




ANCIENT MAYA POLITICS

The Classic Maya have long presented scholars with vexing problems. One
of the longest running and most contested of these, and the source of
deeply polarized interpretations, has been their political organization. Using
recently deciphered inscriptions and fresh archaeological finds, Simon
Martin argues that this particular debate can be laid to rest. He offers a
comprehensive re-analysis of the issue in an effort to answer a simple
question: how did a multitude of small kingdoms survive for some 600 years
without being subsumed within larger states or empires? Using previously
unexploited comparative and theoretical approaches, Martin suggests
mechanisms that maintained a “dynamic equilibrium” within a system best
understood not as an array of individual polities but an interactive whole.
With its rebirth as text-backed historical archaeology, Maya studies has
entered a new phase, one capable of building a political anthropology as
robust as any other we have for the ancient world.
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PREFACE

In 1971 the doyen of Mayanists J. Eric S. Thompson asked why, if the key to
deciphering Maya hieroglyphs had truly been found, had the trickle of initial
readings not swollen into a river – instead drying up completely? That key was
real enough, but the script proved decidedly jealous of its secrets. Yuri
Knorozov’s discovery of some core phonetic principles, first published in
1952, was not enough to fully unlock what is widely acknowledged to be
the world’s most complex writing system. It was not until the 1980s and 1990s
that a new generation of epigraphers followed up on those initial clues and the
flow of readings was resumed. Only now could the underlying structure of the
script be properly discerned and the language it encoded made clear – restoring
sounds to the signs, and thereby meanings to the monuments.

This book follows directly from that unravelling and the information that
has flowed from it. The decipherment is still on-going and year-by-year fresh
interpretations of the inscriptions allow us to read the words of an ancient
people – ancestors to the millions of Maya people who inhabit the same lands
today. What these texts have to say provides unique access to what was
thought and done in this part of the world 2,000 or more years ago, offering
the kind of data that Mayanists of yesteryear could but have dreamed of. The
profound transformation that this has wrought has turned Maya studies into a
historical archaeology, one as rich and robust as many more well-established
ones across the globe.

It was the political organisation of the Classic Period that first drew me into
Maya research and has been at the core of my interests ever since. This book
represents the fullest statement of my views yet on this long-contested topic,
but its aspirations go beyond that. It seeks to tackle critical questions that have
long puzzled me and to explore the theoretical issues any answers to them
must provoke. It is clearly not enough to produce a narrative of events, we
must seek to comprehend the inner mechanisms and structures of their society.
If Maya studies is to reach its full potential it will need to show how the
material and textual can be harnessed and shown to work synergistically to do
this. The emphasis of this book accordingly falls not on the minutiae of the
decipherment but on the understandings it makes possible. Those wanting to
know the full justifications behind individual readings will need to chase the
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relevant citations. It is addressed to the Mayanist community as a whole –

scholars, students, and aficionados alike – but has the greater ambition
of communicating the advances in our field to a broader audience of anthro-
pologists, historians, political scientists, and anyone interested in comparative
sociopolitics worldwide.

I have been very fortunate to be encouraged and enabled by a variety of fine
scholars and good friends over the past thirty years. It was a chance encounter
during a mud-splattered trip through northern Guatemala in 1990 that
Anthony Aveni first urged me to pursue a professional life in Maya research.
The Maya Meetings at the University of Texas at Austin would soon become
an annual fixture in my calendar, where Linda Schele and David Freidel
proved enormously supportive of my early efforts. Ramón Carrasco graciously
accepted the petition of a little-known epigrapher to join his archaeological
project at Calakmul in 1994, an engagement with this crucial site that con-
tinued for more than two decades.

My fellowship at the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library in 1996–1997was a
transformative experience that gave me the time and study materials to begin
writing Chronicle of the Maya Kings and Queens. Jeffrey Quilter, as Director of
Precolumbian Studies, was a splendid ringmaster of that rich and enjoyable
year. That book took me a further two years to complete and was the product
of frequent dialogues, sometimes daily correspondence, with my then-
collaborator Nikolai Grube. In 2003 I took up an appointment at the Univer-
sity of Pennsylvania Museum, leaving my original career in design behind me.
Here appreciation must go to not only the Director of the time, Jeremy
Sabloff, but to the late Bob Sharer and Chris Jones – who proved to be ideal
colleagues. I am grateful to have received strong support from former Director
Richard Leventhal and current Director Julian Siggers, at an institution where
I have been honoured to follow in a long and storied history of Maya research.
In regard to this particular volume, I want to thank the Museum for its
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ONE

INTRODUCTION: THE QUESTIONS

Few issues are more central to understanding an ancient people than how
they were organised politically, a topic that touches on virtually every

aspect of their social, cultural, and economic life. Configurations of power
are the critical frameworks within which identities, relationships, and events
are formed, understood, and function both within communities and in their
interactions with others. This was no less true for the ancient Maya, who
occupied the Yucatan Peninsula and adjacent highlands to the south, an area
now divided between the nations of Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and the
western extremities of Honduras and El Salvador (Map 1; see also Maps 2–4) –
today home to millions of their descendants.

The traits traditionally used to identify the ancient Maya as a material culture
had coalesced by at least 1200 BCE, and substantial monumental construction
was taking shape soon after. By 500 BCE there were expansive settlements,
and this florescent Preclassic Period, lasting until about 150 CE, was crowned
with the growth of major cities that manifest all the core features of Maya
civilisation. But it was during the ensuing Classic Period – lasting from around
150 to 900 CE, and here divided into Proto, Early, and Late sub-periods – that
the region saw its highest populations, most abundant architectural and arte-
factual remains, and most precocious intellectual and artistic achievements.
The collapse of Classic Maya society, which began close to 800 CE and was
completed by the early tenth century, left its core regions abandoned, never to
be fully re-occupied. Reclaimed by a tropical forest for the last millennium,
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this has bequeathed us – despite various modern depredations – one of the
richest and least disturbed archaeological landscapes in the world.

The nature of the Classic Maya political landscape has been a long-running
question, a source of fascination and no small measure of frustration for a
century or more. A sizeable number of scholars have been drawn to the
problem over that time, each bringing their own datasets and approaches to
bear. All have attempted to show how the enormous number of settlements,

map 1 Principal sites in the Maya area, which is today divided between Mexico, Guatemala,
Belize, Honduras, and El Salvador. (All maps in this volume by the author, using base maps
made available by NASA/JPL)
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ranging in size from the mammoth to the miniscule, were composed into units
and structured with others across space and time. The resulting interpretations
have proved to be divergent, even deeply polarised, fuelling a vigorous debate
that continues to the present day. Two disciplines, archaeology and epigraphy,
lie at the heart of the endeavour, and it is clear that only their direct engage-
ment will allow us to build a persuasive portrait of the Maya past. For a long
time, our understanding of their hieroglyphic script was rudimentary, leaving
physical remains as our only viable source. That began to change in the 1950s,
with revelations about the historical content of the inscriptions, but it was only
after the phonetic decipherment that took hold in the 1990s that the full value
of the texts could begin to be realised.

The decipherment of any ancient script is a rare and transforming event, but
when it illuminates the only sizeable corpus of writing from two entire
continents it is a precious one indeed. The steady unravelling of the texts has
opened unparalleled vistas on the beliefs, practices, history, and institutions of a
New World society as it existed a thousand years or more before European
contact. Maya inscriptions offer the best, indeed the only, opportunity we will
ever possess to understand an ancient American people through their own
words and on their own terms.

The challenge taken up in this book is to utilise these data to conduct a
thorough re-analysis of Classic Maya politics. It is a surprising fact that no
single, long-form work using the inscriptions for this purpose has been
attempted in over four decades. This same period has seen a huge expansion
of archaeological work in the region, providing an ever more complete picture
of the physical remains of ancient Maya communities. Advances in survey
technologies, most especially airborne laser scanning, have produced a quan-
tum leap forward in data-gathering. This offers a wealth of new information
on settlement size and distribution, revealing in unprecedented detail how the
Maya adapted the landscape for agricultural and defensive purposes. The
excavation of sites great and small has also led to the discovery of many new
inscriptions, while our enhanced literacy means that even long-published texts
provide a steady stream of fresh material. These same decades have also seen
significant shifts in theoretical orientations, with the rise and fall of paradigms
in the social sciences that have altered the intellectual setting within which any
interpretation must take place. The time is, therefore, ripe in a number of
respects to launch such a project. I will argue that the quantity and quality
of evidence now in our possession, the epigraphic together with the archaeo-
logical, allows us to put long-standing differences to rest, enabling a move
from basic questions of Classic Maya political organisation to the richer and
deeper ones that lie beyond.

Points of scholarly disagreement have focussed on the size of political units,
the degree of centralisation they achieved, and whether material or ideational
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factors played the greater role in their structure and behaviour. By the
mid-1990s, Mayanists could choose between a vision of regional-scale entities,
in which a handful of capitals with strong central governments administered
tiers of provincial centres, or a diametrically opposed view of a multitude
of polities with weak, faction-riven governments with domains so small
that some could be traversed by foot in a single day. A third, hegemonic
perspective, took its cue from the then-newly emerging epigraphic data on the
differing statuses of kings and the patron–client bonds between them. This was
a model that could accommodate the evidence for the highly-segmented
character of the political landscape with that for significant disparities in site
size, with the greater power and influence this seemed to imply.

More than two decades later, we can say with confidence that the evidence
is in. It shows that there was indeed a plethora of small kingdoms, each of
them notionally sovereign but, in reality, engaged in enduring struggles for
autonomy and dominance over others. Especially powerful kingdoms had
expansionist ambitions, at times achieving multi-generational ascendancies,
but none secured a monopoly on power or consolidated their conquests into
anything resembling large unitary states or institutionalised empires.

However, even though this hegemonic interpretation is one I initiated and
have long argued for, it remains incomplete. To date we have learnt much
about the who, where, when, and what of the system, but far less about the
how and why. How could a system of multiple polities persist essentially
unchanged for hundreds of years, and why were none among them willing
or able to create larger and more unified formations? These closely related
questions are far from the only ones to be addressed in this book, but they can
be seen as the core problems that motivate it.

This study makes a fresh analysis of the data, using material newly unearthed
in the field or deciphered in the greater comfort of the office or library. But
equally important to the project are the methodological and theoretical pos-
itions it takes. A central premise is that Classic Maya inscriptions are not only
particularistic accounts of the identities, relationships, and deeds of individuals,
they are inherently mirrors to the organising principles of the societies that
produced them. We can, and often do, look at recorded events as ends unto
themselves, but from an appropriate standpoint they become the means
through which to perceive a grammar of political life. This permits a move
from political history to political anthropology, a shift that looks at particular-
ities for what they can tell us about the rules, norms, and conventions that
operationalise notions of authority, power, and legitimacy. In doing so we
take on the wider imperatives of political anthropology to look beyond the
parochial to see how local phenomena relate to universal ones, exploring how
the communities at hand fit within the greater picture of structure and power
in human society.
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This volume is concerned with all facets of political organisation and behav-
iour, but reverses the usual focus on the structure of individual polities in favour
of the relationships between them – a systemic outlook which, if not ignored,
has certainly been under-emphasised in previous work. I will argue that, in
classic recursive fashion, neither polity nor system can be understood independ-
ently, since each plays a pivotal role in determining the other. Political anthro-
pology has dealt at length with the factors, both practical and conceptual, that
allow communities to cohere and operate as individual units. However, it has no
strong tradition of analysing multi-polity ecologies of the kind we find in the
Maya region, and if we want relevant theoretical insights into this we are forced
to look elsewhere, toward fields that have made such issues a central concern.

While mine is an epigraphic investigation, it is far from insensible to
archaeological interests and in no manner wishes to reinforce the
epistemological divide between the textual and the material. Indeed, it seeks
further opportunities to bring these “two ways of knowing” together, not in
the merely additive sense but, at best, as part of a dialectic in which each makes
propositions that can then be compared and contrasted with the other. The
sorely depleted remains of the past mean that the original place of words and
objects within a unified social reality is irrevocably lost to us – we must accept
that only a tiny percentage of the available fragments can be refitted today.
This means that any examination of the past necessarily involves interplay
between the seen and the unseen.

That issue is especially acute in the case of the Maya because of the poor
preservation endemic to the tropics, which robs us of almost all perishable
materials. When it comes to writing, this means that we are restricted to the
subject matter found on stone, stucco, shell, bone, and ceramic, and even there
little has survived unscathed from the scouring effects of heavy rain, corrosion
by acidic soils, and the impacts of falling trees. With all these limitations, we
must acknowledge how much falls around and between the features that can
be discerned. Like the search for dark matter and dark energy, the material and
force that are together thought to make up some ninety-five per cent of the
mass-energy of the universe, we are often in pursuit of things that cannot be
observed directly, only inferred from their effects.

The Classic Maya economy is a case in point. Because the inscriptions make
virtually no reference to the topic – eschewing any direct mention of land
ownership, market and exchange systems, tax and tribute lists, long-distance
trade networks, and the organisation of agricultural or craft production – we
must seek to understand a political system in the absence of written knowledge
about how resources moved around inside and outside the polity to
support the lifestyles of commoners and elites alike. Yet, while we may be
blinkered, we still have the capacity to make inferences, combining our sparse
epigraphic clues with archaeological, ethnographic, and comparative historical
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map 3 Southern and Petexbatun regions.
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map 4 Western, Usumacinta, and Lacandon regions.
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data to offer credible conjectures, even if certainties and finer points will
always elude us.

In discussing Classic Maya politics as a generalised phenomenon, I do not
mean to deny or gloss over some real variations in organisation and practice
across the region and through time. However, I join others in maintaining that
the consistent expression of authority in art, writing, and architecture we
see across the length and breadth of the lowlands is clear evidence for a
single dominant political culture. Emerging from the social and demographic
collapse that brought an end to the Late Preclassic Period (400 BCE–150 CE),
this new tradition developed its distinctive character during the transitional
Protoclassic Period (150–300 CE), before spreading outward from the central
southern lowlands – the interior of the peninsula known as the Peten
(Map 2) – in a materially attested process. Its homogeneity is significant
because it means that what we lack in comprehensiveness at any single centre
is compensated for by the geographical expanse of its coverage and a 600-year-
plus time span. The one important caveat is the marked weighting of the data
toward the latter part of that range. The transition between the Early Classic
(300–600) and Late Classic (600–900) eras entailed, among other changes, a
substantial increase in the production of inscriptions and the kinds of topics
they discuss. Here it is important to strike a balance between an idealised,
but heuristically useful, synchronic approach and the reality of diachronic
processes, some of which may be masked by intentional efforts to preserve
tradition and present outward continuity.

This study concentrates on the nature and operation of the Classic
Maya political system, placing less emphasis on its origins. We have few, if
any, inscriptions from the initial founding events of the second to fourth
centuries CE, and here archaeology can be our only direct source. That said,
retrospective accounts of political genesis, whether historical or mythistorical
in character, are of considerable interest to us, if only in casting light on the
ideological self-perception of Classic Maya kingdoms. As for the famed
collapse of the ninth century, that event represents an end to the regimes that
produced the inscriptions, progressively robbing us of our textual “window”
into the past. Although monuments were raised and inscriptions carved during
this social, cultural, and political tumult, their aim was more to fortify and
preserve a fading tradition than to offer a reportage of crisis. However, late
texts do supply significant clues to the processes at work during the collapse,
providing evidence for transformation as well as disintegration. This makes the
topic worthy of a chapter-length treatment which presents evidence that runs
counter to much of the current consensus.

An implicit critique throughout the book regards the long tradition of
exceptionalist thinking in Maya studies. By this I mean the propensity to see
the Classic Maya as following their own unique star without meaningful
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precedents in world history and anthropology. It goes without saying that
every society will have individual, culturally mediated, responses to the chal-
lenges it faces. Yet the recurring nature of those challenges, together with the
base cognitive and physical capacities we all share, mean that familiar problems
will often find familiar solutions, even if they are framed in distinctive ways.
The dazzling virtuosity of Maya culture, its remarkable accomplishments
and enduring enigmas, has a beguiling quality that we must, in some respects,
resist. In the absence of an argument as convincing as the posited feature
is extraordinary, exceptionalism leads us back into the kind of interpretive
cul-de-sac that blocked progress in Maya research for a major portion of the
twentieth century.

This relates to a wider intent to counter the exoticism attributed to the
Maya in much contemporary popular culture. It is only by placing the Maya
within the common thread of global history that we can appreciate their
universal as well individual qualities, opening a genuine debate on what
concepts of identity, ethnicity, and culture mean in ancient as well as modern
times. Only by asserting a comparative equivalence can we analyse their past in
the same way we would that of any other complex historical society.

My approach is to use epigraphic data as an informant, as a set of sources that
must be first accessed, then interpreted and contextualised, taking an emic
resource for the etic purpose of explicating an extinct sociopolitical system. We
cannot collaborate with these sources in the way we would in ethnographic
fieldwork, and our dialogue with them can only be of a metaphorical kind.
But in our own way we can interrogate them, parsing their meaning by
discerning how one text reflects upon others and the wider physical record.
The textual past is never a whole or continuous narrative, but so many
scattered scenes with characters, acts, ideas, settings, and relationships that we
hope to restore to something like their original sequence and place within a
simulacrum of their original matrix.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

The arguments in this volume are developed through three parts. Part I,
“Agendas in Classic Maya Politics”, sets out the context, methodology, and
conceptual orientation in which the remainder of the study takes place. It
begins with “Modelling the Maya”, a chapter that explores the interwoven
history of sources and interpretation that constitute the quest to understand
ancient Maya political organisation. Here each of the pivotal developments
is discussed within the milieu of its times, setting out how data and theory have
interacted to produce both major advances and major revisions.

The next chapter, “On Archaeopolitics”, broadens the focus to discuss why
certain concepts and agendas will be useful for this study, and others not. It
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begins with a discussion of the “state” in anthropological thought, joining the
critique of formal socioevolutionary schemes that has steadily grown over the
years. This is followed by a look at the recursive social models that have
superseded them in several respects, discussing the amendments required to
patch their omissions, especially in their understanding of hierarchy and
collective agency. Lastly, it looks at how these models might be viewed within
the framework of complexity theory, a field that expressly studies the relation-
ship between wholes and parts that constitutes the central rub of this study.

Since epigraphy provides the dataset with which this book builds its under-
standing of Classic Maya politics, it is necessary to offer some epistemological
grounding for the use of written sources. Thus, the fourth chapter, “Worlds
in Words”, revisits the often-uneasy relationship between the textual and the
material, addressing the unique challenge faced by historical archaeologies. It
takes a special interest in defining the rhetorical purposes of Maya inscriptions,
and examines potential bridges between history and anthropology – viewed
here as estranged cousins more illuminating in combination than they are in
isolation. The end purpose here is to demonstrate how the information on
events provided by texts can contribute to an understanding of both process
and structure.

These presentations prime us for Part II, “Epigraphic Data on Classic Maya
Politics”, which begins with six chapters that each examine a major theme in
the composition, operation, or interaction of Maya polities. Here the
decipherment of key terms serve as points of departure for lexical and semantic
analyses, elaborated through specific examples and additional iconographic,
ethnographic, or archaeological materials. Where appropriate, statistical studies
test for underlying patterns. Each of these chapters closes with one or more
case studies that examine particular sub-themes or pertinent historical episodes
in greater detail.

Part II opens with “Identity”, an examination of status, office, and role
in the construction of Classic Maya authority. Divided between royal and
noble titles, it examines how these epithets were employed and changed
through time, shedding light on the construction of political personas. Next,
“Constitution” concerns the institution of kingship and the specific acts that
established fields of royal action. It begins with an examination of the royal life
cycle and how authority passed between generations. It then moves to
accounts of political foundation, seeking to understand how individual acts
grounded institutions in time and place. The seventh chapter, “Transcend-
ence”, deals with the fused nature of Classic Maya politics and religion. Among
a large array of deities, some were attached to particular places and dynasties,
supernatural associations that rulers used to fix themselves at the spiritual core
of their communities. The eighth chapter, “Matrimony”, concentrates on that
singular institution to explore how unions within and between polities worked
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as strategies of descent or alliance. It contends, among other things, that the
flexibility of strategies made possible by polygyny was a key element in
the composition of inter-polity networks. “Conflict” pursues the most
extreme and disruptive of political behaviours. Oriented around five key verbs,
it moves from the specificity of individual events to the social purposes of
warfare, contesting some common assumptions held in Mayanist circles today.
The tenth chapter, “Hierarchy”, sets out the direct evidence for asymmetries
in status and power between Classic Maya polities, examining the terms that
define the ownership and supervision of clients by patrons. This data is
presented chronologically in order to track the shifting fortunes of the major
powerbrokers.

The conclusion of Part II, “Coda”, is a special chapter that looks at the ninth
century collapse from an epigraphic perspective. While the dataset for this
period is undeniably thin, it is not without value. The ambition here is less to
explain the social and demographic unravelling as such, more to examine
the shifts in identity that point to the political transformations of these
turbulent times.

Any division by theme involves a measure of artificiality, since most of the
topics described are interpenetrating. All political systems are functioning
wholes whose parts can be isolated for investigative purposes but gain their
real meaning only when articulated with others. Much of this connectivity is
restored in Part III, “A Political Anthropology for the Classic Maya”, which
develops proposals for the structures and mechanisms behind the effects we see
in the epigraphic and archaeological records. It opens with the twelfth chapter,
“Classic Maya Networks”, which begins by stepping back from historical
specifics to consider the topic at a macroscale level. It asks some elemental
questions about the ways that units relate to systems, seen from three diverse
perspectives on networks: practical, statistical, and conceptual. It explores how
cultural commonalities were produced and maintained, what diagrammatic
and statistical approaches can tell us about political dynamics, and finally what
the application of network theory might have to offer our topic.

The next chapter, “Defining Classic Maya Political Culture”, draws
together the evidence from Part II to show how a synthetic effort can produce
interpretations that are both historical and structural. It discusses the ways in
which kingship related to the noble cohort that supported that institution,
before moving to how dynasties imprinted themselves on landscapes both
physically and ideologically. Next to be explored is the character of inter-
polity engagements en masse, before concluding with an analysis of the
strategic goals of powerbrokers. What is apparent at the close of that section
is the need for some deeper appreciation of hegemony as a political system.

“Hegemony in Practice and Theory”, the fourteenth chapter, therefore
focuses on the nature and principles of political division within cultural
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continuity. Having made only a cursory use of external parallels until now,
it begins by looking outside Mesoamerica to examine four societies across
the globe – drawn from the diverse histories of Fiji, Ireland, India, and Greece –
that offer strong parallels for the Maya case. It seeks to demonstrate how all
manner of surface differences mask underlying similarities, features that arise
from the shared structural logics of multi-polity systems. We can also glean
useful lessons from these often better documented societies, especially when it
comes to dark matter problems such as economy. This is followed by an
analysis of the mechanisms at work within multi-polity systems more broadly
and what determines their historical fate. Here the argument draws on strands
within political science to tackle the issue of socially-constructed rather than
simply materially-driven systems.

The unity of the perspectives of Part III comes from their pursuit of
the forces behind both the dynamism and equilibrium we find in the Classic
Maya political ecosystem. Its primary goals are to explain how high levels
of political segmentation are consistent with cultural homogeneity, how
power was exercised in such a landscape, and in what ways individual units
contributed to, and were shaped by, the interactive whole. Here I am not in
search of a set of universal formulae to replace those that have reigned in the
past, but rather a deeper appreciation of how the systemic and the contingent
interact to generate political life in a complex world.
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PART I

AGENDAS IN CLASSIC MAYA POLITICS





TWO

MODELLING THE MAYA

The history of Maya research is a relatively short yet eventful one, peppered
with field-changing discoveries and spirited theoretical debates. To fully

appreciate what is at stake in deciding on a model for Classic Maya politics, and
how we reached the point we now have, it is necessary to retrace the
development of interpretation through time, isolating the contested questions
and explaining how scholars have marshalled evidence to support one position
or another. Since data and analysis are intrinsically entwined they are here
treated within a common narrative, stretching from the period of first Euro-
pean encounters to the state of the field today. The division into eras, latterly
20-year spans, is patently arbitrary, but it does allow section titles to capture the
general character of their times.

CONQUERORS AND CLERICS, 1502–1820

The closest contact between ourselves and active Maya polities came during
the Spanish invasion of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the cultural as
well as military conquest that laid waste to all the indigenous societies of the
Americas. Elsewhere in Mesoamerica, especially in Central Mexico, extensive
ethnographies were compiled as the invaders sought to understand the peoples
and places now in their possession. Sadly, nothing of comparable scale and
detail was collected in the Maya area, leaving a sparse record with which to
work. What we have are eyewitness testimonies from some of the conquerors,
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and a larger and more useful body of documents compiled by the clerics and
administrators who followed in their wake – those who knew and worked
with Maya people who had grown up in the pre-contact era.

The first meeting between Maya and Europeans took place off the coast of
Honduras in 1502, when Columbus, on his last voyage, came upon a heavily
laden trading canoe (Lothrop 1927). That encounter passed off peacefully
enough, but the first interactions with Maya societies on land were most
decidedly not. Three Spanish expeditions explored the coastline of the Yuca-
tan peninsula between 1517 and 1519 – the last of them commanded by the
redoubtable Hernán Cortés, en route to vanquishing the Aztec Empire of
Central Mexico – and landings were met with fierce resistance. Testimonies
survive from each incursion (Chamberlain 1948: 11–15), but a more significant
account comes from the march Cortés made across the heart of the Maya
southern lowlands in 1525, staged in order to quell a Spanish rebellion in
Honduras. He and his small army made its way through a forest covered by the
expansive and loosely integrated polities of the Acalan and Cehach without
opposition, moving on to the isolated homeland of the Itza, where he was
formally received on their island capital Noh Peten on Lake Peten-Itza (Cortés
1971: 362–377; Díaz de Castillo 1967: XIV, 24–46) (Map 3).

Cordial contacts of this kind were, again, the exception. Flush with their
success in conquering Central Mexico, the main body of Spanish adventurers
and their native allies had, within a year, turned to the subjugation of the
Maya. Pedro de Alvarado led the invasion of the highlands of present-day
Guatemala, a rugged region that was, as now, more linguistically diverse than
other parts of the Maya world. Although there are few descriptions of this
invasion, we do have the later writings of Spanish commentators such as
Bartolomé de Las Casas, governmental censuses, and indigenous works such
as the Annals of the Cakchiquels (Carmack 1973, 1981). These describe the
K’iche’ Maya as having the most important polity of the time. Their military
exploits over the previous century had established an extended domain,
although it had lately come under pressure from their former subjects, the
Kaqchikel. The K’iche’ capital of Q’umarkaj (Utatlan) fell to Alvarado in
1524 and the remaining polities – including those who, like the Kaqchikel,
had initially sided with the Spaniards – were crushed by 1527.

The conquest of the northern lowlands began that same year under
Francisco Montejo, but was aborted twice over before success was finally
achieved by a son of the same name in 1546 (Chamberlain 1948). The colonial
regime established thereafter would produce a body of ecclesiastical, legal, and
bureaucratic documents, including detailed surveys known as the Relaciones de
Yucatán, while a number of indigenous works, which survive as later copies,
were created in this period (see Restall 1997). Easily the richest description of
life before the conquest comes from Fray Diego de Landa’s Relación de las Cosas
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de Yucatán (Landa 1941 [c.1566]; Tozzer 1941). Landa, an inquisitor of consid-
erable cruelty who rose to become bishop of the regional capital of Mérida
(Clendinnen 1987), worked with several high-born Maya informants and
found no difficulty in accepting that the ruined buildings scattered throughout
the territory were the work of their ancestors.

When the Spanish arrived, this northern region was divided between fifteen
or more cuchcabal, often translated as “province” but in fact identifying an
individual polity. Some of these were centrally controlled by hereditary lords,
but others were collectives or confederacies with differing degrees of integra-
tion (Roys 1957, 1962). The sources describe many of these units as formerly
under the domination of the single centre of Mayapan. The governance of that
walled settlement, whose ceremonial architecture mimics the earlier and more
massive site of Chichen Itza, is said to have lain in the hands of two lineages,
the Cocom and the Xiu, who required subject lords to live at their capital for
part of the year.1 An internal dispute, we are told, led the Xiu to massacre all
but one of the Cocom male line around 1441, after which Mayapan was
abandoned.

We learn a good deal about the aforementioned Acalan polity from a group
of seventeenth-century documents, including a native language description,
the Paxbolon-Maldonado Papers written in Chontal Mayan, which describe
the establishment of its intrusive ruling dynasty (Scholes and Roys 1968;
Smailus 1975). Acalan submitted to the Spanish Crown in 1530 and accepted
Christianity in 1550, but efforts to subdue and convert the more remote
polities inland, the Itza and associated groups surrounding Lake Peten-Itza,
met with little success (Avendaño y Loyola 1987). It was not until 1697 that the
colonial authorities tired of their resistance and sent latter-day conquistadores to
storm Noh Peten in the final act of imperial appropriation in Mesoamerica
(Jones 1998). To the east, in modern-day Quintana Roo and Belize, the
Spanish had established a measure of control from 1543 to 1544 onwards, but
were still pacifying areas well into the seventeenth century (Graham 2011:
156–164).

This, then, is a brief outline of what has come down to us from early years of
Spanish control. Relatively reliable accounts of the pre-contact era cover no
more than the last century of the Postclassic Period (900–1546 CE), a time
when the great centres of the Classic Maya had already lain in desolation, their
histories lost to memory, for more than six centuries. The relevance of these
late data depends on what continuities can be established between the two
eras, a topic of contention among scholars. Whereas some perceive notable
correspondences, others see a deep disjuncture reflected in very different social,
political, and economic orientations. It should also be noted that the meaning
and accuracy of the documentary sources, as well as the rather uncritical
interpretations of early scholars, have increasingly been brought into question,
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leading to the emergence of revised formulations of Postclassic and early
Colonial society and its politics in more recent times (e.g. Farriss 1984;
Quezada 1993, 2014; Okoshi 1994, 2009; Restall 1997; Okoshi, Williams-
Beck, and Izquierdo 2006; Braswell 2003a). It is safe to say that the meagre
sources we have on the last years of independent Maya political culture will
continue to provide debating points for those working on the Classic Period.

PIONEERS, SAVANTS, AND SCHOLARS, 1820–1930

For the best part of three centuries, the imperial authorities of New Spain
showed scant interest in the antiquity of their domains. For them, the
suppression of a pagan past was both a moral and practical necessity, one that
saved souls while solidifying their political and economic control. There was
no legitimate place here for the curious antiquarian. The little information
collected in the early years of contact gathered dust in ecclesiastical and
state archives, most to be rediscovered only in the nineteenth century. The
European Enlightenment did inspire a handful of explorations in the waning
years of the Spanish Empire, but none were published before its collapse in
the 1820s (Evans 2004: 10–36). It was only with the birth of Latin American
nation states that fresh light began to fall on the region’s past. Now accessible
to foreigners, a small but steady stream of adventurers arrived from Europe
and the United States to follow up on newly publicised reports of lost cities
in the jungle.

This was a turbulent time in Western science, as debates on the origins of
humankind and the literal truth of the Bible gripped public and academic
circles alike. Precisely where the history of the Americas fitted into these
controversies was as yet unclear, and into this vacuum of knowledge were
sucked all manner of speculation and ethnocentric delusion. As news of
magnificent ancient remains spread, they were explained either as the products
of diffusion from the “higher” civilisations of the Old World or the work of
extinct races much superior to those now living there (see Kehoe 1998; Evans
2004: 34–42, passim). Throughout the nineteenth-century it was not unusual,
even for scholars who made significant contributions to Maya studies, to
ascribe the great ruins to the lost tribes of Israel (Kingsborough 1831–1848),
to Egyptians and Freemasons (Le Plongeon 1886, 1896), or even to refugees
from Atlantis (Brasseur de Bourbourg 1868).

