab,
“great, the head of the hand,” and any area
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between the fingers is a “groin” or “crotch,” xahr
(Wisdom n.d.). Among the Ch’orti’, the thumb
“creates” and guides the rest as the “mother of the
hand,” u tu’ uk’ab (Wisdom n.d.).

Other extremities are the feet and legs. Here, as
elsewhere, the Common Ch’olan word for “mus-
cle” was *a’ (Kaufman and Norman 1984:115).
The leg itself was conceived fundamentally as

” thus we have terms in Ch’olti’ like

“standing,
patva, “back of [standing] leg,” and uutva, “face of
[standing] leg” (Ringle n.d.). Alternatively, these
terms were patya or uwmtya, referring to “back of
muscle” or “face of muscle”—the Ch’olti’ source
by Francisco Moran is notoriously difficult to inter-
pret in some of its spellings. The “lower leg” was
pix in both Ch’olti’ and Ch’orti’, making the
“knee” the “head of the lower leg,” holpix in
Ch’olti” (Ringle n.d.), or the “crest of the fowl,
crested ridge, tibia,” zzelek (Ch’olti’) or tzerek
(Ch’orti’; Ringle n.d.; Wisdom n.d.). The “foot”
itself was -0k but had many components: the “heel
bone” or “heel” was the “stone of the foot,” tun oc
in Ch’olti’; the instep, the “back of the foot,” pat
oc; the sole, tan va, the “chest of the muscle(?)/
standing(?)”; and the “crack of the foot,” cazcaz
(k’as-k’as(?)), the “break-break(?)” (Ringle n.d.).
As for the “toes,” they are the “children of the
foot,” y-al oc (y-al ok), just like the “fingers of the
hand,” and in logical sequence among Ch’orti’
speakers follow: “toe near big toe,” cha’ uhor uyok,
“second the head of his foot”; the “small toe,”
whkumixiy wor uyok, “its smallest the head of the
foot”; and all toes but the big toe, bikit, “small and
collective object” (Wisdom n.d.). The Ch’orti’
Maya distinguished between the properties of the
thumb and big toe, and all other fingers and toes.
A few of these terms or images of them make
an appearance in the Classic period. Paat is relative-
ly common in the Classic texts, and so is an unde-
ciphered glyph that appears to represent the lower
body and legs, with an affix that transformed visu-
al punning into two dots of excrement (Fig. 1.25).
Other glyphs show the decapitated bodies of
dwarfs or a glyph that may be the logograph, or
word sign, for paat, “back,” a body leaning over to
expose the back (Fig. 1.26). Navels are shown
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either with depressions or, in the case of old, herni-
ated men, with extruded belly buttons, a relatively
common sight in Classic iconography (Fig. 1.27).
There are several examples in which, just as we
would expect, “hand” is spelled phonetically as
k’nb, and there is also a systematic contrast between
the “right” and “left” hands, especially in sources
from the Early Classic period (Fig. 1.28; D. Stuart
2002). These hands are often disposed into an
elaborate gestural language that is extremely enig-
matic (Ancona-Ha et al. 2000). One gesture, that
of a hand over the shoulder, is certainly one of sub-
mission, as is what may be a “dirt-eating” gesture
of one hand brought up to the mouth (Fig. 1.29).
Hands are also shown as isolated body parts (see
above), but glyphic terms as such do not appear in
the Classic corpus. “Foot,” -ook, is well attested,
however, and may be used in expressions like “step
on,” tehk’aj yook tuwitzil, “his foot is stepping on
his hill” (Fig. 1.30).

BONE, FLUIDS, INTERNAL
ORGANS, AND EXCRETA

one,” baak in Classic Ch’olti’an, has been

detected in inscriptions since the 1980s (Fig.
1.31a, b;J. A. Fox and Justeson 1984:42; D. Stuart
1985). Other terms, such as Ch’olti’ chechec,
“ribs,” and chibal, “spine,” have no secure refer-
ences in the hieroglyphs other than an occasional
word sign (Fig. 1.31c). Around such bone or near
it, the Ch’orti’ see chich, “cartilage,” and a flow of
“blood,” ch’ich’, coursing through veins, making

Fig. 1.25. Buttocks with affix [la] as “excrement,”
Dos Pilas Hieroglyphic Stairway 4, Step 1:K2.

Fig. 1.26. Possible paat logograph, unnumbered Tonina
panel, position B2 (after drawing by Simon Martin, in Martin
and Grube 2000:188).
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the person “happy,” as in Ch’olti” c¢h’ich’nel. The
veins were “small chich,” or cartilage, the arteries
“large” ones, nob chich; even the “nerves” went by
this all-purpose descriptive (Wisdom n.d.; also in
Ch’olti’, Ringle n.d.). The cramping or sharp con-
traction of muscles was understood in Ch’olti’ as a
form of “death,” cham en chich (Ringle n.d.).

The bone protected organs, such as the
“lungs,” tzem in Ch’orti’; the “marrow” or

»

“brain,” #lul in Ch’olti’ and chinamil in Colonial
Tzotzil; the “physical heart,” tum or puczical in
Ch’olti’; and the “liver,” tabnal, or “thing of the
chest” and the seat of guilt and sin to Ch’olti’
speakers, perhaps due to the influence of the friars.
The intestine was “snake,” chan in Ch’orti’,
because of its winding appearance, and a “place
known to store excrement,” za’ (Wisdom n.d.).
The Postclassic Tancah murals show explicitly the
connection between entrails and snakes (A. Miller
1982:pl. 6). In Colonial Yukatek the stomach was a
“belly” or “rounded thing,” mnak’ or chochel
(Barrera Vasquez 1980:103; Michelon 1976:94).
Naturally, the body emitted fluids as the product of
these soft innards. In the main, these were all a

form of “excrement,” ta’, as in

“earwax,”
tachiquin in Ch’olti’, but there was also “sweat,”
*bulich in Common Ch’olan; “urine,” widely
known as abich; “saliva,” or tub; “snot” or “bodily
mucous,” zzhm; “vomit,” or xeh (with a hint of

> or tis;

bulimia, poc nuc in Ch’olti’); “flatulence,’
“belch” as *keb; “tears” as in wyarar una’k’ nut,
meaning “its watering of the eyeballs”; and
“drool,” wyarar w yak’, “its watering of the
tongue” (Ringle n.d.). Of these terms, only a few
are known from Classic texts, principally #is, “flatu-
lence.” Nonetheless, urine and vomit are shown
iconographically, as is excrement. Intestines appear
as a bubbly, almost shapeless mass with an irregular
outline (Fig. 1.32). Blood will be discussed in
Chapter 2.

ACTION

he human body during the Classic period
undertook a wide variety of actions (Fig. 1.33).
The body left (bix-n-i); returned (pak-x-i); arrived
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Fig. 1.27. Extruding belly button on old deity (after Robicsek and Hales 1981:21).

right hand left hand

Fig. 1.28. Right hand and left hand, Tikal Ballcourt
Marker:D3-C4.

Fig. 1.29. Dirt-cating gesture, Yaxchilan Lintel 16
(I. Graham and von Euw 1977:41).
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Fig. 1.30. Glyphs using -0ok, “foot,” Dumbarton Oaks Palenque-style panel:C3-C4

(after drawing by Linda Schele).

Fig. 1.31. Bone glyphs and rib cage with spine: (a) aj 20 baak, “he of 20 captives,” Yaxchilan
Lintel 3:E2 (after I. Graham and von Euw 1977:17); (b) spelling of “bone,” baak,” on Tikal
bone (after M. Coe and van Stone 2001:pl. 12); and (c) Tikal Miscellaneous Text 9, Burial 48.

(bul-i); threw (yal); was born (sih-y-aj); died
(cham-1?); was buried (muk); received (ch’am); sat,
usually in office (chum); danced and prayed (ak’ot-
ay); carried (kuch); bound (kach); seized (chuk); ate
(we’); drank (uk’); cut (sus); drilled (joch’); slept
(way); spoke (-al); and did a limited number of
other activities, including some not yet deciphered.
A vigorous commitment to “sports,” highly con-
trolled yet bellicose activities such as ballplay, box-
ing, and even gladiatorial contests, figured strong-
ly in the strengthening of warriors’ bodies and the
expression of their prowess (Fig. 1.34). What is
always a matter of surprise to Mayanists is how few
actions are recorded out of the great variety listed
in Colonial dictionaries and ethnographic lists.
Reproducing a set of such unmentioned activities is

fruitless, as it would extend into the many hun-
dreds and underscore only the poverty of events
thought worthy of record in Classic times.

VITALITY, BODY PARTS,
METAPHOR, AND MEASUREMENT

he nature of “being alive” in Common Ch’olan

and Yukatek was *kux, a word that found its
way into all descendant languages, as in Ch’olti’
cuxtal, “life,” or Colonial Yukatek cuxtal, “to live”
(Kaufman and Norman 1984:123; Michelon
1976:76). Colonial Tzotzil confirms the wide-
spread appearance of the expression in lkuxul,
“alive,” but also kux, “to come back to life, to
revive (a plant, person, tree)” (Laughlin 1988,



1:225-226). The shading of related terms in
Tzotzil suggests a concept of being free, as in

kuxul vinik, “freedman,” that is, someone capable
of doing as he or she wills (Laughlin 1988, 1:226).
The motivating forces behind such energies are

Fig. 1.32. Bowels torn out of man by jaguar
(after Robicsek and Hales 1981:25).
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highly varied, from CQh’olti’ music [musik’,
“wind”), or “soul, spirit,” to Colonial Tzotzil
ch’ulelil and pixanil or ik, “wind,” and pixan,
“soul,” perhaps from a term for “wrapped thing,”
a thing that covers or protects (Laughlin 1988,
2:458; Ringle n.d.; Stuart 1995). Even “memory”
is connected with “wind” or, probably by exten-
sion, “breath-soul,” as in Colonial Yukatek ah tub
tk or ab tubul ik, “person of the forgotten wind”
(Andrews Heath de Zapata 1978:53). Other terms
for “memory” in that language, k’ablay or puk-
stk’al (also “heart”), relate explicitly to potentiali-
ties, graven records, and the seat of the soul
(Barrera Visquez 1980:363).

The terms attested in hieroglyphs are ch’uh, or
more likely %k’uh, for “god,” and ¢k’ for “wind”
(Fig. 1.35; Chapter 4; Ringle 1988). When func-
tioning as an adjective, the first sign reads k’ubul,
“holy, sacred,” and has a clear iconographic link to
“fluids” or “beaded shapes” gushing from the

o>

Fig. 1.33. Classic Maya actions: (a) bixniiy, [bi-BIX-ni-ya], “went away,” panel from La
Corona:K3 (after field drawing by David Stuart); (b) pakax, [pa-ka-xi], “returns,” Naj Tunich
Drawing 65:B2 (after A. Stone 1995a:fig. 8.65b); (c) huli, [HUL-li], “arrives,” Naj Tunich
Drawing 34:A3 (after A. Stone 1995a:fig. 8.34); (d) yahlaj, [ya-la-AJ], “is thrown,” La Amelia
Panel 2:A3 (after Houston 1993:fig. 3.21); (e) chumwani, [ CHUM-mu-wa-ni], “he sits,” Dos
Dilas Stela 8:F14 (after drawing by Ian Graham, in Houston 1993:fig.4.14); and (f) chubkay,
[chu-ka-AJ], “is grabbed,” Yaxchilan Lintel 44:A3 (after I. Graham 1977:97).
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hands of lords (D. Stuart 1984, 1988a). This sug-
gests that “holiness” emanated from the body of
kings, perhaps through acts of bloodletting or its
symbolic proxies. The identification of sacred and
vitalizing essence with the blood is fully consistent
with what is known of the ethnographic Tzotzil,
among other people, for whom ch’ulel, cognate
with &, means “indestructible soul,” and damage
to it, ch’ulelnl, an unhappy state when it leaves the
corporal body (Guiteras Holmes 1965:229, 262).
A separate feature of the soul is a co-essence, or
way, an aspect of the soul that may leave the body
at night (Grube and Nahm 1994; Houston and D.
Stuart 1989). The problem in relating ethnograph-
ic concepts such as these to the Classic evidence is
that not everything fits: ch’ulel in Tzotzil is an
abstracted form of ch’u, but, as a generalized prop-
erty of all and sundry, it is not clearly the same
thing; in Classic sources, k’uhul, the adjective, is
only ascribed to very few people, those of the high-
est rank; and the way known from the Classic peri-
od seem strangely impersonal and even disease-
related or altogether dangerous (Chapter 3). The
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way are heavily masculine, a possible indication that
the gender of grim, disease-bearing beings or death
itself was male, not female as in parts of Europe
(Guthke 1999:pls. 9, 18-20). As demonstrated in
Chapter 4, “wind,” or 2k’ is far closer to ethno-
graphic concepts in both its foul and fragrant form.

Undeniably, however, the Classic Maya saw
bodies as “alive.” They acknowledged this by using
those same body parts to impart vitality to glyphic
signs. This underscored the energized quality of
words by means of “animation,” in which signs
would sprout body parts, starting with the outline
of a human face, then eyes and other facial features,
and eventually a torso and limbs (Chapter 2; e.g.,
Schele and Mathews 1979:fig. 397). One syllable
on Xcalumkin Panel 2 is a head that, although
completely phonetic, drops tears from the eyes as a
living face might (Fig. 1.36a; I. Graham and von
Euw 1992:180, position A9). Another uses a [ko],
“tooth,” sign in a place where one would expect
such a body part, at the front of the “face” (Fig.
1.24¢). The [jo] sign has been made to look like a
dotted (wrinkled) ear—perhaps the iconic origin of

Fig. 1.34. Boxing by ballplayers, panel on Structure K-6b, K-6 Ballcourt, Piedras Negras
(after drawing by Tatiana Proskouriakoft, in Satterthwaite 1944:fig. 22).
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Fig. 1.35. “God,” “holy,” and “wind”: (a) [K’'UH], k’ub, “god” (after K1398); (b) [k™u-hu],
k’ub, “god” (from unprovenanced jade); and (¢) [IK’], #&°, “wind,” Dos Pilas Stela 8:110 (after

drawing by Ian Graham, in Houston 1993:fig. 4.14).

the syllabic sign?—and positioned where just such
an element should be (Fig. 1.36b; MacLeod and A.
Stone 1995:fig. 7-25). For this reason, too, depic-
tions of caves, including very early ones discovered
by William Saturno at San Bartolo, Guatemala,
contain open mouths and, instead of teeth, stalac-
tites. The proposal that caves are the mouths of ani-
mated hills, or witz, is now commonplace in Maya
studies. What is relevant here is that the means of
showing vitality was to give such things faces and,
more rarely, body parts. Immovable objects such as
hills lacked legs for the obvious reason that they
were unlikely to shift, although they might show
foliage in the form of the Maize God (Fig. 1.36¢).
The “shifting earth” is for that reason represented
as a crocodile or a turtle, both of which are mobile.
A related idea is that of imparting human attrib-
utes, especially the wearing of clothing and the
practice of bipedalism, to animals. This may have
indicated sentient will in such creatures, as one
might expect of supernatural beings.

The centrality of the human body in fixing
things in space is amply documented (Fig. 1.37).
The glyph for tabn, “within,” but also “chest,” is
shown in later examples by the arch of the solar
plexus, two nipples, and a belly button. Earlier
examples with quincunx signs probably indicated
“centrality,” the center of the body. “Inside,” yoki,
is recorded with a sign that resembles a tamale and
is perhaps a symbolic form of the human heart
(Chapter 3). Something that is “straight” and even

“good” is linked to the word for “right,” clearly in
reference to a dominant hand orientation (Palka
2002). The “top” lord, baah ajaw, is the one on
the “forehead” (Chapter 2). One could look on
these as mere metaphors or as a literal transference
of the human body to other features around it, all
the way up to cosmic scales or frameworks
(Benthien 2004:25; Danziger 1996). For example,
in most Mayan languages today, and in those of the
Colonial period, the doorway is the “mouth of a
house,” the post its “foot,” and the ridgepole its
“head” (Wauchope 1938:34, 101). Similarly, as in
Ch’olti, the crossbeam of a structure is its “spine,”
u pat solera, and the “corner,” ni xuc, is the “nose
of the side” (Ringle n.d.). The same holds true in

N4

the Classic inscriptions: ¢, “mouth,” refers widely
to “doorway,” and sometimes the opening of a
building is literally depicted as a maw (Fig. 4.8a—f).
In Classic iconography there is also a visual overlap
between human fingers and tree roots, with an
overt nod to the relation between the human body
and World Trees or World Pillars (Schele and
Freidel 1990:90-91). The use of resin as incense
may have been a literal replacement for “blood” in
such offerings, as most Mayan languages apply the
same word to both. Several early chocolate pots, so
labeled with glyphs, have on their lids the head of
the Cacao God, his hair festooned with beads. By
extension, the actual “body” of the god—the ves-
sel—contained the liquid made from his pulp and
seed (Fig. 1.38).
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Fig. 1.36. Signs with markers of intrinsic vitality: (a) “weeping” [na] syllable, Xcalumkin Panel
2:A9 (after I. Graham and von Euw 1992:180); (b) [jo] syllable in shape of ear, Naj Tunich
Drawing 49:A2 (after A. Stone 1995a:fig. 8.49); and (c) base of Bonampak Stela 1 (after
Mathews 1990:fig. 3).

The measurement of space by means of the
body is nearly a human universal: witness the
“toot” in English. Ch’olti’, for example, has zapin
for “to measure by arm span,” hun-te zap for “arm-
ful,” and # halabteil ca cab for “distance from the
elbow to the hand” (Ringle n.d.); Yukatek has a

“arm

wide variety of terms, including sap for
width,” betan for “yard,” lata for “to carry in
hands,” and a sinister term for “measuring a man’s
life,” ab nab cuc, which involves a label for the
width from the extended forefinger to the extend-
ed thumb (Andrews Heath de Zapata 1978:79).
There is some evidence that the Classic Maya
regarded an old goddess almost as a Greek “Fate”
or a Scandinavian Norn; as archetypical midwives
and world-destroyers, their heads sport spindles
with cotton, the thread of a life (Taube 1994a:
662-663). The nab is one of the very few measure-
ment terms attested in glyphs, with a sign, [na-ba],
that shows a hand in open position alternating with
a syllabic spelling of the same (Fig. 1.39; Kevin

Johnston, personal communication, 1985; Barrera
Visquez 1980:546; see also a more recent study,
Eberl and Bricker 2004). This unit was chiefly used
to measure rubber balls, in itself a suggestion of
massive objects, or, as another possibility, a unit
used in scoring points. It may be, as Michael Coe
(2003:200) argues, that Maya balls were rather like
the “bladder-balls” still used at Yale University;
these are hollow on the interior, prodigiously large,
and somewhat unpredictable in bounce. The size of
Classic Maya balls in comparison to players nearby
supports this comparison.

A final aspect of space needs to be mentioned.
This is the inviolate space around human beings.
Excepting captives and a few other figures, humans
seldom touch one another in Classic Maya imagery.
This is still common today in highland Maya com-
munities (Allen Christenson, personal communica-
tion, 2003). Social distance may have been close
among Classic Maya courtiers, but it expanded
greatly with rulers and high-ranking lords, who
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Fig. 1.37. Body parts: (a) tabn, “within, chest,” Tikal Temple
IV, Lintel 3:H5 (after C. Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:fig.
74); and (b) yohl, “inside, heart,” Palenque Palace Tablet:D4
(after M. G. Robertson 1985b:fig. 258).

Fig. 1.38. “Body” of Cacao God as vessel container
(photograph by David Stuart of unprovenanced Early
Classic cylinder tripod).
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often sit apart, well displaced from any cluster of
bodies. Some of the parasols (boch’ k’in, “covering-
sun” in Yukatek) that occur in Maya imagery, such
as those in the Bonampak murals, offered protec-
tion against the intense tropical sun, especially at
midday, but they may also have framed, as they do
in West Africa, the sanctified space around rulers
(Fig. 1.40; Blier 1998:98, 140). A few deictic (spa-
tial and temporal) markers are known in Classic
Maya texts—ha-i, “this relatively near to speak-
er(?)”; hin-a (or biin), “that further away from the
speaker(?)”; and way-i, “there” (see Ch’orti’ vai for
“here”; Ringle n.d.)—but they tend only to refer to
actions or conditions (Fig. 1.41; see Knowles
1984:206). The best-known spatial locator, con-
nected with the notion of peripheral, ego-centered
vision, is -ichnal, discussed in Chapter 4.

SEX AND SEXUALITY

f gender is a series of roles, practices, and attitudes

engineered within a certain cultural and historical
setting, then sex relates to biological identities and
the physical, erotic stimulation of bodies (Houston
and McAnany 2003:32-34). Chapter 6 presents
evidence that sexual activity among the Classic
Maya was an ambivalently charged activity, a matter
of merriment or reproof, or seen, in the context of
captives, as potentially degrading. In Colonial and
modern Mayan languages, the state of being
“male” or “female” is conveyed by a wide variety of
terms. For “female” of any species, Tzendal uses
antz and extends that term to a label for the “vagi-

»

na,” antzilel, or for a “beardless person,” antzil

Fig. 1.39. Nab as measurement of balls: (a) “14 nab”
within ball (after Schele and M. Miller 1986:pl. 101); and
(b) [NAB-ba], #ab, showing extended hand (after K1383,
vessel from area of Rio Azul, Guatemala).
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vinic (J. Robertson n.d.). Colonial Tzotzil uses
’amtz in precisely the same way, along with words
for “hermaphrodite” or “barren female,” ‘antzil
xinch’ok, “female-male” (Laughlin 1988, 1:136,
302, 2:393). In Ch’olan languages, ik means
“woman” or even “wife” (Kaufman and Norman
1984:121; Smailus 1975:147), cognate with
Colonial Kaqchikel #xok (Coto 1983:362), while
Yukatek employs ch’up, a term that could also be
applied to “female-hearts,” or effeminate, coward-
ly men (Barrera Vasquez 1980:144). Another term
refers to “ladies of high rank,” kolel, including the
Virgin Mary and the Moon Goddess. But the word
must be related distantly to the morally dubious
category of ko’, “false woman of a certain type . . .
prostitute” (Barrera Vasquez 1980:333).

The terms for “man” or “male” are somewhat
more limited. Colonial Tzotzil has xénch’ok or “old
man,” mool, a counterpart to “old woman,” me’el,
in the same language (Laughlin 1988, 2:420, 480).
In Yukatek, “male” is either o, a reference to tes-
ticles, or xzb (Barrera Vasquez 1980:806, 941);

“man”

is usually the marked form of winik,
although there were many terms that linked “men”
to “polish” and “elegance,” especially in acts of
dance (Barrera Vasquez 1980:865). In the same
manner, Common Ch’olan referred to “man” as
*winik and “male” as *zaz, “father, male,” or *xib
(Kaufman and Norman 1984:132, 136). The latter
term, xzb, is known in Classic texts, but with a dis-
tinctive “helmet” and no hair on the head (Mayer
1995:pl. 148). “Facial hair,” which does not grow
so readily among the Maya, was known in recon-

structed form as *zzuk t° in Common Ch’olan
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(Kaufman and Norman 1984:134); ’isim in
Colonial Tzotzil (Laughlin 1988, 2:363); and ke,
me’ex, no’ch, or tuy in Colonial Yukatek (Barrera
Visquez 1980:308, 522, 572, 829). Very wispy
beards or moustaches are seen in Maya imagery,
but the impression is that shaving took place rarely.
Among contemporary highland Maya, women
pluck their husband’s facial hair as a form of sexual
foreplay (Allen Christenson, personal communica-
tion, 2003).

The sexual and erotic equipment of the Maya
body is well documented, perhaps because the
Spanish clerics who compiled early Mayan diction-
aries were so very vexed (and fascinated) by it when

thinking about problems of personal salvation

Fig. 1.40. Parasols in Room 2, Bonampak murals, Mexico
(reconstruction by Heather Hurst [and in some cases, “with
Leonard Ashby”], copyright the Bonampak Documentation
Project).

Fig. 1.41. Deictic expressions in Maya glyphs: (a) [ha-i], ha-i, “this,” Copan 18:D3 (after
drawing by Barbara Fash); (b) [HA-i], ha-i, “this,” Pomona Panel 8:Bp2 (after drawing by
Peter Mathews); (¢) [hi-na], bin-a or hiin, “that” (after K1398); and (d) [wa-ja-i], way-,
“there,” Comalcalco Urn 26, Spine 3 (after drawing by Marc Zender).
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(Restall 1997:145-147). In lowland Mayan lan-
guages, the “penis” is either ach or at (Fig. 1.42a;
Kaufman and Norman 1984:116), and either word
might be applied to any darting thing leaving an
effect, such as Colonial Tzotzil ‘at k’ok’, “penis-
fire” or “flame” that might burn wood (Laughlin
1988, 1:137) or, in Colonial Yukatek, might be the
sting of a bee, wasp, or scorpion that resulted in
welts or worse (Barrera Vasquez 1980:2). Perhaps
this is why the penis of some Classic deities, such as
the Storm God, is often depicted as a snake (Freidel
et al. 1993:fig. 2:27). The Kaqchikel term for
“man,” achi or achib, is probably related (Coto
1983:276; J. Robertson, personal communication,
2003). Colonial Tzotzil also stresses the use of
“penis” in expressions for “friendliness,” “frank-
ness,” and a “generous, noble person” (“atil vinik;
Laughlin 1988, 1:137). Is this because a nobleman
disseminates largesse, just as the penis helps to cre-
ate life? Yukatek has yet other words, kep and mah
or ma’ah, the latter meaning “groin” and equally
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applicable to male and female privates, along with a
word for “scrotum” that likens it to a small “bag,”
boon or chim (Barrera Vasquez 1980:311, 475,
806); today, in Quintana Roo, Mexico, deer scrota
are used in exactly this way. In some Mayan lan-
guages, such as modern Tzotzil, the penis of a
young man is jokingly referred to as a “bird.” This
may explain why some wedding breads took an
avian shape, since the “bird” would be brought
into service soon after the festivities (Coto
1983:348; Laughlin 1975:245). In contrast,
Ch’olti” uses c#/ to mean “penis,” a word that
could also be deployed in counting “eggs,” again in
relation to testicles (Ringle n.d.). The sign for
“nest,” the syllable [k’u], may also have alluded to
two testicles (metaphorical eggs) surrounded, not
by twigs, but by pubic hair (Fig. 1.42b).

The closely related language of Ch’orti” has an
astonishingly wide array of terms for parts of the
penis. This organ has a “head” (p’t, bor) or “tip”
(chakar), a short, flat “top” (pek); a “cave” or

Fig. 1.42. “Penis,” aat: (a) name of deity, part of royal epithet, Quirigua Structure 1B-1 (after
Martin and Grube 2000:225); (b) “eggs” (testicles?) in “nest,” Tikal Hombre de Tikal:E2 (after
Fahsen 1988:fig. 4); and (¢) man with penis and pubic hair (after photograph by David Stuart of

unprovenanced vessel).
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groove around its head (ch’en); a “fleshy” foreskin
or “husk” (k’eweerar, pat); and a vein or “passage”

<« »

(numib) leading to an “eye” or “opening” (ut,
wa’arib), plus it can be seen overall as a “stalk” (ox)
or “whiskbroom” (sarak; Wisdom n.d.). The penis
could “die” (chamay) when it lost its erection or be
likened to a “hanging flap” (&uch). It might “dan-
gle” like hair (chunr), “stand up” (wa’waan) or
“rise” like steam or an excited woman’s nipple
(bachbah awa’wan). And the penis could “burn
with venereal disease” (ik’ar, k’ux, yah), “swell”
(sanba’ar), or “excrete pus” (pohowiaar). The
worst of all was to suffer impotence, to be hopeless-
ly “soft and tender” (imk’un; Wisdom n.d.). The
penis could have the “foreskin pulled back” (kor),
for whatever reason, or “be gripped or stroked dur-
ing masturbation” (kor-ox, “fist-stalk,” or, in

Do«

Colonial Tzotzil, ch’os te’, “pierce-stick”), at which
time “semen” (arar, “sap, juice”) would “dis-
gorge” or “vomit” forth (xu#). The penis would
then “weaken” (ak’unbu) like an “old woman’s
breast” (chu’; Wisdom n.d.). A few unfortunates
might even be “castrated,” as in Ch’olti’ puch tun
(p’uch-tun(?)), perhaps “squash-testicles” (Ringle
n.d.). It would not be surprising if courtly societies
among the Maya used such people, who could not,
by their nature, create offspring. Theoretically at
least, these servants would reserve loyalty for their
masters (Abbott 1999:321; Scholz 2001:125-157,
193-234).

Ch’orti’ is equally explicit about female geni-
talia. (One can only imagine Charles Wisdom, who
compiled the list, eliciting such terms in the
1930s.) The principal word is tux, “vulva,” which
goes back to Common Ch’olan *tux and even
beyond, to Common Mayan, along with “vagina,”
kubr, probably linked in some way to the word for
“penis” (Kaufman and Norman 1984:133). The
“womb” is something that “holds” a child and is
thus kuch, for “carrying.” The “vaginal lips” are #2°
ukuch, “mouth of the womb”; we’erar, “lips”; or
num, “passages,” and the stiff “pubic hair” is zzu’n,
like “spines.” Typically, it is the head and its parts
that supply terms for other parts of the body.
Ch’orti’, at least in Wisdom’s list, appears to have
words for “douching,” including pokz, “wash out,”
and bu’bt’, “stuff, fill,” perhaps in response to
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worrisome excretions, or ta’ (Wisdom n.d.). In
Colonial Yukatek, the female genitalia were a place
of “ugliness” and “pollution” (%’asal), qualities
also attributed to semen (Barrera Visquez
1980:381). It is perhaps for that reason that these
features are seldom shown in Maya imagery (A.
Stone 1995a:fig. 6-14).

The female body issues fluids, a point carefully
noted in Mayan languages. For Yukatek speakers,
menstruation involves an “arrival” (bula, also a
word for “guest”), a “seecing” and a “moon”
(ilmab 1), “blood” (k’%k’), or even a “weaving
woman” (sakal ixik; Barrera Vasquez 1980:242,
268, 399, 710, 896), perhaps in allusion to the
Moon Goddess, whose movements, like menses,
fluctuated every month. In a peculiar coincidence,
royal or aristocratic ladies in France and England
referred to menses in a personalized fashion, as
“the French Lady” or “the General’s Wife” (Fraser
2002:112n). Colonial Tzotzil identifies menstrua-
tion principally as an act of “seeing” (’tlomayel),
probably of blood, or, inexplicably, as a “soft
beard” (&’un ’isim; Laughlin 1988, 2:422). In most
Mayan languages, “milk” is indicated by the same
word as “breast,” chu’, or its derivative, chu’il, to be
distinguished, as in Ch’olti’, from “sap,” itz
(Kaufman and Norman 1984:118; Laughlin 1988,
2:423). In contrast, Yukatek appears to use its or
k’ab, “juice,” for this term, especially k’ab im,
“juice of the teat” (Barrera Visquez 1980:361). In
Classic times, female pubic hair was rarely exhibit-
ed, and then only as a slight spray of lines irradiat-
ing from the groin, as was also true for hair under
the armpits (Fig. 1.43; I. Graham and Mathews
1996:80; K1339; A. Stone 1995a:figs. 8-18, 8-20).