Yet a turning point had come in 1839, when American diplomat and writer
John Lloyd Stephens and his English illustrator Frederick Catherwood dis-
embarked in Belize City for the first of two expeditions into the interior. Their
encounters with vine-choked ruins in the forest were brought to the wider
world through a pair of bestselling travelogues, for which Stephens produced a
compelling prose notable for its lack of exaggeration and Catherwood supplied
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evocative renderings of unusual accuracy for their time. Stephens had already
experienced the wonders of Egypt and the Near East, and was more than
willing to see the Maya as a New World counterpart of these illustrious civilisa-
tions. His speculations that the ruins were the work of ancestral Maya and that the
hieroglyphs would prove to be the accounts of kings and heroes proved to be
prescient – of the great ruins of Copan he wrote: “One thing I believe, [is] that its
history is graven on its monuments” (Stephens 1841: 159–160).

Catherwood’s drawings of architecture and monuments were aided by the
Camera Lucida, but recording took a major step forward with the arrival of
photography, especially with the subsequent switch from daguerreotype to glass-
plate negative technology. The pioneers here were Désiré Charnay (1862),
Alfred Maudslay (1889–1902), and Teobert Maler (1901–1903, 1908a, 1908b,
1910, 1911), who produced state-of-the-art images in the most rudimentary of
field conditions. Maudslay and Maler were the more archaeological in their
approach, producing descriptions and maps of the sites they visited – many of
which were new to science – while Maudslay additionally undertook excav-
ations and took moulds of monuments, later used to produce casts and drawings.
Neither man commented to any great degree on the social significance of their
finds, although Maler (1911: 55) echoed his predecessor Edward Thompson
(1886: 253) in noting the many house-mounds surrounding impressive ruins
such as that of Tikal. Their primary contribution was in producing accurate
records of the inscriptions that would prove invaluable to the early decipherers.

The greatest of these was the German librarian Ernst Förstemann, who
kept the finest of the four surviving Postclassic books, the Dresden Codex
(which had probably reached Europe in a consignment Hernan Cortés sent to
Charles V) in his desk drawer. He used it to make astounding progress in Maya
calendrics and astronomy, publishing as many as 50 papers between 1880 and
1906. Combining its rich data with those from the new records of monuments,
together with early Spanish accounts, he established the fundamental workings
of the Maya calendar.2 Even so, turning its relative dates into absolute ones by
tying them to the Christian calendar remained a thorny problem. Using a few
elliptical clues in the colonial documents, it was the solution advanced by
Joseph Goodman (1905), modified by later scholars, and now known as the
Goodman-Martínez-Thompson (GMT) correlation, that has since been broadly
corroborated by radiocarbon dating and other analytical techniques.3

It was within these early days of Maya scholarship that a key bifurcation
began to emerge. One perspective took its cue from the comparative approach
of Stephens, and looked to the ways in which Maya art, architecture, and
writing, however idiosyncratic, could and should be viewed within universal
themes of human culture. Thus, the art historian Herbert Spinden saw no
difficulty in taking depictions of captives and weaponry as evidence for warfare
and as references to historical events (Spinden 1913: 23, 1916: 442–443; also
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Lehmann 1907). Likewise, the indefatigable archaeologist and epigrapher
Sylvanus Morley (1915: 33–36) felt sure that the inscriptions, most of which
remained inscrutable, were fundamentally historical in nature.

Yet a few years later he was adopting a more cautious tone (Morley 1920:
36) and would ultimately reject this position entirely. The reason is not hard to
find. As the years went by there seemed no end to revelations concerning the
scope and sophistication of Maya time reckoning; each discovery bolstering
the prediction that every last hieroglyph would prove to have calendrical or
astronomical meaning (Brinton 1895: 32). The texts were increasingly viewed
not simply as insights into an intellectual world, but as an embodiment of the
Classic Maya psyche. A society that abjured any mention of worldly affairs for a
fixation on the mysteries of time and the cosmos would be a strange and exotic
one, and who could say where their distinctiveness ended? It was this reasoning
that fuelled an enduring vein of Maya exceptionalism: the belief that their
society could only be understood on its own unique terms and without
reference to regional or global precedents.

Up until this time little interest had been shown in the political organisation
of the numerous ruins, and the first formal proposal came from Thomas Gann,
an English doctor and archaeologist. He believed the whole lowland region to
have been subsumed within a single state or empire (Gann 1927: 233), locating
its capital at the site of Tikal, which he judged to be a city whose population
exceeded 250,000 people (Gann and Thompson 1931: 36). Yet the views of his
co-author J. Eric S. Thompson could hardly have been more different, and in
the very same volume Thompson argued that major Maya sites were empty of
all but a priestly caste. For him, the ruins were not the cores of one-time
metropolises, but ceremonial centres used to stage rituals for a peasantry whose
hamlets and farmsteads were scattered throughout the forest (Gann and
Thompson 1931: 199). These sharply diverging interpretations illustrate both
the rudimentary state of archaeological knowledge and the breadth of the
paradigmatic divide that deficit allowed.

A TROPICAL ARCADIA, 1930–1950

Over the next two decades it was the idea of a deeply esoteric and exceptional
Classic Maya that gained ascendancy. There were several strands to this
interpretation, none of them entirely new, which were now woven into a
compelling whole (see Becker 1979, 1984; Webster 2006). Morley played
a significant role in this, but it was Thompson, a scholar of intimidating
erudition active in the fields of epigraphy, archaeology, and ethnography,
who became its great synthesiser and populariser.

By now, the lengthy opening portions of most monumental texts were
correctly understood as commemorations of a single day, as specified within a
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series of different calendars, counts, and cycles. The portions that followed
were filled by shortened references to additional dates, each linked to one
another by precise enumerations of days. Filling the space between these were
sequences of glyphs, dubbed by Morley (1915: 26) a “textual residue”, which
defied all attempts at comprehension. A convoluted explanation of these
passages as corrections bringing the Maya year into line with the true solar
circuit (Teeple 1930: 70–85, following Bowditch 1910: 199) was entirely
erroneous, but chimed with the growing consensus that calendrical reckoning
and its associated astrological and religious ruminations were the sole topics of
the inscriptions. The glyphs that resisted understanding, it was argued, did so
because the script itself was an ad hoc and ideographic affair only fully
comprehensible to its authors (Schellhas 1936: 133, 1945; also Thompson
1932; Morley 1937–1938: I, 106).

It seemed only logical that the specialists who once controlled this recondite
knowledge would have formed the social elite, with a class of astrologer-priests
holding a mass of humble farmers in their thrall. Each Classic Maya centre
would be ruled by a “theocracy or a government over which the priests had
complete control”, in regional terms forming a “loose federation of states each
ruled by a small group of sacerdotal aristocrats” (Thompson 1950: 7). All was
well until their demands for temple-building labour proved intolerable and
provoked a peasant revolt, a catastrophe that brought Classic civilisation to
an end (Thompson 1932: 14–15). The lessons of the Italian Renaissance
notwithstanding, before this disaster it was believed that its impressive artistic
and intellectual achievements could not have been possible in a time of strife
(Thompson 1927: 12, 1950: 6). Although it was conceded that some raiding
and squabbles over borders may have taken place, relations between polities
were deemed to be “quite friendly”, due to the common education and shared
values of their unworldly leaders (Thompson 1954: 81). When the seizure of
captives occurred, it was solely for the purpose of securing victims for ritual
sacrifice (Morley 1946: 70; Thompson 1950: 7). Thus, the many depictions of
bound prisoners struggling under the feet of spear-brandishing grandees were
not to be taken as evidence for political conflict, but rather for religious
obligations mandated by the gods. It was these divinities and the priests that
served them who were portrayed in such splendid fashion on the monuments,
the artistry and effort consumed in carving them itself an act of devotion
(Thompson 1932: 12). Thompson’s commitment to a pacific model was greatly
influenced by his ethnographic research (e.g. Thompson 1930) and personal
friendships with Maya collaborators. To his mind their philosophy was always to
“live and let live”; which he took to be an essential ethnic quality that could be
safely projected into the distant past (Thompson 1954: 81).

Morley’s positions differed in no substantial way, although, based on read-
ings of contact-period data, he was prepared to accept some partnership
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between sacred and secular authority and as a result had more interest in
practical politics. In The Ancient Maya he conjectured that governance lay in:
“hereditary dynasties, the members of which filled not only the highest
civil offices of the state but also the highest ecclesiastical positions” (Morley
1946: 50). Based on a transition in art and architectural styles, he had earlier
distinguished between an “Old Empire” and “New Empire” (Morley 1911:
208) – eras that accord with the Classic and Postclassic Periods used today
(Willey and Phillips 1958). However, “empire” was never more than a
notional term invoked for its allusions to cultural greatness, and Morley’s
more substantive comparisons were to the Classical Greek polis, to the city-
states of Renaissance Italy, and to those of the Hanseatic League (Morley 1946:
50, 160). At the same time, he speculated on the presence of four “principal
political entities”, whose capitals he judged to be Tikal, Copan, Tonina, and
(as a collective or in turn) Palenque, Yaxchilan, and Piedras Negras (Morley
1946: 160–161). He also attempted a wider political ranking in a map and
associated table that set out a four-class division of Maya centres “according to
their supposed degrees of relative importance” (Morley 1946: 316–319, plate
19, table VII). His main criteria were the scale of architecture and number of
monuments, but he also included qualitative considerations. This contributed
to what now seem to be glaring anomalies. Despite its enormous size and
having the largest inventory of stelae, Calakmul was consigned to the second
tier due to the “little aesthetic merit” of its sculpture (Morley 1946: 319).
Mayapan was relegated to the third, irrespective of the fact that, as we have
already seen, it is amply attested in ethnohistorical sources as the most powerful
centre of Late Postclassic Yucatan (Roys 1962). Here it was the modest scale
and relatively poor construction of its ceremonial buildings that excluded it
from greatness.

Any clues to political organisation were to be deduced from the archaeo-
logical and ethnohistorical record alone. As regards the texts, Morley’s move to
the ahistorical position is first evident in his five-volume The Inscriptions of the
Peten, where he reviews the major developments in Maya epigraphy since
1920 – all of them calendrical in nature – and drops even the suggestion of
history (Morley 1937–1938: I, 103–108). By the time of The Ancient Maya his
conversion was complete:

[Maya texts] are in no sense records of personal glorification and self-
laudation like the inscriptions of Egypt, Assyria, and Babylonia. They tell
no story of kingly conquests, recount no deeds of imperial achievement;
they neither praise nor exalt, glorify nor aggrandize, indeed they are so
utterly impersonal, so completely non-individualistic, that it is even
probable that the name-glyphs of specific men and women were never
recorded upon the Maya monuments.

(Morley 1946: 262)
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In 1950, Thompson published his encyclopaedic Maya Hieroglyphic Writing:
Introduction, a masterful treatment of the calendar system and his grand judge-
ment on the nature of the script. It featured two of his deepest convictions: that
any phoneticism in the hieroglyphs was strictly limited (Thompson 1950:
46–48) and that the texts lacked historical content of any kind. The latter
was dismissed in characteristic style: “To add details of war or peace, of
marriage or giving in marriage, to the solemn roll call of the periods of
time is as though a tourist were to carve his name on Donatello’s David”
(Thompson 1950: 155).

THE PRAGMATISTS, 1950–1970

The vision of priests and peasants in a forest idyll would have a powerful hold
on both the public and scholarly imaginations for years to come and was
further solidified by Thompson’s (1954) The Rise and Fall of Maya Civilization.
However, the 1950s more truly belong to the research that would eventually
topple it. An initial spark came in 1952 with Alberto Ruz’s (1954, 1973)
discovery of an elaborate tomb at the end of a rubble-filled stairway deep
within the largest stepped pyramid at Palenque – a resting-place fit for an
Egyptian Pharaoh. As Michael Coe (1956: 393) soon noted, this grandiose
memorial suggested a concentration of wealth and personal power more
typical of hereditary kings than stargazing theocrats.

It was within those troublesome portions of the texts strewn with dates,
day-counts, and “non-calendrical” glyphs that a German émigré to Mexico,
Heinrich Berlin (1958), made the first step in uncovering Maya history. There
he found that at each of the major sites displayed an “emblem glyph”, a three-
part compound with two consistent elements, and a third variable one specific
to that city.4 These distinctive markers would lie at the heart of all future
epigraphic inquiries into Classic Maya politics, but at the time he could only
speculate on their meaning, considering that they might be the names of cities,
ruling dynasties, or patron deities. He followed this advance a year later by
recognising that some of the figures depicted inside the great Palenque tomb
were captioned by personal names, so identifying the first historical individuals
in Maya art and writing (Berlin 1959).

The decisive breakthrough and full negation of the ahistorical view came
with Tatiana Proskouriakoff’s (1960) work on the inscriptions of Piedras
Negras. This remarkable study, followed by two treatments of the monuments
at Yaxchilan in a similar vein (Proskouriakoff 1963, 1964), sprang from a close
scrutiny of the relationships between dates and particular hieroglyphs. Like
Charles Bowditch (1901: 13) before her, she noticed that the chronology
covering any group of adjacent Piedras Negras monuments never exceeded a
normal human lifespan, but she took the analysis much further. Within the
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“textual residue” she was able to isolate the names of individual rulers,
recognising their dates of birth, accession, and ultimately death, as well as
other prominent events such as the taking of captives. In so doing, she
identified the figures portrayed on the stelae not as gods but kings, and the
robed figures that attended them not as priests but queens. Her modestly titled
“historical hypothesis” was so tightly argued that it found universal acceptance,
with even Thompson (1960: v, 1965: 636) quickly and graciously conceding
his former position. The way was now open to apply the same methods to
other sites, which was progressively done at Quirigua (Kelley 1962a), Palenque
(Berlin 1965, 1968a; Mathews and Schele 1974), and Tikal (Coggins 1975;
Jones 1977), among others.

Banishing anonymous theocracies and replacing them with vainglorious
dynasties was the crowning achievement of the “first wave” of the decipher-
ment. Yet everything had been accomplished by little more than pattern
recognition and inductive reasoning – neither Berlin nor Proskouriakoff could
read a hieroglyph and, indeed, were less than sure that they represented
language in any direct sense. The seeds of the “second wave” and true
decipherment lay in the work of their contemporary, the Russian linguist
Yuri Knorozov (1952, 1956). Reviving a phonetic approach that had faltered in
the hands of others, he applied some sparse clues in Landa’s manuscript to the
surviving Postclassic books and uncovered several core spelling principles.
Published at a highpoint of the Cold War, with one paper bearing an editor’s
introduction extolling the virtues of Marxist-Leninist scholarship, it is little
surprise that his ideas met a frosty reception in the West. Whether attributable
to Thompson’s (1953, 1959: 362, 1960: vi) acerbic critiques or, more realistic-
ally, to Knorozov’s own lack of follow-through, it would be some three
decades before his ideas bore full fruit.

While Proskouriakoff was preparing her ground-breaking thesis, another
revolution, this time an archaeological one, was taking place at Tikal. Starting
in 1956, a University of Pennsylvania project, mostly under the direction of
William Coe, addressed an unusually broad set of research issues for its time,
excavating not only temples and palaces, but also humble households, address-
ing the sequential development of the site, and assessing the relationship of the
core to its sustaining hinterland. The mapping of Tikal’s periphery revealed
dispersed but significant settlement extending in all directions (Carr and
Hazard 1961) – the house-mounds spotted by the early explorers were indeed
on a grand scale. This was decisive in dispelling Thompson’s notion of vacant
ceremonial centres (Becker 1979, 1984), and the same low-density urbanism
was subsequently found, if usually on a lesser scale, in all similar surveys.

But this was not the only surprise in the environs of Tikal, where further
mapping found parts of an extensive, rampart-like earthwork (Puleston and
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Callender 1967). Casting doubt on the “live and let live” Maya, this inspired
a revisiting of the evidence for militarism, ultimately leading to the demoli-
tion of the pacific model at the hands of combined archaeological, epi-
graphic, and iconographic study (e.g. Webster 1976a, 1976b, 1977, 1978;
Baudez and Mathews 1979; Riese 1984a; Freidel 1986; Schele and Miller
1986: 209–240).5 Focused as it was on a single site it is unsurprising that
the Tikal project had little to say about broader issues of political organisa-
tion, although its newfound size encouraged many to see it as the dominant
Classic Maya centre, in an understanding not so very different from that
of Gann.

Archaeological work that did pursue a wider political understanding came
fromWilliam R. Bullard Jr. (1960, 1964). His analysis of settlement distribution
in one part of the central southern lowlands produced a size-based hierarchy of
sites and projected territories under their administration. William Sanders
(1962, 1963) conducted similar studies in a portion of the western lowlands
(Map 4), but set the results within a more theoretical framework. This was the
cultural ecology of Julian Steward (1955), a perspective that gave environ-
mental factors a leading, even determining, role in the development of social
complexity. In Mesoamerica: The Evolution of a Civilization, Sanders and Barbara
Price (1968) blended cultural ecology with the social evolutionary “band-
tribe-chiefdom-state” scheme of Elman Service (1962). They concluded that
priestly governments in the Maya lowlands were for the most part chiefdoms,
although Tikal had reached “state-level” by the Late Classic Period (Sanders
and Price 1968: 142–145, 205).

Emblem glyphs were first used in a political model by Thomas Barthel
(1968a, 1968b). He took up Berlin’s observation that Copan Stela A, dated to
731 CE, featured four such compounds – those of Tikal, Copan, Palenque, and
an unknown centre he called Chan “Snake” – where each was associated with
the glyph for a cardinal direction. From this Barthel posited a “cosmological
model” that envisaged a four-way division of authority between these major
sites. This revival of Morley’s four “principal political entities” drew on
assessments of ethnographic materials from the contact and early colonial
eras, which showed a recurring concern for a quadripartite organisation of
space within Maya communities (Coe 1965). Among other texts Barthel
brought into his analysis was Ceibal (formerly Seibal) Stela 10 from 849

(Figure 63). This also features four emblems: two of the same ones found on
Copan Stela A, Tikal, and “Snake”, as well as that of Ceibal itself and another
unknown emblem he called Ik’, “Wind”. He argued that this quartet was a
later set of regional capitals whose central locations reflected a contraction of
the Maya realm – the more peripheral sites of Copan and Palenque having by
that time succumbed to the mounting collapse.
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OF MAPS AND MODELS, 1970–1990

The 1960s had seen major developments in archaeological theory, and these
came to the Maya area in Kent Flannery’s (1972) application of systems analysis
and spatial modelling. Flannery was interested in the differing information
flows required by the ascending social evolutionary levels of Service (1962) and
Fried (1967), with a particular focus on the pinnacle of complexity, the “state”.
Inspiration came from efforts in the Near East to identify administrative
hierarchies through mapping the size and distribution of settlements (Johnson
1972). The key tool here was central place theory (Christaller 1933; Haggett
1965), which had been devised to chart market exchange systems, but was now
re-purposed as an instrument of political analysis. Its method traces shortest-
distance connections between primary and secondary sites, judging that a
hexagonal lattice of nodes represents optimum efficiency in communications
and, in political terms, a level of organisation consistent with states. Flannery
(1972: 420–421, figure 5) applied the same procedure to the sites surrounding
two major Maya centres, Calakmul and Naranjo, detecting patterns of just this
kind and positing a correspondingly high degree of regional integration.

Another approach to geographic modelling came from Norman Hammond
(1972, 1974), who introduced Thiessen polygons to map potential territories
around Maya sites. The Thiessen method takes equidistant points between
selected sites and from them draws perpendicular lines whose intersections
define hypothetical boundaries and domains. Initially employed to chart the
resource catchments around the site of Lubaantun (Hammond 1972: 774–775),
the technique was subsequently extended to posit political domains across a
swathe of the lowlands (Hammond 1974: 321–322, figure 3). Hammond
joined Flannery in acknowledging the likely gap between such formulations
and the real world, but their maps and diagrams were the first attempts to
understand how Maya settlements might have interacted with a wider spatial
dimension.

Barthel’s cosmological model left several important issues unaddressed. Most
of all, how were the hundreds of other Maya sites, including very large ones
with their own emblem glyphs, organised within this scheme? That question
was taken up by Joyce Marcus (1973), who drew together textual, quantitative,
and spatial data in the first assessment of its kind, further developed in her book
Emblem and State in the Classic Maya Lowlands: An Epigraphic Approach to
Territorial Organization (Marcus 1976). She reasoned that the inscriptions of
any one centre would likely mention the emblem of another to which it
was beholden, but not vice versa. This methodology produced a three-tier
hierarchy of sites for each projected state, with small settlements lacking
inscriptions constituting a fourth. She suggested that the unknown “Wind”
site was Motul de San José and, based on its size, that Calakmul would turn out
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to be the missing “Snake” site, and was ultimately proved correct on both
counts. Regional hierarchies for the states of Tikal, Palenque, Copan, and
Yaxchilan (due to the uncertainty of the Snake identification Calakmul was
omitted) were defined by their constituent primary, secondary, tertiary, and
quaternary sites. The spatial component to her work came in formalising the
central place lattices linking Tikal and Naranjo, now reconstructed as primary
and secondary centres within a single state (Marcus 1973: figure 6).

Marcus (1993, 1998) later elaborated her ideas into a more dynamic model
that saw a waxing and waning of political integration. In this, a landscape of
Preclassic chiefdoms coalesced during the Classic Period into five unitary states
by 731 (Tikal, Calakmul, Copan, Palenque, and Yaxchilan, together with a
more loosely structured confederacy in the Petexbatun sub-region), only to
fracture along the “cleavage planes” of their component territories and devolve
back into small chiefdoms as the ninth-century collapse approached (Marcus
1993: figure 26). Close parallels were drawn with the ethnohistorical record of
contact-period Yucatan and the dissolution of political authority that followed
the fall of Mayapan. Direct historical analogies such as this were strongly
preferred over the kind of global comparisons gaining ground among fellow
researchers in the 1990s.

Quantitative approaches to Maya political structure found their fullest
expression in the work of Richard E. W. Adams and his collaborators.
Estimates of the construction mass and the typological make-up of sites across
the central lowlands were collected in search of hierarchical rankings between
them (Adams 1981; Turner, Turner, and Adams 1981; Adams and Adams
2003). A separate strategy assessed overall site-sizes in relation to their distribu-
tion across the greater part of the region (Adams and Jones 1981). Taken
together, the resulting data were believed to betray the presence of regional
states headed by Tikal and Calakmul, a view subsequently expanded into eight
such units across the Maya realm, each averaging some 30,000 km2 in area
(Adams 1986: 437) (Map 5a).

But this version of the Maya past was soon to be challenged by fresh
decipherments, including a number from the nascent second wave of phonetic
readings. Warfare emerged as a common topic of the inscriptions, expressed by
a variety of glyphic terms (e.g. Riese 1980, 1984a; Sosa and Reents 1980;
Schele 1982; Houston 1983a, 1983b; Stuart 1985a; Orejel 1990). Newly read
texts revealed that a large number of sites engaged in military operations, their
one-on-one encounters distributed across the lowlands without regard to the
boundaries of projected regional states. Indeed, some of the non-local men-
tions of emblem glyphs that had previously been taken as evidence for political
integration turned out to document quite the reverse – violent confrontations
between neighbours (Stuart 1993: 326). The dates of these recorded conflicts
were also significant, since they were almost completely restricted to the Late
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Classic Period, precisely the point when regional states were said to have
reached their maximum size and degree of consolidation.

A better understanding of the emblem glyph revealed it to be a personal title
of lords governing distinct domains, each of whom claimed an exalted but
equivalent status (Mathews and Justeson 1984: 216–219). While the list of
unique emblems grew ever longer, the only evidence for titular hierarchies
at that time was among the secondary lords that were subject to emblem-
bearers (Stuart 1985b). It was the combination of these factors that led Peter
Mathews (1985: 32–33, 1991: 29) to conclude that emblem glyphs were
assertions of political autonomy. Charting their distribution and using Thiessen
polygons to reconstruct their territories, his map showed a dense mosaic
covering much of the southern lowlands, with conjectured domains pushed
well into the north (Map 5b). These tesserae, roughly 1,500–2,500 km2 in area
(though some were much smaller), constituted the ground plans of sixty or
seventy petty statelets – a radical contrast to the regional state perspective.

There had always been archaeologists who favoured a small polity view,
and some of them were drawn to cross-cultural work on divided political
landscapes, principally to the “peer polity interaction” model of Colin Renfrew
(1982; Renfrew and Cherry 1986). The collected volume of that name included
contributions from David Freidel (1986) and Jeremy Sabloff (1986), who
explored how small autonomous Maya polities could have developed through
processes of collective competition, emulation, and exchange. The defining

(a) (b)
map 5 Contrasting models of Classic Maya political organisation: (a) The Regional State
(after Adams 1986: 437); (b) The Peer Polity/Weak State (after Mathews 1991: figure 2.6).
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feature of a peer polity is that it is “not subject to the jurisdiction of a higher
power” (Renfrew 1986: 2, 4), so that the emergence of dominant polities,
ultimately in the form of empires or unified states, spells the end of the system.
Peer polities had something in common with the heterarchical model advanced
by Carole Crumley (1979, 1987, 1995). This perspective actively contested the
tenets of central place theory and its assumption that size distinctions and spatial
distributions necessarily reflect hierarchical arrangements (Crumley 1976).
Instead, heterarchy considers the ways in which polities within the same cultural
system might be unranked or ranked in different ways. Some Mayanists would
later take an explicitly heterarchical approach, particularly in regard to political
economy (e.g. Potter and King 1995; Scarborough, Valdez, and Dunning 2003).

Another approach to small-scale politics came from a focus on urbanism.
William Sanders and David Webster (1988) applied the typology of Richard
Fox (1977) to the Maya case, concluding that sites such as Copan were
examples of his “regal-ritual city”. This is defined as a place of consumption
rather than production, in which symbolism and ritual are important but
political pragmatics remain paramount, even though central power is rather
feeble. In their assessment, Copan was a chiefdom or ranked society that
“crystallised” into a state only in the reign of its last true king in the later
eighth century CE.

By the end of the decade the phonetic decipherment of the script had begun
in earnest, with the initial trickle of readings swelling to something closer to a
flood. The most important contribution of this time, David Stuart’s (1987) Ten
Phonetic Syllables, had a clear methodological impact, demonstrating how each
successful reading of a sign could branch out, hydra-like, to suggest several
more. With increasing access to phonology it was possible to investigate
grammar, with scholars combining epigraphic data with colonial and modern
Mayan linguistic sources to reveal the underlying language of the texts.6 As
one discovery followed the next, so the hieroglyphs began to provide detailed
information on a number of topics, politics among them. Few advances of the
late 1980s were more significant in this regard than the discovery of toponyms,
research that was ultimately published as Classic Maya Place Names (Stuart and
Houston 1994). This opened a rich seam of data meshing political events with
specific places and identities, revealing that at least some emblem glyphs were
based on place-names.

INTO THE BLACK BOX, 1990–PRESENT

The collected volume Classic Maya Political History sought to synthesise the
emerging epigraphic data with archaeological research from across the region
(Culbert 1991a). Several contributions addressed the issue of political organisa-
tion directly, including a review of emblem glyphs (Mathews 1991) and a
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summary of the site interactions known at that time (Schele and Mathews
1991). The consensus reached was that possession of an emblem was de facto
evidence of independence, although T. Patrick Culbert (1991b: 140–143,
1991c: 325) expressed reservations on this point. He sided with colleagues –
invariably those who worked at major sites – who favoured larger and more
integrated domains (e.g. Folan 1985; Chase, Chase, and Haviland 1990).
Hammond (1991) invoked a “black box” approach to the Maya polity and
reviewed the full range of competing explanatory paradigms, giving early
notice of the ethnographic models from Southeast Asia that would soon
become major talking points.

The next generation of researchers to come to the issue, most notably
Arthur Demarest (1984: 146–147, 1992: 149–156) and Stephen Houston
(1992, 1993: 142–148), took the case for numerous small polities as proven,
but were dissatisfied with the limitations of a peer polity model that was
descriptive of a political landscape but offered little by way of analysis. The
construct said nothing about the internal functioning of such polities, or
explained why such a dispersed, non-hierarchical pattern of authority should
persist for 600 years or more. What was it that inhibited, or even prevented,
Classic-era polities from forming larger states and empires?

A key influence here was the growing evidence for great variability in
individual site histories emerging from both archaeology and epigraphy. There
was clearly no single trajectory of development and decline spanning the
Classic era, but instead a series of fluctuating fortunes that aligned only at the
ninth century collapse. Even the “Middle Classic Hiatus” – a long-perceived
malaise curbing monument erection and major construction for some 80 years
(Willey 1974) – was now revealed as a phenomenon overly influenced by data
from Tikal, which suffered a key military defeat at its inception (Chase and
Chase 1987: 60; Houston 1987: 93). The implication was that there was
something innately unstable about Classic-era polities, a view that inevitably
shifted attention from their external to internal dynamics. Interest alighted
on ideological factors of the kind functionalists and processualists had long
dismissed as mere surface phenomena.7 Here the investments the Maya put
into monumental architecture and facilities appropriate for mass public display,
together with a strong imagistic and textual emphasis on ritual and perform-
ance, provoked comparisons with societies in which symbolic extravagance
masked political fragility.

These analogies, drawn from ethnographic and historical research in Africa
and Southeast Asia, would collectively become known as “weak state”models.
The first of them, the African Segmentary State, was defined by Aidan Southall
(1956, 1965) as an entity in which “the spheres of ritual suzerainty and political
sovereignty do not coincide” (Southall 1988: 52). Royal power is restricted to
an inner core beyond which lies an unstable periphery controlled by the heads
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of segmentary lineages, each of whom replicates the central kingship “writ
small” (Southall 1988: 64). The whole is held together not by coercive power
but by charismatic authority and claims to divine sanction. The rulers’ privil-
eged access to the supernatural world is asserted through a range of devices,
most of all by staging elaborate rituals at the capital. Under successful rulers the
polity maintains its integrity and can even expand by conquest. However, such
gains are not integrated and so are easily lost. Unsuccessful rulers not only risk
usurpation, they can endanger the existence of the polity itself, as peripheral
magnates desert to neighbouring kings or assert their own independence.

Closely related models from Southeast Asia were the Theatre State
(Geertz 1968, 1977, 1980) and Galactic Polity (Tambiah 1976, 1977). Although
Southall (1988: 53) considered these little more than variants of his own
construct, it is clear that they are less reliant on kinship structures and have a
more developed sense of the symbolic character of a centre-oriented polity.
Indeed, for Clifford Geertz (1968: 38) symbolism was of the essence: “The
ritual life of the court – the mass ceremonies, the high-wrought art, the
elaborate politesse – formed not just the trappings of rule but the substance
of it”. Consciously modelled on a mandala cosmogram, such polities consist of
repetitive formations that radiate outward at ever-diminishing scale and
weakening attachment to the core. Stanley Tambiah (1976: 102–131, 1977),
however, took issue with the idea of polities as earthbound models of the
cosmos, arguing instead for a “totalisation” that privileged neither the sacred
nor the secular but saw them as directly and continuously engaged. To
illustrate the connection between charismatic authority and the extent of
nominal suzerainty he cited a Javanese analogy, in which the brighter a candle
the further its light will reach (Moertono 1968: 112; Tambiah 1977: 74).
Again, expansion through conquest was possible, but was fragile and ultimately
unsustainable.

These features were sufficiently close to what was known of the Maya, that
one or other of the weak state concepts appealed to a broad range of scholars
and was variously applied to all periods, from the Preclassic to Postclassic, and
all regions, in the highlands as well as the lowlands (e.g. Demarest 1984:
146–147, 1992: 149–156; Fox 1987, 1994; Sanders and Webster 1988: 534; Ball
and Taschek 1991; Houston 1992, 1993: 142–148; Houston and Escobedo
1997). Their writings brought an overtly comparative perspective to the
problem, offering a credible solution to the riddle of why Maya polities
remained small and why they put so much effort into ritual display.

By the early 1990s opinion about the degree of territorial consolidation
attained by the Classic Maya was sharply divided. Some held firm to the idea
that the landscape had condensed into a small number of large polities, while
others saw a large number of small polities as an enduring feature. Only the
latter seemed consistent with the epigraphic evidence now available, but this

INTO THE BLACK BOX, 1990–PRESENT 31



left at least one important question unresolved. Why, if every polity was
more-or-less equal, were the capitals of some vastly larger, in terms of both
monumental construction and surrounding settlement, than others? This was a
prime rejoinder offered by regionalists, who found the idea of ascribing peer
status to neighbouring sites that might differ tenfold in size more than a little
perverse. However, this objection left the advocates for small polities unfazed,
since their shared heterarchical orientation saw no obligatory link between size
and political power. For them, distinctions of scale could equally well have
other causes, such as differing religious status or length of occupation.

All small-polity positions stood on an assumption that emblem glyphs were
absolute markers of autonomy, but was this really true? As further readings
came to light, signs began to mount that it was not. A statement had already
been identified in which one emblem-bearing king described himself as the
possession of another (Houston and Mathews 1985: 27, n.2). Additionally,
the accession ceremonies of some kings were followed by a passage naming a
second king who bears a different emblem, connected by a term that elsewhere
conveyed the sense of supervision (Schele and Freidel 1990: 155, 175).8 Neither
of these formulae seemed especially common at the time, barely a handful of
cases were known, and they were taken to be ephemeral links of little political
consequence.

My own interest in these seemingly aberrant statements was piqued by the
disproportionate number of them that involved the “Snake” polity, the focus
of my research at the time. As we have seen, Barthel had named this entity
among his four regional capitals and Marcus had linked it to Calakmul; where
mapping around its substantial core had by now revealed a settlement
exceeding even that of Tikal in size (May Hau et al. 1990).9 The Snake polity
was emerging as the most frequently mentioned in inscriptions right across the
southern lowlands, and my initial goal was to understand why this should be
so. Always occupying the superordinate position in hierarchical statements, its
rulers installed or sanctioned the rule of others, while other kings described
themselves as possessions of the Snake king. It seemed clear that this polity was
an exceptional political force, one whose greatest impact was visible not in
territorial terms but in its wide-ranging network of patron–client relationships.
This suggested a third way in which Classic Maya politics might be organised
and understood, distinct from either the regional or weak state (Martin 1993:
12–14, 1996a: 233, 1996b, 2000a).10 To pursue these ideas and issues further
I began epigraphic fieldwork at Calakmul, under the auspices of Mexico’s
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia and project director Ramón
Carrasco, in a programme that continued for 22 years.

Additionally, I invited Nikolai Grube to join me in charting these data on a
larger scale and integrating them with other forms of epigraphic information
(Martin and Grube 1994a, 1994b, 1995), work that resulted in the historical
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compendium Chronicle of the Maya Kings and Queens: Deciphering the Dynasties of
the Ancient Maya (Martin and Grube 2000, 2008). With the rising pace of
the decipherment it was possible to seek broader patterns to political behaviour
and to situate them within a detailed context. The landscape of multiple
polities described by Mathews (1985, 1991) was supported at every turn,
but it did not follow that these units were either equivalent in status or
inherently fragile.

A review of the textual corpus and fresh finds made it possible to greatly
enlarge the number of both known forms of hierarchical statement, while
suggesting that a third – also used for the supervision of accession ceremonies –
should join them. To the asymmetries of these relationships other kinds of
evidence could be added. A strong correspondence emerged between polities
appearing in superordinate positions and those successful in war. Equally, it
was clear that dominant polities were usually those with larger and more
impressive capitals – whether as cause or effect, size did matter. The ability
of some polities to sustain political relationships over considerable distances and
multiple generations argued against their having some innate structural fragility
or reliance on personal charisma. At the same time, there was no evidence that
emblem-bearing polities ever absorbed others to create larger integrated
domains. The macro-political power on view did indeed lay less in grand
territorial ambitions than it did in forging networks of elite patronage.

In this regard we drew on Edward Luttwak’s (1976: 192, figure 1.2)
distinction between hegemonic and territorial forms of control employed by
early Imperial Rome – first applied in Mesoamerica to the Aztec Empire by
Ross Hassig (1985: 92–94; Martin and Grube 1994a: 23–24).11 Across Central
Mexico, the Aztec “Triple Alliance” built a vast system of tribute-paying
clients by means of short-lived conquests and long-term intimidation, blended
with policies that drew newly subject nobility into beneficial networks of elite
interaction (Smith 1986). No Maya entity achieved such military prowess and
scale of success, but a number behaved rather like the lesser hegemons found
among the small-scale polities that preceded the Aztec Empire. Here and
elsewhere asymmetrical relationships were accompanied by a flow of tribute
from client to patron, and the conjecture was that the same would be true for
the Classic Maya.

This hegemonic perspective on the Classic Maya moved away from
locational or statistical modelling, or the search for continuities with later
periods and ethnographic analogy, and instead towards an understanding
grounded in historical specifics. More evidence was to be found for the idea
that the central lowlands saw a long-standing opposition between Tikal and
Calakmul (Schele and Freidel 1990: 211). At the same time, it was clear that
these influential players were by no means the only hegemons of the Classic
Period and individual regions saw the rise and fall of their own powers.12
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While the political networks each created were based on formal arrangements
and specific bonds between kings, they had dynamic histories and were never
codified into state-like structures (Martin and Grube 1995: 44, 2000: 18–21).

But the debate proved far from closed. Archaeologists responded with
alternative models that put renewed emphasis on statistics and ethnohistorical
analogy. Arlen Chase and Diane Chase (1998) revived the regional state, this
time rooted not in settlement hierarchies but in an assessment of military
logistics. Here three types of data were taken into account: the average
distances between selected major centres, the average distances between com-
batants in a sample of 33 epigraphically attested conflicts, and a three-day
marching distance around each major centre. The latter generates a territory
some 60 km in radius, which was judged to be the maximum reach of practical
military control.13 This limiting factor results in a political landscape containing
a minimum of 14 regional states, each averaging about 11,333 km2 in area
(Chase and Chase 1998: 14–17, figure 1). “Primary capitals” in this model
include the sites of Tikal, Palenque, Calakmul, Caracol, and La Corona, which
are distinguished from “border centres” such as Naranjo, Yaxchilan, and
Tonina, secondary sites over which rival capitals vied for control.14

As in all regional perspectives, the link between emblem glyphs and
individual political units was challenged, with a later article suggesting that
widely seen emblems, such as that of the Snake, could have a religious rather
than a political significance (Chase, Chase, and Smith 2009: 180).15 Despite
utilising epigraphic data in their model, the inscriptions were held to be
suffused with mysticism and propaganda and thus unreliable sources for
historical reconstruction. We will return to this issue in Chapter 4, but it is
safe to say that scepticism about the usefulness of the texts remains strong in
some quarters.

Indeed, adapting Martin Wobst’s (1978) turn of phrase about the dangers of
an archaeology unduly driven by ethnography, Prudence Rice (2004: 9) has
warned of a potential “tyranny of the epigraphic record”. In her book Maya
Political Science: Time, Astronomy, and the Cosmos of 2004, Rice argued that
priority should instead be accorded to direct historical analogy. Her proposals
focussed on a Late Postclassic Period (1250–1546 CE) concept mentioned in a
few colonial documents from northern Yucatan, all dating to the sixteenth
century and later (Edmonson 1979, 1982; Avendaño y Loyola 1987: 39). This
concerns a formulation of the Maya calendar that arranges thirteen k’atun –

units just shy of twenty solar years – into a cycle or “wheel” encompassing 256
years. Each k’atun is identified by the day-name on which it ends, which in
every case is ajaw, “lord”, each distinguished by coefficients that span one to
thirteen. Putatively called the may in these late sources, this arrangement is
ascribed a political significance in which named sites are said to have served as
sequential seats of authority over each k’atun subdivision.
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Rice takes this to be a literal rather than allegorical scheme and projects it
back into the Classic era, extending the model to argue that every may had its
own governing seat, a centre that presided over a full 256-year period. For her,
the “politics”, including “warfare”, that appear in the inscriptions belong in
inverted commas because they refer less to historical dynamics than they do
acts of symbolism or performance (Rice 2004: 7, 259, 271–273, 289). This
includes quarrels between Tikal and Calakmul, which are viewed as ritualistic
struggles staged to legitimise the hosting of a new may cycle. Rice concedes
that among the thousand or so calendrical cycle-endings recorded in the
inscriptions, not one refers to a 256-year circuit, nor is there any written
reference to the seating of a new political centre at a K’atun period. However,
in a response to her critics, she invokes James Scott’s (1990) concept of the
“hidden transcript” (Rice 2013: 686). This argues that it is precisely what is
most important to a society that will be masked, omitted, or denied – meaning
that it might be entirely invisible in the ancient sources.16

Since 1990 excavation in the Maya area has gathered pace, with many sites,
large and small, the subjects of multi-year investigations. Questions of social
and political organization are, of course, always close at hand, and archaeolo-
gists have continued to probe material culture in search of its wider implica-
tions (e.g. de Montmollin 1989, 1995; LeCount and Yaeger 2010; Foias 2013).
New technologies are currently revolutionising our knowledge of Maya
settlement and engineered landscapes; resolving some vital issues while raising
others (e.g. Chase et al. 2011; Canuto et al. 2018; Garrison, Houston, and
Alcover 2018). As a result of these developments, we have never had so rich
and multifaceted a collection of relevant data.

To summarise, this synoptic review makes it clear that Classic Maya political
organisation has been, and remains, contested ground. To make further
progress, and ultimately to build a true consensus, we must succeed in the
double task of building a deeper comprehension of the data and applying
appropriate conceptual models to make sense of them. If successful, this would
contribute to the wider understanding of the variations and similarities in pre-
Modern politics worldwide.
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THREE

ON ARCHAEOPOLITICS

Perhaps no other part of the ancient world has seen such a lengthy discourse
about the fundamental nature of its political organisation, nor seen judge-

ments vary so widely. Practical considerations offer some explanation for the
lack of agreement, since both material and textual avenues have suffered from
slow and uneven accumulations of reliable data. The difficulty of fieldwork in
what are often remote and densely forested regions – where elementary
archaeological procedures have long been arduous, time-consuming, and
expensive – means that it has taken a good while to fully grasp the physical
parameters of the problem. Equally, deciphering the script has proved to be a
project of daunting complexity, in which the partial data teased out in one
generation have often cast into a different light when a fuller picture emerged
in the next. As a result, injections of fresh information, from either domain,
have frequently not so much modified existing understandings as sent them
careening in new directions.

However, it is clear that there is more to this interpretive diversity than
alternative sources of data. Researchers have taken very different philosophical
stands on how what survives of the past should be translated into evidence in
the present, reflecting debates taking place well beyond Maya studies. Today
we accept that all scholarship is historically situated and inescapably imbued
with the zeitgeist of its time, something that determines not only what
conceptual tools are available to us but the kinds of interpretation we can
even imagine. Wherever we swim it is under the influence of deeper tides.
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This study can be no exception of course and, in this chapter, I set out the
particular ideas and premises that ground and guide it, whether implicitly or
explicitly.1

ABANDONING THE STATE

As we saw in Chapter 2, a consistent point of divergence for Mayanists has
been the relative strength or weakness of central authority, with its implica-
tions for the extent of its territorial control and the nature of its administrative
structure. This question has persistently focused on the existence and character
of the “state” as both a historical object and a transcending abstraction. No
view of Classic Maya politics can avoid taking some stand on this topic.

In The Origin of the State, Robert Lowie (1927) argued for a “principle of
continuity” that allowed virtually any scale of political association to be
characterised as a state. But it was not long before Arthur Radcliffe-Brown
(1940) was taking the idea of the State (his capitalisation) to task. In the preface
to the founding text of political anthropology, African Political Systems, he
called it a “fiction of the philosophers”, and claimed that only governments,
as organised groups of individuals, were a political reality. The editors of that
volume were equally leery of the term and avoided it altogether; their only
concession to classification being a division between centralised and decentral-
ised societies (Fortes and Evans-Pritchard 1940: 5–6).

By mid-century a new movement in anthropology was taking hold, one
that sought to purge the discipline of the culture–historical particularism these
authors represented. The new approach was universalistic and looked for its
model not in the humanities but in the sciences, adopting a logical-positivism
that promised greater objectivity (White 1949). At its heart was a return to
sociocultural evolution as a central explanatory paradigm, rehabilitating the
ideas of Lewis Henry Morgan (1877). Morgan’s escalating tiers of sociocultural
sophistication, from savagery to barbarism to civilisation, were reformulated
by Elman Service into his four-level progression of band, tribe, chiefdom, and
state (Sahlins and Service 1960; Service 1962). In contrast to the cultural-
historicists, the socioevolutionists saw the development of the state as a distinct
watershed, a move from societas to civitas (Morgan 1877: 7, passim) that crossed
a “great divide” (Service 1975: 3–10) between kin-based and bureaucratic
forms of government.

These ideas formed the core of the processualist programme in archaeology,
where the same nomothetic approach brought quantification, hypothetico-
deductive testing, and “middle range” theory to the fore (Willey and Philips
1958; Binford 1962, 1965; Clarke 1968).2 The formation of the “archaic state”
was retained as a key focus, with the scale and location of ancient settlements
now read as evolutionary stages etched into the ground, the veritable stigmata

ABANDONING THE STATE 37



of sociopolitical organisation. The processualist concept of the state came to
prescribe a four-tier settlement hierarchy, in which a centralised bureaucracy
had superseded familial ties as an organising principle. An equation between
the state as a political order and as a cultural level was often explicit in
processualist writing, with “state” and “civilisation” openly employed as
synonyms (e.g. Sanders and Price 1968: 44–45).

There are certainly consistencies to be found in sociocultural development,
as communities acquire new means of integration and administration, simul-
taneously adapting to and modifying their environments, both physical and
ideological. The issue is whether there is a trajectory to this growing complex-
ity that is predictable in all places and at all times, with thresholds or “tipping
points” between distinct stages. The labels band and tribe, with their origins in
colonialist ethnography, were soon discarded, although in replacing them with
more neutral terms the four-stage scheme was left intact (Fried 1967).3 Real
cracks in stage theory only appeared as the once-simple sequence began to
atomise into sub-types, as scholars struggled to capture the variability they saw
in their data (see Chapman 2003: 41–45; Yoffee 2005: 23–26). Each addition
represented not greater refinement, but evidence that stage theory was
falling apart. As one comparative ethnographic analysis demonstrated, given
a sufficiently large sample the groupings of features thought to specify distinct
levels disappeared – the variation between societies was instead “multidimen-
sional and continuous” (Feinman and Neitzel 1984: 78). In the wake of this
and similar assessments it was the turn of the chiefdom to fall from grace.
A number of Americanists have kept the faith (e.g. Redmond 1998; Earle
2011), but for others the chiefdom could only be derided as an ethnocentric
“delusion” (Pauketat 2007).

The neo-evolutionary position dominated the theoretical landscape from
the 1960s into the 1980s, but faced increasing opposition from those who
saw one-time heuristic models mistaken for “things in the world” and a once-
innovative agenda turn into a sterile scientism. There were calls for a shift away
from disembodied systems toward a “peopled past”, one concerned as much
with the ideational as the material aspects of social life (Hodder 1982, 1986;
Tilley 1982; Miller and Tilley 1984; Shanks and Hodder 1995). What became
known as postprocessualist archaeology, then interpretive archaeology, was
influenced by both structuralism and poststructuralism, the latter overtly in the
mode of critical theory (see Patterson 1989). In its search for more humanistic
approaches, postprocessualism invoked the anthropologies of Geertz (1973)
and Victor Turner (1974), with their views of society as an inescapable world
of symbols in which meaning could only emerge from the close exercise of
cultural hermeneutics.

The impact of these developments on Maya studies, such as it was, came in
the enthusiasm for “weak state” models detailed in Chapter 2. What all such
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interpretations share, if to different degrees, is a disconnect between the
rhetoric of rulership – its grandiose displays of ritual and pageantry wrapped
in a quasi-divine aura – and authentic political power. This dissonance found
its fullest expression in the Geertz’s Theatre State (1980), which is a glorious
façade behind which kings struggle to project the illusion of potency, the effort
of doing so becoming the purpose of rulership itself. Yet weak state constructs
have always had troubling aspects. Concerns have been raised by the disturb-
ingly broad range of societies to which these models have been applied
(Houston and Escobedo 1997: 472), which range from massive entities such
as the Vijayanagara polity in fourteenth century India (Stein 1977), to tiny ones
such as those of archaic Greece (Runciman 1982: 352). Something that can be
scaled up and down so radically would seem to offer no real analytical utility.
Weak state models, as their name indicates, did not escape the statist legacy,
but merely sought to explain deficient or counterintuitive cases. What their
wide adoption achieved was a period in which the idea of government was
drained of pragmatism, a view dubbed by one critic as “the State sans politics”
(Chattopadhyaya 1985: 16).

The state long escaped the censure visited upon its cousins on the neo-
evolutionary scale, with even those who rejected stage theories seeing it as a
real and necessary artefact in the world (e.g. Chapman 2003: 88–100; Yoffee
2005: 15–17). But contemporary challenges to the state had already emerged
among political scientists, who had begun to wonder if the object that had
consumed so much of their energy was really what it seemed. Their aim had
always been to define its substantive qualities, but Philip Abrams (1988) argued
that its usefulness came from its very lack of substance. Its purpose instead was
that of a “mask” designed to obscure all manners of exploitation. Even those
who believed that the state was more just than a mask saw an entity of extreme
variation, a modern construct that is “largely useless for theory-building”
(Ferguson and Mansbach 1996: 10). As Yale Ferguson put it: “Where we differ
strongly with most archaeologists and anthropologists is with regard to their
persistent use of the term ‘state’ to refer to a host of different polities in the
ancient and medieval (pre-Westphalian) worlds . . . [. . .] It is the political
equivalent of talking about the wheeled carts on Roman roads being automo-
biles” (Ferguson 2002: 83–84).

Here the fault-line between political anthropology and political science
neatly comes into view. Political science is openly teleological, exploring the
past only to the degree that it can illuminate the present, in which the subject is
always ourselves and the Western world. Political anthropology differs in its
goal to understand worlds culturally and often temporally distant from us,
asking what different configurations of power can teach us about human
capacities, always alert to the way in which local cultural inventions complicate
or disrupt the idea of universals. Yet in the recent move within anthropological
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and archaeological circles away from political forms and toward political
relations, new areas of common ground are opening up. Here the exploration
of phenomena such as ideology, authority, legitimacy, sovereignty, and con-
flict have largely displaced objects of analysis such as the state, city, govern-
ment, economic institutions, religious organisations, and the like (e.g. Baines
and Yoffee 1998), shifting attention to transhistorical and transcultural themes
relevant to both disciplines.

From this perspective, Adam T. Smith (2003: 78–102) launched his com-
prehensive critique of the state, refuting the claims made for its universality and
distinctive imprint on the landscape. For Smith, its long-dominance had
distracted scholars from more important questions: “In placing the State
at the heart of investigations into early complex polities, political analysis –
the investigation of the formation, administration, and transformation of
civil relationships – is replaced by a political cladistics in which typological
classification suffices for explanation” (Smith 2003: 81).

To accept that the state is not a timeless universal, but a creature developed
in and most applicable to the modern world, one deeply coloured within
anthropology by its association with the neo-evolutionary ladder, is to see an
impediment rather than an aid to archaeopolitical research. To be clear, this is
not to reject classification of all kinds, or to deny that there are qualitative
distinctions between one variety of political order and another. But it is
to abandon the idea that these are systematic, predictable, and advance in
lockstep, compelling us to take the messy, blurred realities in the data at face
value. A political anthropology without idealised tiers is one that focuses
on degrees of social complexity, examining how universal phenomena express
themselves locally in culturally-fashioned and historically-contingent ways (see
Tainter 1996: 13–15; Yoffee 2005: 15–16).

THE RECURSIVE TURN

In the wake of the postprocessualist critique, a renewed program for exploring
the social and political in the ancient world was required. It was clear that this
would need to include a shift in focus from faceless systems to one centred on
individual lives and experiences, a concern with ideational as much as material
forces, an orientation toward society as historical and contingent, an engage-
ment with politics on the level of practical effects, and an approach that looked
to internally rather than externally imposed change.4 This effort would be
expressed in a particular group of theoretical concerns, a revised set of thematic
interests, a revisiting of material and spatial engagements, as well as in a revived
interest in documents and representations.

The dominant social theories of the mid-twentieth century were at heart
synchronic. Whether it was the functionalism of Talcott Parsons (1951) or the
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structuralism of Claude Lévi-Strauss (1963), societies were modelled as static
and unchanging. Functionalism did this through a biological metaphor, in
which social roles and institutions were likened to organs in the body, each
designed to serve a specific task and contribute to a stable, optimised whole.
Structuralism drew instead on a language model, specifically Ferdinand
Saussure’s distinction between langue (grammar) and parole (speech). Lévi-Strauss
equated langue with the unconscious mind and inner mental templates that
determined human behaviour, casting parole into a secondary role of a derivative
conscious mind of mere expression.

There was never any question that this atemporality was artificial and
assumed only for the purposes of analysis. As all linguists knew, language itself
evolves, doing so by means of small innovations in individual speech acts that
reflect back to progressively modify the grammar that otherwise governs them.
However gradual change might be, structure is dynamic.

A social theory embracing this process would be one that re-imagined how
individuals and societies relate to one another, contesting the idea that agency
is unidirectionally determined by structure. This was realised in the work of
anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1990) and sociologist Anthony Giddens
(1979, 1984). Both argued for a duality between the two, a reciprocal interaction
known as recursion. In this, agents and structures are not separate and opposed
but mutually constitutive, each shaping the other through the repetition of
conscious and unconscious acts. In the practice theory of Bourdieu, the emphasis
fell on the ingrained and unreflective concept of habitus, in which small adjust-
ments gradually alter internalised dispositions and the norms under which acts
take place. Giddens similarly saw a range of embedded routines, but was also
interested in conscious change performed by knowledgeable actors, together
forming a process he dubbed structuration. Both of these perspectives were holistic
in the sense that they refused to see either agents or structures as primary and
antecedent. Although not a term that either employs, it is clear that dualities of
this kind can only emerge from processes of interactive co-evolution.

Archaeologists pursuing that elusive peopled past sought to build these ideas
into fresh agendas for interpreting the material record (e.g. Pauketat 2000,
2001, 2007; Barrett 2001; Dornan 2002; Porter 2010; also Hodder 1985).
Exactly how this might be accomplished has been a matter of debate, with
the labels of agency and practice applied to a worryingly broad and diffuse
range of humanistic concerns (Dobres and Robb 2000). One approach reads
physical remains not as products of social action but as evidence for society-in-
the-making (Pauketat 2000: 123), while another sees the archaeological record
filled not with the traces of past practices but only with the facilities that
enabled those practices (Barrett 2001: 153).

An underlying issue here is to what extent, and in what ways, are polities
mental constructs as opposed to material ones? How, indeed, do we analyse
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political constitution once liberated from the teleological frame of the state?
Giddens’s model envisaged structure as composed of two parts, rules and
resources, in which the former determines the application of the latter – a
partnership that constitutes “the media through which power is exercised”
(Giddens 1979: 91). Importantly, resources are not only material things but also
human capacities of body and mind, including knowledge. This model was
subsequently refined and expanded by William Sewell (1992: 9–13), who
recast rules as “schemas” in order to evade the implication of rigidity and to
signal a more adaptive and inventive potential. Importantly, he insisted on a
further level of recursion in which there can be no schemas without the
resources that make them possible and, in turn, resources are recognised as
such only because they are created or utilised by schemas. As with the capacity
for agency, resources are universal – all actors possess capacities of mind and
material, however vast or meagre they might be.5

This reformulation offers us a suitably elemental level at which we might
examine and understand the composition of political societies. They would
consist of the expected sets of ordering ideas, but ones that have a structural
role only as they are practically enacted. To exercise power is to have the
capacity to utilise resources via control of their corresponding schemas. In this
view, structure cannot be an entirely abstract or virtual thing, since to have
effects it must at some point have a material dimension, however ephemeral.
The material aspect is also important because the availability of certain
resources also determines what schemas, and therefore powers, are possible
or conceivable. In a recursive model the two are always interdependent. In a
further amendment, Sewell (1992: 16) suggests that society does not have a
single structure, but multiple overlapping and interacting structures, each
determining their own sets of practices “which exist at different levels, operate
in different modalities, and are themselves based on widely varying types and
quantities of resources”. This has implications for studies of the ancient world
in a number of ways and obliges us to think in a more focussed fashion both
how we conceive of extinct political structures and what we can know about
them today.

While enthusiastically taken up by those studying the ancient world, it
often passed without comment that neither Giddens nor Bourdieu had set
out to produce a universalistic model. Giddens’ (1979: 2) work explicitly began
as a response to socialism and capitalism and only secondarily, and somewhat
vaguely, argued to have wider applications (Giddens 1984). Bourdieu (1977:
164) identified ancient practice not as habitus but as doxa, meaning the
misrecognition of social order as a natural order, in which there can be no
capacity to question social stratification – a claim that has been contested
(Smith 2001).
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Given all this, it is less than surprising that practice and structuration have
“holes” (Ortner 2006: 129) and these are no more apparent than when it
comes to politics. Structure may well be simultaneously “enabling and con-
straining” (Giddens 1984: 25), but that does not illuminate much about the
nature of the balance between the two and the greater impact of social
constraint. Although both theories profess a concern for power relations, they
have very little to say about how institutions are formed, maintained, or
countered (Shennan 1993). In rejecting the functionalist emphasis on role
and status they introduce their own form of atemporality; since the conditions
into which individuals are born, or the social mobility that might take place
during their lives, are very largely set to one side. It cannot be denied that
social position, whether ascribed or acquired, has a profound impact on how
agents behave and what they can accomplish, and must be part of any
comprehensive sociopolitical understanding (Sewell 1992: 20–21).

Nico Mouzelis (1995: 100–126) has been the most vocal critic in this regard,
contending that hierarchy cannot be adequately described within a duality
because, by limiting the agency of some and expanding that of others, we have
a top-down effect of the kind recursive models claim to escape. However, it
does not seem especially problematic to define hierarchy as institutionalised
manipulation: “. . . within which certain elites worked explicitly to define the
conditions under which other forms of agency could operate” (Barrett 2001:
161). The constraints hierarchies impose on individual action are achieved
through enduring inequalities in power as manifested in status and role, an
element of functionalism not easily relegated to a lower level of analysis.

Multigenerational institutions have their own identities and work according
to their own logics and imperatives, in some sense making them “collective
agents”. Exactly how those collectivities are organised varies, but differential
status almost always affords some actors disproportionate access to information,
greater influence over decision-making, control of latent and active coercion,
and through these the ability to make their goals those of others. The populace
must, to some degree, be beguiled and bound to the ideals of the structure, by
what we might otherwise call ideology, but also motivated to perform their
appropriate parts by means of practical inducements. In terms familiar from
Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, structure must be made authoritative and
legitimate and, to be stable, naturalised as much as is possible. The reproduc-
tion of institutions cannot practically take place without their instantiation and
re-instantiation through binding public acts, which serve to make structure not
only an idea but, in symbolic terms, a visible reality (Bell 1997). It is correct to
call structures self-perpetuating because those acts are the very same as those
required for the ongoing life and maintenance of a political association; they,
therefore, simultaneously sustain and transmit.
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A COMPLEX WORLD

In the recursion of individual acts we have an engine for both the reproduction
and incremental transformation of society which, if understood as taking
place within a web of institutionalised inequalities, is critical to how political
communities are composed and function. Yet this says little or nothing about
greater social processes and how, for example, revolutionary ideas sweep
through societies and reconfigure them in profound ways. It is here that we
return to the role of the totalising paradigms that have been pursued and
revisited over the past 150 years of the social sciences (Ortner 1984).

Within their own terms of reference and intellectual universes, each effect-
ively claims a unique possession of insight, even truth. As a sequence of
historically-situated movements, we can appreciate how and why each rose
to prominence, but any assertion of priority or exclusivity rings hollow
today. It is no great intellectual feat to accept that all objects of enquiry are
multi-dimensional and simultaneously occupy different ontologies (Yoffee
2005: 15–16). Demurring from singular governing paradigms does not imply
a rejection of their value, rather it opens the wider vistas to be found in
comparative approaches and theoretical pluralism. Particular conceptual frame-
works can be selected for specific purposes and explore questions of a certain
kind – each having worth within its own system of logic without denying the
value or legitimacy of others.

What seems relevant at this point is a conceptualisation that addresses social
phenomena at the macroscale that meshes with what we see at the meso- and
microscale. One paradigmatic understanding is unusually well-suited to the
recursive mechanisms of agency-based approaches and the relationships they
envisage between components and wholes, namely complexity theory.6 This
still-inchoate field is less a theory than a group of related perspectives that
address how and why the properties of collectivities differ from those of their
constituents (see Lewin 1992; Mitchell 2009). Whether complexity is, as
has been claimed, a new chapter in science or whether it simply brings us
face-to-face with the unfamiliar world of non-linearity and feedback effects, it
speaks to a number of the issues that most concern this book; where we are
also trying to comprehend what links units and systems.

Complexity builds on the familiar maxim of “wholes being greater than
the sum of their parts” – a touchstone for holistic thinking since the time
of Aristotle (Metaphysics, Book 8). The innovation comes in identifying
processes behind this effect, which have been glimpsed for centuries but
only recently defined mathematically. Science since the Enlightenment has
triumphed by means of a reductionist paradigm which comprehends wholes
by breaking them down to understand their component parts. While this
works for a great many problems, it has made little headway in explaining
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some of the largest and most complicated natural systems. The manner in
which billions of neurons communicate to generate consciousness and
memory, how the immune system acts autonomously to fight disease, or
precisely how ants are able to take different roles and work toward common
goals without a command structure cannot be intuited from any single neuron,
T-cell, or ant. Those systems display behaviour that is much more complex
than any one part can be expected to produce individually.

It is the engagement and feedback between unit and system, the way in
which they are dynamically connected, that generates these synergistic effects.
To pick the simplest of examples, a flock of birds or a shoal of fish perform
elaborate manoeuvres absent of central direction. Simply by monitoring and
reacting to the movements of their nearest neighbours – an exchange of infor-
mation – individuals collectively generate the spontaneous coherence dubbed
“self-organisation” (Prigogine and Stengers 1984; Kauffman 1993). The point at
which a critical mass of communicating units acquires its greater-than-the-sum
properties is one complexity theorists call “emergence”. This evocative but
hard-to-define phase transition is where an origin- or centre-oriented system
is superseded by a totality formed from the interaction of all its elements.

Human groups plainly differ from those of fish, birds, or ants, but are no less
shaped by the power of their own collectives, producing forms and behaviours
that are beyond the capabilities of any individual. Even though we are sentient
and self-reflective, possessing a model of mind that allows us to assess what
others are thinking and feed that into our own decision-making, there
are multiple ways in which our activities reflect the macroscale patterning of
self-organisation (Imada 2008; Castellani and Hafferty 2009). What self-
organisation invites us to discard is the idea that social structures necessarily,
or exclusively, arise from intentionality or design. The obvious cue here, and
the source for much of this thinking, is the natural world – which, despite its
lack of planning, displays remarkable coherence and order. One of the impli-
cations of complexity for the social sciences is that, whatever goals people
might have, they are also subject to unseen forces that play a greater role in
shaping their form and behaviour that we can readily perceive or appreciate.
There are hidden sources of attraction that complex systems gravitate toward
or harmonise with.

However, self-organisation is not the dominant feature of a complex world.
The regions of order it creates are no more than islands in an ocean consisting
of its antithesis, the non-linear dynamics known as chaos. Chaos describes how
unascertainable variations in the initial conditions of any complex system are
magnified exponentially through time, with the result that there are severe
limits to how far its future course can be predicted.