In describing the sex act, Ch’orti’ records
buw’t’mah, “to stuft, fill” when referring to animals
but kurub for humans; “to abstain” is ak’ta e ixik,
“to drop or leave woman” (Wisdom n.d.; note,
however, that “pregnant woman” in Ch’olti’ is
butul ixic [ but’nl ixik], “stuffed woman”). Yukatek
and Common Ch’olan use p’en for “human copu-
lation” and p’emnel for “sperm” or “offspring of
man” (Kaufman and Norman 1984:129). Yukatek
goes on to identify a “gluey joining” as tsay, a “tak-
ing and use of concubines” as tsub, and a “bordel-
lo” as tsuk achil na, which combines words for
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Fig. 1.43. Female genitalia: (a) woman with pubic hair (after K1339); and
(b) vulva, Drawing 11, Dzibilchen, Yucatan (after A. Stone 1995a:fig. 4.70).

“penis” and “structure” (Barrera Vasquez
1980:853, 866). Colonial Tzotzil describes male-
female relations as ko yet employs the same word
in a term for “active homosexuals” or penetrators,
Jkob-xinch’ok, and “passive” ones or those who are
penetrated, jkobel-xinch’ok (Laughlin 1988, 1:221).

In Classic sources, there are only a few words
or depictions of male or female sex organs, and
female genitalia are exceptionally rare (Fig. 1.43).
In contrast, there is a glyph that represents the
penis and scrotum, with slashes from bloodletting
and wrinkled skin, but the referent may be to a par-
ticular deity, not to a body part per se (see R. Joyce
2000b:273). Nonetheless, in one image, this god,
a variant of Chaak, does appear to be especially well
endowed, so the glyph may refer to his member
(K4835). Other examples of an erect penis appear
to be almost comical, as though flaunted for the
purposes of clowning (Trik and Kampen 1983:fig.
83g). No glyph shows the vulva or womb. When
naked females are shown, the privates are coyly

concealed by a thigh or they are barely sketched,
almost always without pubic hair. Exceptions
appear to be a female captive (Schele 1997:pl. 15)
and various crude and stylized graffito (A. Stone
1995a:tigs. 4-10b, ¢, 4-68; Trik and Kampen
1983:fig. 78b). In the masculine gaze of the Maya
artisan, we see an erotic emphasis on the breasts,
which do occur, infrequently, as a glyph [chu] with
a circle of severance just where the neck should be.
Old gods paw the breasts, and highly asexual
beings, old goddesses associated with midwifery,
contrast with their male counterparts by revealing
sagging, nearly conical breasts that extend to the
waist (K1339, K1981). The aesthetic impulse is to
emphasize a rounded, almost fatty form in the
body and breasts, with great attention to the nipple
and areola. The modest female, especially in highly
public settings such as stelae, does not display her
chest; rather, a show of breasts suggests a domestic
setting among close kin or, especially when females
are stripped below the waist, a scene charged with
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eroticism (e.g., K2914). The female who inclines
backward advertises that she is sexually receptive
(e.g., K5164, K8076; see also Robicsek and Hales
1981:vessels 8 to 13).

Actual scenes of coitus or other forms of sexu-
al stimulation are extremely rare in Classic Maya
imagery, although they are more common in
Postclassic documents such as the Dresden Codex
(Chapter 6). The notable exceptions are the Naj
Tunich cave, where a man is shown masturbating
and an older man and younger male engage in what
appears to be intercrural or between-the-thighs sex,
and a graffito at Kinal, Guatemala, where anal pen-
etration or erotic fisting is depicted (A. Stone
1995a:tigs. 8-18, 8-20; Chapter 6). A pecked graf-
fito from Tikal, Guatemala, features a stylized penis
entering a vulva, and one scene of anal penetration
may occur in another graffito at Tikal (Fig. 1.44;
Trik 1983:figs. 2la, 78b).
Interspecies lovemaking also occurs and tends to

and Kampen

involve a voluptuous young woman with a monkey
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or even an insect (Fig. 1.45). In another setting,
there is a female in the process of being “carried”
(kubchaj) by a deer (e.g., the Actun Balam vase
[Pendergast 1966]). A large number of Classic
Maya pots stress the oversexed nature of the deer
(K1339), perhaps as a creature involved in mythic
cuckoldry; occasionally, the elderly Zip, god of wild
animals (the husband?), sleeps or is in the midst of
dying while the female flees or is stolen (K1182;
Robicsek and Hales 1981:vessels 14 to 16). A more
decorous pairing is indicated by the expression
-atan, “wife,” which is rarely employed. It remains
a puzzle why marriages are not accorded more for-
mal treatment in the inscriptions. The term for

“marriage,”

nup, is attested with equal rarity, one
example being on Bonampak Stela 2, where it is
connected with the binding of a stela and bloodlet-
ting rites (Mathews 1980:fig. 2). The notion of
marriage is probably implicit in the “arrivals” that
celebrated the entrance of ladies to the cities that

would embrace them as royal spouses (Naranjo

Fig. 1.44. Schematic copulation, Tikal graffito (Trik and Kampen 1983:fig. 78b, used
with permission of Sharon Misdea, Tikal Project, University of Pennsylvania Museum).
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Fig. 1.46. Arrival of wives by tumpline transport: (a) with “matchmaking” figure (after image in
Hellmuth Slide Archive, Dumbarton Oaks); and (b) wedding scene from Colonial Aztec source

(after the Codex Mendoza, folio 61r).

Stela 24:C7, 1. Graham and von Euw 1975:64).
One unique image from the Late Classic period
exhibits what may be a matchmaking or marriage
ceremony, in which an opossum (mam, a “match-
maker” rather than an “ancestor”?) carries a couple
in a tumpline (Fig. 1.46). This is consistent with
Nahuatl accounts in which the bride was carried to

the groom’s house on someone’s back (Sahagin
1950-1982, bk. 6:131). Note, too, that in both
cases the bride has red pigment smeared over her
mouth. Another vessel shows the arrival of ladies,
perhaps as spouses of a god; to the side may be a
bundle containing bride wealth (Fig. 1.47;

K5847).
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Fig. 1.47. Arrival of brides (K5847, copyright Justin Kerr).

THE BEAUTIFUL AND THE UGLY

E xtracting an aesthetic of the body from images
is never an easy thing. Nonetheless, it is evident
that the Classic Maya focused on the lithe and
unblemished body of the Maize God as an exem-
plar of beauty (Taube 1985). The Maize God,
much like the plant he represents, embodies grace-
ful if rooted movement, his long hair swinging in a
contained fashion; this is further buttressed by his
role as a contortionist, in which he appears, in the
free motion of his body, almost to lack joints (Fig.
1.48). For the Classic Maya, such stunts were a
source of amusement, too; several vessels show
images of balancing acts (K413) or pole climbing
during dances (Fig. 1.49; K2356). Colonial
Yukatek had a wide variety of terms for such peo-
ple, ab kax muan, a kind of “forest bird,” and ah
pitil’pit, “jumper, climber,” being two of them
(Andrews Heath de Zapata 1978:44, 51).

The Maize God’s head is nearly conical, thus
simulating the corn cob. In the same way, and
probably to evoke that forehead, the Classic Maya
practiced cranial deformation to approximate the
shape of the Maize God’s skull: as humans consist-
ed of maize flesh, so did they reflect that origin in

45

the very form of their heads, the principal locus of
Maya identity (Chapter 2). The harvesting of that
cob would, of course, have constituted an act of
decapitation.

In Mayan languages, the notion of being
“handsome” tends to focus on supple youth, as in
Yukatek kichkelem, “good /saintly youth,” with the
connotation of inner goodness, ’utz, as well
(Barrera Vasquez 1980:314). In Colonial Tzotzil,
lek has the meaning of “handsome” but also of
“something polished and subtle” (Laughlin 1988,
1:242). These terms applied to women also, imply-
ing that “beauty” was behavioral and internal as
well as an attribute gracing the external surface of
skin and body.

The problem of royal aesthetics is this: Should
the ruler be more “beautiful” than others, both in
appearance and actions, if only for the purposes of
currying admiration and support? A crude answer
to this question would be that “the ruler is beauti-
ful and elegant, so let us obey him.” Such a
response does not seem credible, or is only faintly
so. Many other calculations, both conscious and
unconscious, must have been at stake in thoughts

Fig. 1.48. Maize God as contortionist: (a) unprovenanced
vessel (after Hellmuth 1988:4.2); (b) unprovenanced vessel
(after M. Coe 1977:fig. 7); and (¢) Olmec jade (unpublished
drawing by Miguel Covarrubias).
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Fig. 1.49. Pole climbing and acrobatics (K2356; copyright Justin Kerr).

about legitimacy or, less abstractly, the problem of
obeying or disobeying figures of authority and to
what degree. A more subtle answer might be that
the ruler and his court accord with decorous and
appropriate conduct, with polished movement in
dance and gracious gestures while seated at court.
The great knowledge required of all participants in
courtly activity necessarily sets them apart from
those who are untrained in such matters. At the
same time, there is, most notably in images from

Palenque and along the western edge of Lake Peten
Itza, Guatemala, an intrusion of idiosyncratic por-
traiture. At Palenque, the tradition was to high-
light the features of individual bodies and to “offer
a profound move toward naturalism”: the presence
of particular people, not generic categories of per-
sonage, is acute and powerful (M. Miller and
Martin 2004:205). From the Peten Itza region,
there are fat, even immense bodies with bellies
hanging over the belt (Fig. 1.50; e.g., K680,
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Fig. 1.50. A fat lord (K1463, copyright Justin Kerr).

K1050, K1399, K1453, K1463, K3464, K3984;
M. Coe 1978:pl. 20). In the main, these images
were produced over a very short time, perhaps no
more than a single generation, and in connection
with the reign of someone named Yajawte’ K’inich
and his immediate relatives. Most images of Maya
lords and ladies have a highly stylized or conven-
tionalized quality. But these images reflect either a
different aesthetic of the plump, vibrant body, such
as occurs in parts of Oceania and Africa (Gell
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1993:223), or a close detailing of an individual
body’s proportions. This attention to what is seen

before the sculptor or painter and what is merely
projected may also account for the supposedly
“non-Maya” appearance of late depictions at
Seibal, Guatemala, where the noses are aquiline,
jaws jut out, and faint beards and moustaches mark
the face (e.g., I. Graham 1996:13, 32, 34). These
faces may not be non-Maya so much as meticulous
presentations of actual faces.
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The beautiful must exist in relation to the ugly,
the good be shown against the bad, and in the
Classic Maya context, the ugly and bad were repre-
sented by the various kinds of deformed beings.
Mayan languages have many terms for them: in
Ch’olti’, “the crippled” (buc), “the skinny” (bac or
sem, the last word relating to the term for the cook-
ing comal, a flat plate), “the pustulant and poxy”
(tz0bil, pulel, or xox), and “the hunch-backed”
(puzpat, “crooked-back,” or xucul chinil); other
words come from Colonial Yukatek and include
“the noseless” (ah cul nii, “person of the cut
nose”), “the bucktoothed” (ah noth or ah ni’ch-
ni’ch co), “the one-eyed” (ah ’chop), and “near-
sighted” (ah zaz, “person of the light, clarity [and
with eyeglasses]”; all entries from Barrera Vasquez
1980 and Ringle n.d.). On some Late Classic ves-
sels, the Maize God is accompanied by misshapen
dwartfs or midgets (Fig. 1.51; M. Coe 1978:pl. 14),
and the thought comes to mind that these are
deliberate contrasts between the very beautiful and
the very ugly. The occurrence of dwarfs in royal
images may reflect their role at royal courts as
counterpoints to royal beauty and polish (Houston
1992; V. Miller 1985; Otto 2001:23). There were
features the Classic Maya regarded as ugly and even
comical, as on the display of grotesques on one ves-
sel (K5093): some are fat, others hunchbacked; on
others the lips stick out, the nose is flattened, and
the forehead is deeply ridged. One figurine, the fat
scribe, his chest drooping like breasts, suggests a
disapproving comment on the indolence of literate
courtiers (Reents-Budet 1994:pl. 3).

YOUTH AND AGE

lassic Maya societies present a paradox: they

stress an aesthetic of youth yet value accumu-
lated wisdom and ancestors. Words for “age” and
“youth” abound in Mayan languages. Colonial
Yukatek refers to “adults” as those for whom the
“heart” is “alive” and “prudent” (kux o), while old
people, including those who do not yet have white
hair (ek’bate), are “used up, rotten” (lab), “hard”
(y’ih), or “dried up” (chuchul), and, more positive-
ly, “rich with wealth and family” (%%/s; Barrera
Viasquez 1980:15, 108, 356, 400, 429, 976; see
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Fig. 1.51. Dwarf (photograph by David Stuart
of unprovenanced vessel).

Colonial Tzotzil yijil vinik, “old person,” or poko’,
“ancient, stale,” in Laughlin 1988, 2:287, 429). In
the same language, terms for “youth,” such as
mun, often refer to “tender, green” things, but also
to servants or slaves (Barrera Vasquez 1980:540).
In Common Ch’olan, the “old man” or “husband”
is a “big man,” *mo-xib, and a “young child” is
ch’ok, an “unripe thing” along the lines of the veg-
etative metaphors mentioned above (Kaufman and
Norman 1984:127). In Ch’olti’, there is a decided-
ly ambivalent tone toward an “old woman,” yx-
calel, who has a sinister, dangerous quality (Ringle
n.d.), and the word for “rotten,” noh-xib, is the
same as the Common Ch’olan term for “old” or

“big man.”



THE CLASSIC MAYA BODY

Classic Maya images of the aged are those in
which the legs are skinny and knobby, the belly dis-
tended, the chest fallen (Fig. 1.52; K2068). Few
living lords were shown in this fashion, and the
depictions we have of the aged are almost always of
deities. There is a strong impression that any dis-
play of protruding bone, such as from a thin torso,
was regarded negatively. Not surprisingly, the aged
often have few to no teeth, and their faces are cov-
ered with wrinkles; if female, their breasts have lost
all tone and hang far down the chest, with hard,
angular outlines (Taube 1994a:657-658). The
ancestors, identified by the mam glyph, display an
abundance of rather wild hair (a sign of uncontrol-
lability or unpredictable behavior?), beards, and an
evident loss of teeth.

Youth is shown in two ways, either as miniature
adults or as creatures that look far different, with
distinctive haircuts that exhibit only a few patches
of hair (Fig. 1.53; K7727). If very young, even
newborn, they sprawl on their back or squirm in
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the arm, a property that extends also to newborn
gods (Xultun Stela 5, von Euw 1978:23; see also
K521, K1890). This state was known to the Classic
Maya as #ne, meaning simply “baby,” a hieroglyph-
ic description that is worked out explicitly in some
texts (Simon Martin, personal communication,
2000). The Classic Maya entertained what appear
to have been paradoxical notions, in that certain
gods who were, one presumes, timeless or static,
such as the Storm God, could be shown as a baby
(Chaak, Xultun Stela 5, von Euw 1978:23) and as
an aged and withered version of the same deity
(K2068). Other gods were born “old” and, it
seems, in pairs, from different placentas (Taube
1994a:663, Sides 11, I1T). Evidently, “old” did not
mean “lacking in vitality.” Age implied not decrepi-
tude but an inherent authority and strength (Taube
1992b:126).

Sources from Colonial and modern Yucatan
refer to an important age-grade ritual called the
hetzmek’, when a child was placed astride the hip

Fig. 1.52. The elderly: (a) an old Chaak (after K2068);

and (b) a midwife goddess with drooping breasts (after K5113).
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for the first time (Redfield and Villa Rojas
1934:188-190; Tozzer 1941:88). Finally, most
youths, or at least those not yet married, went by
the ch’ok title in Classic Maya texts. Our suspicion
is that, as in Classical Greece, the passage to adult-
hood among the Classic Maya varied between gen-
ders, and that a difference existed between the
recognition of “biological maturity (the pubertal
state)” and “social maturity (the unmarried state)”
(Beaumont 2000:47). Young people sometimes
participated in important ceremonies, including
ones where “gifts” or “sacrifices” (mayij) were
involved, perhaps concerning acts of bloodletting
and the use of stingray spines, and, at Piedras
Negras, in the “covering” (mak) of young females.
This last ritual confirms some sensitivity about
open presentation of the privates.