Meteorology is the founding and classic example. Weather can be retro-
spectively described, and in some senses explained, for year-upon-year if so
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desired, yet the ability to make accurate forecasts evaporates after little more
than a week or two. This is because the forces governing the climate are of
such immense scale and intricacy that, with each of its parts in a constant state
of flux, it less follows a path than continually comes into being. Its current
trajectory is no more than a short-term guide to its future one. Every element
can theoretically contribute to this process, such that even a minute change in
one might transform the course of the whole – a feature of chaos famously
dubbed the “butterfly effect”. This means that very large effects can have very
small causes; although this necessarily involves a different understanding of
“cause” than the one in common usage. Moreover, chaos is not chaotic in
the usual sense of the word. Rather it is a kind of “pre-order” from which
coherence can emerge under certain conditions. While general results can be
predicted, the exact form that those islands of order will take cannot be
anticipated, nor how they will develop precisely foretold.7

Chaos is clearly not confined to nature, it is just as much a feature of the
social world, which takes us to contingency in history. Carl Hempel (1942)
argued for a deductive-nomological philosophy of history, one that could
generate laws to which all human events should conform. But no such laws
have been identified and chaos explains why (Reisch 1991; Shermer 1993,
1995). Like the weather, social worlds have an incalculable number of vari-
ables, each subject to constant and unpredictable change. This means that,
although we can reconstruct how the historical past unfolded, we can neither
be entirely sure why it took one path instead of another nor make projections
into the future that are more than probabilistic. This does not negate the search
for reason, purpose, and function but, if the system in question is non-linear
and subject to feedback, it does complicate the relationships we trace between
causes and effects. Any of the factors we judge to be significant are dependent
on a myriad of seemingly insignificant or unknown ones that form the full
matrix from which events unfold (Kehoe 1998: 226). Events are not things
waiting to happen so much as they are things brought into being by a particular
context, at a particular moment, and in a particular place. Contingency has long
been treated as a random and unquantifiable variable in history that lies outside
any theoretical understanding, yet a non-linear perspective indicates otherwise.

The ideas inherent to complexity have been explored in mathematics,
physics, chemistry, biology, sociology, and economics, among other fields,
and also attracted the attention of anthropologists and archaeologists (e.g.
Bintliff 1997, 2003; Crumley 2001; Bentley and Maschner 2003; Beekman
and Baden 2005). Social scientists of many stripes see the analytical issue posed
by human societies as a classic problem of complexity – in which multiple
individuals act upon each other in ways that are not predictable yet not entirely
random either, creating entities whose ordered forms and patterned behaviours
cannot be fully deduced from their participants’ intentions alone.
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This compatibility between complexity and recursive social models offer
alternative ways of perceiving dynamic collectives, accepting that both their
ordered and disordered dimensions fit within the same conceptual realm.
However, complexity is not a revelatory tool that provides easy answers for
our questions. Rather it leads us toward a deeper appreciation of the properties
of real world social systems and why there are harsh limits to what we can
know about them, no matter how large our dataset might be. While such ideas
serve only as an underlying premise for much of this book, they find more
direct realisation in the final section of Chapter 12, where Classic Maya society
is approached through understandings of networks and system failure.
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FOUR

WORLDS IN WORDS

I f the written word is to be our principal source in this study, in which
historical accounts are used to shed light on the institutions that gave rise

to them, then we need a fairly comprehensive sense of what that source
represents. Accordingly, this chapter is concerned with the epistemological
status of writing as a “window” on the past and, more specifically, the viability
of using it to understand long-extinct political systems.

It begins by examining the status of historical archaeology as both a field
and a method, asking what we can reasonably expect from the engagement
of such rich, but deeply contrasting, resources as inscriptions and artefacts.
Taking on the Maya case more directly, it then moves to consider the
reliability of their texts, and how we might distinguish effects in their
own time from how we use them today. These are key issues wherever
epigraphic and archaeological studies jointly reference past societies, but
they have an extra significance in the Maya area, where the dominant
paradigm has long been a material one and where intelligible texts represent
a more recent insurgency. For this reason, methodological questions that
escape self-reflection in Old World contexts acquire a certain necessity
here in the New. Having established these foundations, we are free to
move forward to discuss a theoretical framework within which the data
produced by textual analysis can move from the particular to the general,
which is to say, from the realm of political history to that of political
anthropology.
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TWO WAYS OF KNOWING

The ease of defining historical archaeology as a field seems inversely propor-
tional to the difficulty that its two domains find in harmonising their
efforts. The meeting of material and textual studies raises profound and often
troubling questions about the historical enterprise itself: of the relative
weighting of evidence, the resolution of contradictions, and the possibility of
saying anything truly concrete about worlds that no longer exist. Today we
can point to bodies of ideas that illuminate, however dimly, the investigation
of objects or texts, but nothing that speaks to their integration. On the positive
side, historical archaeologies are fields of contrast, counterpoint, and contest-
ation, where the friction between these “two ways of knowing” offers a
dynamism not found elsewhere. More negatively, as hybrids they are often
“wracked by anxieties of alignment” (Carver 2002: 467), where the lack of
assimilation, even at times useful dialogue, has been much lamented and
appeals for “reconciliation” or “rapprochement” long been commonplace
(e.g. Dymond 1974; Arnold 1986: 36; Moreland 1992: 115, 2001: 30, 2006;
Geary 1994: 45; Ross and Steadman 2010: 4).

Past societies were like our own, in the sense that they were composed of
a myriad of collaborations and interpenetrations between words and objects.
To a degree too familiar to be readily apparent, language is instrumental to the
production of social meaning, and collective living inconceivable without the
shared systems of communication and indexical reference it provides (Searle
1995: 59–78).1 Language mediates the social world because it is the only
vehicle through which value and meaning can be agreed, let alone conveyed.
Without a shared semiotic system, of which language is always the most
powerful, there is reality, but no social reality. This means that even the most
materially focussed explorations of the past are, whether recognised to be so or
not, a pursuit of things once part-composed in language. But with the
extirpation of a given culture, words are ripped from the domain of objects
and objects from the domain of words. What remains of both are mere traces.
We know that they were once rooted together in a common past, but there is
no necessity that the isolated fragments left to us belong together. Although
much differs from one historical archaeology to the next, this is the conun-
drum shared by all.

The entwined history of writing and archaeology in the Old World, with its
origins in biblical and classical studies and the long subordination of the
material to the textual, is well known (Dymond 1974; Trigger 1989; Andrén
1998; Liverani 1999; Zettler 2003; Sauer 2006). The emergence of archaeology
as something more than a “handmaiden” to documentary sources began in the
study of early and non-literate societies within the culture-history paradigm
but flowered under the processualist one that had replaced it by the 1960s.
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As we saw in Chapter 3, the ambition of archaeological processualism was an
expansive one, seeking to reform the field into a nomothetic science along
positivist and universalistic lines. History was dethroned from its once-
privileged status and chided for its theoretical shallowness (Flannery 1967;
Binford 1968a, 1968b, 1977, 1983; Clarke 1968: 12).2 The eventfulness of the
past was seen as noise that should be filtered out in order to better perceive
underlying, longer-term forces of change, conceived of in social evolutionary
terms (Cobb 1991). The fundamental questions of social, political, and eco-
nomic organisation were all believed to have material analogues that could be
revealed by appropriate procedures and bodies of middle-range theory – a
historicisation of the past by other means.

A key contention of the processualist approach was that the material record
offers a direct point of access to the past, making it an inherently more
objective and reliable avenue than the one provided by documents. But there
has long been reason to question that claim. It cannot be doubted that
quantitative approaches can be hugely illuminating, exposing, for example,
strong correlations between systems of power and their physical manifestations.
But correlations are not always so direct. We observe this in the contemporary
world, where the modest scale of national capitals such as Brasilia and Canberra
bear no correspondence to their political significance, but also in the ancient.
The issue was already clear to Thucydides, the first writer to cast his mind
forward to anticipate the work of archaeologists, writing some twenty-four
hundred years ago:

Suppose the city of Sparta to be deserted, and nothing left but the
temples and the ground-plan, distant ages would be very unwilling to
believe that the power of the Spartans was at all equal to their fame. And
yet they own two-fifths of the Peloponnesus, and are acknowledged
leaders of the whole, as well as of numerous allies in the rest of Greece.
But their city is not built continuously, and has no splendid temples or
other edifices; it rather resembles a group of villages like the ancient
towns of Greece, and would therefore make a poor show. Whereas, if
the same fate befell the Athenians, the ruins of Athens would strike the
eye, and we should infer their power to have been twice as great as it
really is. [Historia 1.10.2, translation by Dale, with some substitutions
from other versions]

There is no mathematical model, quantitative analysis, or central place
mapping of landscape that would reconstruct the strength and extent of Sparta’s
political power, a social rather than material fact. Things would be only slightly
better in the case of Athens, a city many times more populous, whose power
derived less from its immediate territorial possessions than it did from the
extensive network of subjects it exploited.3 What distinguishes Sparta and
Athens, lost to sight in the processual approach, is their radically different cultures
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and sociopolitical make-ups – meaning, for us, divergent schemas that harnessed
resources in contrasting ways. To be sure, this example is an extreme one, but
being so it makes it crystal clear that political structures carry the force of ideas,
each variable and contingent in nature with their own trajectories and histories.
The degree to which we can understand them archaeologically depends on the
kinds of resources that those schemas recognised and utilised and, even then,
only to the degree that they are preserved or can otherwise now be detected.

Under the counter-reformation of postprocessualism, historical perspectives
regained some ground as part of a new pluralism. However, this was also a time
when traditional notions of an accessible past were challenged, or denied
altogether, under the heightened influence of poststructuralism and critical
theory (see Shanks and Tilley 1987; Patterson 1989). When archaeologists
sought theories of history they usually alighted upon the French Annales group
of social and economic historians, scholars who had turned away from narrative
toward a focus on past mentalités (Hodder 1987; Bintliff 1991a, 1991b; Knapp
1992; see Last 1995: 141–145). Their most influential contribution was the
temporal scheme of Fernand Braudel (1972–73, 1980), whose escalating durations
of histoire événementielle, moyenne durée, and longue durée overtly favoured the latter;
grand sweeps of geographic and climatological history that lay far beyond the life-
spans of individuals. This presented clear attractions for archaeologists and their
ability to track change over the long-term, although in ways that only marginally
differed from the environmental interests of their processualist forebears.

One might have expected that the rise of agency and practice theory in
archaeology would lead to a rehabilitation of eventfulness in the past, but such
a development has been surprisingly stunted. The interest in agents and
practices has been strong, where the issues at hand are generalised within a
non-literate material record, but strangely absent wherever textual records
with known agents and specific practices are available for study. Their histor-
icity somehow absolves them of conceptual interest, textual information
serving the same explanatory role that might otherwise be ascribed to theory
(Andrén 1998: 3). This absence promotes the disciplinary divisions that practice
theories actively sought to dissolve (Porter 2010: 169–170). A call has been
made for a “historical-processual” approach in which practice is defined not in
terms of near-static habitus, but as an unfolding series of events in which
human creativity generates change (Pauketat 2001, 2007). This replaces the
law-like processualist approach that asks why cultural processes occurred, with
a more historically contingent, but limited, question of how they occurred.

WHO MADE THIS TEXT AND WHY?

To decipher a given ancient text – that is, to recover the relationships between
signs and sounds, and to retrace morphology and grammar in an underlying
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language – can only ever be a first step. Understanding requires knowledge of
the cultural codes that determined its creation, demanding a contextual as
much as textual analysis. But there are further challenges to bridging the world
of words to that of things, to how texts map onto a physical fabric of the past. If
this was ever thought to be a straightforward procedure, then the critical
debates that have coursed through literary and historical studies in the last
half-century have dispelled any such fallacy (see Clark 2004: 130–155). Ancient
inscriptions emerge from lost cultural matrices and are now set adrift into an
unimagined future. If meaning is viewed as problematic in the modern text,
then how much more must it be for the ancient one, for which our contextual
knowledge is so vastly more deficient?

During the nineteenth century, it was believed that rigorous source criticism
gave access to “what really happened” in the past, an ideal of objectivity
underwritten by analogy to the natural sciences. But, as twentieth century
physics turned away from the certainties of mechanics to the uncertainties of
the quantum world, faith in that position crumbled (Bloch 1954: 17; Aron 1961
[1938]; Carr 1961; see Novick 1988). Probabilities not certainties became the
currency of historical reconstruction and we were taken, at best, to Michael
Oakeshott’s (1983: 33, 52, 80) “what the evidence obliges us to believe”
(quoted in Clark 2004: 19). Here knowledge is not absolute, but conditional.
What we know is what our sources allow us to infer, given some ascertainable
parameters and in the absence of countervailing evidence (Beards 1994).
Knowledge in these terms is never fixed, but under constant review. Similarly,
we recognize today that neither the identification of evidence nor its inter-
pretation can be independent of the investigator, and that scholarship is itself
historically situated. The ancients had historical sensibilities of their own, but
for our purposes history can only exist in the here and now – a point applicable
to all historical reconstructions, whatever their origin.

Even the most innocuous of texts have authors, agendas, and intended
audiences, and one of the first steps in the historiographical method is to ask
“who made this text and why?” There can be no disinterested “history for its
own sake”, since all accounts come from a particular perspective, are made for
a certain purpose, and have some kind of reader in mind: “[H]istory is always
for someone” (Jenkins 1991: 17).

Wherever writing has emerged in the world it has been developed as a tool
of the powerful and used in furtherance of social, economic, cultural, and
political control (Goody 1968; Lévi-Strauss 1973: 393; Moreland 2001, 2006:
140). Texts created at the behest of political authorities invariably aim to shape
perceptions and advance their cause by means of persuasion, assertion, or
intimidation, and seek to justify past, present, and future actions: “Political
texts never record facts for the sake of recording, but for the sake of political
action” (Liverani 2001: 200). They use the rhetorical strategies of oral
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expression (Lincoln 1994) but, objectified in material, visible form, they
generate their own discursive modes and a signification that depends not only
on what they say but on their physical presence in the world. In whatever way
we use texts as sources about the past it is necessary to build some sense of their
aims and efficacy in their own time (Moreland 2001: 26, 30–31). Having
survived into that unimagined future, we must try to reconstruct the reader
as much as we reconstruct the author.

These obstacles make it difficult to assess how well the content of any text
conforms to an external reality, especially when we are talking about the
products of extinct societies at great temporal and cultural distance from our
own. In the face of such complications, we could easily content ourselves
solely with the pursuit of a textual reality – a project in which we seek to paint
the portrait of no more than an internally consistent ideological world (Van de
Mieroop 1999: 55–56). In fact, this is where we begin rather than conclude our
investigations, with the re-assembly of cultural codes noted above (Liverani
2001: 201). If, as realists, we believe that textual and material traces were
productions of a single past, then we must be concerned with reconciling their
contrasting representations, and work at, not wish away, the many impedi-
ments and uncertainties we encounter.

Histories can never be complete or definitive; they are always works-in-
progress. They no more constitute the “real past” than a map constitutes the
“real world”. Each, in its own way, schematises an entity that cannot otherwise
be grasped or comprehended. The truth-value of a map comes not in any
contact it makes with the substance of reality, but how well its spatial propor-
tions reflect those of its subject, and whether features of significance are placed
and identified adequately via some agreed symbolic convention. We do not
mistake maps for the places they represent.

When it comes to the essential feature of history, time, and the dominant
mode of its expression, narrative, a more abstract metaphor is required. Here
historians work as interpolators, drawing arcs between points of knowledge so
as to create chains of cause and effect – a process termed colligation. But the
points can be chosen and joined in different ways, with different purposes in
mind. As new points emerge, or their positions are revised, they either fit an
existing narrative arc or it must bend to accommodate them. If the new data are
sufficiently discordant then the whole set of connections may be abandoned and
better ones drawn in their place. This form of emplotment is not only a literary
device, it constitutes a form of explanation (Gallie 1964; Ricoeur 1983–1984). In
organising events and relations through time we necessarily build a picture of the
wider world within which they occur and, however provisionally, deduce some
view of why they occur. Historical analysis does not produce a series of
statements about the past, but a series of arguments as to why some evidential
linkages are better – more productive or more plausible – than others.
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THE NATURE OF MAYA TEXTS

Maya hieroglyphic script was not the only writing system to develop in ancient
Mesoamerica, but it was by far the most sophisticated, abundant, and enduring.
It saw continuous use for some two millennia and is preserved today on many
hundreds of monuments and thousands more portable items. The most iconic
are the limestone, occasionally slate or sandstone, stelae set on public display in
open plazas. But Maya writing appears on other materials and in other settings,
of which some were public, but many had restricted access or were on intimate
items of personal use and adornment.

The decipherment – though an incomplete project – has produced a wealth
of data, significantly enriching our view of Classic Maya society, culture, and
worldview (see Coe 1992; Houston 2000; Houston and Martin 2016). But we
must acknowledge that “wealth” is a relative term here and, although the
texts are luxuriant sources in many respects, they are impoverished in others.
They are restricted in their subject matter and reflect only the interests of the
ruling elite who commissioned them. Thus, they contain extensive data on
chronology and ritual practices, as well as royal biographies and some limited
genealogies, but the economic records that broaden our understanding of
other ancient societies are entirely absent. Such lacunae can to some degree
be blamed on differential preservation, with the genres we find on durable
materials likely to be more restricted than those on fugitive ones such as bark-
paper. This makes the loss of books especially regrettable, with only a handful
of very late, mytho-calendrical examples and a number of depictions of earlier
ones now extant. The lack of surviving records dealing with the lives of
commoners certainly curbs any attempt we might make to build our historical
understanding from the bottom-up as well as top-down – though in global
terms the ancient Maya are hardly alone in that shortcoming.

There is also what I have described as the “thinness” of Maya monumental
discourse (Martin 2006a: 92–95, 2019a). Despite having the full power of
language at their disposal, Maya texts are notable for a lack of rhetorical
embellishment and light information load. This terse and laconic style is
deliberate and evidently intended to convey an unchallengeable authority that
only needs to assert, not justify (see Ong 1982: 79; Wienold 1994; Van de
Mieroop 1999). Where we do find longer texts they almost always betray some
historical difficulty or insecurity, a need to set out a greater explanatory
context and additional information. What we normally get are base armatures
onto which the reader must apply pre-existing knowledge, possibly at times
serving as cues for oral recitation or performance (Houston 1994: 30–31;
Martin 2006a).

Inscriptions must be understood within their physical placements and
viewing contexts. Some were all-textual, often those set within building
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interiors, but the majority were designed to work in conjunction with images,
mostly royal portraits, each supplying part of the overall message (Berlo 1983;
Miller and Houston 1987). The material presence of monuments in the built
landscape fixed claims to rule in particular places and times. Since the great
majority of them were the commemorations of calendrical junctures, they
expressed the ideological fusion between time and kingship that underpinned
Classic Maya royal identity and legitimacy (Stuart 1996), with their images not
simple representations but active evocations of presence and personhood
(Houston and Stuart 1998). Moreover, their materialisation in stone was
something more than a pragmatic vehicle, given the profound symbolic and
conceptual connotations that stone had for the Maya, which was perceived to
be an animate force (Stuart 2010a: 286–290). While some public monuments
were later broken up and buried, moved, or very occasionally remodelled
(Stuart 1995: 171–176; Martin 2000b), most stood untouched in their original
locations for centuries.

In sum, if we mistake such texts as historical reportage we are not only
ignoring their self-aggrandising nature but their deeper mission to assert royal
legitimacy through verifiable ritual performance – a momentary act frozen in
image and textually set in the present tense, that was meant to be on-going,
even everlasting.

The Relevance and Veracity of Maya Texts

As noted in Chapter 2, there has been a sustained debate in Mayanist circles
as to whether the inscriptions constitute reliable historical evidence or not.
This is clearly a crucial issue for anyone planning to use text for a political
reconstruction, and whoever does so – be they epigraphers, historians,
or anthropologists – should set out not only their methods but the
epistemological basis of their efforts.

It was not uncommon at one time to view Maya inscriptions as “epiphe-
nomenal”. The proposition was that as the product of an elite minority the
texts do not represent Classic Maya society as a whole, making them only of
peripheral interest to major questions of social organisation and economic
function (see discussion in Coe 1992: 272). The processualists had reacted
strongly against the “tombs and temples” approach that dominated the early
phases of Maya archaeology, and the concentration on monumental inscrip-
tions was seen to perpetuate this distorting emphasis on a rarefied upper
stratum.

Yet, while it is undeniable that the texts focus exclusively on the concerns of
the elite, it does not follow that such concerns were divorced from those of the
commoners. The texts may omit great swathes of social and economic life, but
they do provide a portrait of power, defining a governmental authority whose
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webs of domination, obligation, inducement, and enchantment penetrated all
levels of society (Moreland 2001: 94–97). The agency of kings could not exist
without the agency of subjects who, whether treated as individuals or as a
collective, were forced, obliged, persuaded, enticed, or otherwise motivated to
enact royal projects by contributing their own mental, physical, and material
resources (see also Houston and Escobedo 1997: 467; Porter 2010: 168, 177).
This was not, of course, the sum total of their agency, but it was a major
constituent of how complex societies adhered and acted in synchronous fashion.

Not all critics of the textual record have taken the epiphenomenal line and
another influential argument has been that inscriptions of the Maya and other
Mesoamericans are best understood as “propaganda” (Santley 1989: 93; Marcus
1992a). In this view, they contain bias and, worse, deceptions in which their
authors “. . . manipulated dates, life spans, astronomical cycles, and real events
to put myth and history into a single chronological framework” (Marcus
1992a: 15). The idea that the texts conflate real and supernatural events is
important to those advancing the most recent political models: “The events
they record may be little more than dynastic chest-thumping or claims to the
fulfilment of quasi-historical prophetic mandates” (Rice 2004: 9), and “Once
taken to be literal history by most epigraphers . . . recent readings have found
texts to be infused with references to Maya cosmology, mythology, and
religion . . . as well as political propaganda” (Chase, Chase, and Smith 2009: 180).

In normal usage “propaganda” is an openly pejorative term defined by its
manipulative intent; its effects achieved through selectivity, exaggeration,
distortion, or active falsehood. We have already touched on the overall tenor
and purpose of royal texts. Since we do not expect even politicians of our own
time to give impartial reports of their careers, we cannot hold it as surprising
that texts produced at the behest of ancient power regimes propound the
interests of those regimes. Objectivity was never their objective. It is at the
darker end of the scale, basic veracity, where the legitimate concern lies.

If the inscriptions contain not simply selective but false information it would
greatly complicate our efforts to trace connections between textual and
actual pasts, perhaps leaving us to study only ideological rather than historical
discourses. While our ability to contextualize and conduct source criticism on
the inscriptions is constrained, we are not completely powerless. There are two
means by which we might address the problem. An internal approach looks to
relations with other texts, seeking out consistencies or inconsistencies among
those amenable to such analysis. An external approach looks to verify or falsify
statements based on their relationship to the physical world, as illuminated by
archaeology and its armoury of analytical techniques.

To begin with the latter, an immediate obstacle is that the great majority of
things recounted in the inscriptions have either left no material remnant or
were largely immaterial in the first place. As noted above, much of what
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interests us are social rather than physical realities (Liverani 2001: 201).
However, there are times when material remains can provide a powerful test
for textual data. We see this at Copan, where a project under the overall
direction of William Fash since 1983 has pioneered material-textual integration
in Maya studies (Fash 1991a).4 Because all major surface remains are Late
Classic in date, the entire Early Classic history of the site, including the
sequence of early kings named and depicted on Copan Altar Q (Figure 20a),
was considered no more than “putative” (Webster and Freter 1990: 81–82).
The suspicion was that simple village chieftains were being elevated to a status
well beyond historical reality, or even that they had been entirely invented to
justify the claims of the later kings shown on the grand stelae of the site.

This changed when tunnelling into the site’s Main Acropolis revealed the
layered construction of multiple previous phases, some with dedicatory
inscriptions naming the very same kings listed on Altar Q (Fash 1991a; Riese
1992; Stuart 1992, 2004a). That monument portrays the founder of the
dynasty, K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, in garb indicative of Central Mexico. When
excavators reached the base of the acropolis they found a building constructed
and decorated in the style of Teotihuacan – the huge metropolis close to
modern-day Mexico City – and, beneath its floor, a rich tomb stocked with
Teotihuacan-linked grave goods (Sharer 2003, 2004). No text identifies the
male skeleton within, but its bone chemistry marks him as an outsider of some
kind (Stuart 2000, 2004a; Price et al. 2010) (see p.125). Moreover, all the
structures consecutively built atop that tomb celebrate the memory of that
same founder figure. Wherever early Maya histories have been probed in this
way the results have, to date, lent credence to the inscribed record rather than
discredited it.

The cause célèbre when it comes to the truth-value of the texts are the bones
from the great tomb within the Temple of Inscriptions at Palenque, the one
excavated by Ruz briefly noted in Chapter 2. Accompanying inscriptions
identify them as belonging to a king we know today as K’inich Janaab Pakal
I, and state that he died at the age of 80 years in 683 (Mathews and Schele 1974:
64–65; Schele 1992a: 92–96). Yet an initial osteological analysis estimated that
the body was of a male aged only between 40 and 50 (Dávalos and Romano
1973: 253), with a later study reducing that to under 40 (Ruz 1977: 293). Here,
it seemed, was clear scientific refutation of the epigraphic account (Ruz 1976,
1977; Pendergast 1989: 69–70; Marcus 1992a: 291, 345, 1992b: 235–237).
However, subsequent analytical advances cast serious doubt on the reliability
of those assessments (Urcid 1993; Hammond and Molleson 1994). A re-
evaluation of the bones using modern techniques, with blind-testing, indicated
that this man endured well into his second half-century (Buikstra, Milner, and
Boldsen 2006; Stout and Streeter 2006). That the Classic Maya elite occasion-
ally outlasted the biblical count of three-score-and-ten years would not be too
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surprising, since their diet and living conditions were considerably better than
those of commoners (see Haviland 1967). This is more easily countenanced
than the alterations necessary to doctor the biographies of kings, who are often
documented at different points in their lives, and sometimes by other polities.5

A second aspect of this king’s record has provoked suspicion: the manner in
which his reign was linked to characters with unnatural life-spans in the
remote past and far future. This mixing of the ostensibly historical with the
patently mythical has been taken to mean that no part of the record can be
seen as free from temporal manipulation (Marcus 1992a: 291, 346). Yet other
ancient societies make similar links between the sacred and the profane, which
are also distinguished through divergent timescales – much as the demi-god
Romulus was considered the founder of Rome but lived long before the
chroniclers who recounted that tradition. In fact, the readings of Classic Maya
inscriptions now possible show that even though royal persons could assume
ancestral and divine co-identities, these separate categories of being were
carefully delineated, belying the idea that there was an intention to obfuscate
the natural and supernatural.

The propaganda concept correctly identifies the self-interested objectives of
royal inscriptions, but it does so in a way that projects twentieth century
sensibilities into the past (Houston 2000: 169) and references a dominant
ideology thesis that has been challenged on both logical and historical grounds
(Abercrombie, Hill, and Turner 1980). The term does have a heritage within
studies of ancient Mesopotamia (e.g. Finkelstein 1979), but there too it has
been faulted, and for similar reasons (Van de Mieroop 1999: 58–59; Porter
2010: 177). To be appropriate it would be necessary to define precisely who
was to be misled, how this was to be achieved, and what benefits and costs
would be accrued. For the practice to be widespread it cannot have satisfied
kingly vanity alone, but must have furthered political goals.

With often modest populations living in restricted territories, neither the
literate elite nor the illiterate community at large could have been deceived by
the suggested falsehoods, leaving only visitors from afar and future generations
as viable audiences.6 Since there was no equivalent of an Egyptian pharaoh or
Aztec emperor to dictate a singular “official” account, Maya history emerges
from the interweaved records of multiple kingdoms, a good number in violent
competition with one another and lacking any incentive to support another’s
false claims.7 In this kind of environment questions of royal credibility must
arise, since empty boasts would fail to impress or intimidate one’s rivals and
might, in fact, be positively counterproductive.

Few events recorded in Maya inscriptions offer much political value by their
manipulation (Houston 2000: 169–170), but there is one area where mendacity
could be both status-enhancing and easier to effect than most. I have com-
mented elsewhere on the significance of war records in this respect (Martin and
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Grube 2000: 127; Martin 2003a). In a sample that now totals some 186 records,
over 60 of them between text-producing polities, there is not one case in
which both sides claim victory in the same conflict. This is surprising, since one
would expect to see at least some competing claims, if for no other reason than
violent engagements are often inconclusive and give grounds for both sides to
claim some measure of success. That none have been recovered so far seems
telling.

To date, only one conflict provokes mention by both belligerents, the
defeat of Copan’s Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil by his own client-king from
Quirigua (see p.211). Copan gives a more flowery description of his demise
than the decapitation recounted at Quirigua, but concedes that he died in war
nonetheless (Stuart 2005b: 385). This is not the only instance in which polities
record their own defeat (see Looper and Schele 1991; Houston 1993: 108;
Grube 1996: 1–6; Martin 2000c: 107–111; Martin and Grube 2000: 95; Fahsen
et al. 2003). These embarrassments were recorded not for the sake of historical
accuracy, but for their explanatory power: justifying the rise of new regimes
following a dynastic rupture or providing the casus belli for a more decisive
counterblow.

To summarise this section, the case that Classic Maya inscriptions are not
impartial is unremarkable and the claim they are widely mendacious unsup-
ported. In one area where the stakes seem especially high, warfare, we lack the
contradictory claims that might be expected if kings sought every opportunity
to claim personal glory, no matter how fallacious. The multivocality of the
texts may have placed some check on spurious claims, but there must also be a
question as to whether the harm done to kingly credibility outweighed any
perceived advantage. We must not be naïve or credulous in the face of highly
self-interested representations – healthy scepticism is a cornerstone of the
historiographical method, and it would be foolhardy to guarantee the accuracy
of every text.8 But, in the absence of serious inconsistencies, Classic Maya
inscriptions emerge as workable, if always conditional, knowledge.

Maya Texts as Patrimonial Rhetoric

If neither history nor propaganda are terms that properly capture the character
of Classic Maya inscriptions and royal texts more generally, we should seek an
alternative. A good option would be the “patrimonial rhetoric” coined by
Richard Blanton et al. (1996: 5; see also Jansen and Pérez 2011: 505).9 Inspired
by Weber (1978: 1006–1069), this term describes the sum total of communi-
cative strategies by which elites actualise and legitimise their power. It is a
characterisation in which elite pronouncements inherently reflect their world-
view and seek to advance their aims and interests, whatever their content,
style, or medium. Patrimonial rhetoric can ignore the inconvenient, but it is
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more than empty artifice because it accurately conveys the norms and ideolo-
gies of a given system.

The term was only scantily defined at its first appearance and, with no great
violence to the original intention, it can also be expanded upon in useful ways.
I will include within it here not simply elite representations of past acts, but the
way that the record itself becomes a constituent of them. Inscribed patrimonial
rhetoric meshes events and their instantiations in a manner that makes lasting
social, cultural, and political effects possible. Events that took place on a single
day with a finite number of participants can now persist for centuries, well after
their original points of reference are lost and all witnesses to them long dead.
By assuming a visible and durable reality that the ephemera of actual events
cannot, the record transcends the immediate consequences of the action to
produce effects of a different order, ones that can support future generations in
their on-going (re)constitution of identity and legitimacy (see also Carver
2002: 466). This is not to invoke “object agency” in the sense of an “extended
mind” (Gell 1998; Latour 2005), but instead a more conventional process of
semiosis: the enduring broadcasting of a signifier that has superseded its
signified. This does not imply that its meaning could be fully controlled. On
the contrary, at each contact with a reader it would be re-contextualised for its
own time, including our own.

As we will see throughout Part II, the patrimonial rhetoric of the Classic
Maya was a radically personalised one. It tells of individuals not groups,
officeholders not institutions, with all political action and identity subsumed
within the person of elite, usually royal, actors. In its terse and formulaic
phrasing, it does not attempt to capture the uniqueness of any incident, but
rather fits that incident into an existing rhetorical category defined by a limited
number of verbs. In this manner, contingent and sporadic happenings are
culturally configured in ways barely distinguishable from routinised rituals.
Any view of wider society must be achieved through this narrow window of
heroic biography and selected tropes. Even so, the inscribed rituals, battles,
accessions, diplomatic visits, and the like are not the peripheral chaff of societies
that were really about something else. They are schematic mirrors to a political
culture whose local effects alone touched the lives of tens of thousands of people,
with unspecified but very real social and economic ramifications.

THEORISING THE EVENT

The position taken in this volume is that the identities, events, and relations
recorded in Classic Maya texts, far from being epiphenomenal, give central
insights into the nature of Classic Maya political structure. They were not only
generated and shaped by the properties of the system but, in subtle and
cumulative ways, they built and perpetuated it. However incomplete and
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filtered through patrimonial rhetoric, the inscriptions offer the best view we
will ever obtain of how individual actors and groups engaged in the establish-
ment, maintenance, and reproduction of polities, and in this way inform us
about the wider political culture of which they were part.

To make that case it will be necessary to further bridge the disciplinary
boundary between history and anthropology. Despite the inescapable
embeddedness of culture in time, these two fields have succeeded in
carving-out discrete domains with very different theoretical perspectives and
methodologies – on the one side focussed on causation and contingency
within a diachronic framework, on the other on symbols and practices within
a more synchronic purview. In short, the classic opposition between event and
structure. The attractions of cross-fertilisation are clear (Ohnuki-Tierny 1990),
since each fills a void in the other, but is more often the subject of aspiration
and experimentation than regular fulfilment.

By “structure” anthropologists generally mean the rules, norms, conven-
tions, and understandings – stated and unstated, conscious and unconscious –
that collectively bind societies together and define what is proper conduct for
their members and what is not. Mesopotamianist Mario Liverani (2001: 202)
makes the point that political events, usually portrayed as chaotic, must also be
seen as expressions of such underlying form:

[T]his is also a plea for a different appreciation of political history. The
writing of economic and social history has for long proceeded on the
assumption that single events cannot be properly understood without a
reconstruction of the general structures underlying them. Political his-
tory, on the other hand, has been left as a domain free for the histoire
événementielle, as an unstructured sequence of “facts” that cannot be
reduced to any system. Yet battles and treaties have their structures too,
and the proper understanding of single political events can no more do
without the establishment of a grid of reference and a methodology of
analysis than the discrete phenomena of the economic and social worlds.

This take on the issue is important but does not address how those structures
came into being, were maintained through time, or indeed what the relation-
ship between the chaotic and the structural might be. As in all traditional
structuralist approaches, structure is disembodied, of a given society but some-
how external to it as well, and influence is unidirectional, from structure to
event. Throughout the twentieth century, changing conceptions of social
order defined successive analytical avenues, running through functionalism
and systems theories, the language-inspired structuralism of Lévi-Strauss –

where inherent mental templates determine human behaviour – and then
the totalising schemes of Michel Foucault (e.g. 1977, 1980), where people
are all but imprisoned by abstract outside forces.
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The model of structure composed of schemas and resources, explored in
Chapter 3, might also help us to address aspects of text-material interaction.10

The aforementioned “collaborations and interpenetrations” between words
and objects is a rather vague characterisation, but conceiving of schemas as
necessarily language-dependent and resources as inclusive of physical things
offers a theoretical description of such relations. The material record can be
seen as vestigial resources stripped of their partnering schemas, and the textual
record as glimpses of schemas that necessarily imply the resources that
once enacted them, at least some of which would have taken physical form.
While no panacea, this shifts the emphasis from divergent epistemologies to
functional synergies in potentially useful ways.

To consider embodied practices in place of disembodied processes is to
consider sequences of individual acts set in time and place. In short, events of
the kind denigrated by theorists of almost all persuasions for a major slice of the
twentieth century. This is exemplified in the view the Annalistes took of
histoire événementielle (Bloch 1954: 13; Le Goff 1988[1978]: 12–17), with
Braudel’s characterization of events as “surface disturbances, crests of foam that
the tides of history carry on their strong backs” (Braudel 1972–73: I.21) and
“the ephemera of history; they pass across its stage like fireflies, hardly glimpsed
before they settle back into darkness” (Braudel 1980: 3, 10–11, 27).11 But if the
logic of social recursiveness was to be followed to its endpoint this view could
not go unchallenged. Marshall Sahlins (1981, 1985, 1991), moving beyond his
structuralist pedigree, rejected the opposition between structure and event that
allows the former to be privileged, arguing that, as with structure and agency,
the two constantly act upon each other. In such an engagement “. . . what
anthropologists call ‘structure’ – the symbolic relations of cultural order – is an
historical object” (Sahlins 1985: vii).

No matter how contingent their immediate circumstances, acts are neither
completely random in type nor spontaneous in timing, but arise within certain
structural conditions. However, those conditions are never fixed. They
develop through time, and the engine of that change is the cumulative social,
economic, political, and cultural ramifications of prior acts. Some actions
deliberately seek to change the system that made them possible, but all are
transformative to some degree because the reproduction of the system can
never be perfect. Contingency intervenes through the uniqueness of any set of
historical circumstances and the ways in which actors cope with obstacles and
innovate to expedite their plans – introducing the non-linear features of
complexity and chaos that offer understandings of the unpredictable.

Importantly, this is a view of agency that incorporates social hierarchy,
which was all but absent in the original formulations of agency and practice,
and criticised as a result, as we saw in Chapter 3. It accepts that different social
status reflects the different capacities of individuals to affect others and make
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changes to the system (Sewell 1992: 21). Moreover, those with the most power
will be those that monopolise patrimonial rhetoric and therefore be the sole
actors on view. Whereas we would much prefer to hear directly from a broad
social range, we need to consider this rhetoric can be an encoding of political
action performed by the many, not simply the practical domination of the few.

As Sahlins (1985: xi) puts it: “[F]or societies of a certain type, the stories of
kings and battles are with good reason privileged historiographically. The
reason is a structure that generalizes the action of the king as the form and
destiny of the society”. Such characters are what he later calls “social-historical
individuals” (Sahlins 1991: 63–68). By this, he does not mean Carlyle’s “great
men” (individuals whose exceptional qualities are believed to have an explana-
tory role in history) or Hegel’s “world historical individuals” (conduits for the
guiding “spirit” of their times). Rather, a social-historical individual is one
whose structural position in a given society, at a given time, makes him or her
its representative or embodiment, someone whose agency is not theirs alone
but, visibly or not, entails that of a collective. Such a position depends on
status, but is not exclusively one of domination, since it also invokes wider
ideals of social value and group interest. Sahlins’ (1985) “heroic kingship” is an
example of this and Classic Maya kingship fits comfortably within that defin-
ition. In a similar vein, Mouzelis (1995: 16) stresses the importance of “mega-
actors”, who are “individual actors in control of considerable resources whose
decisions stretch widely in time and space”. This too is a description of single
agents whose agency is never truly singular but extended by means of their
social position into that of the group.

In defining his social-political individual, Sahlins reaches some accommoda-
tion between agency and the structural properties of a given system. However,
it is patently the case that some agents are more capable than others and that
those with relevant skills will achieve more in a particular situation than
another, less capable one. An ineffectual ruler will perform badly whatever
the levers of power he or she holds. The spectre of the redundant “great man”
view of history should not force us to deny the role of individual abilities to
effect change. That personal talents are magnified in the shift from individual
to collective agency is reason enough to anticipate their ramifying impact on
social process.

The Sahlins programme can be useful for us, although it requires certain
adjustments. Firstly, he defines an “event” by its ability to transform structures,
calling actions that only reproduce structures “happenings” (Sahlins 1991: 46).
His own work focuses on transformative incidents such as Captain Cook’s
arrival in Hawaii in 1779, which was, by any standard, exceptional. Much of
what passes for political life, however, is about reproducing existing articula-
tions of power in routine ways. Sahlins foresaw that separating incidents into
two categories would be problematic (Sahlins 1991: 86, n.12), and Sewell
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(2005: 210–211) resolves the problem by having events simultaneously trans-
form and reproduce at different levels of structure(s). Thus, a major military
attack could be highly disruptive on the level of an individual polity, but
amount to no more than an expected fluctuation of relative power at the scale
of the system. There is also a difficulty with the passivity of “happenings”, since
reproduction is very often a deliberate act, as in the performance of regular
ceremonies and rituals. Finally, while the emphasis on events is crucial,
much of the important information in Maya texts concerns identities and
relations – the networks of power and allegiance generated between people,
places, positions, and polities. Identities and relations are logically tied to events
because they either arise from actions, or from the possibility of them.

In this study I treat identities, relations, and events alike as constitutive of
structure, with events considered a single category that transform or reproduce
to differing degrees. This entails a larger point, that the powerful have a vested
interest in maintaining an existing order and will seek to limit or block
emendations of structure that might weaken their position. This brake on
social transformation was underdetermined in agency and practice before
hierarchy was properly assimilated into it. We must anticipate that social
changes will be under-represented within patrimonial rhetoric, even actively
suppressed, for the very reason that it was designed to perpetuate an
existing order.

We now have some prerequisites for the immersion into Classic Maya
political records that follows in Part II. There we will draw from a large body
of patrimonial rhetoric, textual instantiations that are not only reflective of a
political system but contributed to bringing it into being and perpetuated its
existence. The individual identities, events, and relations recorded in them
are neither “foam” nor “fireflies” for our purposes, but expressions of and
contributions to underlying structural properties. Those structures, which
consist of mutually supportive schemas and resources, do not determine events,
but they do shape what is possible and interpret the results in culturally
concordant ways. The protagonists of the texts are social-historical individuals,
actors whose institutional position allows them to project their agency through
that of others, a collective that they diversely serve, exploit, and personify.12
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PART II

EPIGRAPHIC DATA ON CLASSIC MAYA POLITICS





FIVE

IDENTITY

For a society to be labelled “complex” in the conventional sense it must be
one touched by processes of institutionalisation, requiring that structure be

embodied in designated ranks and roles. Those positions can be ascribed or
achieved, distinguishing between those positions gained by birth-right and
those by selection or competition.1 A role may require certain experience,
skills, or specialised knowledge that is actively learnt, but like status exists only
within a matrix of human relations – no lone person can stand resplendent as
king or queen. Titles, therefore, serve to specify two, sometimes overlapping,
purposes, defining aristocratic privileges as well as functional specialisations.
These political personas need to be maintained and communicated through
the medium of symbols (e.g. Cohen 1974, 1981). Elite distinction is most often
expressed by special insignia or attire, but it can include everything from subtle
codes of etiquette to grandiose architectural statements. Where items can be
fashioned from rare and exotic materials, or highly charged with artistry and
aesthetic value, the projection of eminence will be all the more effective (Clark
1986; Robb 1999; Joyce 2000).

We must also keep in mind that identities can be dynamic through a
lifetime, and gained, augmented, or lost. Although the titles under examin-
ation here define only the upper echelons of society, we are seeking to
perceive the ways in which hierarchy articulated decision-making, radiating
from a sovereign and a collective group of magnates, but ultimately affecting
all levels of the community.
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Proximity and access to the bodily person of the ruler was always an
important source of power in monarchist societies, and the primary locus for
these interactions was the royal court. This hosted a network of relations
around the king and was the central business space of government – reflected
architecturally in greater or lesser palace complexes. These spaces in Classic
Maya cities, with their variety of enclosed plazas, galleried halls, storerooms,
and dormitories, can be examined archaeologically, and are sketched in the
numerous courtly scenes on painted vessels and a smaller corpus of carved
panels. At their heart, on the privileged right side of the scenes, we usually find
a lord enthroned on a bench or dais. Attending him are functionaries of lower
rank, bodyguards, fan-bearers, food-servers, musicians, and dwarves, together
with those of elevated status and close kin who are shown presenting ritual
items, bundles of tribute, or the human booty of captives (see Inomata and
Houston 2001, 2002; Miller and Martin 2004) (Figure 1). Supplied with
hieroglyphic captions identifying individuals and giving their epithets, these
vase paintings are an important resource for reconstructing the social and
cultural functioning of these spaces.

Yet, even where titles can be read and understood in literal terms, they
might not be transparent in their meaning. Clouded by layers of metaphor or
shifted from one semantic domain to another over time (migrations of mean-
ing being common in titles worldwide) we must place deeds above denotation.
Moreover, it is a distinctive feature of Maya texts that officeholders are proudly
on display while the institutions, organisations, solidarities, and other kinds of
grouping that underlie their positions are shadowy at best. Classic Maya
political rhetoric is resolutely personified and to perceive institutional struc-
tures we are obliged to work through their corporeal representatives – even at

1 A palace interior with a ruler of Motul de San José and his attendants, as depicted on the
cylindrical vase K1453. (Drawing by Alexandre Tokovinine after a roll-out photograph by Justin
Kerr)
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the level of polity identity itself. Sahlins’ social-historical individuals are not
free-floating agents, but grounded participants possessed of responsibilities as
well as privileges. This chapter will explore the titular identities of rulers and
their immediate subordinates to understand what we can of this “human
architecture” of the Classic Maya polity.

ROYAL TITLES

Classic Maya royalty bore a range of epithets that proclaimed their right to rule
over place and people. The commonalities to elite culture across the lowlands
are more compelling than any of the variations we see, justifying the assess-
ment of a unified tradition. The question at hand is what do titles tell us about
conceptions of sovereignty and polity? How do variations in their incidence
and distribution express the differing statuses of kings and their closest kin,
both within the long-term dynamics of social development and the rapid shifts
of contingent events? Such important and complex issues will need to be
examined across more than one chapter, but we can make a start by looking at
three royal titles, whose frequency and patterns of use show the leading parts
they played in status definition.

Ajaw

The key term in Maya political authority was ajaw, best translated as “lord”,
but very often read by context as “ruler”. It has been reconstructed for Proto-
Mayan as *aajaaw, and is attested in every Mayan language (Kaufman and
Norman 1984: 115; Kaufman 2003: 84–85). Its etymology is still uncertain. It
has been interpreted as an agentive aj joined to aw, “to sow”, in reference to
the fecund powers of lordship as the “one who sows” (Mathews and Justeson
1984: 207), but more persuasively as combining the agentive with the root aw,
“to shout” to give the “one who shouts/proclaims” (Stuart 1995: 190–191;
Houston and Stuart 2001: 59). This is under the acknowledged influence of
the Nahuatl title tlatoani, “one who speaks” used for Aztec emperors, in which
lordly utterances were the quintessence of individual power, either for acts of
command or as a conduit for the will of the gods (Gruzinski 1989: 22–23). This
is in line with western notions of speech acts as the key to authoritative effects
(Lincoln 1994).

Alone among the epithets we will be discussing, ajaw survived into colonial
times and even retains echoes of its meaning in traditional societies today
(e.g. Ajpacaja Tum et al. 1996: 4). At the time of the Spanish conquest it
clearly referred not only to the head of a given hierarchy, but also the
principales, the indigenous nobility.2 It is clear that the ajaw term fulfilled the
same dual function in the Classic era and designated not only the paramount
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lords we designate as “kings”, but also a broader noble class. This sense of a
larger community is implicit in the epithet baahajaw “head lord” carried by
some royal lieutenants, where baah signifies the leading figure among a like-
named group (Schele 1990a; Houston and Stuart 1998: 79).

Floyd Lounsbury (1973) deciphered a sign present in all eras of the script as
AJAW in one of the first practical applications of Knorozov’s insights on
phoneticism (Figure 2a).3 It appears in the earliest Maya inscription yet identi-
fied, produced between 400 and 200 BCE (Saturno, Stuart, and Beltrán 2006:
1282), and in some of the very latest, such as the Madrid Codex, which is Late
Postclassic (1250–1546 CE) in date. The initial identification was enlarged in
subsequent work that recognised the fuller range of substitutions of which it
was part (Mathews and Justeson 1984: 203–219). To Lounsbury’s abstracted
logogram were added humanoid and animal variants, the former the head of
the deity and prototypical ruler juun ajaw, “One Lord” (Coe 1989; also Freidel
and Schele 1988) (Figure 2b).4

The most important of several diagnostics of this character was a white
bark-paper headband, often marked with one or more red stripes. This was
elaborated at the brow by the addition of a greenstone jewel in the form of the
so-called Jester God, named huun(al). Usually there was only one (Figures 10a
and 58), but in portrait renditions we sometimes see three in number (although
usually only two are visible) (Figures 28 and 63). The Jester God was the
personification of paper, a material that captured some esoteric essence of
authority with deep cultural roots (Stuart 2012a). In most glyphic representa-
tions the head of this character is substituted by a sign that might be read saak,
“seed”, linked to wider concepts of fecundity and genesis.5 The reading of the

(a) (b) (c) (d)

(e) (f)
2 The ajaw title: (a) graphic form; (b) portrait of the deity juun ajaw, “One Lord”; (c) vulture
form; (d) day-sign form in the spelling k’uhul ajaw, “Holy Lord”; (e) with the ix female prefix as
ix kaanul ajaw, “Lady Snake[-Place] Lord”; (f ) with the “young” prefix ch’ok yokib ajaw, “Young
Piedras Negras Lord”. (All drawings in this volume by the author, unless otherwise stated)
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same sign switches to ajaw when used as a day name and, more rarely, when it
is employed as the royal title itself. Other varieties of ajaw include a vulture
(Figure 2c) and a mammal of some kind, both of which wear the identifying
headband. These bands became a defining mark of ajaw status and their
presentation tu’baah, “on his head/to his person/above him” was one of the
main rites of lordly investiture (p.110). Indeed, the entire class of ajawtaak (the
plural form given in the script, see Lacadena 1992: 183–184; Stuart 2004b: 1,
2005b: 55–56)6 were identified by headbands or pars pro toto huun jewels used
in their stead – as we see in the gathering of non-regnal lords in Room 1 of the
Bonampak Murals (Miller and Brittenham 2013: 126).

While ajaw was a designation in its own right, it also formed the basis for a
number of expanded epithets. By far the most significant of these is the famed
“emblem glyph” we first encountered in Chapter 2. The Appendix offers an
inventory of almost all the known examples. The importance of emblem
glyphs for interpreting Classic Maya political organisation was understood
from the earliest days of the decipherment (Berlin 1958), but it was the ajaw
reading that allowed them to be recognised as personal titles (Mathews 1985:
32, 1991). With this understanding in place, attention then turned to the two
other components of this three-part compound.7

One of these always comes first in the reading order and, because of the
superimposed composition of most emblem glyphs, is normally only partly
exposed on their left side (Figure 3a). Examples that are not superimposed
expose the whole sign to view (Figure 3b).8 Consisting of a snub-nosed face
fronted by a stream of drops, often embedded with additional devices that
signal its precious qualities, it represents the word K’UH, meaning “god/
divine thing” (for a more detailed description, see Chapter 7). In the context of
emblems, it is used to signify the derived adjective k’uhul, “holy, sacred” –

confirmed by some late spellings of K’UH-lu and K’UH-HUL (Jackson and
Stuart 2001: 224).

Traditionally, the presence of a k’uhul prefix has been used to identify
distinct polities, but it does not appear in all the titles serving the function of
emblem glyphs, making it less than a dependable guide in this respect. In part,

(a) (b)
3 Emblem glyphs with the k’uhul, “holy” prefix: (a) the standard superimposed form obscuring
most of the K’UH logogram; (b) the separated-out form showing the whole K’UH logogram.
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the issue is an historical one, since only a handful of polities employed the
prefix before 500, and it was adopted by others in a rather ad hoc manner over
the next four centuries. Some resisted its allure until the very end of the Classic
Period, with no discernible implication for their political status.9 Whatever
allusion it draws to the “sacredness” of kings, it is clear that the k’uhul prefix
worked to amplify status (Houston and Stuart 1996: 295), and that its spread
was part of a wider phenomenon of title inflation. Notably, it retained an
optional quality and could be omitted when writing space was limited or when
referring to some lesser or opposing king. Accordingly, the Appendix makes
no differentiation between “full” and “partial” emblem glyphs.10

The subject of the lord’s authority is specified by the remaining, variable
component – which I will call the emblem “referent” for the moment –
appearing as x in the sequences x-AJAW, “x lord” or K’UH(UL)-x-AJAW,
“holy x lord”. Most of the time the referent is superimposed over the graphic
form of AJAW, leaving only its upper two parts visible.11 If the referent takes
the form of an animal head, that of a bat or snake for example, then it can be
shown wearing a headband, and this serves to spell the ajaw component.
Technically speaking, this can be seen as a conflation with the deity or vulture
head-forms.

Referents have long been assumed to be place-names, but it was Stuart and
Houston (1994) who established that many were indeed the toponym of the
core settlement and seat of the relevant royal court. This is the pattern we find
at Tikal, Yaxha, Ucanal, Ceibal, Motul de San José, and Tamarindito among
others.12 However, it was also noted that such a linkage is not universal and in
prominent cases such as those of Palenque, Calakmul, Copan, Dos Pilas, and
Piedras Negras the referent and core toponym are quite different. We will
examine the reasons behind this divergence in Chapter 13, having drawn on
additional lines of evidence, especially the constitution of authority as a
dynamic process across the landscape, to be explored in Chapter 6. However,
for the present it is enough to note that a statement from the first set such as
uhtiiy yaxa’, “it happened (at) Yaxha” (Figure 17a) is potentially ambiguous as
to whether the event occurred within the site itself or in the broader territorial
domain it controlled. The matter is much clarified by the second set since,
with very few exceptions, such statements refer to the city serving as the main
seat of power.

This means that there is scant sign of referents having an independent life
as polity-names outside the confines of the emblem glyph. We, thus, encoun-
ter a key tenet of Classic Maya political identity, that the concept of a
political formation was inalienably bound to that of personal sovereignty. This
complicates the question of what emblem referents actually were, since an
understanding of their composition does not fully illuminate the role they
came to play within an active lexicon.
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Although the unit k’uhul ajaw, “holy lord” has established itself in most
writing on Maya politics and is regularly used to support the idea of “divine
kingship” in the Classic Period, it should be noted that instances of this formula
outside the confines of the emblem glyph are vanishingly rare and very late. It
gains some popularity as a stand-alone title only in the ninth century at
northern centres such as Chichen Itza (see Boot 2005: 428) (Figure 2d).

The full k’uhul x ajaw emblem glyph was not entirely restricted to the
sovereign. There is evidence for some simultaneous use by siblings, as well as
by father and son “co-rulers”. At Palenque – which used the referent baakal,
“Bone[-Place]” – the title k’uhul baakal ajaw was carried not only by the king
K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III, but by his brother Upakal K’inich, who was
additionally called the baahch’ok, “head youth” or heir apparent (Bernal 2002a;
Miller and Martin 2004: 232; Stuart 2005a: 38–40). In time, Upakal K’inich
duly took the throne, in line with previous fraternal successions at this site
(Stuart 2005a: 153). An earlier figure at Palenque, called Janaab Pakal, was
also called a k’uhul baakal ajaw and, although he was never a paramount ruler,
he may have been a junior one and almost certainly the conduit of royal
blood to his part-namesake K’inich Janaab Pakal. A more serious compli-
cation in the case of this emblem is its contemporaneous use by the kings
of other centres, firstly that of Tortuguero, 60 km to the northwest, and
then at Comalcalco, which lies 152 km distant (Map 1). The degree to which
these dynasties shared their origins with the one associated with Palenque
remains unclear (see Case Study 1, which can be found at the end of
the chapter).

For many years, emblem glyphs were perceived as static references, each
predictably attached to a particular major centre. However, over time it was
realised that exceptions abound and it is these instances that paint a more
complex portrait of how these titles function. Emblems, it transpires, reflect an
ever-changing political map and are an invaluable asset for understanding
Classic Maya political dynamics through time. In addition to baakal, there are
several other instances in which centres use the same emblem title, the best
known being the sharing of the mutul form between ancient Tikal and parvenu
Dos Pilas. We now understand that a son of the Tikal king decamped 112 km
to the Lake Petexbatun region to found Dos Pilas in the first half of the seventh
century, his successors later adopting an additional co-capital at Aguateca,
some 12 km to the southeast (Houston 1993: 97–101; Martin and Grube
2000: 54–67) (Map 3). Whether this was a breakaway or a planned expansion,
it was an intrusion into the territory of a long-established polity with its own
dual centres at Tamarindito and Arroyo de Piedra, both now subordinated to
the newcomer. The fraternal conflict that erupts between Dos Pilas and Tikal,
which continued into the next generation, implies that the rightful use of the
Mutul referent had become an issue of dispute.13
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In other examples, the sharing of emblems is likely to be evidence for roving
dynastic seats. Such is the case with hixwitz ajaw, a title that appears at the
widely spaced sites of La Joyanca, Pajaral, and Zapote Bobal at different times,
probably marking sequential capitals of the same kingdom (Stuart 2003).14

Elsewhere, kings could carry two such titles, laying claim to conjoined but
distinct political identities. Two emblems are used at El Zotz, although they
occur much more frequently at Yaxchilan, an outgrowth or transfer that
remains poorly understood (Houston 2008a, 2008b; Stuart, in Houston
2008a: 7). The ak’e and xukalnaah(?) emblems traditionally attributed to
Bonampak and Lacanha, in the Lacandon region south of the Usumacinta
River, are difficult to ascribe to these sites individually, and are jointly held by
a few kings in the latter stages of the Classic Period (Mathews 1980: 60–61).15

Similarly, distinct emblems associated with Cancuen and Machaquila are
paired in the reign of one late monarch at Cancuen.16 Although they are
largely illegible today, La Milpa was another centre that appears to have used
two emblem glyphs (Grube 1994a: 223). The highland capital of Tonina
employed three, one dominant form based on the referent popo’ (Mathews
1982: 901; Martin and Grube 2000: 179), as well as two rarely seen companions
featuring the terms sibikte’(?) and puhtz’am. There were also three emblems
used at Piedras Negras, where the main yokib or yoykib form was sometimes
joined by k’inil or substituted by the very late wayal (Martin and Grube 2000:
141; Zender 2002: 170–176).17 Occasionally emblems were expanded, as when
El Peru adds a second term in front of its original waka’ referent.

In a few places an emblem used for generations is suddenly replaced by
another, as at Altar de Sacrificios (Houston 1986: 2) and Caracol (Martin and
Grube 2000: 87). Caracol initially used uxwitz ajaw, “Three Mountain Lord”, a
form based on its local toponym, but this was later superseded by the more
enigmatic k’uhul k’antu maak.18 The latter highlights that not all functioning
emblems feature ajaw, with maak, “man/person” substituting in this instance.
At Río Azul that position is taken by what seems to be xib, “male” (Houston
1986: 2, 5–7), while much the same situation occurs in k’uhul chatahn winik, a
polity of unknown location, where winik translates as “person”.19 Some of the
more atypical titles may hark back to or continue Preclassic identities, with
one candidate here being the title read sak chuwen, “White Artisan”, which
identifies Naranjo’s early kings and continues to be used up to its very last
legible inscription. Since these atypical forms function as emblem glyphs, they
too are included in the Appendix.

The number of k’uhul x ajaw emblems has greatly increased from Berlin’s
initial collection of eight, today numbering at least 57 examples, or some 110 if
x ajaw and the atypical forms are accorded equal status. Even so, the original
total was higher still. There are many substantial centres for which we cur-
rently have no inscriptions and others where texts are poorly preserved, some
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showing the outlines of now-illegible emblems. To this day, there are poorly
explored regions from which we can expect additional sites and monuments to
emerge in due course, probably including some of those revealed in lidar
surveys. If we were to chart the location of k’uhul x ajaw and x ajaw-bearing
centres across the lowlands, it would exceed the distribution of Classic Period
sites included in Maps 1–4, indicating an even denser scatter of polities than the
one first laid out by Mathews in Map 5b.

Although the ajaw status was by default masculine, it was not exclusively
gendered and adding the female classifier ix created titles for royal women in
the form IX-x-AJAW (Figure 2e).20 These generally identify the home
polities of brides sent to marry elsewhere and were seldom, if ever, employed
by true female sovereigns or regents. For example, ruling women such as Ix
Yohl Ik’nal of Palenque or Ix Wak Jalam Chan (Lady Six Sky) of Naranjo
used conventional, unmarked k’uhul x ajaw formulae.21 A different prefix
specifies royal heirs, where ch’ok, “sprout, youth” was occasionally added as a
classifier or adjective to make CH’OK-x-AJAW, “young x lord” (Ringle
1988: 14; Houston 2009: 157, figure 5) (Figure 2f). As a plain noun, ch’ok
had the sense of “prince” (see Houston 2009: 154–164), although, when
applied to rulers acceding at a young age it could stay with them throughout
their careers. For example, the Palenque ruler known to us only by the
nickname Casper acceded at the age of 13 in 435, yet he carries the ch’ok title
on his only contemporary record, a travertine bowl. There he is bearded,
somewhat portly, and clearly well into his fifty-year reign (Martin and Grube
2000: 157).

Before leaving the topic of ajaw, we need to note its role within a dynastic
consciousness. The formula in question centres on the root tz’ak that appears
in Colonial Yukatek as ts’akab, “ancestry, caste, lineage, or generation” (Mar-
tínez Hernández 1929: 272; Barrera Vásquez 1980: 873) and as –ts’ak, “step or
count of steps of parentage” (Michelon 1976: 455; see Houston 1998:
356–357). It appears in the inscriptions in the form 9-ta-TZ’AK-bu-li-
AJAW baluun ta tz’akbuil ajaw, where the number nine is used figuratively
to mean “many” to render the overall sense of “Many in Sequence Lord”
(Figure 4a). This stand-alone title may be the closest thing we have to a term
for “dynasty” in the inscriptions (Stuart 2010b: 2).

Actual counts from a founding father are made where tz’ak is prefixed by a
number denoting the bearer’s place within a series, as in uchawinik tz’akbuil,
“twenty-second in sequence” (Figure 4b). Alternatively, the position of the
relevant king can be specified by attaching the appropriate number before the
classifier TAL to produce an ordinal construction, as in uchanlajuun tal (ajaw)
“fourteenth (lord)” (Figure 4c). Both forms are commonly called “successor
titles”. Though few polities record them in any systematic way, those that
do provide valuable data that fix individual rulers in order and time and, where
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we see gaps, helpfully reveal otherwise unknown kings (Mathews 1975;
Riese 1984b; Schele 1992b; Martin 2014a: table 2).

There is reason to believe that only male monarchs were registered in this
way. Ix Yohl Ik’nal ruled as queen of Palenque between 583 and 604, however
the numbered counts that fix her successors K’inich Kaan Bahlam II as tenth in
line and K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III as twelfth mesh with Palenque’s dynastic
history only if she is omitted. In 511, a six-year-old girl known as the Lady of
Tikal was installed as queen at Tikal.22 Although she carries the high title of ix
kaloomte’ (p.79), it is her male co-ruler and presumed consort, Kaloomte’
Bahlam, who carries the designation of “19th in sequence” (Martin 1999,
2003b: 20).23 Although there is a clear hereditary principle to Classic Maya
kingship, this and another case at Tikal help to establish that successor titles are
plain counts of incumbents that need not imply patrilineal descent (Martin
2003b: 29). An interesting anomaly comes with the paired emblems shared by
El Zotz and Yaxchilan, since the latter ascribes different dynastic counts to each
(Stuart 2007a: 31). One Yaxchilan king was the fifteenth in the line of the
pa’chan referent but in excess of thirtieth in line of kaaj(?) – a clear fusion of
younger and older dynasties.

Successor titles do us one further favour, providing a rough guide to the
antiquity of different dynasties. If we estimate the average length of Classic
Maya reigns from the two longest sequences for which we have firm starting
points, those at Palenque and Copan, we come to a figure of about 22.5 years –
very close to that provided by the 881-year sequence of English and British
monarchs (Martin 1997a: 853–854). The caveat here is that Maya sequences are
short enough to allow significant margins of error and, given the political

(a)

(b)

(c)
4 Dynastic consciousness expressed in counts of kings or “successor” titles: (a) Spelling of baluun
ta tz’akbu ajaw, “Many in Sequence lord” on Palenque Palace Tablet (V1); (b) uchawinik tz’akbuil
mutul ajaw, “22nd in Sequence of the Tikal lord” on a plate from Tikal Burial 195 (G-I) (drawing
by Virginia Greene); (c) chanlajuun utal wak chan tajal chahk chak tok ich’aak, “the Fourteenth (lord)
was Chak Tok Ich’aak I” on K4679.
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turbulence of the Classic era, we cannot be sure that they do not span lacunae
during which no king ruled. As we shall see in Case Study 6, counts could be
restarted as a result of moving a royal seat, although we know of other
occasions on which this did not occur. Successor titles, often surviving only
as isolated examples, are known from Tikal, Copan, Palenque, Yaxchilan,
Naranjo, Calakmul El Peru, Xultun, Tonina, Itsimte, Uaxactun, Altar de
Sacrificios, Champerico, Oxkintok, Tres Islas (Cancuen), and Ojo de Agua
(Bonampak/Lacanha).