Fig. 1.53. Mother with partly shorn infant (after K7727).
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One final age category cannot be avoided,
although, strictly speaking, it does not involve liv-
ing beings: these are the ancestors, the beings that
went before and established the pattern for what
was to come (McAnany 1995, 1998). Explicit
marking of ancestors involves, as indicated before,
the [MAM] glyph of an aged male without teeth
and with a long forelock. The use of this sign is rel-
atively uncommon, perhaps even more so as the
Classic period proceeds, but it seems largely to
occur on objects that might be described as “the
ornament of the ancestor” (Fig. 1.54; M. Coe and
J. Kerr 1997:pl. 39). These artifacts, again mostly
of early date, attach the names of deceased kings to
precious objects to be worn by descendants.
Images, too, might be described as the “ancestor’s
corporal body” (u-baah [of the] mam . . .), as on
Tikal Stela 31 (C. Jones and Satterthwaite
1982:figs. 51a, 52a, positions 11-J1, M1-N1; see
also Chapter 2). However, the more usual pattern
is not to stress the full body of the ancestor but to
use an abbreviated version of it: one arm, a head,
and little else, with what remains wreathed in
smoke and flame. The ancestors possess not only
objects: on one stela, a god is also described as
belonging to the “ancestors,” perhaps in the sense
of being accorded special dynastic devotion (see
Fig. 2.15). Other ancestors were likened to K’awiil,
the concrete form of divinity and perhaps of ances-
tral authority, as at Copan, Honduras, and La
Amelia, Guatemala (Chapter 2). In all cases, incon-
trovertibly, the Classic Maya saw a witnessing, par-
ticipatory role for ancestors. Much like the waxen,
fleshy-looking #magines deployed as ancestral pres-
ences among the Romans, effigies of Maya ances-
tors were brought together with the living in ways
that reflected mutual relationships and responsibil-
ities. There is a possibility that the especially large
figurines, modeled freely and found at sites like
Aguateca and Piedras Negras, Guatemala, represent
precisely such presences. At Piedras Negras, most
have been violently destroyed, pointing to a neu-
tralization of such beings, if they are indeed
embodied in such objects of fired clay. One of the
puzzling features of Classic references to mam
ancestors is that, in our experience, none refer to
women, although deceased female members of
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royal families were regarded with all due reverence
(McAnany 1995:43-49). Was the collective group
of ancestors regarded by the Classic Maya as
“male”? This would differ from most ethnographic
Maya, who freely acknowledge male and female
beings among the ancestors (e.g., Guiteras Holmes
1965:271).

A MASCULINE GAZE

t has been suggested that genders or even sexual

distinctions among the Classic Maya were fluid
and, in the jargon of present-day academic lan-
guage, “performed” or “inscribed,” as though
physical attributes could be reconfigured by force
of will or caprice of thought (e.g., R. Joyce
2000a:6-10, 64-66, 78-79, 178). The distinction
here between gender, a series of learned habits and
attitudes linked with sex, and sex itself, a biological
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property, is basic, although a number of scholars
have begun to assert that the latter, too, is cultural-
ly conditioned (Gosden 1999:146-150; cf. Astuti
1998:46-47; Stein 1992:340-350). The premises
that underlie these suggestions about the Classic
Maya—that sexuality and gender were flexible and
only intermittently marked, that female characteris-
tics were reduced or overlooked in favor of male
ones, that women’s status became eroded in dynas-
tic settings—are questionable (Houston and
McAnany 2003:32-34). In all known cases of
hieroglyphic captions for women, they are named
by a distinctive marker, sx-; when stripped of cloth-
ing, women are shown with breasts, a lack of male
genitalia, and, it must be admitted, a certain degree
of avoirdupois that is not currently fashionable in
aesthetics of the female body. Finally, the supposed
claims for “cross-dressing” or “third-gender” por-
trayals have no support, because they misinterpret

Fig. 1.54. An heirloom of the ancestors (M. Coe and J. Kerr 1997:pl. 39, copyright Justin Kerr).
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the garb of the maize deity as being intrinsically
female; in fact, these costumes relate to a particular
category of deity, not to a blurring of genders (cf.
Looper 2002:173-177). A rare exception forms
part of a clowning dance in which a man seems to
dress as a woman (K1549). Rosemary Joyce has
mentioned the “erosion” of female status in elite
contexts, yet we do not know what that status
might have been prior to the creation of dynastic
societies among the Classic Maya, nor can we
assume a precondition of matriarchy, female
empowerment, or, during the Late Classic period,
“a higher status for women in nonruling noble
house compounds, where they could claim credit
for the products of their labor” (R. Joyce
2000a:89). In fact, women make their greatest
appearance in texts and images during the Late
Classic, when they are alleged to have had the least
power (Fig. 1.55).

Yet Joyce, the most ardent advocate of “perfor-
mative” and “fluid” categories of gender and sex
among the Maya, is certainly correct in one thing,
although she does not state it openly: that women
did not control image or text making during the
Classic period (R. Joyce 2000a:89; 2000b:278; but
cf. Vail and A. Stone 2002:203). Every identifiable
sculptor (there are many dozens) is male. Every
named calligrapher (there are more than a dozen)
is male (Houston 2000:fig. 4), although, to be
sure, there is one Jaina figurine of a woman posed
with a codex. The odds are high, then, that the per-
spective in Classic Maya texts and images reflects an
“androcentric vision” or a “masculine order . . . of
perception and appreciation” (Bourdieu 2001:5, 9,
but cf. 49-53; 1. Winter 1996:11) that might be
contrasted with the feminine vision studied by
Regina Stefaniak (1993) in Renaissance Italy. The
trove of available inscriptions and depictions por-
trays anything but unbiased snapshots of Classic
Maya life. They are selected from a certain vantage,
that of male painters and sculptors under close
supervision by royalty and other elites. Women
could own objects commissioned from such mas-
ters, including drinking bowls and weaving pins
(Houston and D. Stuart 2001:fig. 3.2). They
might even have provided commentary and criti-
cism on such works. But their voices are nowhere
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Fig. 1.55. A royal lady from the Late Classic period,
Piedras Negras Stela 1, front (drawing by David Stuart).
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front and center. To assert the opposite involves a
clear challenge to scholars—that they find the
names of women who served as scribes and artists.
To our knowledge, no such clear evidence exists.
Claims of this sort from three male authors
may occasion skepticism. But the trend of the data
is clear, to the extent that there is even one scene
from the Classic period that records a charter for
gendered activity, including the practice of writing
(Fig. 1.56). The image comes from a pot that has
been repainted in modern times but was docu-
mented prior to retouching; for that reason, we can
rely on most of its details. The pot shows an act of
emergence from some underworld aperture that
resembles a stony altar (M. Coe 1978:pl. 16). A
male and female pair climb out of this hole. The
male is a traveler, as indicated by his broad straw
hat. He probably plays a role in the emergence of
the first humans from caves, a theme that occurs
throughout Mesoamerica and the American
Southwest. This vessel scene also assigns activities
according to sex, thus helping to shape gender
roles. An elderly deity, perhaps one half of a creator
pair—another common theme in Mesoamerica—
offers an inkwell to the male. Off to the same side
are two deities associated with writing and account-

ing. In contrast, the side with the emerging female
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exhibits a creator goddess who carries, not a child,
as might be presumed from the band around her
waist, but a censer burner, perhaps to indicate the
duty of tending domestic and ritual fires. If correct-
ly interpreted, the pot attests to an explicit under-
standing from the Classic period that gendered
activities came into existence at some mythic time
of emergence.

In her book Between Men, Eve Sedgwick
(1985:1-2) explores what she calls “homosocial
desire,” the need for men (or women) to form
social bonds with their own sex. Sedgwick writes
from the point of view of a social critic who beholds
homosexuality as a necessary prelude to the
destruction of “patriarchy” or the unjust dominion
of women by men. Still, as a term, homosocial can
be used apart from Sedgwick’s particular disposi-
tion: the word expresses the need that males or
females have, for whatever motivation, to meet or
commune in same-sex gatherings. Classic Maya
imagery tends to be homosocial (taking place
among the same sex) and androsocial (taking place
among men); when women appear, they are usual-
ly alone or in small clusters—the free interspersion
of females and males, as on several mythic scenes
from polychrome ceramics, is probably a sign of
eroticism, not of everyday interaction between the

Fig. 1.56. Mythic charter for gendered activities (M. Coe 1978:pl. 16, copyright Justin Kerr).
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sexes (M. Coe 1978:pl. 11). This is accentuated
when the males are elderly, and the females young.
A vessel from Tonina, Chiapas, exemplifies
androsociality. Two youths speak to one another in
a courtly setting, with hints that one, the ch’ok
bakab, is ranked over the other (Becquelin and
Baudez 1979:fig. 183). Later chapters in this book
address at greater length the evidence for age-grade
associations and even sexual relations between
older and younger men. Those rare images that fea-
ture only women usually appear next to sculptures
showing men, as in the series of stelae at Calakmul
or on Piedras Negras Stelae 1 and 3; the latter may
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even have a male on the other, highly eroded side,
although its legible face highlights a queen and a
princess on a throne.

The question remains, if Classic Maya scenes
are funneled through a masculine sensibility—we
have no clear Jane Austen or Madame Vigée-Le
Brun—where can we see a distinctively female per-
spective? Two possibilities come to mind. One
might be the ceramic figurines that are quickly
made, widely distributed, and, on occasion, the-
matically incongruent with monumental imagery
(e.g., Schlosser 1978; Willey 1972). Nonetheless,
these are not securely the products of women, and,

Fig. 1.57. Woman’s costume (after photograph by David Stuart of unprovenanced vessel).
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wuut,

Jjol, “head”

ti’, “mouth”

tahn, “chest”

paat, “back”

aat, “penis”

ook,
“foot, leg”

Fig. 1.58. Classic Maya body parts (male figure after Schele 1997:72).
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in any case, many are made from a limited number
of molds. Another, more persuasive domain of
female vision consists of textiles, which most schol-
ars feel were fashioned by women (Taylor 1983).
The vast majority consisted of one or two pieces of
large cloth. On men they were draped around the
midsection several times, with loose ends coming
down the front and hanging between the legs.
(There was probably some intent both to cover and
to evoke the phallus.) The two pieces of cloth were
necessary to create a colorful and textural contrast
between the waist and the skirt or kilt (e.g.,
K5176). Even a simple cotton kilt could be distin-
guished by an elaborate selvage to mark its edges
and give greater definition to the shape of the
clothing (K625). In general, the amount of cloth
worn by males and females was about the same,
with the females perhaps having a bit more: the
males bunched up cloth around the midsection;
females stretched such cloth (psk in Colonial
Yukatek) to cover the body yet, at the same time,
reveal underlying contours (Fig. 1.57).

A few garments represented elaborate produc-
tions that involved a variety of materials, including
the jaguar pelt linked to lords. Some show what
may be the heads of deities (K6316), depictions of
sweet exhalations and flowers (K2695, K5456,
K6059, K6552), open snake mouths with faces
inside (K5037), crossed long bones and eyeballs
(K1440), embroidered day signs (K2572), and the
very rare glyphic text, as on dedicatory phrases at
Bonampak, Calakmul, and Chinikiha (M. Miller
and D. Stuart 1981; see also K764, K1599). The
surfaces of many vessels play with cross-media
transfers by showing images that reproduce cloth
or pelt as markers of opulence (e.g., K679, K772,
K4617, K5606; Reents-Budet 1994:pls. 1.15,
1.16, 3.43). Nonetheless, these figural designs can-
not be securely assigned to women. The one rela-
tively complete nametag on a textile, from
Calakmul Stela 9, appears to record a man’s name,
perhaps the person offering the garment rather
than the maker. Those in the Bonampak murals are
incomplete and stop, perhaps not coincidentally,
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just when the name should appear in the dedicato-
ry phrase. With caution, one can infer that the
“female gaze” and its expression may have been
directed systematically toward less figural modes of
display, as was true prior to the late nineteenth cen-
tury among many indigenous groups on the North
American plains (Gugel 2000:194, 212; Khristaan
Villela, personal communication, 2003). Still, the
broader implication of the masculine gaze in
Classic Maya imagery is disquieting. As a massively
skewed sample, it creates some difficulty in allow-
ing us to speak conclusively about gender polari-
ties, fusions, and relations during the Classic peri-
od, since fully one-half of the system, that involving
women, is hazy at best, invisible at worst. More to
the point, the interpretive challenge is not for want
of theory or scholarly will but arises from inherent
limitations of data. The same might be said of the
“invisibility” of children, a recent theme in archae-
ological and anthropological research (Grimm
2000:53-54; Kamp 2002:73; Scheper-Hughes and
Sargent 1998:13-15).

EXPLORING THE CLASSIC BODY

he Maya body had many features, of which only

a few were noted by the scribes and sculptors of
the Classic Maya world (Fig. 1.58; compare with a
Zapotec example in Marcus 1998:frontispiece).
Here we have examined some of its fundamental
attributes, hinted at vaguely in later sources but
emphatically declared in Classic materials, and
sketched its various contrasts, such as between
young and old, the beautiful and the ugly. Any
Mayanist should wish to know something of these
terms and concepts. It is the Classic body that
archaeologists exhume, and its works, the muscular
labor of centuries, created the sites scholars dig
and the landscapes they survey. Nonetheless, as
many have commented before, the images and
texts that form the substance of this volume reveal
a thin view, one concerned above all with eclites
and imbued strongly with the gaze and interests
of men.



CHAPTER TWO

Bodzies and Portraits

nthropological literature from the last several decades testifies to the
person,” and “self” can be

perceived across cultures (Carrithers et al. 1985; Cohen 1994; Goffman
1959; G. Harris 1989). Studies of personal identity and individuality, and how
these are constructed within particular social settings, now occupy a central

”»” «

complex ways in which the human “body,

place in the ethnographic study of human interaction. Indeed, the study of the
self, person, and body in culture goes far beyond the analysis of the individual
to encompass myriad facets of social life. It also touches on political representa-
tion, kinship, and ritual, among other important themes.

In this chapter, we investigate the concepts of “self” and “person” in
ancient Maya society, especially as they are linked to physical presence. Any con-
sideration of the self as perceived in antiquity is fraught with difficulties, since
archaeological and epigraphic techniques fall far short of direct ethnographic
experience and observation. An added difficulty comes from the fact that much
of the anthropological literature on “self” and “person” derives from a brilliant
but, in some respects, misguided study by Marcel Mauss (1985), an insightful
pioneer in anthropological theory but also among the least traveled of ethnog-
raphers: Mauss followed more in the tradition of earlier armchair specialists like
Sir James Frazer than fieldworkers like Bronislaw Malinowski (Fournier
1994:702-707).

For Mauss, the problem of identity was best understood in a Western frame-
work, in which rather anonymous, group-oriented categories evolved into the
exalted Western individual, a “great possession” of “sacred character” that he
felt would disappear with the rise of fascism in the 1930s. It is well to remem-
ber that his essay on the “self” and “person,” among his last works, was pre-
sented in that gloomy year 1938, a time of increasing desperation among
Mauss’s fellow Jews in Germany (Mauss 1985:22; see also Falasca-Zamponi
1997:187; Houston and McAnany 2003; cf. Gillespie 2001). Mauss thus pre-
sented an idea with more than a tinge of “teleology,” the belief that processes
move toward some final purpose or design. And he did so as a topical comment
on distressing developments around him. At the same time, “individuation” as
a strong sense of individual difference and identity is also found among tribal or
non-Western peoples (Kray 1997:32), just as twenty-first-century Westerners
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can imagine their identity in constant relation to
others and the roles they play (Shweder and
Bourne 1984). A total and absolute divide between
being a monad and forming part of something larg-
er is, we believe, implausible in any society,
although this has not stopped anthropologists and
psychoanalysts from trying to establish such a dis-
tinction: consider the supposed contrast between
“sociocentric” and “egocentric” societies, the first
stressing, in Marilyn Strathern’s terminology, an
unstable “dividual person,” and the second, a more
stable, independent “individual” (Corin 1998:83;
Strathern 1988). Alan Roland, too, distinguishes
between a “familial self” in Japan and India and an
self” in the United States
(1988:7-8). Of late, and in a measured response to

“individualized

such stereotypes, some anthropologists have
stressed the subjective experience of being “some-
one,” regardless of cultural setting (Battaglia 1995;
Mageo 1998; Spiro 1993), and others, the group
relationships that reach beyond individual bodies
(A. Becker 1995:4).