Projecting backward from the respective dates of these references, we can
estimate dynastic foundations that spread widely from the fifth century CE
back to at least the third century BCE. However, some of these longer
enumerations clearly count from divine rulers, characters who will be exam-
ined in Chapter 7. At Naranjo, for example, the accession of its founding
king – which we can estimate to have taken place around 200 BCE based on
two of its successor titles – is set 22,000 years in the past in one account, some
895,000 years in another (Martin 1996a: 226).24 The same may well be true of
some of the cases in which founders are identified only by emblem glyphs
rather than a personal name. If these uncertain examples are put to one side for
a moment, most of the earliest counts reach back to the first or second
centuries CE (Martin 2003b: 5, n.6, 2016b).

The core ideology and symbolism of ajaw kingship were fully in place by at
least the beginning of the Late Preclassic Period (400 BCE–150 CE) and may
be considerably older (Freidel and Schele 1988; Stuart 2004a; Taube et al. 2010;
Martin 2016b). Yet the kind of material expressions that we later associate with
this status are either absent or quite limited at this time. In particular, there is a
dearth of richly-stocked burials, grandiose residences, and inscribed monu-
ments glorifying individuals – the features that originally served to define the
Classic Period. The often massive Preclassic pyramids appear to have had an
exclusively religious function, while many in the Classic era were mortuary
shrines containing major tombs. Given how little we know about the
Preclassic era, it may be premature to describe it as truly “pre-dynastic”, but
the evidence currently to hand suggests that the signatures of dynastic identity
become widespread only in the Protoclassic Period.

Kaloomte’

The next epithet, kaloomte’, sits at the very summit of the Classic Maya titular
hierarchy. Unlike ajaw, which was shared by a wider noble class, or even k’uhul
x ajaw, which could be used by royal siblings and co-rulers, kaloomte’ was only
carried by senior or paramount kings. Moreover, of all the statuses into which
Maya lords could accede, kaloomte’ is the only one that lacks a possessed form;
no such lord is said to be subject to another in this way. Epigraphers have long
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recognised the importance of this title without building a comprehensive
understanding of it, justifying an extended treatment of it here.25

There are at least 275 examples of the kaloomte’ title, representing some
119 individuals over an active history of 473 years – considerably longer if
retrospective examples are included (Martin 2014a: table 3).26 It was realised in
two very different-looking but fully equivalent glyphic compounds, hereafter
distinguished as its “graphic” and “portrait” forms (Figure 5a and b). Fortu-
nately, a secure substitution with the syllabic sequence ka-lo-ma-TE’ in a
text at Copan demonstrates that kaloomte’ was the correct reading for both
(Stuart, Grube, and Schele 1989) (Figure 5c). The distinction between graphic
and portrait versions lies in alternative logograms for KAL, signs that are
usually accompanied by the phonetic complement ma and always by one of
two variants of TE’ – with the graphic version made especially complex by the
habitual superimposition of TE’ over one half of its KAL sign. Here kal is a
verbal root appended by the agentive suffix -oom to form kaloom,meaning “the
one who kals” or “the kaler”. The object here is te’, “wood, tree, stick”, a term
that appears in several other titles. The semantic flexibility of te’ in Mayan
languages makes a precise translation in any one context difficult.

The meaning of kal remains uncertain. We get a lead from the portrait form,
which shows the storm deity Chahk brandishing a hafted axe, an allusion to
lightning in Maya belief and artistic convention. The Postclassic Dresden
Codex (pp. 59c–60c) features four axe-bearing Chahks sitting in trees aligned
to the cardinal directions. As we will soon see, the kaloomte’ title had a close
relationship to the world quarters, suggesting that te’ could refer to a cosmic
arbour. Indeed, a religious significance is clear from the handful of cases in
which kaloomte’ appears as the name or title of a god. The full portrait version

(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e)
5 The kaloomte’ title: (a) graphic form; (b) portrait form; (c) syllabic spelling; (d) axe-in-hand
form; (e) female form with ix prefix.
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emerges only in the mid-seventh century, fully 250 years after the earliest
instances of the graphic form in the late fourth century. A suspicion that this
innovation alludes to the basic concept in some iconic fashion is boosted by a
lone early instance at Quirigua (Schele 1990b: 2; Martin and Grube 2000: 217;
Looper 2003: 39–40) (Figure 5d).27 There we find an isolated hand-and-axe in
a context that makes it a clear precursor to the standard portrait form. It
resembles a wider category of verbs realised as pictographic hand signs, each
invoking meaning through its pose and/or the manipulation of relevant
objects.28 If the same process of sign formation is at work here we might infer
that kal refers to “axing” in some way.29 Relevant terms might be found in the
Tzotzil cognate chal, “to split gradually” or Colonial Yukatek kal (in kalbesah),
“to make holes”, which are possibly linked to kal, “strength or power to do
something” (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 285–287; Laughlin 1988. I.186). On this
basis, a prospective reading for the original term could be “tree-splitter” or the
like (Wagner 1995).

Versions prefixed with IX show that women also held kaloomte’ status, of
which there are 16 known holders representing some fourteen per cent of the
inventory (Figure 5e). Of these, four were ix kaloomte’ from Calakmul: two
queens mentioned at the site and two princesses sent to other centres.
Although the inherited status of the latter pair ensured that they outranked
their husbands, neither were rulers – good evidence that kaloomte’ was a status
rather than a political office.

Nevertheless, as with ajaw, kaloomte’ positions could be assumed through an
enthronement ceremony, using the positional verb chum “to sit” in the form
chumlaj ti kaloomte’lel/il, “is seated into kaloomte’-ship”. Such examples are rare,
however, with only one Early Classic example at Dzibanche and four Late
Classic ones at Tikal (Mathews and Justeson 1984: 211, figures 2q and 2x;
Stuart 1995: 206; Martin 2005a: n.16; Velásquez 2008a: 338; Martin and
Beliaev 2017). On a single occasion at Palenque, kaloomte’ appears as a derived
verb. This can be understood either as the inchoative “he becomes kaloomte’”
or the antipassive of a transitivised noun “he kaloomte’s”. In either case, the
chronological framework dictates that this event took place on the day on
which the described king underwent the normal initiation into ajaw-ship,
which is probably how and when the great majority of kaloomte’-bearing kings
acquired their positions. These anomalous accession statements are meaningful,
since the Tikal and kaanul “Snake[-Place]” dynasties – the latter evidently
based in early times at Dzibanche but later at Calakmul – were dominant
hegemons throughout much of the Classic era, while Palenque was also a
significant regional power.

A special feature of kaloomte’ are the sub-sets aligned to each of the four
cardinal directions (Figure 6). An association with ochk’in “west” is by far the
most common, with some 34 individuals (n = 45), while seven are identified
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with elk’in “east” (n = 9), two with
nohol “south” (n = 3), and two with
xaman “north” (n = 2).30 If these are
charted across the Maya region their
geographical references become
clear: those specified as “south” are
appropriately only seen at Copan and
Quirigua (Riese 1988: figure 5;
Looper 2003: 60), while “east”
appears at Lamanai and probably
Altun Ha (Closs 1988: 14; Helmke,
Guenter, and Wanyerka 2018), and
“north” at Ek Balam (Lacadena 2005:
67) (Map 1). These three directional
titles could be claims to dominion
over a particular world quarter, but
the wide distribution of “west” in all
regions casts a different light on the

matter. This suggests that origin, whether real or claimed, was the more
significant factor.

The most instructive case here is that of Copan in the far southeast. Here the
intrusive fifth century founder of the dynasty, and several of his successors, are
labelled as ochk’in kaloomte’. Since this early era in Copan history is closely
linked to the symbolism of Teotihuacan, the inference is that this westerly
version consciously invokes Central Mexican power and legitimacy (Stuart
2000: 490–494). We will examine this issue in later chapters, but for now we
should simply note that the earliest contemporary references to kaloomte’ –
appearing first at Tikal and Uaxactun, and then Piedras Negras – are ascribed
to outsiders who have iconographic or textual connections to Teotihuacan and
outrank local kings bearing ajaw titles (see p.241–243).

Therefore, although the term kaloomte’ is fully Mayan in form and is applied
retrospectively to very early Maya rulers, it begins its known textual life as the
exclusive preserve of foreign overlords. It is signally absent from the title strings
of all the major Tikal kings of the Early Classic Period – Yax Nuun Ahiin I,
Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II, K’an Kitam, and Chak Tok Ich’aak II – and it was not
until 527 that a local monarch carried a kaloomte’ epithet of their own. This
sustained omission begs some explanation. It is conceivable that only lords of
Teotihuacan were deemed worthy of this exaltation and, further, they may
have remained Tikal’s real or symbolic overlords since the time of the entrada
event in 378 (see p.122–126). If so, it could suggest that the Teotihuacan
influence that took hold over a significant portion of the Maya lowlands was

6 Kaloomte’ in its cardinal direction forms: West (chik’in/
ochk’in kaloomte’); North (xaman kaloomte’); East (elk’in
kaloomte’); South (nohol kaloomte’).
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no transient affair, but had effects that lingered throughout the fifth century.
The ochk’in kaloomte’ mentioned as an overlord at Piedras Negras in the early
500s also carries a wiinte’naah ajaw title linked to Teotihuacan. Though an
isolated case, it might well imply that the great western city was still an active
player in Maya politics at that time. We know that Teotihuacan did not
survive as a force in Mesoamerica beyond the sixth century, with evidence
that elite areas of the metropolis could have been burned and abandoned as
early as 550 CE (Sugiyama 2004: 102).

Only the kings of Tikal, Dzibanche, early Calakmul, Coba, and Copan are
known to employ kaloomte’ on their own account before 600, the traditional
mark separating the Early from Late Classic Periods. Over the next century
they are joined by just four more (Edzna, Lamanai, Palenque, and Tonina),
but after 700 the total rises by a further twelve (Bonampak/Lacanha,
Chancala(?), Dos Pilas-Aguateca, Dzibilchaltun, Itsimte, Motul de San José,
Oxkintok, Piedras Negras, Pusilha, Quirigua, Xultun, and Yaxchilan), and
then after 800, when the collapse is fully underway, by another seven (Ceibal,
Ek Balam, Ixlu, Machaquila, Nakum, Oxpemul, and Ucanal).31 Most of this
last group fall into a special category we will be examining separately in
Chapter 11. Although the full sequence might need to be modified or enlarged
as more data emerges, the spread of kaloomte’ is plainly a Late Classic phenom-
enon in step with the growing number of sites erecting monuments.32

At Ek Balam in 840 a battered but visible “holy” form of k’uhul kaloomte’
(Lacadena in Grube, Lacadena, and Martin 2003: II-36) is an innovation
that differentiates the deceased dynastic founder from a reigning kaloomte’.
In another late instance at Ucanal, ancient K’anwitznal, we see kaloomte’ in
one of only two instances of an emblem-like formula k’uhul k’anwitznal
kaloomte’. Here it distinguishes a senior ruler from a junior one titled only as
k’uhul k’anwitznal ajaw. These appear in the captions for two standing lords
depicted on Stela 4 from 849, their contrast in scale not a marker of
differing status but their relative age (Figure 7). A vessel fragment from
Dzibanche refers to a unique sukuwinik ch’ok kaloomte’ (Velásquez and
Balanzario 2016), an “older brother kaloomte’” that could imply a co-ruling
younger brother with the same title – an exception that might reflect
Dzibanche’s special power at the time. No actual Preclassic examples of
kaloomte’ are currently known, but it is certainly ascribed to ancient rulers.
The earliest dated example appears in an ancestral, probably legendary
event placed to 254 BCE, where an otherwise unidentified Snake ruler is
called a k’uhul kaanul elk’in kaloomte’ (Carter 2015: 11).33 At the other end of
the chronological scale, the very last instance of kaloomte’ is surely the one
inscribed on Ceibal Stela 13. Although undated, on stylistic grounds it was
produced after 889 CE.
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7 Senior and junior kings on Ucanal Stela 4 celebrate the 10.1.0.0.0 period ending in 849 CE.
(Drawing by Ian Graham © President and Fellow of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of
Archaeology and Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.6.4.9)
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There are some surprising absences from the list of major kingships using
kaloomte’, and this is probably meaningful. Although it appears in the inscrip-
tions of Naranjo and Caracol, these examples only refer to outsiders, neither
site describes its own rulers in this way. Caracol was a bellicose and powerful
kingdom, but one that was at various points the client of either Tikal or the
Snake dynasty of Dzibanche-Calakmul (Martin and Grube 2000: 88–92;
Martin 2009a, 2017a).

At Naranjo kaloomte’ was applied to the foreign queen regent Ix Wak Jalam
Chan, as well as to her mother Ix Bulu’ and her father Bajlaj Chan K’awiil, the
king of Dos Pilas. It was not, however, used by her son, the Naranjo king
K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk, or by any of his descendants. There can be no
question that this monarch was an important overlord in his own right, but
one who was subject to the yet greater power of Calakmul, as we will see in
Chapter 10. His grandfather Bajlaj Chan K’awiil is only ascribed kaloomte’
status on Naranjo monuments, not on his own, where we find a reference
to his subordination to a Calakmul king. A similar pattern continues with
his son Itzamnaaj K’awiil, who eschews the kaloomte’ title at his capital of
Dos Pilas, but receives it at the subordinate centre of Tamarindito (see
Houston 1993: figure 4.17). The next two Dos Pilas monarchs do adopt
it, surely reflecting the greater degree of autonomy they enjoyed after the
decline in Calakmul’s power in the eighth century, when they appear to
exert full control over their own clients (Martin and Grube 2000: 60–63).
At Piedras Negras, Itzam K’an Ahk III (Ruler 2) was another king closely
associated with Calakmul who does not use kaloomte’, although he ascribes
it to his father, who similarly makes no mention of it on his own
monuments.

In sum, when the sample of kaloomte’ epithets is considered as a whole,
patterns to their distribution and use can be discerned. While the term
resembles a formal position, the evidence favours an honorific function. It
is true that especially powerful kingships describe elevations into kaloomte’-
ship, but this was employed rhetorically to emphasise an exalted status rather
than to refer to an institutional office. The most significant feature of
kaloomte’ is that it was, barring one late exception, never used by rulers
who were the clients of others on contemporary monuments – although it
was sufficiently embedded in general notions of kingship that it could be
applied to them retrospectively. It was a title that ostensibly admitted no
superior and was initially restricted to only the most powerful and dominant
kingdoms in their respective regions. As time wore on, however, it was
adopted by a rising group of competitors, and then by lesser kingships which
were by now largely unfettered from foreign overlords, reflecting the decline
in larger regional power structures.
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Baahkab

The spelling ba-ka-ba has long been understood as a royal title (Kelley 1962b:
306–307), although later it was re-analysed as the form BAAH-ka-ba baahkab,
“head earth” (Houston, Stuart, and Taube 2006: 62–63) (Figure 8a). The
scribes who worked on carved Chochola-style ceramics of the northwestern
lowlands – especially associated with the major site of Oxkintok (Werness
2010) – sometimes wrote ba-ka-KAB, where the ka phonetic complement
keys the kab rather than chab reading for the logogram for “earth, land,
territory” (Figure 8b). This might well be because in most contexts the sign
had already made that sound-shift and the scribes wanted to specify the older
form.34 Baahkab is one among a set of baah-prefixed titles that include baahte’
(“head staff?”), baahtuun (“head stone”), baahtz’am (“head throne”), baahtook’
(“head flint”), and baahpakal (“head shield”), which express priority within a
category metaphorically associated with an object or material. As with all other
royal titles, it was also used by women, usually the wives of kings in the form ix
baahkab (Figure 8c). Additionally, there was a rare ch’ok baahkab version that
identified child rulers (Figure 8d).

Baahkab is unknown in the Early Classic and makes a sudden appearance in
the mid-seventh century, thereafter becoming extremely common.35 As such,
it illustrates the rapid spread of innovations and the tightly knit nature of
Classic-era political culture. It did not attract all polities, however, and it finds
no place in the title strings of kings at either Calakmul or Tikal.36 Similarly, the
kings of Piedras Negras did not carry it, although they did attribute it to one of
their clients ruling at La Mar in 795. It is only in these later times that we see

(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e)
8 The baahkab title: (a) Syllabic spelling; (b) northern form including the logogram KAB;
(c) female form with ix prefix; (d) youth form with ch’ok prefix and a BAAH logogram;
(e) “holy” form with k’uhul prefix.
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non-regnal lords adopting the form – a painted plate from the polity called
either Yomootz or Yopmootz tells us that a lakam (see below) was also a
baahkab. This impetus from below may be the reason baahkab gains a k’uhul
prefix on a stela fragment from the highland centre of Chinkultic, dated to
771, a development that maintained the distinction between royalty and
nobility (Figure 8e). The precise meaning of baahkab and the reason for its
sudden popularity remain unknown, although its basis in “earth” means that
it might allude to control over land and its resources.37 Speculatively, its
absence at certain hegemons may reflect their relative lack of interest in issues
of local control in favour of the greater prize of suzerainty over other
kingdoms.

NOBLE TITLES

Polity rulers took the lion’s share of monumental inscriptions to exercise their
own patrimonial rhetoric, but nobles, courtiers, and functionaries also found
their way into the written record. They usually appear as the aides and
attendants of kings, but in some areas the uppermost ranks commissioned their
own monuments – if usually closely supervised by their monarch and pro-
duced by artisans under their control. From these sources and the copious body
of painted ceramics we can glean a list of sub-kingly ranks and offices, which
have already been the focus of much investigation (e.g. Stuart 1985b; Schele
1991a; Houston 1993: 128–136; Villela 1993; Houston and Stuart 2001; Jackson
and Stuart 2001; Zender 2004; Jackson 2005, 2013; Tokovinine 2005a;
Houston and Inomata 2009: 163–192; Bíró 2012b).

Cross-culturally, the non-ruling elite act as intermediaries between the
paramount and his or her people, as the agents of their authority and part of
the apparatus of social and economic control. Their duties typically include
military service, bureaucratic administration, and sacerdotal responsibilities,
work as emissaries and negotiators, tribute-collectors and suppliers of courtly
needs, logistical planners for ceremonial and religious events, and managers
in the construction and renewal of buildings and other public works (see
Inomata 2001). Additionally, we have evidence that a range of skilled literati,
including those titled itz’aat, taaj and aj tz’ihb, were also closely tied to the
elite group (Stuart 1989: 157; Montgomery 1995; Rossi, Saturno, and Hurst
2015; Saturno et al. 2017). Some artisans occupied high status residences close
to the royal court (Inomata and Triadan 2000) and a small number carried
lordly titles.

Noble epithets first appear in Early Classic texts, but are infrequent until a
substantial rise in the Late Classic. Stephen Houston and David Stuart (2001:
73–74, figure 3.6) considered three potential causes for this expansion: (1) as a
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feature of a much larger Late Classic sample; (2) as a thematic shift that brought
previously unseen actors onto the stage of history; (3) from an increase in their
number, as population growth led to a greater need for administration – and
favoured the second and third of these options. Marc Zender (2004: 389–390,
tables 9 and 10) plotted the rise not against demography, as Houston and Stuart
had done, but against the increase in monument commissions and concluded
that the first option must also play a role. Obvious to all investigators is the very
uneven geographic distribution of these titles. They have strong signatures
along the Usumacinta River and in the western zone in general but form only
pockets of prominence elsewhere, and no more than a thin scatter across very
populous regions such as the central lowlands of the Peten. Such discrepancies
could be a sign of differing administrative structures or of an alternative balance
of power between royal and non-royal actors. We should certainly try, if we
can, to explain why secondary lords in some areas exercised a patrimonial
rhetoric denied to them elsewhere.

Problems of interpretation at the secondary level are more acute than they
are at the primary one, since here we must try to grasp functional differenti-
ations and how their responsibilities mesh together. Which were aristocratic
rankings and which, if any, professional specialisations? Which of them denote
full-time duties at the central court and which command over the provinces?
Whatever these titles signify we know that individual actors could carry several
of them at the same time and that several lords held the same one concurrently.
As with royal titles, translation is no more than a starting point, and often a
weak one at that. We will be on firmer ground if we can understand the range
of actions each performed, assess how power, privilege, and responsibility were
distributed, and so how each position contributed to the running of a political
society. As it turns out, this is no easy task. What was once a short list of noble
epithets has grown into a longer catalogue, most of them poorly understood
and some quite rare. This section offers a survey and analysis of the
best known.

Sajal

The first non-regnal title to be identified, initially noted by Proskouriakoff
(1964: 186) in the captions of her “battle companions”, was that of sajal (Stuart
1985b) (Figure 9a). Stuart’s study described two variants distinguished by
alternative versions of the syllabogram sa in spellings of sa-ja-la, together
with a female version prefixed with IX.38 The word sajal brings its own
etymological uncertainty, although it could be based on the root saj, “to fear”,
with the “one who fears” reflecting the proper obeisance that a vassal should
display to his king (Houston and Stuart 2001: 61). Their subordination is, as
elsewhere, expressed by means of grammatical possession, with the ergative
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pronoun prefix u- added to make usajal, “the sajal of” (p.240). As with several
other subordinate positions, holders acquired their titles in investiture cere-
monies such as chumlaj sajalil, “is seated into sajal-ship”, mirroring those
performed for royalty, but usually conducted under the direct aegis of kings.

Sajal is the most numerous of secondary epithets, with over 100 examples,
referring to around 78 distinct office-holders (Martin 2014a: table 4). Figural
representations of sajal divide between those shown as the attendants of
kings, participating in ceremonies or in the taking and presentation of captives,
and those unfortunate enough to be prisoners themselves. Very few self-
commissioned portraits of sajal have come down to us, and even where lengthy
inscriptions detail their lives and achievements, we find them accompanied not
by their own portraits but by those of their overlord and king. A case in point
would be the Tablet of the Slaves from Palenque, where the text focuses on the
career of the sajalChak Suutz’ (Schele 1991a), yet the image depicts his sovereign
(Wald 1997). Another example is a small panel from the western lowlands now
in the Dumbarton Oaks Collection (Coe and Benson 1966: 5–15). It offers rich
information about the lives of successive sajal at an unidentified provincial centre
subject to Piedras Negras, and features the portrait of a lord in full warrior attire.
Yet it shares the same iconographic device as the Tablet of the Slaves, whereby
feathers from the headdress reach up to touch the hieroglyphic name of the
Piedras Negras king, a sure pointer to his identity.

Chak Suutz’ was also a baahajaw “head lord”, meaning the foremost Palen-
que noble of his time, unambiguous evidence that sajal were members the ajaw
class. The precise remit of sajal-ship is not explicit in the sources. Chak Suutz’
himself was a military leader credited with victories on the Tablet of the Slaves
and on the Tablet of the Scribe. The setting of the former monument in a

(a) (b) (c) (d)

(e) (f) (g)
9 Noble titles: (a) sajal; (b) ajk’uhuun; (c) ti’sakhuun; (d) yajawk’ahk’; (e) lakam; (f ) baahtz’am; (g)
Banded Bird.
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sizeable residential compound in the heart of Palenque identifies his palatial
home. However, sajal are also strongly represented at sub-centres well
removed from the royal seat. Indeed, in governing dependencies as the heads
of their own lineages this is the only secondary title to show local para-
mountcy.39 These instances are significant in that they allow us to define what
sites were considered to fall within a single polity. For example, at the Piedras
Negras satellite of El Cayo, ancient Yaxniil, the ruling sajal is described as an aj
yaxniil “El Cayo Person”, but never a yaxniil ajaw “El Cayo Lord”, which
would denote a degree of local sovereignty (Map 4).

Such nobles might have been dual-residents, alternating between service at
court and presiding over their own provincial fief. Certainly, at any one time
there were several active sajal, with the most prominent among them some-
times shown with the king and picked out as the baahsajal. They are occasion-
ally pictured in groups, as with the four sajal from Pomona shown in bondage
on the front of Piedras Negras Stela 12 (Schele and Grube 1994; for image see
Stuart 2009: 61). In total eight are known to have been seized in battle and
their military responsibilities are sometimes denoted by means of titles such as
“He of # Captives” and “The Master/Guardian of x” (p.205), with sajal the
only non-regnal category to carry them.

The hereditary component to the title emerges from parentage statements.
A fine panel, probably from Lacanha, demonstrates that both the father and
mother of the featured sajal were themselves sajal (Case Study 2) (Figure 12).
Equally, ruling sajal at El Cayo succeeded their fathers in office and carried the
family names K’utiim or Ahk Kamiiy – some of the few examples of patron-
yms in the texts. The K’utiim moniker is borne by El Cayo sajal through a
minimum of five generations, from before 731 to at least 795 (Jackson 2005:
207–217). A dynastic identity for sajal also emerges on the very last example we
have, an intriguing miniature stela with a portrait, dedicated in 864 in the
domain of Sak Tz’i’ (Miller and Martin 2004: 191, figure 51) – a kingdom
whose capital has been recently identified by Charles Golden and Andrew
Scherer’s project as Lacanja-Tzeltal (Golden et al. 2020).40 This memorial to a
deceased noble, likely erected by his dutiful son, tells us that the deceased lord
was the waxaklajuun tz’akbuil sajal or “18th in sequence sajal” (Houston,
Robertson, and Stuart 2001: figure 19b). This is the only occasion on which
we see a count of nobles in the same style as that used for royalty.

A cluster of sajal titles occurs in a small portion of the northwestern lowlands
in and around the major centres of Xcalumkin and Oxkintok (Grube 1994b;
Boot 2006). The looting of monuments and carved vessels, the aforemen-
tioned Chochola ware, has impeded the study of their political hierarchies,
which combine titles in unfamiliar ways. In this area sajal is an almost standard
appellative in the manner of ajaw, with higher, kingly, ranks distinguished by
the use of baahkab or kaloomte’.
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Ajk’uhuun

A second epithet associated with subsidiary lords is ajk’uhuun, spelled
AJ-K’UH-na with a late-appearing variant of AJ-K’UH-HUUN
(Figure 9b). The meaning of this term has been much debated, but prominent
suggestions are “one who keeps, guards”, the “one who worships, venerates
(the king)” (Jackson and Stuart 2001), or a priestly office of “one who worships
(the gods)” (Zender 2004: 180–195).41 There are 88 currently known ajk’uhuun
titles, describing at least 64 individuals (Martin 2014a: table 5).

We get some of our best insights into the status and concerns of an ajk’uhuun
from the interaction of inscriptions, iconography, and architecture at Copan
(Webster 1989; Jackson and Stuart 2001: 224–225). Two major sub-groups
away from the core of the site were found to include large and well-
constructed buildings, 9N-82 and 9M-18, with interior sculpted benches
bearing cosmic imagery and glyphic texts that tell us that each housed an
ajk’uhuun in the service of a Copan king. The exterior of 9N-82 was in part
decorated with sculpted supernatural scribes equipped with brushes and paint-
pots, with an in-the-round figure of a “monkey scribe” deity deposited within an
earlier phase (Fash 1989: figures 43 and 45–47, 1991b). This scribal theme is
consistent with some of the attire associated with these lords: which includes
brushes that serve as hairpins and bound paper, possibly whole books, tied into
their headbands (Lacadena 1996: 48; Coe and Kerr 1997: 97–101). Whatever their
other duties, ajk’uhuunwere evidently the dominant lords within those compounds
and closely associated with the esoteric worlds of the scribe and artist.

But ajk’uhuun were not simply high-minded aesthetes. An elegant portrait
of one ajk’uhuun on a section of conch shell shows at least a mythological
interest in tribute payment (Zender 2004: 330) and on three occasions they are
identified as captives seized in war, where the warrior headdress of one suggests
that they were active combatants. The female version, ix ajk’uhuun, is rarely
seen, although one was a royal woman from the kaanul “Snake[-Place]”
dynasty who married into the Yaxchilan line.

The possessed form yajk’uhuun “the ajk’uhuun of” (Houston 1993: 130)
establishes such lords as subjects of the king, but on the Tablet of the Slaves
at Palenque four ajaw of the ajk’uhuun rank or role are described as possessions
of the sajal Chak Suutz’ (Jackson and Stuart 2001: 219). Another instance, from
the as-yet-unidentified “Site R” subject to Yaxchilan, has one individual
variously described by possessed forms of ajk’uhuun, sajal, and the still-obscure
yajawte’ title (Zender 2004: 353). It is possible that all these distinctions were
acquired together but, based on the data we will see in Case Study 3, they
probably mark his elevation through different ranks.

There are at least two examples of accessions into the position of ajk’uhuun.
One is described on a small stela from Tonina, where the subject was chumjiiy
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ta ajk’uhuunil, “seated into ajk’uhuun-ship” in 612 (Miller and Martin 2004:
188) (Figure 10a). Uniquely, this event is not immediately followed by the
name of a presiding king. This lord is pictured wearing the huun-jewelled
headband of an ajaw and carrying an incense bag and a curved blade fashioned
from chert or obsidian.

Historically, this takes place at an interesting juncture. Just twelve days later
a new ruler was invested at Palenque, Tonina’s regional rival to the north.
Little is known of this character, called Muwaan Mat, who presides over a
period of severe disturbance at Palenque following an attack by Kaanul
kingdom of Dzibanche the previous year (Looper and Schele 1991; Martin
2000c: 107–109). A few months later, in 613, the Tonina ajk’uhuun “witnesses”
the 9.9.0.0.0 period ending, a calendrical event that was explicitly said to be not
celebrated at Palenque (Grube 1996: 5; Stuart and Stuart 2008: 145–146). Less
than two years after this in 615 we have the installation of a new Tonina king,
K’inich Bahlam Chapaat, at the tender age of eight years (Martin 2001b;
Martin and Grube 2008: 179). Barely five months later Palenque also sees a

(a)

(b)

10 Nobles as ritual performers: (a) An ajk’uhuun shown commemorating the 9.9.0.0.0 period
ending of 613 on Tonina Monument 173 (drawing by David Stuart © President and Fellows of
Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.15.2.138);
(b) A noble who is both a sajal and a ti’sakhuun shown in the guise of a year-bearer holding a
tzolk’in day-sign. Pomona Panel 1.
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new king, with the elevation of a twelve-year-old, the famed K’inich Janaab
Pakal. It is conceivable that all these events were unconnected, but their
proximity in time is striking and one must wonder if the dynastic turmoil
Dzibanche visited on Palenque encompassed Tonina as well. This may be the
context for the unusual prominence of the Tonina ajk’uhuun, who observes a
ritual life with no ruling king in sight.42

Ti’huun/Ti’sakhuun

A further designation may be the most elevated of all non-royal titles
(Case Study 3). It is spelled either TI’-HUUN ti’huun or an elaborated
TI’-SAK-HUUN ti’sakhuun (Figure 9c). The pairing sak huun, “white paper”
is readily comprehensible as the name of the royal headband, leaving only the
ti’ element at issue. Ti’ can mean “edge”, producing an enigmatic “edge
(of the) white paper” which arguably could be linked to rites of investiture
(Houston and Stuart 2001: 68–69). But another sense of ti’ and its cognate chi’
is “mouth, lips” (Kaufman 2003: 262), with verb and verbal noun derivations
of “to speak” and “speech, language”. Zender (2004: 210–221, tables 4 and 5)
accordingly offers “speaker (of/for the) white headband”, with strong sacer-
dotal overtones of “prophet” or “oracular priest”.43

The known sample of ti’huun/ti’sakhuun is small, with 16 instances repre-
senting at least 13 individuals, but it has the longest evidence of use for any
noble title, spanning 444 years. It may be the restricted sample that explains the
lack of female holders. Appearances again cluster in the western part of the
lowlands, although the two earliest come from the central Peten. The very first
appears on the back of an unprovenanced jade plaque or “celt” dated to the
end of the ninth Bak’tun (9.0.0.0.0) in 435 (Berjonneau and Sonnery 1985:
pls.330, 331). The lord celebrating this event is called the uti’huun, meaning
that he was a ti’huun subject to someone else identified only as the baluun pik
ajaw, “9-Bak’tun Lord”. This is a title elsewhere ascribed to the contemporary
king of Tikal, Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II, since he oversaw that key juncture. We
must ask if the richly attired figure carved on the other side of this jade plaque
is the ti’huun in question, whose name appears on a matching jade celt as well,
or his overlord the king. Without some explicit confirmation, such as a name
spelled out in the figure’s headdress, we would be on much safer ground
assuming that it was a king.