Fortunately, as Mayanists, we have at our dis-
posal numerous written sources that reveal under-
lying concepts of the body and its extendible mean-
ings in Maya society during the Classic period.
Quite plainly, Mauss’s use of Northwest Coast or
Roman examples is unnecessary when Maya ones
are available. Our discussion hinges on two key
expressions in the ancient texts, winik and baab,
that have received some scholarly attention in the
past. These terms reveal core details of Classic
Maya perceptions of personhood and the body, as
does, according to John Monaghan and Allen
Christenson, the related highland Mayan (K’iche”)
concept of wach, which translates as “face,”
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“image,” “visage,” and “self” (Allen Christenson,
personal communication, 2003; Monaghan 1998).
For the purposes of this chapter, we are less con-
cerned with teleology or Western-oriented, cate-
gorical notions of the “person” or “self” than with
the following questions: How did the Maya distin-
guish between themselves? How did they under-
stand the body as a thing? And how did that con-
cept of the body influence the depiction and glyph-

ic mention of people and their relation to time?
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For our purposes, the “person” is a set of roles
and attributes that uniquely intersect in one human
(or supernatural) and distinguish him or her from
others. At the same time, it intrinsically exists in
relation to other, complementary clusters of roles
and attributes, that is, other “persons.” A “self” is
that person in relation to others, a being that pon-
ders, when it cares to, the nature of its existence
and its relative autonomy from others. Here is a
strong sense, an internal, subjective one, of “I” and
“me,” as spoofed in Tristram Shandy by Laurence
Sterne, “And who are you, said he? Don’t puzzle
me, said I” (R. Porter 1997:1). Always present, a
thing that cannot be ignored, is the “body.” It is a
physical object, although, naturally, people will
think about what it means and how it should be
defined. For Mayanists, the contemplative, intro-
spective features of the Classic “person,” “self,”
and “body” lie beyond reach, the internal queries
and doubts about the nature of a single life unavail-
able to us, as synapses fired over a millennium ago
have spent their electrical charge. What we can
study are the ways in which these concepts were
categorized. For the Classic Maya, the “person”
and “body” are the closest to the surface; the “self”
remains a more distant, almost conjectural notion,
sketched by comparative anthropology but elusive
to the epigrapher and iconographer. Whether it can
even be studied with available evidence is highly

debatable.

WINIK, BAAH, AND
THEIR MEANINGS

lassic Maya inscriptions have a term for the

concept of “entity,” a distinct being with cer-
tain features and behaviors. This is winik, a word
that, in various cognate forms, occurs in all Mayan
languages, from Common Ch’olan *winik, “man”
(Kaufman and Norman 1984:136) to Colonial
Tzotzil winik, “human, person” (Laughlin 1988,
1:328), generally with the sense of “person” but
often, and rather more specifically, of “man”
(Michelon 1976:385; Smailus 1975:176). Many
kinds of winik exist in the inscriptions. They are
usually preceded by a descriptive term that specifies
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what sort of winik this might be, such as k’ubul
winik, “holy person, holy man” (Fig. 2.1). The
inscriptions suggest that this category is only
recorded for men, although, perhaps, it also applied
to women. The use of winik by women, especially
by a single figure at Yaxchilan, seems to be part of
an elaborate sequence of titles rather than a
descriptive of personhood (e.g., Yaxchilan Lintel
1:G2, I. Graham and von Euw 1977:13). A few
texts, such as those found on Yaxchilan Lintel 21,
position A3 (I. Graham and von Euw 1977:49),
confirm that precisely the same word applies to the
Maya unit of “twenty days” as well as to “person.”
This is completely logical, since a unit has twenty
days, and a person has twenty digits. It seems like-
ly that the older term, “person,” came to be used
for a later calendrical expression.

Another term relates less to a general meaning
of “being” or “person” than with the material form
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of the person. Such a term involves one of the most
common hieroglyphs in the Mayan script. It reads
[U-ba-hi] (#-baahb) and can assume one of a few
equivalent forms (Fig. 2.2). With her customary
insight, Tatiana Proskouriakoft (1968) was the first
to define the basic environment of this glyph in
Maya texts, even though she was not at the time
aware of its phonetic reading. Her discussion of the
expression is worth repeating: “The precise mean-
ing of the opening glyph (T1.757 or T1.788)
[these numbers designate particular signs] is
unknown, but because it is used in a wide range of
contexts, almost always occurs at the beginning of
a passage, and often appears in direct association
with individual figures, it must stand for some
widely applicable expression, such as for example:
‘Here 1is portrayed (or recorded)’ 2
(Proskouriakoft 1968:247). Barbara MacLeod
(1987:105) and Victoria Bricker (1986:112-113)

Fig. 2.1. Winik glyphs: (a) k’ubul winik, from a Late Classic vessel; (b) Naj Tunich Drawing
65 (after A. Stone 1995a:fig. 8.65); and (c) k’ubul chatahn winik, from unprovenanced Late

Classic vessel.
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later pointed the way to a more complete interpre-
tation of the sign by suggesting a connection
between it and a reflexive suffix -ba, which, when
attached to verb roots, indicates reflexive or self-
directed action. This same root may appear with a
pronoun such as #- for “himself, herself, itself”
(first- and second-person pronouns are equally pos-
sible; Attinasi 1973, Knowles 1984:404). A few
examples show the widespread use of this mor-
pheme, ranging from Yukatek Mayan hats’ba,
“scourge-self” to Colonial Tzotzil ta j-maj j-ba, “1
hit myself” (Barrera Visquez 1980:21; J. Haviland
1988:95); Tzendal has ba, “head, point or principal,
first”; bail, “face”; and dtbabil, quitba, “front, fore-
head,” and modern Tzotzil has bail, “myself, your-
self [etc.]” or “top . visage” (Laughlin
1975:75-76; J. Robertson n.d.). In Ch’orti’, the
noun p’ab means “self, body, person, spirit”
(Wisdom n.d.). The semantic complex “head, face,
top” is also linked with “self” in Tzeltal and Tzotzil.

Current readings of hieroglyphs make it clear
that the expression appears in two ways, as a syllab-
ic spelling that shows all of its sounds, baah, and as
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a word sign, or “logograph,” that uses a homo-
phone, such as the head of a pocket gopher, to spell
the same word, baah. In Maya texts from the Late
Classic period and later, the rodent head comes to
be used as a syllable itself, probably because the
underlying word had begun to change from one
with long vowel and final /h/ to one without those
features. The primary sense of baah is “body.” This
was the actual object of reciprocal or reflexive
action; during Classic times, the concept seems to
have been visible semantically, unlike later reflexive
expressions in which it has only a ghostly presence.
“Head” and “face” are closely related meanings.
The bridge between the notions of “body” and
“head” is crucial. It is the front surface or top of
the head that facilitates individual recognition and
receives reflexive acts. As the locus of identity, the
face or head establishes individual difference and
serves logically as the recipient of reflexive action.
Mayan languages spoken today or recorded in the
Colonial period establish that other meanings flow
from the basic concepts of “self” or “person” and
“face” or “head.” One set is metaphoric, hence the

g o\

Fig. 2.2. Sample of u-baak expressions: (a) Tikal Stela 5:D4 (after C. Jones and Satterthwaite
1982:fig. 8a); (b) unprovenanced jade (after Covarrubias 1957:fig. 94); (c¢) unprovenanced
vessel, K2914 (after J. Kerr 1990:297); and (d) slate mirror back from Bagaces, Costa Rica,

A4 (after D. Stone 1977:fig. 84).
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references to the “top” of a cave or a “top-ranking
worker.” English, too, uses “head” as an adjectival
descriptive for the leader of a particular group, such
as the “head chef” or “head of state.” Being imme-
diately obvious—and close at hand—bodily
metaphors in Mayan and other Mesoamerican lan-
guages organize one semantic domain by referring
to another (Danziger 1996:72; see also Chapter 1).

Another set of meanings reveals Maya beliefs
about the head or face and their relation to individ-
ual identity. The entries from Tzotzil and Yukatek
Mayan define baakb and its various forms as aspects
of appearance, a recognizable “visage” or overall
mien, if always in a corporal, embodied sense. That
visage is transferable to an “image” or “portrait,” a
“thing similar to another thing,” as in &a:/ (Barrera
Viasquez 1980:26). A deeper notion operates as
well. The body extends visibly to other representa-
tions, yet essence transfers along with resemblance:
the surface, the “face,” does not so much mimic
aspects of identity as realize them. In terms of
being, an image embodies more than a clever arti-
fice that simulates identity; it both resembles and zs
the entity it reproduces (D. Stuart 1996).

BODY PART, METAPHOR,
AND ESSENTIAL IDENTITY

n Classic examples, “body” is a productive trans-

lation of [BAAH] glyphs in many contexts, and

Fig. 2.3. Depiction of the god of drink on an unprovenanced vessel

(after Robicsek and Hales 1981:28).
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the more concrete meaning of “head” (attested in
Greater Tzeltalan languages) was applied in Classic
times as well. We find this in the name glyph of a
deity of inebriation, Akan, “groan,” who served as a
way, or “companion spirit” (Fig. 2.3; Grube 2001a;
Grube and Nahm 1994:708). His name consists of
an “axe” sign, probably meaning “chop,” followed
by baah and Akan (Orejel 1990:4). “Body-” or
“Head-chopping,” indeed! The supernatural hacks
his head off with an axe. But is baak used with gen-
eral reflexivity in mind, or does it describe a partic-
ular form of bodily mutilation? In all instances, the
chopping cuts the neck and head, so the answer
must be the second—that the term refers to self-
decapitation. The mythological references on
Hieroglyphic Stairway 3 at Yaxchilan and in the
Kliche’ Popol Vuh suggest that this action has super-
natural overtones (Christenson 2000:195). Parallel
scenes occur in some later Mexican sources, such as
the Codex Laud, p. 24 (Moser 1973:fig. 25).
Another literal use of baah as “face” or “head”
occurs in the phrase, z-#-baah, where Victoria
Bricker first detected reflexivity in Classic inscrip-
tions. This is most frequently a prepositional phrase
in certain verbal statements for royal accession, read
by Bricker as “the ruler entered office ‘by himself””
(1986:113). The two examples assembled in Figure
2.4 (a and b) show the following sequence, reading
from left to right: first, verbs referring to “fasten-
ing” or “enclosing” in the sense of “wrapping”
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(k’a(h)l-a5; D. Stuart 1996)—that is, something
(or someone) is “fastened”; second, the name of an
object that is partly made of paper (huun), proba-
bly referring to a specific headdress wrapped
around the foreheads of Maya lords (Schele and
Grube 1995:37-38); third, t-#-baakh; and fourth
and last, the name of the person achieving high
office at this time. These passages refer to the “fas-
tening” of a forehead diadem, long recognized to
be a badge of royal rank, “on the head/face” of a
lord. Many depictions exist of lords wearing such
diadems on the top of their foreheads. Nowhere do
the corresponding texts unambiguously indicate
agency or self-directed action. Yet this pattern may
also be consistent with a process common in lan-
guage, in which semantically motivated expressions
are later, or even concurrently, construed as gram-
matical particles (John Robertson, personal com-
munication, 1996).

Mayan script and language also make
metaphoric use of “head” as a means of exaltation,
of designating someone as the principal member of
a particular category of person. Several examples
appear in Classic sources (Fig. 2.5). For example,
ba-al probably refers to the firstborn child of a
woman (from a/, “child of woman”); ba-sajal is a
title for the “principal sajal,” based on the title
commonly associated with subordinate lords; the
baab-ch’ok is a position that translates as “top
youth” (or the abstractive baah-ch’ok-I-¢l, the rather
awkward “first youthship-ness”); the baah-ajaw,
“first lord”; and the ba- “sculptor,” or the “top
sculptor.” (In some of these examples, the Maya
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had begun to shorten the earlier aah to ba because
of changes in their scribal language. All, however,
refer to the same word.) One reasonable interpre-
tation of these signs would view them as indications
of ordinal rank within a certain class of people, sig-
nifying “first” rather than “top.” But, strictly
speaking, these are not ordinal number construc-
tions, which are otherwise well attested in the
Mayan script. Rather, they represent unique cate-
gorizations, a setting apart from others.

One of the most important titles of Maya lords,
and high-ranking ones at that, is the bakab title
(Fig. 2.6a). It usually appears at the end of long
strings of titles and has some relation to mytholog-
ical figures known as the bakab, who played a role
in Postclassic Yucatan as supporters of heaven “so
that it should not fall” (Tozzer 1941:13). During
the Classic period, however, the term applied
exclusively to human beings, including some
women known as Ixbakab. It is now evident that
the title can be disassembled into meaningful parts.
This is made possible in the first place by a clue
from later uses of the title, found on incised vessels
from the Puuc area of Yucatan, Mexico (Grube
1990b:fig. 7). The final elements spell out [ka-
KAB], the expression for “earth,” especially in the
sense of agricultural soil with fertilizer (a key ele-
ment within is the sign for “excrement”; Fig.
2.6b). The first element is usually the syllable [ba],
but early examples from areas to the south, in
Guatemala, show that this element began as the
word sign [BAAH], the sign for “head” or “top”
(Houston 1986:fig. 9). The problem is determin-

Fig. 2.4. Fastening of royal headbands: (a) Yaxchilan Hieroglyphic Stairway 3, Step III:D11-D13
(I. Graham 1982:169); and (b) Quirigua Stela J:H4-H7 (Maudslay 1889-1902, 2:pl. 46).
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ing what this might mean. Was the title “top of the
earth” or, as with other words, did it contain a hid-
den particle, 2(j), meaning “person of,” as in ay
baak, “person of captive,
In either case, the term assigned a key geographical

<«

captor” or “warrior”?
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role to high-status figures at Maya courts, a
metaphorical and perhaps literal “hilltop” that sup-
ported the sky (a reference to elevated palace
dwellings and temples controlled by lords?) or some-
one in charge, ultimately, of agricultural terrain.

O/ £

A\
Q

Fig. 2.5. The term ba/BAAH, meaning “head/top”: (a) [ba-AL], Tonina Monument 69:F1
(after I. Graham and Mathews 1996:103); (b) [ba-sa-ja-la], Piedras Negras Panel 3:D’1
(after field drawing by Stephen Houston); (¢) [BAAH-hi/ch’o-ko-le-le], Palenque Palace
Tablet:L12-K13 (after drawing by Linda Schele); (d) [BAAH-AJAW], Palenque Tablet

of the Slaves:D2 (after drawing by Merle Greene Robertson); and (e¢) [ba-u-lu-?], Piedras

Negras Lintel 3:R’2 (after drawing by John Montgomery).
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Fig. 2.6. Bakab title: (a) spelling from Naranjo Stela 24:A9 (after I. Graham and
von Euw 1975:63); and (b) example from Yucatan, Mexico (after K2774).

As noted, the most frequent application of
baakh is in the contexts first described by
Proskouriakoff. With only a few exceptions, these
follow the pronoun #-, “his, hers, its.” We have
determined already that #-baak takes suffixes pecu-
liar to nouns. There is no cogent epigraphic reason
to distinguish them from the literal and metaphor-
ic uses of the term. We may then go forward in
assessing a new decipherment of the term as “his
body, Juan,” or “Juan’s body.” (In usual Mayan
syntax, regardless of the particular language within
that family, the possessed thing or person precedes
the possessor, so that “u-baank/Juan” means “his
bone/captive, Juan” or “Juan’s bone/captive.”)
Through remarkable insight, Proskouriakoff may
have come close to the correct understanding of #-
baah. The glyphs record that a particular “body”
belongs to an individual, an explicit if culturally
bound reference to portraiture.