It is eighty-one years before we see our next case of ti’huun, but it is an
important one for establishing the high responsibilities and prestige of this
position. Tikal Stela 8 has long presented a puzzle, with its date and the
identity of the depicted protagonist both in question. Today, however, there
is reason to believe that this was not a standard ruler but a ti’huun in the service
of a twelve-year-old queen, a lord who celebrated an unconventional period
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ending, most likely, in 516 (Zender 2004: 333–338).44 It is clear that nobles of
the ti’huun status could perform major calendrical ceremonies, although this
was usually noted only when the ruler was too young to do so. One suspects
that this ti’huun – who was the namesake of a later king and carries a unahbnal
k’inich name/title redolent of Tikal royalty – was a royal family member who
played a pivotal role as an older guardian and ritual specialist during the first years
of the young queen’s reign. It is possible that the stone presenting/holding rites
described, which were normally documented only at major calendrical junc-
tures, were actually performed more frequently; with this perhaps the last
enacted before his death and Stela 8 serving as a de facto memorial.

A similar case occurs on Tonina Monument 165, where the normal rituals to
mark 9.14.5.0.0 in 716 were performed by one K’elen Hix, who was both a
ti’sakhuun and ajk’uhuun (see Graham et al. 2006: 107). He carries a “holy”
prefix on the former to give k’uhul ti’sakhuun, the only example of its kind. On
this occasion, he is said to belong not to a king but to the Paddler Gods, a pair
of Charon-like deities who regularly oversee calendrical rituals, here identified
only by their joint title wak chan ajaw, “Six Sky Lord(s)” (Zender 2004: 211,
342–344). This is important not only because this “holiness” conveys the lord’s
high status, but also because that status seems to be derived from his intimate
connection to deities. The reason for K’elen Hix’s prominence again lies in the
age of his monarch, who was only nine years old at the time. The incentive to
memorialise the event on this particular stone came from the eventual demise
of this long-serving aristocrat, who held office under three Tonina kings,
which took place eight months after the 716 ceremony.

The kingdom of Pomona produces more associations between ti’sakhuun
and calendrical rites. On the fragmentary Panel 1 at least two of them hold
tzolk’in dates as they impersonate the solar “year-bearers” called itzamtuun
(Stuart 2004b: 4; Martin 2015a: 191–192). This plainly demonstrates that there
could also be more than a single ti’sakhuun at any one time, while one of them
was also a sajal (Figure 10b). Elsewhere at Pomona, Stela 7 describes another
ti’sakhuun engaged in a period ending dating to 751 (see García 2005: plate
6.24). The phrasing here is unusual, with the rites performed by the local
king but connected to a ti’sakhuun by a term based on the problematic root
et/eht – which sometimes implies a degree of agency, but other times not. This
may be a character known from other monuments (Zender 2004: 328–331)
and his actions at Pomona probably relate to the authority of the Palenque
king K’inich Kaan Bahlam III, who also attends the ceremony recorded on
Stela 7 (Martin and Grube 2008: 174). There is surely a hierarchical significance
to this, but in which direction that flows remains somewhat unclear.

The very last instance is a great deal later and takes us back to the central
Peten, appearing on Jimbal Stela 1 (Carter 2014a: 190). A small text, squeezed
into the background of the image almost as an afterthought, identifies a ti’huun
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who yetaj, “accompanies” the king at the period ending ceremony for
10.2.10.0.0 in 879 (see Chapter 11) (Figure 73d). There at least, the titular
structure of Classic Maya polities remained intact to the very end.

Yajawk’ahk’

Yajawk’ahk’, meaning “Lord of Fire” or “Fire’s Vassal”, is a title found only in
the far west and north of the Maya realm (Zender 2004: 195–210; Stuart 2005a:
123–125; Martin 2014a: table 7) (Figure 9d). Such lords had a strong presence at
Palenque, one being the previously noted Chak Suutz’ and another Yok
Ch’ich’ Tal, who was closely associated with Temple XIX and was perhaps
a priest or administrator of some sort. The exquisitely executed stone pier
within that building shows this lord kneeling before his sovereign while
wearing the huun-jewelled band of the ajaw. Meanwhile, a nearby platform
with two carved sides shows him attending his king’s inauguration in
721 (Stuart 2005a: figure 92). Yok Ch’ich’ Tal was also an ajk’uhuun,and this
title-pair is one we encounter at Tonina and, even more frequently, at
Comalcalco. There the walls of Tomb XI are adorned with nine stucco relief
figures identified by partly preserved captions, with at least five, possibly all
nine, holders of both titles (Zender 2004: 148–152, table 1).

Evidence for the collective nature of the yajawk’ahk’ role is forcefully
attested back at Palenque, where a censer-stand describes the accession of up
to six yajawk’ahk’ to their positions on a single day (Case Study 3). Military
responsibilities for such lords are likely, but remain indistinct. Much depends
on whether or not the “fiery headband” Chak Suutz’ is invested with just
before he begins his military campaigns is a shorthand version of the yajaw-
k’ahk’ position. We know of two such lords who were captured, both in late
times. One from Santa Elena was seized by Piedras Negras in 787 and another
from “Pomoy” taken by Tonina, two years later in 789.

Lakam

Another object-derived epithet comes from the word LAKAM, “banner”
(Lacadena 2008; see Martin 2014a: table 8) (Figure 9e). It was first recognised
on an unprovenanced cylindrical vessel (Kerr 1992: 640), where three such
lords sit before a king of Motul de San José adjacent to the statement tz’ahpaj
upatan ux lakam yichonal, “the tribute of the three lakam is set down in his sight”
(Houston and Stuart 2001: 69). It is clear that they have delivered the bundled
goods in the scene, but conceivably they were also involved in its collection
(Lacadena 2008: 7–9).45 The source of the term is an item of symbolic display,
much like the standards that appear in Maya battle-scenes, and this could
suggest some military connection (Lacadena 2008: 13). Another painted vessel
points in this direction, since it shows three figures carrying fan-like feather
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banners and another three armed with atlatl spearthrowers and darts (Kerr and
Kerr 2000: 937). Name captions include lakam titles, but these refer not to the
banner-bearers but to the armed men – as if the former were heralds announ-
cing their approach.46 Despite their weaponry we should hesitate before
identifying a lakam as a dedicated warrior. In a world where even long-
distance traders went about their business armed in case of trouble (see Kerr
and Kerr 1997: 802), this need not be their prime role.

Evidence that lakam were sent on long, potentially dangerous foreign
missions emerges from a remarkable find at El Palmar (Tsukamoto and Esparza
2015; Tsukamoto et al. 2015). There a hieroglyphic stairway in an otherwise
inconsequential residential compound on the outskirts of the site was commis-
sioned by a lord using the lakam title. Its long inscription traces his line back
through generations of lakam title-holders, each in service to the local king of
the time. The motivation to produce this monumental work was an
expedition the commissioner took to faraway Copan in 726, evidently a
diplomatic visit of some sort sanctioned by El Palmar’s overlord at Calakmul,
who is also mentioned in this text (p.163 and 337).47

Baahtz’am

BAAH-TZ’AM-ma baahtz’am as well as what appears to be a variant,
BAAH-te-mu baahteem, translate as “Head Throne” and suggest close contact
with the business of royal audiences and receptions (Stone and Zender 2011:
97; Martin 2014a: table 9) (Figure 9f). It is not an especially common title and
for the most part seems to be carried by functionaries without much insti-
tutional power – in the Bonampak murals a pair of them perform as masked
mummers (Houston 2012: 165).

However, in some places it had a higher profile and one among
their number even ascended, by stages, to kingship itself (Tokovinine and
Zender 2012: 45–46). K’inich Lamaw Ek’ was the son of a non-ruling ajaw
and his progress is documented on a series of unprovenanced vessels
originating at Motul de San José, ancient Ik’a’. All the vessels were signed
by the same artist, a lord of the unidentified centre of Tuubal, and they
either constitute a series of political updates or a post-facto account of
events. As a baahtz’am, K’inich Lamaw Ek’ attended the crowning of his
king Yajawte’ K’inich on a date now lost to erosion. Yet when we see him
on another vase, in an event dated to 768, he shares visual prominence with
the king and, more importantly, also boasts the emblem glyph k’uhul ik’a’
ajaw. This marks him as a co-ruler of some kind, with only the kaloomte’
title borne by Yajawte’ K’inich setting him apart as the senior figure
(Velásquez 2011; Martin 2017b). By 779 K’inich Lamaw Ek’ emerges as
sole ruler carrying his own kaloomte’ epithet and the baahtz’am designation
has finally been discarded.
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“Banded Bird”

The last epithet we will be examining currently resists decipherment but
consists of a logograph depicting a bird wearing a folded cloth headscarf tied
with a band, at times seen with superimposed phonetic complements (Stuart
2005a: 133–137; Bernal 2009: 89–94, 103–120; Martin 2014a: table 10)
(Figure 9g). Bearers of this “Banded Bird” title often appear in contexts that
suggest a ritual specialisation. Dos Pilas Panel 19 is one, showing such a lord using
a stingray spine to perform a penis perforation rite on a young prince (Houston
1993: 115, figure 4.19). An artefact of potential relevance in this regard is a small
wooden box, carved with a text on all sides that celebrates dynasts from
Tortuguero (Coe 1974; Looper 1991; Zender and Bassie 2002). Yet the main
focus here falls on the accession ceremony for a Banded Bird lord called Aj K’ax
Bahlam in 680, who is also pictured on the box’s lid. This was clearly a personal
possession and would be an ideal container to keep the tools of his profession: the
small flakes of obsidian and stingray spines that served as bloodletting implements.

Our understanding of the Banded Bird title has been advanced by a broken
wall panel carrying a long inscription excavated from within Palenque Group
XVI (González and Bernal 2000; Bernal 2002b, 2009; Stuart 2005a: 134–135).
It recounts recurring accessions into this office over a span of at least 332 years.
Each bearer was installed by a Palenque ruler, beginning with the first of the line
(by means of the ukabjiiy “he/she supervised it” expression). In addition to a
personal name, each nominal phrase is completed by the sequence K’an Tok
Waweel, which gives every appearance of being a family name. Joining the two
patronyms previously noted at El Cayo, this encourages the idea that particular
titles were the possessions of specific lineages. The multi-roomed Group XVI was
evidently the business space of this position, held by specialists with a hereditary
component, and perhaps a centre that serviced the ritual life of the nearby Temple
of the Cross (Stuart 2005a: 136) – where one of them may also be mentioned.

The Banded Bird title was sufficiently important to be used by kings – who
usually elevated its significance by adding the k’uhul prefix to it. Although this
pattern emerges at quite an early date it becomes more popular toward the end
of the Late Classic. Ajaw Bot, the king of a new Mutul dynasty at Ceibal,
which was apparently an offshoot following the fall of Dos Pilas, carries such a
title in four surviving examples of his name, beginning in 771 (see Graham
1996: 23). Here it is tempting to think that a secondary lord with priestly
responsibilities has taken advantage of the disruption of this era to gain a
kingship, but the truth of that may never be known.

CASE STUDY 1 : BONES IN THE WEST

The site of Palenque, perched on a limestone shelf overlooking the plains of
modern-day Tabasco, counts among the most significant of Maya cities by
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virtue of its well-preserved art and architecture, and, for our purposes, its
extensive body of inscriptions. The target of some of the earliest explorations
in the Maya area, it has contributed mightily to our understanding of the
history and culture of the Classic Period (Stuart and Stuart 2008). Palenque’s
rich mythical foundations, treated in Chapter 7, reach back as far as 3121 BCE.
These deep origins of kingship are associated with the emblem k’uhul matwiil
ajaw and it is only in a more quasi-historical period that we see the appearance
of the more familiar k’uhul baakal ajaw (Figure 11a). Much later accounts tell us
that the first king to bear that title took office in 967 BCE, while a second was
reigning in 252 BCE. The tenure of the historical founder, K’uk’ Bahlam I,
began in 431, the first of at least 18 Palenque kings in one of the most complete
dynastic sequences we have (Berlin 1965, 1968a; Mathews and Schele 1974;
Martin and Grube 2000: 154–175).48

The first hint of complexity to the relationship between emblem glyphs and
polities came with the recognition that the baakal title was carried not only by
the Palenque dynasty but by another at the much smaller centre of Tortuguero
(Figure 11b), situated some 60 km to the northwest (Map 1). Marcus (1976:
106–109) took this to mean that Tortuguero was a second-order dependency
of Palenque, but Mathews (1985: 32) argued that since both rulers shared an
equivalent ajaw title they were either lords of like-named places or held
comparable status within a single polity. Returning to the hierarchical line,
Grube (1996: 6) suggested that Bahlam Ajaw, the leading figure in Tortuguero
history first identified by Coe (1974: 53), was subject to the authority of his
contemporary K’inich Janaab Pakal of Palenque.

Yet the lack of any explicit connection between these two characters, plus
the evidence for Tortuguero attacking the home site of the Palenque king’s
wife, began to favour the idea of independent dynasties that laid claim to the
same name (Martin and Grube 2000: 165). The divergence in their lines could
have developed as early as 510, when we hear of our earliest potential
Tortuguero ruler. This is soon after the Palenque kings moved their royal seat
(p.130) and is contemporaneous with the reign of Ahkal Mo’ Nahb I at
Palenque, who begins two key dynastic histories at the site. Tortuguero

(a) (b) (c)
11 Three emblem glyphs using the same “bone” referent read baakal: (a) Palenque; (b)
Tortuguero; (c) Comalcalco.

96 IDENTITY



mentions baakal as an active historical place in one of its texts, leaving one to
suspect that it lies nearby or even that it was Tortuguero itself.

The archaeological understanding of Tortuguero is poor, since its core has
been almost completely destroyed by modern development (Hernández 1984).
Its known epigraphic record is short-lived, with almost all of its output
produced by the aforementioned Bahlam Ajaw, who reigned from 644 to
679 (Riese 1980; Gronemeyer 2006). The most notable event in his career was
a “star war” attack on the westernmost Maya city, Comalcalco, in 649 (Peter
Mathews, pers. comm. 1992; Zender 2001). At this time Comalcalco kings
were called lords of joykaan, but later ones used the baakal emblem, a switch
best explained by its conquest and political takeover (Figure 11c).49

That scenario has been supported by finds at Comalcalco, including that of
a stone vessel naming Bahlam Ajaw dated to three years after the conflict
in 652, suggestive of an enduring occupation or a transfer of his capital (Zender
2001; Zender, in Grube, Martin, and Zender 2002a: 64; Gronemeyer 2006:
61–63). Archaeological analysis shows that Comalcalco underwent a major
transformation at around this time, with temple sanctuaries built in a style
typical of Palenque, though with a distinctive use of clay brick in place of the
locally scarce stone (Andrews 1989: 141–150). An important discovery came
with a burial urn containing 36 inscribed plaques of bone and shell that
celebrate the life of a leading yajawk’ahk’ noble (Armijo, Gallegos, and Zender
2000; Zender, Armijo, and Gallegos 2001; Zender 2004: 250–263). One of
many dates in these short texts falls in 776 and includes the name of a local king
who uses the baakal epithet. Another such king is named on an inscribed brick
(Hoppan 1996: 156–157), and one more on a delicately carved greenstone head
that turned up in faraway Honduras (Zender, in Grube, Martin, and Zender
2002b). As far as one can tell, the kings of Palenque, Tortuguero, and
Comalcalco used the same royal title from the mid-seventh century onwards,
making baakal the single identification of royal power for a huge swathe of the
western Maya realm.

CASE STUDY 2 : THE RISE OF A SAJAL AT BONAMPAK/LACANHA

A panel believed to be from Lacanha, and certainly strongly tied to it epi-
graphically, offers significant data on the sajal status (Coe and Benson 1966:
26–35; Mathews 1980: 67–70; Miller and Martin 2004: 80) (Figure 12 and
Table 1). It begins with a calendrical period ending in 746 and an appropriate
ritual conducted by one Aj Sak Teles, a Lacanha sajal subject to a king
nicknamed Knot-eye Jaguar who bears twinned emblems associated with
Bonampak and Lacanha ak’e and xukalnaah(?).50 This overlord was a native
of neither locale but rather of the “Knot” site, a regional player that remains
unidentified (Palka 1996). The panel goes on to name the parents of Aj Sak
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Teles, who were both fellow sajal, suggesting the hereditary component
of his position – a feature of sajal status that recurs elsewhere. The narrative
then tracks back three years to his accession chumlajiiy ti sajalil, “was seated into
sajal-ship” in 743, presumably following the death of his father. Although the
depicted lord is unidentified, it seems to be Aj Sak Teles himself performing a
mythic episode referred to in a small caption.

What makes this character so interesting is his subsequent career and the
evidence it offers of internal political strife (Anaya, Guenter, and Zender 2003:
187–188; Miller and Martin 2004: 80). For this we rely not on the testimony of
Aj Sak Teles, but on that of his son Yajaw Chan Muwaan, who succeeded to the
two thrones previously held by Knot-eye Jaguar in 776 (Mathews 1980: 64).

Yajaw Chan Muwaan retrospectively ascribes these self-same titles to his
father on no less than three occasions, emphasising that Aj Sak Teles preceded
him as king. But how and when had Aj Sak Teles risen from the sajal of
one centre to the sacred ajaw of two lines? That he performed a period ending
is already a hallmark of rare distinction, but the answer is alluded to on
Bonampak Lintel 3, where Aj Sak Teles is shown capturing a yajawte’
belonging to Knot-eye Jaguar (Mathews 1980: figure 7). The date is problem-
atic (Mathews 1980: 67–70), but a re-examination on site indicates that the
Calendar Round is 3 Ix 1 Chen, a night-time event best placed to 9.15.17.2.14
in July 748. Earlier in time than the two lintel scenes it partners, this was just
five years after Aj Sak Teles’ elevation to sajal. The purpose, it seems, was to
explain how his position was achieved or consolidated by means of violence,
even civil war, against vassals of the previous king – social mobility at the point
of a lance.

CASE STUDY 3 : RANKING THE NOBILITY

Secondary lords were “owned” by their king, as expressed in formulaic
statements of “a is the x of b”. In Mayan syntax this requires that the relevant
title “x” be prefixed by a third-person ergative pronoun: setting u- in front of

table 1 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.15.11.17.3 743 Jun 4 Accession of Aj Sak Teles, He of Lacanha, as sajal
9.15.15.0.0 746 Jun 6 Period ending ceremony by Aj Sak Teles the sajal of

Knot-eye Jaguar
9.15.17.2.14 748 Jul 18 Capture of the yajawte’ of Knot-eye Jaguar
9.17.5.8.9 776 Jun 16 Accession of Yajaw Chan Muwaan as ajaw of Bonampak

and Lacanha
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initial consonants and y- in front of
initial vowels. The possessed version
of sajal is thus usajal, while that
for ajk’uhuun is yajk’uhuun. When
titles already contain possession, as in
yajawk’ahk’, “lord of fire”, the pro-
noun is simply added to produce uya-
jawk’ahk’, “the lord of fire of”. In a
few cases such statements produce slim
evidence for hierarchies among the
nobility (Zender 2004: 163; Jackson
2005: 255–259). One of these emerges
at Palenque on a small portrait censer-
stand excavated in Group J (formerly
Group IV), which carries a long text
extending over the front, sides, and
back of its flanges (Figure 13). The
chronology has been surprisingly diffi-
cult to pin down, with two competing
schemes set a single Calendar Round,
or 52 years, apart (Table 2).51 I am
persuaded that the later one is correct,
but regardless of the absolute dates this
stone offers helpful data on the organ-

isation of noble positions within the Palenque polity.
The text begins in 660 with the elevation of one Baahis Uchih to the rank of

ti’sakhuun, an event that is ukabjiiy or “supervised” by his king (K’inich) Janaab
Pakal. Two years later we see the inaugurations of as many as six lords – two of
whom we know from later texts – into the rank of yajawk’ahk’, again under
direction of the king. Since all are further said to be sajal beholden to Baahis
Uchih, we can take it that they were already holders of that title. It is unlikely
to be coincidental that just three days later there is an incident involving the
ruler of the rival polity of Santa Elena. If this was the military action och
uch’een (p.213) then the group elevation seems in some way preparatory for
it – in accord with occasional signs that yajawk’ahk’ was, at least in part, a
martial title (Zender 2004: 203–204, 308). The text now leaps forward some
forty years to a burial whose subject is no longer legible, which was directed
by the next king K’inich Kaan Bahlam II in 701. We then move on to
706 and the death of our protagonist Baahis Uchih, there called “the sajal of”
his original master K’inich Janaab Pakal. This is a pattern that we will see
again, in which the patrons that install clients are forever their overlords,
even long after their deaths.

13 Inscribed stone censer stand from Palenque
Group J bearing a portrait of Baahis Chih.
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It is by no means certain that all these titles represent stratified ranks rather
than task-specific roles, but if we track statements of ownership with the
sequence of title acquisition a hypothetical order of precedence might be
inferred: (1) ti’sakhuun, (2) yajawk’ahk’, (3) sajal, and, using a statement from
another Palenque monument, the Tablet of the Slaves, (4) ajk’uhuun. This
sketch may, or may not, reflect the true situation – yajawk’ahk’, in particular,
may be a role – and it is possible that some other criteria are generating the
appearance of ranking. However, the data we have on the order of title
acquisition at Tonina does not contradict it, nor does the order in which
nobles are lined up at the feet of the ruler’s throne on Piedras Negras Panel 3
(Figure 24). There, in mirrored pairs radiating from a central focus we have: a
ti’sakhuun and a baahsajal, followed by two sajal, and then a Banded Bird and an
anaab – the last a common but poorly understood epithet.

table 2 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.11.7.12.5 660 May 11 Accession of Baahis Uchih Aj Sik’ab as ti’sakhuun by
(K’inich) Janaab Pakal

9.11.10.5.14 662 Dec 16 Accession of (up to) six lords as yajawk’ahk’, all sajals of
Baahis Uchih

9.11.10.5.17 662 Dec 19 War?? against Santa Elena king
9.13.9.11.7 701 Sep 16 Burial of ? supervised by K’inich Kaan Bahlam, witnessed

by Aj Sik’ab
9.13.14.5.1 706 Apr 17 Death? Of Aj Sik’ab, sajal of K’inich Janaab Pakal
9.13.14.17.19 706 Dec 31 Dedication of the censer-stand?
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SIX

CONSTITUTION

Chapter 5 explored the self-definition of the Classic Maya elite within a
range of statuses, offices, ranks, and roles – marks of authority and

entitlement that centred upon and radiated from a “holy” ruler. We now
need to turn to how this collective noblesse went about constituting and
maintaining a political community. Politics can never be reduced to a state of
being since it always implies active, substantive acts that establish, maintain, and
extend power relations. These acts are guided by formal and informal norms,
rules, and protocols that express the structural properties of the system. To
recover even an outline appreciation of these properties we must first take the
textual record on offer, recognising its idealised, retrospective, and highly
selective character, and then look beyond to what these tightly controlled
narratives refer to only obliquely, or reveal only through statistical analysis. Very
often it is the exceptions that demonstrate the rules, the anomalies and deviations
that illuminate where orthodoxy gives way to exigency in a contingent world.

This chapter addresses two major topics. The first is the arc of royal life,
focussing on how Classic Maya monarchy was transferred from one represen-
tative to the next. In order to see how these cycles are set in motion, the
second section looks at how authority was instantiated or re-instantiated in
particular places and at particular times. This tracks processes of significance for
the origin and spread of Classic Maya culture. The presentation is again
structured around relevant terms, here necessarily concentrating on verbs in
the way the previous chapter focussed on nouns.
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THE ROYAL CYCLE

The Classic Maya polity was embodied in kingship, an institution that served as
the practical and symbolic fulcrum of the community and the root of its
identity. Hieroglyphs for royal birth, accession, and death were all identified
by Proskouriakoff (1960: 455, 460, 1963: 163) and formed the basis for her
historical breakthroughs. These transformations of royal existence are still the
armatures on which we build individual biographies, but the difference today
is that the decipherment allows us to fill the life stories between them with
many other activities and contextualise them within historical narratives.

Although all dynastic systems are predicated on consanguinity, precisely
how bloodline converts into high office differs from case to case (Goody
1967, 1973). The strategic issue for each and every one is to how to achieve
continuity and stability in the face of the vagaries of human reproduction
and conflicting individual ambitions. Although vertical inheritance from one
generation to the next tends to predominate, it is by no means universally
practiced and forms of lateral inheritance are not uncommon. The vertical
mode is shadowed by the certainty that it will, given occasional infertility and
early deaths, break down at some point. Yet any permanent measure to widen
eligibility and guarantee an available heir produces the conditions for the
opposite problem, not a dearth of legitimate candidates but an excess, with
all the attendant potential for rivalry and conflict.

Worldwide, the lateral mode is often used as a reserve strategy, but one that
faces a structural problem in exactly how it reverts, as it must, to the vertical.
However, this was not the only means to address the fragility of vertical
descent. Alternatives include increasing reproductive potential in the form of
additional wives – polygyny – or in the formal adoption of heirs. Strict
primogeniture, which was ubiquitous among the Christian monarchies of
Europe but less prevalent elsewhere, seeks to constrain the competition
between siblings, but at the risk of handing power to incompetent or sickly
individuals that might endanger the welfare of the whole community.

Heirs and Eligibility

The first appearance of royal individuals in the record is, as one might expect,
at their birth and is signalled by the hieroglyph Proskouriakoff dubbed the
“initial event”. The root can be read today as sih, which survives as the verb
“to be born” in Colonial Yukatek (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 727) – presumably
related to the noun “gift” that is widespread in Mayan languages (Kaufman
2003: 786). At this introduction to the world the subject will sometimes be
identified by their childhood moniker, a ch’ok k’aba’ “youth-name”, either
alone or in combination with the regnal name adopted on their later
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assumption of power. These childhood monikers are much more prevalent
when a particular ruler is the namesake of an ancestor, especially a grandfather,
where they serve as a useful disambiguation. As we saw in Chapter 5, ch’ok
was the term for princelings, the foremost identified as the baahch’ok, “head
youth/prince”. This points to a practice of designating successors during a
ruler’s lifetime, at least on some occasions.

There is ample evidence that the primary mode of royal descent for the
Classic Maya was patrilineal. At Tikal, for example, rulership can be tracked
between father and son for five generations in the Early Classic and again
through four or five generations in the Late Classic (Martin and Grube 2000:
32–51; Martin 2003b). This pattern holds true in the vast majority of inscribed
genealogies, the central purpose of which was to assert legitimacy based on
direct descent from a previous ruler.

Where such information is not provided, we might suspect a break of
some kind, especially if a particular site otherwise abounds in such accounts.
Statements of parentage are very rare at some major centres, Copan and
Tonina for example, though whether this indicates differing rules of succession
or simply local textual traditions is unclear. Several notable kings specify that
they were not the sons of kings, the famed K’inich Janaab Pakal of Palenque for
one. He names both parents, but it is the prominence given to his mother in
figural depictions, in one she hands him a crown, that strongly implies that she
was the daughter of a monarch and the source of his legitimacy (Schele and
Freidel 1990: 221). Both here and in another case, that of Animal Skull of Tikal
(Martin 2003b: 25), the rupture follows hard on the heels of a major military
defeat and seems to be a clear case of cause and effect.

The evidence for primogeniture is more limited. All we can say for sure
is that where fraternal succession occurs there is no known case that violates
age-order. There is an important distinction to be made between age rules
and age preferences here. There need be no obligation to advance the
eldest son, while at same time favouring the practice barring ineptitude or
infirmity.

As we will see in Chapter 8, there is good reason to believe that Classic
Maya elites were polygynous and that, while the successor was usually the
offspring of a senior, paramount wife, the children of lesser wives were also
eligible – which is to be expected if this was a reserve strategy to secure vertical
succession. That the kings born to secondary queens paid attention to pro-
moting their mothers’ status hints at a degree of insecurity on the matter, but
equally that there was nothing aberrant or discrediting about this route to
power (see Martin and Grube 2000: 91, 129). Interestingly, several aged rulers
were succeeded by sons born late in their lives, suggesting that older offspring
had already died or had been passed over for younger, more vigorous siblings
(Martin and Grube 2000: 126; Grube 2006: 162–164) (p.107). The same effect
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would be produced by elevating a younger secondary wife to paramountcy
late in the king’s tenure, conceivably demoting an existing heir.

Only a few childhood activities are documented in the texts, but one of the
more important was the yax ch’ahbaj, “first penance” (Houston, Stuart, and
Robertson 1998: 282). The term ch’ahb also appears in lexicons as “to fast” and
“creation, genesis” and all probably stem from a common source. In Maya
iconography there is clear evidence linking this term to bloodletting and the
hieroglyph itself appears to be a stylised blade used for that purpose.

The earliest example appears on the unprovenanced Hauberg Stela,
a monument of uncertain date from the early part of the Classic era (Stuart
2008b; also Schele 1985). It shows a masked lord manipulating a fantastic
serpent, while the foregrounded passage reads yax ch’ahb tu k’uhuul, “first
penance for his god(s)”. The term appears two or even three times on Tikal
Stela 10, a monument similarly dedicated to this act, which dates to the
abnormal joint tenure of Kaloomte’ Bahlam and the Lady of Tikal. One of
these ceremonies is a back-reference to an earlier king, Chak Tok Ich’aak II, in
486 (Martin 2003b: 17). At Caracol the five-year-old heir K’an II underwent a
“first penance” in 593, some 25 years before his crowning, and this was
supervised by his reigning father Yajawte’ K’inich II. K’an II was the son
of a junior wife, a woman to whom he gave great prominence once he had
taken the throne, and this was surely relevant to recording this event in stone
(Martin and Grube 2000: 91).

We are fortunate that a depiction of such a ceremony survives on Dos
Pilas Panel 19, dating somewhere between 727 and 741 (Houston 1993: 115,
figure 4.19; Martin and Grube 2000: 60). Here a ritual specialist carrying
the Banded Bird title kneels, stingray spine in hand, having perforated the
penis or foreskin of a standing boy whose blood drips into a pot or basket. The
current king of Dos Pilas and his queen look on, as do two lords entitled
ucha’an ch’ok, “guardian of the youth”, one of them a visitor from Calakmul.
The appearance of a foreign guardian is intriguing and in this instance maps
onto a patron–client relationship, since the dynasty of Dos Pilas was subject
to that of Calakmul. This was part of a wider pattern of guardianship over
youths (Houston 2009: 163–165), one which follows the same formula
as “captor” expressions based on the term cha’an, “master” (Lacadena and
Wichmann 2004: 140–141) or kanan, “care, oversight” (Houston 2009: 163)
(see Chapter 9). Royal youths were evidently considered in need of protection
and guidance if they were to claim their birth-right and become able rulers.
The main text on Panel 19 describes the youth as a ch’ok mutul ajaw and he is
very probably the next king of Dos Pilas, K’awiil Chan K’inich, the son of an
earlier Dos Pilas monarch, bearing his youth-name.

Taken together, these “first penance” references suggest that bloodletting
was a key rite of passage for royal boys, and credibly linked to their future
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procreative powers (Houston 2009: 165). It was exploited retrospectively to
claim proper ritual preparation for office and in this carried strong political
overtones. Wherever the context of these ceremonies is known there was
some complexity to the succession, some reason why additional validation
would be advantageous.