A few examples will illustrate this point. Stela
22 from Naranjo (Fig. 2.7) displays a portrait of
the contemporary ruler, K’ahk’ Tiliw Kan Chaak,
whose long regnal name probably meant some-
thing like “Storm God, Fire-Kindles [in] the Sky,”
among several possible interpretations of these
extended names, many of which can be exceeding-
ly difficult to translate. He sits on a pillow throne,
holding a long bar, and in the scene is clearly iden-
tified by the name glyph in his headdress. The
accompanying text begins with a date, followed by

u-baab and the ruler’s name and title. A full trans-
lation is: “On 7 Ajaw 3 Cumbku, (it is) the ‘body’ of
K’ahk’ Tiliw Kan Chaak.” Here the textual refer-
ence to “body” has been supplemented by the por-
trait of the lord in glorious panoply appropriate to
his role and status. Many examples of this most
basic use of wu-baah can be cited. Whereas the
Naranjo example just cited includes a date before
the #-baak noun, most do not. Typically, a portrait
of a god or a person simply takes a name caption
introduced by “the ‘body”’ of.” Name captions with
portraits may appear with no such introductory
phrasing, but the inclusion of u-baah serves as a
possessed descriptive of the image. It is also a good
example in which the Maya extended the key refer-
ence, the head as a mark of individuality, to the
entire body and beyond, to its image hewn from
stone. It takes a small part of the person and makes
it stand for the whole, a common practice in Classic
Maya culture and its Mesoamerican precursors
(Chapter 1).

Another context links those “heads” and the
bodies attached to them to actions, often in the
form of “dance” (Fig. 2.8; Grube 1992:fig. 4;
Josserand et al. 1985). All such references accom-
pany scenes or portraits with texts recording #-
baab ti-ak’ta or ak’oot, “his body in [the act of]
dance.” Other examples include #-baah ti-chum,
“his body in [the act of] sitting”; u-baah ti-chok(?),
“his body in [the act of] throwing”; and u-baak/
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Fig. 2.7. Top front of Naranjo Stela 22 (I. Graham and von Euw 1975:55).
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ti-way, “his body in [the act of] sleep.” Another
context, discussed more fully in Chapter 8, employs
u-baakh in a special phrase for god “imperson-
ations” by rulers. Here w#-baah-il initiates a
sequence of signs that begins with an enigmatic
term [a-nu] and then the name of a deity. The
name and titles of the lord who adopted this super-
natural identity follow thereafter (Houston and D.
Stuart 1996:figs. 6-7). More than mummery or
costumed drama, royal performances in deity cos-
tume permitted rulers and certain nonregnal fig-
ures to perform and relive mythic pasts, much as
they do today in highland Chiapas and Guatemala
(Christenson 2001:24; Vogt 1993:161). Of course,
they also allowed Maya kings to share in the divin-
ity of gods, in what we will call later, in Chapter 8,
the practice of “concurrence,” of essences that can
inhabit the same space at the same time (Houston

Fig. 2.9. References to “body” in a parentage expression, Palenque
Tablet of the 96 Glyphs:J7-I8 (after drawing by Linda Schele).
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and D. Stuart 1996:297-300; see also A. Stone
1991). Textual allusions to the “body,” baah, as
part of this impersonation point directly to the
transcendent merger of supernatural and human
identity, to say nothing of further linkages with
community deities (Calnek 1988b:47—48; Houston
and D. Stuart 1996:302). In this, Classic Maya
practice resembles those of Central Mexico, where
rulers proposed their “likeness” to a particular god
by means of performance and clothing (Klein
1986:153).

Some select cases of the wu-banh expression
appear embedded within long texts, where the
labeling of a particular image cannot be its func-
tion. The inscription on the Tablet of the 96
Glyphs from Palenque is a case in point. The stone
bears no portrait image at all, although at one time
it was attached to other pieces, now scattered. Yet
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the [U-BAAH] glyph appears in the middle of the
ornate inscription (Fig. 2.9). Here, #-baab clarifies
ambiguous points of reference, often in so-called
parentage statements. In many inscriptions of the
Classic period, royal subjects include among their
titles extended references to their mothers and
fathers. These are structured so that the subject is
named first, followed by a relationship glyph (“the
son of Juan”), which is in turn followed by a sec-
ond statement of relation to the other parent (“the
son of Juan”; kinship terms expressing the relations
between offspring and each parent varied according
to the gender of the parent, as is true in Mayan lan-
guages today). The #u-baah expression sometimes
appears before mention of the second relationship,
immediately before the kin term. In lengthy cita-
tions of one’s parentage, with relationships
expressed one after the other, a reader might lose
sight of the child. In such passages, #-baah respec-
ifies the referent in an explicit way. This means that
u-baah may precede the phrase u-juuntabn, “the
cared one of . . . ,” which then introduces the name
of the mother. Thus, “his body is the cared one of
(her),” where the “body” in effect restates the sub-
ject commemorated by the text.

Several compound nouns with baah refer to
types of objects, probably in the sense of “images”
(Fig. 2.10). One such expression is winba, a
Yukatek term meaning “image, figure, portrait in
general” (Barrera Vasquez 1980:923). The hiero-
glyphic form is [U-wi-ni-BAAH ], which occurs in
possessed form among the fallen stucco glyphs of
Temple XVIII at Palenque (Fig. 2.10a; Houston
and D. Stuart 1996:302-303). Unfortunately, the
displacement of this glyph from the wall that held
it obscures its original setting. The other examples
pose equal challenges, for the reason that their
adjectival descriptives are not yet deciphered. Dos
Pilas Stela 15 records the “so-and-so”-baakb of a
deity (Fig. 2.10b). This may refer to the effigies
attested in Mayan script and iconography
(Houston and D. Stuart 1996:302-306). More
readable is a passage on Stela 4, from Copan,
Honduras, which names the stela as the “polished-
stone”-baah-il of the god who is presumably
impersonated by the ruler portrayed on the face of
the monument (Fig. 2.10c¢). The same expression is
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also found on Throne 1 at Piedras Negras,
Guatemala, where it refers in enigmatic fashion to
an object, perhaps a sacred object of polished stone
(a mask or type of “body”?), that “arrives” and
then “rests” for the first time (&a-hil-i) before com-
ing to a halt. These rituals prepared for the acces-
sion of a new king, who may have needed these cer-
emonial processions to succeed a ruler who had evi-
dently departed the throne, perhaps unwillingly
(Martin and Grube 2000:151). The “polished
stone” element is the key to meaning, although we
lack a firm decipherment of the sign. It is known to
refer to celts, masks, and stelae, recalling James
Porter’s (1996) demonstration of ancient Olmec-
period conceptual ties between celts and stone
monuments. This point is developed further by
Taube (1995), who finds their origin in primordial
ritual fetishes. What seems certain is that the idea of
“image” often hinges on terms that are based on
baah.

One final matter deserves thought. There are
suggestions that a Classic Maya deity known as
K’awiil represents a pivotal distinction in Maya
thought, one between visible, material godhood
and a more elusive, immanent version of the same
spiritual force (Fig. 2.11). K’awiil has long present-
ed problems for scholars, in that he seems to repre-
sent a generic deity, seldom involved in the inde-
pendent actions that characterize other Classic
gods. He is held as an axe that is sometimes in the
process of transformation into a snake. But the
point is: he is used as someone else’s equipment,
often by people in dance. In some highland Mayan
languages, kawnil means “idol, false god,” as in
Pogom (J. Robertson n.d.) and Kaqchikel (Coto
1983:289). The possibility exists that such a word
and its related meaning of “eftigy” describe palpa-
ble or material expressions of godhood. The
Yukatek meanings of k’awil include a peculiarly
diverse range of concepts, from “food” to “suppli-
cant” (Barrera Vasquez 1980:387)—are these the
physical expressions of “godhood,” as exemplified
by god-endowed sustenance and spiritual interces-
sion (Chapter 3)? In this, K’awiil, whose properties
seem closely linked to lineage and royal succession,
contrasts with the enigmatic God C, read %’uh, or
“god.” Equally generic, God C may express the
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Fig. 2.10. Terms using ba: (a) [U-wi-ni-BAAH], Palenque Temple XVIII (after drawing by Linda
Schele); (b) Dos Pilas Stela 15:C2—C3; (c) Copan Stela 4:A15-B18 (after Maudslay 1889-1902,

L:pl. 104).

invisible, immanent quality of “godhood.” In
Classic imagery, he is never depicted in independ-
ent action. A scene from the Postclassic Dresden
Codex is revealing, for God C looks out from a
mirror while another deity gazes in; he reflects god-
liness that can be sensed but not grasped (Fig.
2.11c¢). This peculiar lack of an embodied state also
occurs in the Postclassic Madrid Codex, where God
C is a qualitative epithet for other deities.

THE HEAD AS
INDIVIDUAL SIGNIFIER

s we have seen, linguistic and epigraphic evi-
dence suggests that baah refers to the head or
face, in addition to the more generalized body, of
an individual. This association may reflect a funda-
mental conception in Maya and Mesoamerican

thought (if not beyond), in which the head or face
is seen as the essential manifestation of the body, as
in the far earlier Olmec heads. This connection may
elucidate several features of Maya iconography. For
example, in Maya imagery, name glyphs frequently
occur in the headdresses of lords (or indeed, as the
headdresses themselves). David Kelley (1982) has
observed this to be a pan-Mesoamerican phenome-
non, which goes back into the Olmec period
(Houston 2004). One of the first examples known
for the Maya is the Late Preclassic Monument 65
from Kaminaljuyu, a sculpture that portrays rulers
and captives alike with personal names in head-
dresses (Kaplan 2000). Other cases abound in Early
Classic carvings. The Late Classic murals of
Bonampak are unusually full of such correspon-
dences between headdresses and personal names
(Fig. 2.12). This pattern also occurs with war
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Fig. 2.11. God C and K’awiil: (a) Copan Altar of Stela I:K1 (courtesy of Peabody Museum,
Harvard University); (b) vessel (K5071, copyright Justin Kerr); (¢) Dresden Codex, p. D42a;

and (d) effigy from Tikal Burial 195 (after W. Coe 1967:57).

captives, but they often display their names on the
thigh, as though in a form of metaphorical brand-
ing. The lower the captive’s rank, as on Piedras
Negras Stela 12, the more likely the body would
be marked in this fashion; higher-ranking captives

carried name glyphs in separate captions. Through
such emblematic devices, the Maya and other
Mesoamerican peoples displayed in tangible, con-
crete form an aspect of individuation, an advertise-
ment of their personhood, of how this or that
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image corresponded to one being and that being
alone. Postclassic Mexican sources also show a spe-
cial connection between hieroglyphs and individual
identity as expressed hieroglyphically. Aztec warrior
suits, especially the tlabuiztli costume, included
helmets that, in the Codex Mendoza, show what
may be personal names, although these symbols are
often interpreted purely as badges of rank or mem-
bership in warrior orders (Hassig 1988:fig. 15).
Similar customs are well documented among the
Mixtec, who placed personal names in the head-
dress, “helmet,” or necklace (M. Smith 1973:27).

A comprehensive study of Classic personal
names is still in its infancy (Colas 2003, 2004;
Grube 2001b), but enough is known to affirm that
such names reveal indigenous beliefs about person-
hood and individuation. The fact that some
appellatives change with shifts in status, such as

it

Fig. 2.12. Headdress and name hieroglyph, Bonampak
Room 2 (reconstruction by Heather Hurst [and in some
cases, “with Leonard Ashby”], copyright the Bonampak
Documentation Project).
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elevation to rulership, suggests the importance of
this line of inquiry, as does the fact that some
rulers, especially in parts of northern Guatemala,
may even have multiple formal names, each refer-
ring to different facets of a deity. This pattern
recalls Jon Crocker’s discussion of naming practices
among the Bororo of the Amazon, who use names
to accentuate the “‘spiritual’ aspects of corporate
membership” (1979:257). In his study of the peo-
ple of New Caledonia, Maurice Leenhardt makes
the point that “[n]o single name includes him [a
person] entirely. Each name represents him in one
of his kinship or mythic relationships” (1979:154).
This brings to mind Classic Maya practice, in which
multiple names represent different relationships
between humans and the supernatural, each invest-
ing the self with a complex identity from different
vantage points, an intersection of selthood that
exists at the confluence of many different potential
identities. Again, Leenhardt (1979:157): “A per-
sonality is the result of intellection about the for-
mer personage in certain of its characteristics,
retaining various angles and aspects.” “Sociomythic
domains,” those areas where social life touches
myth, blend two or more personages into shared
realities by the sharing of certain names, just as,
among Classic rulers, grandsons often took the
names of their grandfathers or other pivotal ances-
tors. Individuality, however, is partly achieved by
connection to the body, which creates a disengage-
ment from such sociomythic domains. At this point
any one New Caledonian becomes “a true person,”
a unique meeting of identities and flesh (Leenhardt
1979:163, 165).

Heads play a distinctive role in Maya iconogra-
phy. Avid practitioners of decapitation, the Maya
often wore inverted shrunken heads about their
belts or collars (Figs. 1.19, 2.13b). The same was
true of the Aztec (Klein 1986:142; Motolinia
1950:76), who, like the Classic Maya, flayed,
tanned, and exhibited the faces and hair of slain
enemies. Superficially, such body tokens pro-
claimed proficiency in battle, but their use, care,
and display conveyed much more: “The captor
himself never personally wore the skin of his prison-
er, no doubt because the latter’s flesh was consid-
ered ‘one” with his own . . . his captive [served] as
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surrogate” (Klein 1986:143-144). Through
preservation of a head, the captor participated in or
absorbed the identity of someone else, and it is
through the prism of personhood and its signifiers
that Classic decapitation may best be understood.
Rosemary Joyce (1993), working with much less
promising evidence, notes similar bonds between
the head and “individual distinction” in the stylized
images of ancient Costa Rica. Writing of the early
Colonial Zapotec, Fray Juan de Coérdova docu-
ments the flaying of heads and their preservation
for display in dances (Moser 1973:6). Similarly, the
assembly of Classic Maya captives in Room 2 of
Bonampak, Chiapas, includes supplicant (and
supine) captives as well as a severed head resting on
leaves; presumably this showed the “head’s” partic-
ipation, far more than would other pieces of the
body. Epigraphic references to “heaped” (witz-aj)
skulls, probably in combination with “pools” (nab)
of blood, may be found in a number of contexts, as
at Dos Pilas and Naranjo, Guatemala.

In much the same way, the Maya and Aztec
devised tzompantli or “skull racks” of the rotting
heads of enemies. (The hanging hair of such heads
recalls the Nahuatl roots of tzompantli, “hair” and
“wall” or “banner” [Karttunen 1992:186, 316].)
Aside from a well-known Terminal Classic example
from Chichen Itza, Yucatan, portrayals of skull
racks covered with leaves occur in Late Classic
Maya vessel scenes (Taube 2003a). Another repre-
sentation of a skull rack with leaves has been uncov-
ered at Tonina, Chiapas, in the form of a leafy arbor
emblazoned with the upside-down heads of cap-
tives (Fig. 2.13a). Postholes in front of this display
could have supported a three-dimensional exten-
sion of this skull rack. Severed heads could not only
come “alive,” and be featured as dancers (Fig.
2.13c), but contained the cavorting essences of the
way, Or companion Spirits.

The significance of the head did not only
involve war captives. Diego de Landa notes the cus-
tom of drying and remodeling the heads of vener-
able lords for storage in “oratories of their houses
with their idols”; the ashes of cremated nobles
were gathered and inserted in “wooden statues of
which the back of the head was left hollow” for
this purpose (Tozzer 1941:131; see also Calnek
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1988b:48, on the veneration of ancestral bones
among the Postclassic Tzeltal). Early Classic
imagery in particular records a strong preoccupa-
tion with heads costumed in elaborate headdresses
and framing devices, such as knots or collar orna-
ments. Such themes abound in facial representa-
tions on cache vessels or censer burners, both
noted for their emphasis on their contents (jade,
shell, incense, and other materials) as well as surface
modeling in the form of faces (e.g., A. Chase
1994:figs. 13.2, 13.6, 13.7). Ancestral figures,
often with name glyphs above their foreheads,
appear in belt ornaments around the waists of
Classic rulers (Fig. 2.14; M. Miller and Martin
2004:pl. 133). A stela fragment from the middle
years of the Classic period portrays a supernatural
figure holding such a belt-celt assemblage (Fig.
1.24¢). Presumably, the clinking of the celts repre-
sented ancestral speech. The “belt heads” are more
likely to be of jade or some other material than to
be the actual preserved heads of ancestral figures—
see an example taken in antiquity from the site of
Piedras Negras, Guatemala (Proskouriakoff
1974:color pl. 1a, pl. 60.1, fig. 12.3). However,
they do emphasize a perception of the head that
goes beyond a feeling of contempt for, and physical
mutilation of; captives. The accent on heads as sig-
nifiers of identity and implicit evocations of the
whole body brings to mind the heads commonly
employed in Maya writing. Full-figure variants also
occur, but it is the head that communicates sound
and meaning. (This may also explain the many ver-
bal glyphs in the form of hands.) The reader’s eye
scans the glyphs as though in direct conversation
with them. The glyph’s face confronts the direction
of reading, meeting it, and the eye of the reader, in
a distinct form of social interaction.

THE VITAL IMAGE

So far, we have documented three uses of the
term baah: as literal references to the “body” or
“head,” all things related at a basic level; as
metaphoric characterizations of a “head” or “top”
individual within a class organized by title, age
grade, role, or descent; and as allusions to “images”
that extend aspects of the “body.” Of the three, the
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Fig. 2.14. Ancestral heads depicted on belt ornaments: (a) Caracol Stela 6, back (after Beetz
and Satterthwaite 1981:fig. 8); (b) comparison with name glyph, Caracol Stela 16:C11-D11
(after Beetz and Satterthwaite 1981:fig. 15); and (c) La Pasadita Lintel 2 (after drawing by

Tan Graham).

last penetrates deeply into Classic Maya notions of
portraiture and being.

In Western thought, a representation—or,
more precisely, an icon—recalls an original through
an evocative imitation. Nonetheless, the relation-
ship between the icon and its original is unstable,
involving moral and aesthetic paradoxes that have
troubled philosophers since Plato, who elevated the
icon above other images because it approximated
more closely the “internal essence” of the original
(Deleuze 1990:257). To Plato, the image should
not be a “false claimant to being,” the “phantasm”
or simulacrum that tricks the viewer into moral
confusion and inattention (Camille 1996:32).
Today, there exists a Western premise that copies
cannot be confused with the reality that inspired
them: such is the message of René Magritte’s
famous painting, Ceci n’est pas umne pipe, which
depicts a pipe and then coyly implies that the view-
er is merely looking at canvass covered with paint
(Steiner 1995:76). The special experience offered
by this imagery comes from its paradoxical quality,
its similarity to but virtual existence apart from real-
ity, its capacity to allow us “to understand without

assenting, to go over to the other side and still stay
home” (Steiner 1995:211-212).

But this was not always the case. Two recent
studies of the history of images in Western art
emphasize the notion of transcendence between
the image and the entity it represents (Belting
1994; Freedberg 1989). For most of European his-
tory, and indeed throughout Classical antiquity,
images could readily embody the power and iden-
tity of their subjects. There existed, in David
Freedberg’s (1989:30) words, a “fusion between
image and prototype.” And, as Hans Belting
(1994:6) claims, “authentic images seemed capable
of action, seemed to possess dynamis, or supernat-
ural power” (see also Barasch 1995:36-39). This

Y

has been termed “effigy magic,” an act of artistic
creation, potentially dangerous and impious, that
establishes a special bond between “art and theur-
gy” (Kris and Kurz 1979:73,79).

Yet there needs to be some caution in dis-
cussing such matters. Moshe Barasch points out
that there was no uniformity of belief in Greece or
Rome; in fact, ample skepticism about religious

practices and their expressions appears among a
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“thin layer of intellectuals” (1995:60). A similar
aniconic or “anti-image” reaction also developed in
India, where liturgy focused centrally on the wor-
ship of images, sometimes to the distress of those
wishing to exalt direct experience of divinity (Davis
1997:44-49). The same held true for Islam.
Apparently voicing iconoclastic anxieties, Jean
Baudrillard suggests that icons inherently endanger
belief, since “a visible machinery of icons . . . [sub-
stitutes] for the pure and intelligible Idea of God”
(1988:169). Possibly, the worshiper will draw the
conclusion that such images are not true represen-
tations, but self-contained simulations that reflect
“nothing at all” (ibid.). Nonetheless, Baudrillard
makes the mistake of assuming the general applica-
bility of Platonic distinctions between essence and
material substance.

In fact, evidence suggests a Maya (and proba-
bly Mesoamerican) understanding of representa-
tion that makes use of an extendible essence shared
between images and that which is portrayed (D.
Stuart 1996). The act of carving, modeling, or
painting creates a surface that resembles the origi-
nal and yet transfers a vital charge, a living spark, of
that original. This has long been a theme in region-
al research, especially for Postclassic Mexico
(Houston and D. Stuart 1996:297-298; also A.
Stone 1991:194), where teot/, a divine energy man-
ifested in the teixiptln, “the physical representation
is called forth by
the creation of a temxiptia” (Boone 1989:4; also
Hvidtfeldt 1958:76-100). There “is such a resem-
blance between image and god that . .

or incarnation of the teotl . . .

. visible
forms charged with sacred power are considered
to be gods themselves” (Lépez Austin 1993:137,
138).

The essential sameness between image and sub-
ject in Maya belief is well illustrated by the Early
Classic Stela 1 from ElI Zapote, Guatemala
(Houston and D. Stuart 1996:304; D. Stuart
1997). The front image shows Chaak, the Storm
God, or at least one of his many manifestations, as
the “god of” (u-k’ub-il) a local lord (Fig. 2.15a).
The text records two relevant passages, one stating
that the deity’s “big stone” (lakam-tuun) is
“heaped” or “set into the ground” (zs’ahp-aj) on a
particular date (Fig. 2.15b). Yet the final passage

THE MEMORY OF BONES

hints at an equivalence between god and depiction
of god. In a restatement of the monument’s place-
ment and dedication, the name glyph for the deity
occurs in place of the “big stone” glyph used earli-
er in the same inscription (Fig. 2.15¢). That is, now
it is the supernatural who is “heaped” or “set into
the ground.” This fusion of identities—identities
that can be transposed or shared—accords with
glyphic expressions of baakb as “body.” It is worth
recalling, moreover, that baah was the basis of a
somewhat enigmatic glyph on Stela 4 at Copan that
referred to the monument’s image. Surely there is
a connection between the references to monu-
ments at El Zapote and Copan.

The contention that such images are more than
inert, inanimate objects fits with the interactive
properties of some Maya sculptures, which exhibit
a capacity for carefully staged interaction, even con-
versation, with flesh-and-blood actors. The sculp-
tural ensemble around Palenque’s Tablet of the 96
Glyphs, possibly a throne composed of several parts
(J. Porter 1994), incorporates two panels on slop-
ing balustrades to either side of the throne (Fig.
2.16). These are the so-called Tablets of the Orator
and the Scribe, named for the Orator’s speech
scroll and the supposed stylus held by the Scribe
(Schele and Mathews 1979:figs. 141-142). They
exhibit kneeling figures that, when in place, would
have looked across the throne, presumably at its
occupant. To a notable extent, they appear to be
the same size as human participants. Comparable
care with the scaling of twinned figures in interac-
tive sculpture characterizes ballplayer images at
places like La Amelia (Houston 1993:fig. 3-21).
Similar scaling marks the two ritual clowns in the
Reviewing Stand of Temple 11 and the Jaguar
Stairway of Copan. What is relevant, however, is
the glyphic phrasing accompanying the figures, for
in each case they employ the rare second-person
pronoun a-, “your.” Not all of these phrases can be
deciphered, but one section spells: [ILA-ji/a-
ba/ma-ta-wi-AJAW /u-si-?-na/a*-CH’AHB-
AKCAB-li], or ila-j-i a-baah matawi*l-ajaw/u-si-?-
Vn/a-ch’abb a-*w-ak’ab-il, “(it is) seen, your body,
Matawil Lord, his ?, (he is) your creation/fasting,/
penance, your darkness” (Chapter 3). That the fig-
ures are addressing someone on the throne or the
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Fig. 2.15. Texts from El Zapote Stela 2: (a) front of monument, showing deity with name glyphs
in headdress (after field drawing by Ian Graham); (b) reference to “heaping” or “driving into
ground” of monument belonging to the deity (after field drawing by Ian Graham); and (c) deity
itself is “heaped” or “driven into ground” (after field drawing by Ian Graham).

stairway on which it rests is implied by their kneel-
ing position and symmetrical arrangement; the per-
forated clothing and submissive gestures under-
score their subordinate status (Chapter 6). The

speech scroll on the Tablet of the Orator accords
with the second-person references and accentuates
the intimate oration directed to living actor by
sculpted image. A very similar concept underlies
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the use of captives showing earspools: they face the
head of the wearer, in a position of continual
entreaty (Chapter 6).

To an equal extent such stylized forms of
address shape the La Amelia Hieroglyphic Stairway
(Fig. 2.17). It comprises two side panels depicting
players about to strike a ball. Hieroglyphic texts on
the panels and the stairway blocks firmly establish a
conceptual merger of “ball” and “captive,” a
rhetorical device recalling images at Yaxchilan,
where a ballplayer poises to strike a ball encircling
the cramped body of a lordly captive (I. Graham
1982:160). Stairways have many functions in Maya
ritual, among them the display of captives (M.
Miller and Houston 1987). Presumably the indi-
viduals periodically stationed on the La Amelia
stairway fulfilled the role of metaphorical ball, in
perpetual threat of being struck by the ballplayers
to either side. Yet the essential point is that these
images communicated with human participants.
This took place not so much through a theology of
transubstantiation, which converts one substance
into another. Instead, the connection results from
shared ontological properties, in which sculpted
stone attains a vitality like that of living actors.

It is perhaps for this reason that facial mutila-
tions, or lacerations of carved eyes, are so common
in Maya sculpture, as we have personally seen at
numerous Maya sites. Being so systematic—most
Classic Maya figural images, including those in the
Bonampak murals, show such scarring—this scarce-
ly represents a casual form of destruction, but
instead reveals an attitude about the vital nature of
Maya portraiture and the seat of identity in the
face. By pecking out eyes, the vandal or iconoclast
destroys the field of view of a person and the vigi-
lant gaze of a god-king, not an inert thing (see
Freedberg 1989 for a fascinating discussion of
comparable vandalism in Western art). In much the
same way, in stucco fagades from Acanceh, Yucatan,
both the face and the earspools were pecked out,
thereby neutralizing both channels of perception
by this act (Fig. 2.18). Yet another example of
destroyed “ears” can be found on Censer Altar C
from Altar de Sacrificios, Guatemala (not visible in
the published photograph [J. Graham 1972:fig.
56], but the original is now on display in the
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National Museum of Guatemala). Still, the “inter-
action” between image and human can only be
taken so far. Of course, imagery and glyphs cannot
communicate with people in a sustained, reciprocal
fashion. Instead, they choreograph settings that
happen to exploit humans as props. The intended
audience is the one viewing such compositions,
although “audience” cannot be smoothly distin-
guished from “participant.” Viewers could have
functioned as components of an overall scene, to be
appreciated in turn by some hypothetical “meta-
audience,” yet another group of people looking on
and commenting on the image before them.

That stone “lives” or contains vital essence—
that it contains the “body” of something else—
helps explain the “animation” of Maya hieroglyph-
ic elements (Chapter 1). Signs of the script fre-
quently convey a certain vitality, ranging from basic
signs with a facial profile to “full-figure” forms that
interact vibrantly and kinetically with other signs
around them (Fig. 2.19). To some extent, glyphic
animation follows a few well-established patterns.
Generally, animated glyphs occur in less public set-
tings, by which we mean inscriptions within struc-
tures. Those in some buildings, such as the stuccos
of Temple XVIII at Palenque, teem with examples
of facial animation, with glyphs contoured by
human profiles. Usually, full-figure animation
accompanies other examples of the same; full and
partial animation rarely, if ever, coexist within the
same text. Yet it would be a mistake to see anima-
tion as evidence of blurring between categories of
text and image. Unlike iconography, the glyphs still
obey a linear sequencing determined by the lan-
guage it records. What is different is that they have
adopted the characteristics of living beings, enjoy-
ing a vitality attested in the ensembles at Palenque
and La Amelia.

IMAGES AND MAYA “SELF”

he evidence presented so far has several implica-
tions. If the representation of a person shares his
or her essential identity, then the person, the body,
and the self must exceed the boundaries of the
human body—biological and cultural entities no
longer occupy exactly the same space (Csordas
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~ throne of the 96 glyphs

Tablet of the Orator

Fig. 2.16. Ensemble of monuments in Palenque, Mexico: (a) location of panels with respect
to tower; (b) Tablet of the Orator, with glyphic details (Schele and Mathews 1979:141); and
(c) Tablet of the Scribe, with glyphic details (Schele and Mathews 1979:142).
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1994:4). Through this device, the Maya replicated
both the image and the substance of body and
began a grandiose enterprise on behalf of their
lords. By reproduction in stone, such images
achieved an enduring permanence that would be
impossible in the physical body, which must die and
rot. Such representations operated not only as
memorials of matters of record and of participants
in them but as overt embodiments or presences of
the ruler, who thereby accomplished the extraordi-
nary trick of being in several places at the same
time. The depictions could be approached, suppli-
cated, and venerated when it was not physically
(or temporally) possible to do so in front of the
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physical person of the ruler. Through royal repre-
sentation, the lord transcended the strictures of
time and space and instituted a fixed, desirable state
of being (D. Stuart 1996). So, too, for antagonists:
by their very depiction, captives groveling in abject
misery would remain forever in that unhappy state,
even when decapitated, as in sculptures from El
Jobo and Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala (Fig. 2.20). Far
more than an expression of scorn, the compulsion
to destroy images would subvert this intended
long-term program. Also, the extension of person-
al identity into spaces beyond the body introduces
a novel spin to William Hank’s (1990:131-134)
discussion of corporeal fields, the embodied frames

La Amelia, Guatemala

hieroglyph stairway
0 50 m

Fig. 2.17. La Amelia Hieroglyphic Stairway 1: (a) La Amelia Panel 1; and (b) plan showing posi-
tion of panels and inscribed stairway blocks (mapped and drawn by Stephen Houston).
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of reference that situate Maya interaction in time
and space (Chapter 4). The extendible self enlarges
and complicates the range of such fields.

But the extension of body raises other ques-
tions: What is the Maya person or self as an inter-
section of different roles and identities, all converg-
ing on a single body? What establishes its singular-
ity, and how does this relate to the notion of baak?
Alfredo Lopez Austin (1988) and Jill Furst (1995)
have written extensively on the Central Mexican
soul and have demonstrated that it was thought to
contain many parts. There was a yolia that helped
animate and define personal identity; this could
survive death, and it tended to correspond to
the senses. An zhiyotl, a vaporous spirit, and the
tonalli, a destiny linked at or near birth to an indi-
vidual, completed this package of essences. Of the
three, the tonalli was lodged in the head, associat-
ed specifically with “name or reputation” (J. Furst
1995:110). It could become detached from the
body and might even be shared by twins. Most
important for this discussion, the tonalli could be
evaluated, so Hernando Ruiz de Alarcén tells us, by
holding someone over a reflective surface. Even the
“image of gods and nobles on stone monuments in
screenfold manuscripts . . . [were thought to] . . .
present shadowy, insubstantial doubles of deities or
ancestors” (J. Furst 1995:95).

Increasingly, we know more about Classic con-
cepts of vitalizing energies, including the well-
documented belief in the way, or companion
spirits—aspects of the person that could move
independently of the body but with which it shared
bonds only breakable at death (Grube and Nahm
1994; Houston and D. Stuart 1989). Some evi-
dence points to slight variance from later ethno-
graphic beliefs, principally in their almost imper-
sonal bonds with certain titles and places, and in
wild and disease-bearing properties
(Chapter 3). We can also attest to the concept of

sinister

k’ub, roughly analogous to the Central Mexican
notion of tedtl mentioned before, a monist belief
about a divine principle that appears in multiple
forms.

Striking displays of 2’uk appear in Maya tribu-
tary ritual. Several monuments from Yaxchilan,
Mexico, show the ruler pouring a fluid substance
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Fig. 2.18. Defacement: (a) Tikal Stela 9 (C. Jones and
Satterthwaite 1982:fig. 88b); and (b) Mask 4, Structure 1,
Acanceh Yucatan (after Quintal Suaste 1999:16).

over one of two things: one is a wrapped offering,
perhaps a bundle of tributary mantles or a small
stone altar (D. Stuart 1996:157); the other is the
tributary lord himself (Tate 1992:191-194, 226).
From other evidence, this liquid securely reads
k’uh. It emanates from royal hands, perhaps within
blood, where this essence dwells, according to
ethnographic Maya, and embraces gifted objects
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Fig. 2.19. Two examples of “full-figure” glyphs: (a) [4-K’ATUN- ch’a-CH’AJOOM], Yaxchilan
Throne 1 (after field drawing by Ian Graham); and (b) [18-BAAH-K’AWIIL], summit temple,
Copan Temple 26 (after field drawing by David Stuart).

Fig. 2.20. Decapitated figures: (a) El Jobo Stela 1 (after
Miles 1965:fig. 15b); and (b) Kaminaljuyu, unnumbered
stela fragment.
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and tributary lords with a florescence of royal soul.
Although Classic evidence links £’uh exclusively
with royal persons, it is more likely in reflection of
their intense and singular concentration of such
essences. This ritual may have demonstrated both
reciprocity and the ultimate expression of owner-
ship as part of the body politic. But what of the
baab notion of “body”? Its emphasis on the head,
surfaces, and persons that can be divided and
extended points suggestively to a belief that paral-
lels the Central Mexican tonalli. This can be no
more than an imperfect parallel, however, for we
know next to nothing about comparable nuances
of meaning for the baah, and its sheer physicality in
Classic Maya references occludes other theological
shadings.

TIME AND BODIES

Time and royal bodies were processed by similar
rituals: the tying of headdresses, the wrapping of
bundles, and the binding of mummy bundles. Even
the sacrifice of the body had temporal conse-
quences, and the units of time lived and experi-
enced by the human body equated to those of
twenty-year spans. To begin: k’atun was the name
given in the sources from Colonial Yucatan for the
period of 7,200 days (twenty zum). The ancient
hieroglyph for this same time period, however, was
probably never read as k’atun in Classic times.
Syllabic clues at Dos Pilas, Guatemala, suggest a
value beginning with wi-, possibly for winik or
winak, both common words for “twenty” and
“person” in Mayan languages; in temporal con-
texts, the signs probably read winik-hanb, “twenty
units of 360 days.” It has long been assumed that
k’altun meant “twenty tun,” as k’al is the word for
“score” in Ch’olan and Yukatekan languages, but
the etymology is somewhat more complex. K’/
also carries the meaning of “to fasten, enclose.” A
parallel case exists in Tzeltalan languages, where
the word for “twenty,” zab, signifies “knot, tie.”
This connection may have its origin in the tying or
bundling of things counted in units of twenty, per-
haps for purposes of trade. Whatever the case, the
entry for k’atun in the Diccionario Cordemex of
Yukatek Mayan suggests that the name of the time
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period originated not simply as a numerical term,
but more precisely as piedra que cierra or “closing
stone” (Barrera Viasquez 1980:386). According to
this clue, the term or glyphic expression %’altuun
can also be translated as “stone binding”—a term
that came to be used as the later Yukatek name for
the period of 7,200 days. It is important to empha-
size that Mayanist scholars routinely use terms,
such as “baktun,” that are bogus, without inde-
pendent evidence for such readings from Classic
sources (e.g., Thompson 1950:147). This leads to
a morass of terminological confusion, the choice
being between the terms used by the Classic Maya
and those that are, by now, firmly embedded in the
scholarly literature.

The hieroglyph read as 2’altuun, “stone bind-
ing,” describes a special calendar ritual associated
If “stone-
binding” is the correct interpretation, what does it

with stelae and other monuments.

signify, precisely, in regard to the ritual event? A
probable representation of the ritual appears on the
famous Peccary Skull unearthed in Tomb 1 of
Copan, Honduras (Fig. 2.21). In the central car-
touche engraved on the Peccary Skull, two figures
are shown flanking a large upright object marked
with “stone” elements—the distinctive marks of
the [TUUN] or “stone” sign. The shape and size
of the large central object in the scene strongly sug-
gest that it is a stela, and, most significant to our
inquiry, it appears to be wrapped with bands of tied
cloth. Shown before the upright stone is a zoomor-
phic “altar” in the tradition of some of the altars
visible in Copan’s main plaza. The hieroglyphic
caption that accompanies this scene reads, applying
the new interpretation of the event glyph: “1 Ajaw
8 Ch’ecen (is) the stone-binding (of) [ROYAL
NAME].” The initial date corresponds to the peri-
od ending on 8.17.0.0.0 (October 21, AD 376).
Thus, the peccary-skull image depicts the k’altuun
ritual overseen by two nobles, demonstrating that
the rite refers to the fastening of cloth around the
stone monument. The ritual relates in some man-
ner to the more general religious practice of wrap-
ping or bundling sacred objects with cloth.
Appropriately, the Classic-period records of
this k’altuun ritual are strongly associated with
records of &’atun endings. At the great lowland site
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Fig. 2.21. Peccary Skull from Tomb 1, Copan, Honduras (drawing by Barbara Fash).
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of Tikal, the stelae erected in the so-called twin-
pyramid groups—ecach built and dedicated on a
particular k’atun ending (C. Jones 1969)—bear
inscriptions that feature the [%k’altuun] glyph (Fig.
2.22). In each twin-pyramid group, a dominant
pair of pyramidal platforms defines the eastern and
western sides of a large plaza. To the south of each
plaza was built a vaulted range structure with nine
doorways, and to the north, a large walled enclo-
sure in which one carved stela with an associated
altar was erected. Each stela bears a portrait of the
current Tikal ruler engaged in the act of scattering
incense, and each makes prominent use in its
inscriptions of the [ k’altuun] glyphs under consid-
eration. The imposing walls built around these ste-
lae may refer to their “enclosing” (an attested
meaning of k’al, as well)—perhaps a sort of archi-
tectonic “bundling” or “binding.” Stela 31 of
Tikal, with its much earlier text, also shows the
prominent use of the [2’altuun] glyph in its retro-
spective historical account of a series of k’atun-
ending dates. The pattern is very similar to that
found with “stone seating” glyphs, also featured in
association with k’atun-ending dates. It cannot be
coincidence that the “seating” and “binding” of
stones recall the terminology of royal office-taking.

As noted above, “binding” is a concept that has
considerable religious importance in Mesoamerica.
The use of cloth or paper, especially, as a wrapping
material for sacred objects and bundles is well
attested both in ancient and modern custom. The
intent may be to protect a holy object or substance,
or to contain some sacred essence held within
(Stenzel 1968). The metaphor of “bundling” a
ruler at his accession is also thoroughly document-
ed among the Classic Maya (Stross 1988), and this
may have given rise to the use of the headband to
“wrap” the divine king in office (Fig. 2.23). Not a
few early stelae show that sculptures, too, could
display carved headdresses as though standing in
place of the royal body (Fig. 8.27).

Similarly, binding was associated with mortuary
acts among the Aztec and Mixtec in which rulers
were lashed and compressed into mummy bundles.
The same general idea is arguably at work with

<«

regard to stones that are “wrapped” on or near

period-ending dates. From what we know of the
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Fig. 2.22. Tikal Stela 22:A1-A4 (C. Jones and Satterthwaite
1982:fig. 33, used with permission of Sharon Misdea, Tikal
Project, University of Pennsylvania Museum).

importance of cloth wrappings and bundles in
Mesoamerican ritual (Fig. 2.24; E. Benson 1976;
Stenzel 1968; Stross 1988), it is reasonable to sup-
pose that the purpose of the k’altunn ritual was to
protect and contain the divine essence held within
the stones that embodied time and its movement,
and possibly to recall acts of biographical termina-
tion. Stelae, like rulers, possessed this divine soul-
like quality (what Tzotzil Maya today call ch’ulel)
and were in some way considered living things
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Fig. 2.23. Royal diadems: (a) Izapa Stela 12 (after Norman 1973:pl. 24); (b) greenstone mask,
Tikal (after W. Coe 1967:43); and (c) Dumbarton Oaks Plaque (after M. Coe 1966:fig. 7).

invested with %2’#h. This is indicated by the occa-
sional labeling of monuments as k’uwhul lakam-
tuun, “holy banner stones.” The possibility exists
as well that the idea of wrapping or enclosing a
sacred monumental stone derives from a far older
“shamanistic” tradition of containing small divin-
ing stones or crystals in bundles, what the modern
Kiche’ call baraj (Freidel et al. 1993:226; B.
Tedlock 1992:65). At the very least, both ancient
stelae and stones of divination are intimately tied to
the practice of timekeeping. It seems possible, too,
that the so-called plain stela at Classic Maya sites
were in fact covered by textiles or rope as a part of
these ceremonies.

The “death” and mortuary wrapping of time
itself'is a common theme in Mesoamerica. Among
the Aztec this is the xiubmobpilli (“Binding of
the Years”) ceremony that was among the more
significant rites performed by this people at the
time of the Spanish Conquest (Fig. 2.25; Caso
1967:129-140). As noted, Nahuatl xihust! and
Mayan tuun seem to be related in their common
meanings of both “precious stone” and “year.”
Xiuhmohpilli, equally translatable as the “binding
of precious stones,” referred to the rite of cos-
mic renewal performed at close of the fifty-two-
year cycle, when the “new fire” was drilled at
midnight atop the hill of Citlaltepec. The event was
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Fig. 2.24. Bundles: (a) Vase of the Seven Gods (after M. Coe 1973:pl. 49); (b) Quirigua Stela C
(after Maudslay 1889-1902, 2:pl. 19); and (c) skaatz bundle (after K7750).

celebrated by the burning of ritual bundles consist-
ing of fifty-two reeds lashed together with rope
(Pasztory 1983:165). Similar bundling rites, often
linked to the finishing of “days,” or k’%n, as well as
hills for the drilling of fire, exist in Classic Maya
imagery (Fig. 2.26), and it was probably in such
locations that the Jaguar God of the Underworld
was linked to “new fire” (Fig. 2.27; Newsome
2003:2). If there exists a connection to the Maya
k’altuun rite, it would have to be a distant one, for
the Aztec or Mexica ceremony was centered on the
fifty-two-year cycle of the Calendar Round, and
not the Maya concept of the twenty-year k'atun,
and the two cultures were separate in both time
and space. However, there is enough ideological
continuity in Mesoamerican culture to make the

connection plausible. The Aztec bundle was repre-
sented as though it were a mortuary bundle,
wrapped with sacrificial paper (Codex Borbonicus,
p. 36) and then buried within an altar emblazoned
with skulls (Caso 1967:figs. 6-8). Almost exactly
the same pattern occurs on a series of altars from
Uxmal, Yucatan, that have not, to our knowledge,
ever been excavated (Fig. 2.28; I. Graham
1992:121-133). Four such altars occur at Uxmal:
Were these a form of tzompantli, or “skull altar”?
Or did each represent the completion of some
momentous unit of time? If they represented
twenty-year units, then that would more or less
approximate the fairly brief occupation at the site.

Central to understanding the connection
between tuun and the body is the belief that rulers
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Fig. 2.25. Year bundles: (a) Copan Peccary Skull (drawing by Barbara Fash); (b) Copan Altar X
(after drawing by Linda Schele); (¢) as dead person, Codex Borbonicus, p. 36 (after Caso
1967:fig. 2); and (d) Xiuhmolpilli (Caso 1967:fig. 11).
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Fig. 2.26. Hill where fire is drilled (after D. Stuart and Houston 1994:fig. 93).

were themselves embodiments of time and its pas-
sage—a role that was fundamental to the cosmo-
logical underpinnings of divine kingship. We find
this expressed most directly by the overt solar sym-
bolism that surrounded the office of Maya king-
ship. Individual rulers were closely identified with
the sun and its personified manifestation as the god
K’inich Ajaw, “Sunlike Lord.” A shortened form of
this honorific, k%nich, is often applied to Maya
rulers at Palenque and several other sites. At
Yaxchilan, Mexico, deceased rulers are depicted
within the distinctive solar cartouche, and their
consorts, within that of the moon (Tate 1992). In
mythical representations and iconographic settings,

the Maya Sun God himself often wears the accou-
trements of rulership, including the cloth head-
band, suggesting that he was considered the ruler
of the heavens.

The word Fk’%m is customarily translated as
“sun” or “day,” but its meanings can be much
more general and abstract. “Time” and “divina-
tion” are equally applicable glosses, depending on
the context of use. For our purposes, however, one
of the more important aspects of the Mesoamerican
concept of the “day” as a time period is its animate
quality (Thompson 1950:96). Individual days held
personal attributes, and the names for days were
the names of entities that exerted certain influences
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Fig. 2.27. Jaguar God of the Underworld as “new fire”
(EI Peru stela after field drawing by Ian Graham).
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Fig. 2.28. Base of possible year-bundle burial or skull rack, Monument 1,

Uxmal, Yucatan (I. Graham 1992:121).

on daily life. Among the present-day K’iche’ Maya,
each day has its own “face” or identity, and they are
commonly addressed directly by diviners with the
honorific title ajaw, “lord,” as in “Greetings sir.
Lord 8 Batz” (B. Tedlock 1992). These days were
also linked closely with the destiny of those born on
them. Concepts of divine days are well document-
ed among the communities where the 260-day cal-
endar has survived, especially in the Guatemalan
highlands, but the idea of animated time is hardly
restricted to this region and period. As embodi-
ments of k%n, rulers in their calendrical duties
may have been considered “faces” of the sun and of

time in a more general way: it is probably no coin-
cidence that, in Kaqchikel, the term for “face” is
the same as that for “destiny” or “fate,” and that
the movement of the sun helps integrate space,
time, and being by situating all movement within
its daily transit (Monaghan 1998:138-139). The
practice of taking personal names from days is
exceedingly rare, however well documented from
later periods, and only a handful of examples are
known from Classic Maya evidence, usually in asso-
ciation with scribes.

In the Classic Maya calendrical scheme, the
twentieth day Ajaw stands out in importance. All
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period-ending dates of the Long Count calendar—
when tuuns were dedicated—fell on the twentieth
day Ajaw, “Lord.” The day Ajaw was thus the
“face” or “lord” of the period ending, an associa-
tion that may go far toward explaining why the day
name “Lord” appears only in the Maya area; else-
where in Mesoamerica, where the Long Count cal-
endar was not used, the corresponding day name is
usually “Flower.” That is, the twentieth day is
named “Lord” only when it could “rule” over a
period ending. In the iconography of Maya calen-
drics, we find a clear identification of the day sign
Ajaw with portraits of political rulers (Fig. 2.29). In
several examples, portraits of kings appear within
day cartouches as full-figure Ajaw hieroglyphs,
explicitly linking the person of the king with the
current “lord” of time. The cyclical reappearance of
the Ajaw day at each period ending in the Long
Count calendar was a renewal not only of cosmo-
logical time but also in effect of the institution of
kingship—an elaboration of the conceptual equa-
tion of ruler with the sun, as already touched upon.
Throughout ancient Mesoamerica, certain time
periods were believed to “reign” over the cosmos,
and in Postclassic Yucatan the chronicles explicitly
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