The mean age at accession was 28.76 years (n = 35), with the range
extending from infancy to what passed for elderly by the standards of the
time.1 The very youngest was Ruler 4 of Tonina, who became king at the
age of two years (Martin and Grube 2008: 183) and was suitably titled a ch’ok
baahkab. Juvenile rulers were relatively common at Tonina, with K’inich
Bahlam Chapaat elevated at eight years old and K’inich Ich’aak Chapaat
at fourteen years (Martin and Grube 2008: 179, 186). Notable infants elsewhere
were K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk of Naranjo and Muwaan Jol of Moral-
Reforma, who were both five years at their inaugurations, and the Lady of
Tikal, Ix Uunk’in, who was six years (Closs 1985; Martin 1999, 2003c). It is
plain that the qualification of bloodline overrode any practical capacity to
govern, although we cannot always be sure that these children were the
offspring of kings. That children were favoured over more distant adult
relatives suggests that vertical inheritance at these kingdoms was enacted
wherever practicable. Their reigns would clearly have empowered regents
and guardians, but we have no way of knowing if some instances amounted
to coup d’état by nobles setting compliant puppets on the throne.

At the other end of the scale, the oldest known acceding king was
Palenque’s K’inich K’an Joy Kitam II, who was fifty-seven years old when
he took power in 702. His claim dates back to the inauguration of his elder
brother as K’inich Kaan Bahlam II in 684, when we are told that as younger
brother he chumwaan ta baahch’oklel, “sits in head prince-ship” (Schele 1990a:
3–4). This implies that heir apparency could be an institutionalised position.
K’inich Kaan Bahlam himself was the leading purveyor of this kind of early
self-validation, recorded not only in texts but on three elaborate figural panels,
each of which portrays him as both an adult and as a six-year-old baahch’ok
venerating icons associated with a local triad of deities (Bassie-Sweet 1991:
202–204).

If this emphasis on his youthful performances betrays a certain unease, what
was its source? It is true that his father K’inich Janaab Pakal initiated a
new patriline (Schele and Freidel 1990: 221–223), but the emphasis on Kaan
Bahlam’s designation as heir in 641, blended with a detailed accounting of the
kingdom’s mythic origins, would hardly seem to remedy that fact. Instead we
might look to Kaan Bahlam’s own legitimacy, asking if, born when his father
was already 32 years old, he was really the first of his sons. In Case Study 4 we
will look in greater depth at fraternal succession at Palenque, which occurred
in three separate generations and seems to be one reason behind these kings’
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enthusiasm for detailing their preparations for rule (Schele 1984a, 1990a;
Bassie-Sweet 1991: 200–231; Stuart 2005a: 38–44).2

In 662 the mighty Yuknoom Ch’een II of Calakmul – one of the characters
who will appear with regularity in this study – erected Stela 9 in the main plaza
of his city. Its material was unusual, a tall slab of schist or slate, which must have
been hauled all the way from the Maya Mountains, the realm of Caracol some
165 km away (see Helmke and Awe 2016b: 3). The front bears a male portrait
and the rear a female one, both supplied with extended captions. The main
inscription opens on the monument’s left edge with the birth in 649 of
Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ II, the eventual successor to Yuknoom Ch’een.
Indeed, the richly attired lord on the face of the stela is identified as Yuknoom
Yich’aak K’ahk’ and specified as a k’uhul kaanul ajaw, “Holy Snake[-Place]
Lord”, the full royal title of the Snake kingdom (Martin 2009a). He would
have been just fourteen years old at the time and still twenty-three years from
his full elevation to rulership. Yuknoom Ch’een, just shy of his sixty-second year,
had chosen his successor well in advance, probably not expecting that he would
endure for as long as he did. Presumably one of the seven sons of Yuknoom
Ch’een we hear about elsewhere, this adolescent boy had been made a junior
king and apprentice. Interestingly, while the caption places his portrait to the year
662, it then projects forward to the next major calendrical juncture in 672 – likely
to anticipate a point when Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk would officiate. The
woman on the rear-side is most likely to be the future king’s mother, but another
possibility is that she is a young consort for the newly elevated lord.

A not dissimilar case is presented by two monuments at Naranjo, Stela 18 and
46, both of which were erected in 726, toward the end of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan
Chahk’s reign (Martin et al. 2017). Their texts focus on two ch’oktaak, “princes”
who we can assume to be his sons. Although the rituals they perform remain
obscure, there is clear intent to promote their candidacy for the succession. That
their names appear in a different order on each monument suggests a desire to
avoid prioritising one over the other, and we might wonder if they were
biological twins. Such births would have great significance to the Maya, given
that the sixteenth century epic of the Popol Vuh focuses on twin brothers who
triumph over the lords of death, a myth we can track back in time for over two
millennia (Coe 1989). Were the princes meant to rule together? This is unclear,
but we do know that one of them, Yax Mayuy Chan Chahk, had acceded to
the Naranjo throne by 744. This comes to light, unfortunately for him, only
because he was defeated in battle and taken captive (Case Study 8).

Interregna

The death of a monarch has profound implications for the life of any kingdom.
This must be counted not simply as the disorientating loss of a particular
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personage, an individual sometimes known for decades, but as the suspension
of the central ordering principle of personified power. The liminal period
between reigns is occupied by sharply contrasting issues of mourning and
succession, on preparing the supernatural journey for the deceased while
addressing where their worldly office should alight next (see Fitzsimmons
2009). This was not only an internal matter but also one of keen concern to
neighbouring polities and those even further afield. Everyone would want to
know the mettle of a new ruler and what he, or she, would mean for the
intricate network of relations with fellow rulers.

Delays in installing successors might variously stem from long periods of
official mourning and tomb construction, the time required to organise an
installation ceremony, the wait for an auspicious date, struggles between rival
claimants, or any combination thereof. Cross-culturally the interval between
reigns is often one of intrigue and manoeuvring, as one set of personal bonds
evaporates and a new series of pacts and alliances are forged. Yet politics, like
nature, abhors a vacuum and we should not assume that these lacunae were as
empty as they appear. Most dynastic systems distinguish de facto from cere-
monially enshrined power, and coronations can be delayed for months or even
years without a true absence of leadership. Even so, it is only a full consecration
that transforms the candidate into the divinely charged persona, restoring a
spiritual covenant as much as it does practical rule.

We have data on 24 intervals between the deaths of one Classic Maya ruler
and the elevation of the next and their durations were highly variable.3 The
mean gap is 237 days, although this is skewed by the longer cases, especially
one of 1,547 days, or well over four years. The shortest is fourteen days, with
the typical delay being about fifty days, which must have been sufficient to
complete normal mortuary procedures. A long-anticipated demise could mean
that preparations were already well in hand, most of all an awaiting burial
chamber, while an unexpected death might necessitate a hurried construction
programme. The longer the interregnum the greater the suspicion that it
silently points to dynastic machinations and disputes, even open conflict. In
some cases, apparent interregna prove to be illusory and are simply the space
left by a missing ruler (see Case Study 5).

The briefest possible interval is a single day on which one king’s death is
immediately followed by the installation of his successor. Only one such case is
known, at the site of La Corona, a subsidiary centre of the dominant Calakmul
polity. K’uk’ Ajaw ruled La Corona for almost three years but in 658 we are
told ikami ti ye’ tuun, literally “then dies at edge/tooth of stone” – a rare
expression that evidently signifies a violent demise, perhaps a formal execution
(Grube, in Grube, Martin, and Zender 2002b: 85; Baron 2013: 329; Helmke and
Awe 2016a: 9–10). Significantly, the same fate had befallen the previous king,
Sak Maas, perhaps casting K’uk’ Ajaw into the role of usurper. That inference
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grows stronger when we learn that it is the son of Sak Maas, Chakaw Nahb
Kaan, who becomes the same-day successor, potentially avenging his father.

The only way to avoid an interregnum of any kind is to make a pre mortem
appointment, installing the heir while the present king yet lives. This may be
favoured when an incumbent is incapacitated, or if the chosen successor is
expected to face significant opposition. Classic Maya cases are rare but not
unknown. In 658 K’ahk’Ujol K’inich II of Caracol acceded 29 days before the
demise of the long-lived K’an II (Grube 1994c: 108). There seems to be
precedent for this at Caracol. K’an II’s half-brother, nicknamed Knot Ajaw
but in reality closer to Saak Ti’ Huun, preceded him in office, taking power in
599. His first major calendrical ceremony, in 603, is said to be ilaj, “seen” by
their father Yajawte’ K’inich II – not a term usually applied to the deceased
(Martin and Grube 2000: 90). At this juncture Yajawte’ K’inich is ascribed a 3-
K’atun Ajaw title, stating that he had turned thirty-nine years of age, yet in
later years he seems to be given a 4-K’atun mark, meaning that he had
surpassed fifty-nine years (unfortunately neither a birth- nor death-date sur-
vives for this king). Perhaps most decisively, the accession of Knot Ajaw on
Stela 6 is linked to that of his father by a unique phrase yak’aw ajaw huun, “he
gives (the) lordly headband” and then ti unen, “to his child” (Beetz and
Satterthwaite 1981: figure 7). This may well describe the father adopting his
son as co-ruler (Stephen Houston, pers. comm. 1993).

Succession

The great ethnographer Arthur Maurice Hocart (1927: 70–98) pursued the
cross-cultural patterns in installation ceremonies in great detail, demonstrating
that both solemn ritual and theatrical performance, private mysteries and
public spectacle, show startling regularities across the world and through time.
Where he perceived a common origin we instead recognise the shared heritage
of body and mind, a recurring cognitive pathway to how the ordinary might
be transformed into the extraordinary. The near-ubiquitous interest in
enthronement and crowning, in the bestowal of special insignia, objects, and
apparel, takes the mundane but universal experience of tools, garments, and
furniture and turns them into vehicles of symbolic distinction touched by the
divine (Fortes 1967: 19). The sacralising rituals involved persuaded the popu-
lace, fellow elite, and even the initiate themselves, that they have undergone a
genuine and legitimate transformation. Here it is correct to highlight the
concept of succession over other aspects of the process in order to emphasise
that inaugurations are, in systemic terms, acts of continuity and reproduction.

The inscriptions provide five different expressions for inauguration. The
earliest seen is an enthronement based on the positional verb chum, “to sit”,
which appears on the back of a jade pectoral of the Late Preclassic or
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Protoclassic Periods (Coe 1966; Schele and Miller 1986: 120). There it appears
in an attenuated spelling of chumlaj ti ajawil, “is seated into lordship”, but by
Late Classic times this form was largely superseded by chumwaan ti ajawlel
(Bricker 1986: 162; also Ringle 1985: 153–155). This same construction
survived into Colonial Chontal Maya as chumwanix ta ahaulel (Smailus 1975:
32, 69), an endurance that approaches two millennia. It has been argued that
the evolution in positional suffixes in the Classic Period is less significant than
the switch from ajawil, an embodied abstraction of “lordliness”, to ajawlel,
another abstractive that might be somewhat closer to an office of “lordship”
(Houston, Robertson, and Stuart 2001: 25–26). The suggestion is that this
shift holds meaning, perhaps indicating a greater sense of institutionalisation
and a growing separation of kings from a corporate community of lords
(Stephen Houston, pers. comm. 2013).

A second way in which lordship could be entered was through the root joy
(David Stuart, pers. comm. 1999), signified glyphically by the head of a bird
tied-up with cloth which, due to obscuring infixes, is usually seen only as a
knotted band. The most recent of several suggested translations are “to
surround” or “to turn, process by circling”, as in “making a procession”
(Sheseña 2015: 49). This expression begins as johyaj ti ajawil, though it too
largely switches to the use of ajawlel over time.

A third variety of accession employs the transitive root k’al, for which one
translation has been “to bind, wrap”, which works well within the formula
uk’alaw huun tu’baah as “he binds the headband to his head” (Stuart 1996:
155–156). However, lexical evidence from the Ch’orti’ language suggests a
different root for k’al as “to hold”, thereby offering “he holds the headband
above him” as an alternative translation (Zender 2018b). The scenes associated
with such events nevertheless suggest physical action, and it might be possible
that in actual usage its sense was closer to “raise” or “present”.4 Some of
these statements include extended names for the headband and the particular
personification of paper that appears as its central crest.

There is a fourth accession verb based on the derived noun ajaw, “lord” as
ajawVn, either as an inchoative “he becomes a lord” (Stuart 2005c: 72) or the
antipassive of a transitivised “he rules” (Marc Zender, pers. comm. 2008). Less
common than its companions, it tends to be ascribed either to mythological
accessions or those of child rulers.

A last expression is based on the transitive root k’am or its sound-shifted
equivalent ch’am, “to take, grasp, receive”, which frequently appears as the
incorporated antipassive k’amk’awiiliw, “k’awiil-takes” (Grube 1992: 211;
Martin 1997a: 855–856) (Figure 20b). K’awiil was the personification of light-
ning, an anthropomorphic serpent whose form evolved from the axe wielded
by the storm deity Chahk. He is easily identified by the polished celt or fiery
torch that pierces his mirrored forehead, while one leg usually takes the form
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of a naturalistic snake. He could be modelled as a full-figure effigy (Figure 29)
or just his head mounted on a staff, but most often appears as an axe-as-sceptre,
with his extended leg forming the shaft (Figure 43). In all of these forms
he symbolises the thunderous spark that constitutes nature’s most dramatic
sound-and-light display, a power directly associated with kingly authority.
Though strongly associated with accession ceremonies, this “taking, grasping”
of K’awiil was also used on other empowering occasions, including the
throwing-off of client status (Stuart 2004a: 233).

These five terms evidently express different conceptualisations of kingship
and describe separate acts within an extended sequence. Although only a single
one is usually given, their equivalence and substitutability is made clear where
they are combined or take place on precisely the same day in different texts.
An example here would be the elevation of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat of
Quirigua, since on Stela E and F he “k’awiil-grasps”, on Stela J “raises the
headband above him” and on Zoomorph G “is seated into lordship”, all on
30 December 724 (Looper 2003: 57, figure 2.1).

We get some idea of the actual order of events when inaugural ceremonies
span more than a single day. Chak Ak’ Paat Kuy of La Corona undergoes the
k’al headband event on 8 September 689, but the joy binding or procession
into lordship on 9 September (Stuart 2015). Indeed, that record describes a
longer preparation that extended over several months. This includes a pehk, “to
call, summon” event with his Calakmul overlord in December 688, a term
elsewhere associated with journeys, conferences, and audiences (Houston
2014a).5 We know that Chak Ak’ Paat Kuy was at Calakmul in 687, since
he played a ballgame with one of the king’s leading ti’huun nobles on the
occasion of the 9.12.15.0.0 period ending and the location is specifically given
as uxte’tuun chiiknahb, the ancient name of Calakmul (Martin 2001d: 179, figure
6.5) (Case Study 6). Whether he had travelled there specially or was already a
resident, the audience of 688 must have closely followed the death of his
sibling and predecessor (p.188). Between the summons and the inauguration
there were two kinds of dressing ceremony and also a “settling” or foundation
of some location, employing a term we will come to in a moment.

The taking of a regnal name – another cross-cultural parallel of note – was a
special feature of the headband event, with the new moniker described as the
uk’alhuun k’aba’, “his headband-raising name” (Grube 2002: 325; Eberl and
Graña-Behrens 2004). The new identity reflected the personal transformation
of the candidate into a king, and this even extended to cases of re-installation.
The king of Moral-Reforma acquired a regnal name on his accession in 661,
but a new one replaces it at his re-installation in 662, while for a major
calendrical ceremony in 692 he is referred to by yet another appellative, with
the inference that this identity was acquired at his third installation in 690 (see
p.250–253 and 265–268) (Martin 2003c).
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We must also ask why these events took place on precisely the day they
did. One can imagine a fair degree of planning in most cases, with an auspi-
cious date doubtless selected by means of astrological and calendrical
prognostication. At other times, circumstances may have forced impromptu
affairs, as we saw earlier in the case of an apparent regicide. There are 154 date-
able examples, involving all verbal expressions and statuses, which can be
examined statistically (Martin 2014a: table 11, charts 1–2). A review of days
and their coefficients shows that Ajaw (“Lord”) was the most popular day
choice (n = 17) and Kimi (“Death”) the least popular (n = 1), a predictable
result perhaps, while the most common coefficient was 5 (n = 21) and the least
common 13 (n = 3). The most popular month was K’ayab (n = 15) and least
popular Yax and Wayeb (both n = 1), the most favoured month coefficient
was 3 (n = 12) and the least favoured 11 (n = 2). Despite these slight
preferences, no decisive or overriding pattern can be identified.

Nevertheless, even though inaugurations took place throughout the year,
when they are set against the proleptic Gregorian Calendar (GMT correlation)
there is a modest but discernible dip during the rainy season, with the wet
months of July, August, September, and October seeing the fewest such events
(Figure 14).6 These data suggest that whatever cultural or esoteric factors were
at work, the Classic Maya could also be practically-minded and preferred,
when they could, to stage events when travel was easiest and public cere-
monies less likely to be spoiled by a downpour. The highest incidence in the
sample comes in June, the first month with significant precipitation. This
might reflect pre-emptive moves to try to miss the worst of the rains or could,
given the sprouting of maize and renewed life at this time, provide a fitting
agricultural metaphor for a new reign.

14 Accession ceremonies plotted according to the proleptic Gregorian Calendar (GMT
correlation). (All charts in this volume by the author)
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Given their preponderance in the texts, it is surprising that there are so few
depictions of accession ceremonies. Those we have are notable for involving
other participants, minimally someone who presents the king with his
crowning regalia. The earliest scenes of this kind appear in the Late Preclassic
murals of San Bartolo from about 100 BCE, one of which closely resembles
another incised on a small bone produced as much as 800 years later – evidence
for a remarkable conservatism in both the ritual and its representation (Taube
et al. 2010: 60–69, figure 39b, 41b). In each case we see a caped man, who is
clearly aged in the later version, presenting a headdress to a scaffold-enthroned
lord. Though both scenes seem clearly to be supernatural in character, they
constitute a template for lordly installations in the mortal realm. The presenter
may be a priest or some similar figure of prestige and authority, but his cape is
normally a diagnostic of the Underworld ruler “God L” and these events could
well be part of an otherwise unknown mythological episode involving this
deity. If so, it would suggest that kingship was conceptually initiated in the
netherworld and part of the greater cycle of regeneration that takes place there.

Historical scenes are concentrated at only two sites, Palenque and
Bonampak. An especially informative case appears on the front of a low
platform found inside Palenque Temple XIX, dating to 721, where the
accession of K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III shows him framed by six of his
nobles (Stuart 2005a: 117–123) (Figure 15a). He faces his cousin Janaab Ajaw, a
holder of the priestly Banded Bird office, who holds the royal headband
affixed with the image of huun, the sacred personification of paper. A more
elaborate crown, a jade or shell mosaic “drum major” headdress, rests on a
stand nearby. The accompanying captions tell us that both lords are imperson-
ating deities, reiterated by the identifying motifs set in their headdresses. The
king is acting as the Palenque patron god we know as GI (one), while Janaab
Ajaw takes the role of the supreme sky deity God D. The main text on the
platform recounts the mythic episode they re-enact, with chumlaj ta ajawlel
“GI” ukabjiiy “God D” describing GI’s seating into lordly office under the
aegis of God D in 3309 BCE (Figure 15b). In one of many like-in-kind
emulations in Maya art and writing, K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III here
compares his own inauguration to that ceremony, an event of great local
importance set over 4,000 years in the past. We will hear more about accession
events featuring the term ukabjiiy, which refers to governing supervision or
aegis, in Chapter 10, where such phrases are the most common expression of
asymmetrical status between kings.

This Palenque scene is very helpful when we turn to three similar ones at
Bonampak, where relief panels also show lords proffering headbands to kings
(Bíró 2007b). The major topic of each inscription is the inauguration of a
Bonampak/Lacanha ruler, clearly identifying the richly attired and enthroned
lords on the right side of all three images. The earliest, Panel 4, describes such
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(b)
15 A “like-in-kind” accession from the Palenque Temple XIX Platform: (a) K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III impersonates the local patron deity GI at his inauguration
in 721 CE; (b) the seating of GI into lordship under the auspices of God D in 3309 BCE. (Drawings by David Stuart)



an accession in 605, while the caption to its scene introduces a character not
mentioned in the main body of text, Shield Jaguar II of Yaxchilan (Figure 16a).
That caption begins ubaah ta k’alhuun, “It is his image in headband-holding”
(Zender 2018b). Necessarily not the seated monarch, the Yaxchilan king is the
kneeling character bearing the headband and clearly dressed as God L, a close
echo of the mythical accession scenes noted above. But the Palenque example
poses a question for us: is the Yaxchilan king an underling in the manner of the
actual Janaab Ajaw, or instead an overlord in the style of the God D Janaab
Ajaw impersonates?

The next such event, on Panel 5, clarifies matters (Figure 16b). Here we are
told that the Bonampak/Lacanha ruler’s accession in 643 was “supervised” by
Bird Jaguar III of Yaxchilan and, turning to the scene, this can be none other
than the depicted bearer of the headband – notwithstanding his modest attire
and deferential pose. Here then is Bonampak’s overlord, passing the emblem of
office in a performance that has, until now, obscured their hierarchical
relationship. These two panels represent the only known depictions of histor-
ical supervised accessions.

The third Bonampak scene, on Panel 1, records a more straightforward
accession from 683 (Mathews 1980, figure 9). Here the headband is presented
by one of three lords identified with single name-glyphs, evidently true
subordinates and a sign that Bonampak/Lacanha claims full autonomy at this
time. Yet this scene still encodes a greater political meaning. At both Bonam-
pak and Palenque, the bestowal of regalia by a collected nobility speaks not
only of their attendance and witnessing, but of their support and approval.
Even a pre-ordained heir must elicit the practical assistance that makes their
reign possible, minimally requiring the acquiescence of the elite class – those
who have the greatest means to make, or break, royal claims (Fortes 1967: 19).

This takes us to the ruler’s control over subordinate ranks and offices, which
is apparent in his supervision of their installation ceremonies. This occurred
even where, as in the case of sajal, qualification appears to have been heredi-
tary. It appears that any such elevation would nonetheless need the approval
of the monarch, or that the ruler selected among more than one eligible
candidate for a vacant position. The first of these is more analogous to the
way kings were confirmed in their offices by more powerful ones, but it is also
conceivable that foreign overlords similarly took some role in influencing the
selection, given their vested interest in compliant incumbents.

We saw earlier how the rule of minors necessarily introduces the agency
of older regents and guardians, whether they be parents, spouses, or leading
nobles. While not eligible for the supreme office themselves they could act in
the ruler’s stead, performing activities that range from military campaigns to
ritual performances. In regard to the latter, child rulers often seem to have been
absent from major rites and one of the main functions of regents and guardians,
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(b)

16 Sponsored accession scenes involving kings of Bonampak/Lacanha and their overlords from
Yaxchilan: (a) Bonampak Panel 4; (b) Bonampak Panel 5. (Drawings by Alexandr Safronov)
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in addition to their governing roles, was to maintain the on-going ritual life of
the polity. This was not simply pious observance, but an integral part of its
social and political maintenance.

Of the two period ending celebrations recorded after Tonina Ruler 4’s
accession, in 711 and 716, neither names him as their celebrant, a role he did
not take until he was sixteen years old in 721. The rite of 716 had been
performed by K’elen Hix, the holder of the elevated k’uhul ti’huun title we
encountered earlier. Similarly, K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk was eighteen years
before he was credited with such a ceremony and on all previous occasions it
was his mother, the queen regent Ix Wak Jalam Chan of Dos Pilas, who
officiated and memorialised the occasions on her own stelae (Closs 1985:
73–76; Martin and Grube 2000: 74–77) (Figure 38). When the Lady of Tikal
acceded at the age of six years in 511 it was another ti’huun who apparently
held the leading position, at least until a new king and probable consort
Kaloomte’ Bahlam appeared on the scene in 527 (Martin 1999; Zender
2004: 333–338). Unlike her fellow child rulers, however, she is retrospectively
credited with a ceremonial role and was said to preside over the 9.4.0.0.0
period ending of 514, when she was just ten years old (Martin 2014b). In later
years, she conducts similar calendrical rituals but, as on Tikal Stela 12 from 527,
these are recorded on a monument “owned” by Kaloomte’ Bahlam.

Ruling queens are very rare in Classic Maya history, although it is certainly
possible that others have simply been excluded from the record. Queen
regnants use genderless royal titles in the style of kings, unlike non-ruling
queen consorts and princesses who carry the ix prefix on such epithets. Yet, as
we heard in the last chapter, even full female monarchs appear to have been
omitted from the numerical dynastic lists, which continue to mark a sex
distinction. The evidence to hand indicates that women gained the throne
only in extremis, when the male line could only be restored through the
matriline. As in the case of Ix Wak Jalam Chan, the status of queen regent and
guardian to an infant son was a separate route by which women could gain
power in Classic Maya society. In that particular case she uses a genderless
Mutul emblem glyph of her homeland throughout her effective rule. No
record of her death in 741 survives at Naranjo, but one reference to it can
be found at Dos Pilas, emphasising the continued connection between these
two polities (Houston 1993: 108).

The significance of royal deaths to the wider Maya world is demonstrated by
Tonina Monument 160, whose long inscription is largely dedicated to the
passing of foreign kings (see Mathews 2001b: table 2; Graham et al. 2006:
95–101).7 Covering a short segment of the Early Classic Period leading up to
the commissioning of the stone in 514, these include Chak Tok Ich’aak II of
Tikal in 508 and what seems to be an otherwise unknown Kaanul ruler in
505.8 Tonina, set in the western highlands, was one of the furthest centres from
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the heartland of the Peten, but this was no barrier to its membership of the
Classic Maya elite collective and, in all probability, was referencing the
elaborate familial ties that connected it to these distant realms.

FOUNDATIONS

We now turn to the acts that set cycles of royal life in motion, or restored
disrupted ones, including the origins of dynasties and major settlements. The
genesis of political communities in the Maya region is a difficult topic to study
archaeologically due to the extensive overburden that obscures early royal
centres beneath later construction. Moreover, such events usually take place
before we have a viable epigraphic record and so descriptions of dynastic
origins, sparse by any standards, appear only in deeply retrospective texts.
Patently serving contemporary political purposes, such references often link
the present with deeper ancestral, legendary, or supernatural pasts. Their goal is
to attach current regimes to immutable histories and unchallengeable founts of
authority that both entrench their legitimacy and offer a sense of unifying
identity to their subject populations. In this section, we will be concerned with
the ostensibly historical accounts, leaving overtly mythical narratives to be
reviewed in Chapter 7. We will explore three verbs of importance to the
concept of political foundation, indicating physical movement or the instanti-
ation of authority at a particular locale.

In the treatment of titles in Chapter 5 we deferred discussion of places as
constituents of identity, but it is precisely at this point that they become
integral to our study. Just as practices are always embodied and temporal, they
are always situated. This obliges us to digress for a moment to discuss the
relevant terminology of place before we can engage with political action itself.

Toponyms, with their associated lexicon and iconography, were first expli-
cated by David Stuart and Stephen Houston (1994). Their point of departure
was the expression uhtiiy, “it happened (at)” that, outside its chronological
uses, is followed by a place-name of some kind (Figure 17a). The range of base
geographic terms employed within toponyms are not especially large and
many names were formed as compounds with nal, “place/maize-field”, witz,
“hill/mountain”, or ha’/a’, “water”.9 More significant for our purposes are the
qualifying terms that offer conceptualisations of place. These are largely meta-
phorical and represent a stiffer challenge to comprehension. The most
common, reflected in a number of graphic variants, is likely to be read ch’een,
“(watery) cave, well” (Vogt and Stuart 2005: 157–163), although the word can
also mean “hole, hollow, cistern, ditch, canyon, rock outcrop” (Tokovinine
2008: 141–142, 2013: 25).10 It is notable that a number of major architectural
complexes are built close to, or above, caves, referencing the symbolic attach-
ment of settlements to the earth and Underworld. While the ch’een term
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occasionally refers to a literal cave in the texts, the great majority of cases do
not. This is evident in contexts such as puluuyi uch’een, “his ch’een is burned” (a
military attack) and uhti tahn ch’een waka’, “it happens in the midst of the El
Peru ch’een” (from a monument that self-referentially describes its erection in
an open plaza).11

This metaphorical usage is even clearer in the couplets kabch’een and
chanch’een, “earth (and) cave” and “sky (and) cave”, and the much rarer triplet
chankabch’een, “sky (and) earth (and) cave”.12 These compounds appear in
different but closely related contexts: kabch’een often grammatically possessed
to mark places as owned by lords or deities, while chanch’een is usually
appended as a qualifier to individual toponyms (Figure 17b and c).13 The latter
can be elaborated in iconic form as the pedestals or registers upon which rulers
stand or prone captives lie (Figure 17d).

These combinations denote loci of cultural and political significance,
although the degree to which this is a ceremonial core, a wider agricultural–
urban settlement, or an encompassing territory is usually less clear. Their
supernatural applications suggest that only a broad term such as “domain”
can adequately fit all applications, although it could well mean something
rather more specific in its relevant context (Helmke 2009: 85; Bíró 2011a: 62).
For example, on a number of occasions “settlement, city” seems the better
translation. There is evidence that ch’een served as an abbreviation for both
couplets, although at other times these isolated examples may express some
more nuanced meaning. Certain kinds of events (arrivals, burials, and military
attacks for example) are almost exclusively associated with a lone ch’een term,

(a) (b) (c)

(d)
17 Place-name formulae: (a) uhtiiy yaxa’, “it happened at Yaxha”; (b) ukab(u)ch’een, “earth (and)
cave of”; (c) yax mutul chan ch’een, “Tikal sky (and) cave”; (d) yax mutul chan ch’een “Tikal sky
(and) cave” in the form of a toponymic pedestal.
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linked via possession or the aforementioned tahn, “midst” construction to a
named place or its kingly owner.

The resemblance of kabch’een and chanch’een to the Nahuatl couplet altepetl,
“water (and) mountain”, the core sociopolitical unit of Postclassic Central
Mexico, has not passed without notice (Houston and Escobedo 1997:
471–472). The “water-mountain” concept was sufficiently embedded in Cen-
tral Mexico that direct counterparts appear in adjacent cultural and linguistic
zones, such as Totonac chuchutsipi (Ouweneel 1990: 5) and Mixtec yucunduta
(Jansen and Pérez 2011: 14). Altepetl displays much the same semantic elasticity
we perceive with its Maya counterparts, referring to a sovereign institution, a
territorial dominion, as well as to the population that inhabited it (Lockhart
1992: 14–28; Ouweneel 1995: 761; Hirth 2003). It usually shared its name with
the urbanised centre of government, although only because the two were not
conceptually divided. Such central places were home to a tecpan, the palace or
royal seat, and the origins of urban settlements lay in royal households and their
supporting services, as in Weber’s (1951: 66) oikos. At the core of an altepetl was
a ruling lord drawn from a legitimate bloodline who presided over a hierarchy
of nobles, priests, merchants, artisans, and farmers, the latter working its land in
return for tribute paid in goods and services that passed up the social order. The
central place also contained a temple to a polity-specific deity, and a key
function of rulership was to commune with this patron and the divine world
more generally.

The ability to understand where events took place has been significant in
one other regard, the identification of locations active only in the Protoclassic
Period. The two most prominent, neither of them securely deciphered, are
known as “Moon Zero Bird” and “Maguey Metate” – the latter perhaps to be
read chicha’ (Stuart 2014a).14 They were closely related, perhaps spatially close
to one another, but it is Maguey Metate that is accorded a special significance
for dynastic origins and has a good claim to be considered the Ur-Classic site
(Grube 2004a: 127–131; Stuart 2004a: 216–221; Guenter 2005a; Tokovinine
2013: 79, 119–120; Martin 2016b: 531–534).

The founders of the Kaanul (Dzibanche and Calakmul), Mutul (Tikal and
Dos Pilas), and Pa’chan (Yaxchilan and El Zotz) dynasties are directly associ-
ated with Maguey Metate, while a reference from the site of Namaan (La
Florida) implies much the same thing. One lord associated with both locations,
Foliated Jaguar, is picked out for a retrospective mention at Tikal, where he is
identified as a kaloomte’ sometime before 317 CE (Figure 18a). He is further
named on two early belt assemblages, a device that serves to identify a
prominent ancestor of the wearer, and appears on an early jade celt text that
ended up in faraway Costa Rica (Martin 2003b: 6–7). A separate figure,
Foliated Ajaw, celebrates the calendrical juncture 8.6.0.0.0 at Maguey Metate
in 159 CE, as recalled at both Copan and Pusilha (Stuart 1992: 171; Braswell
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et al. 2004b: 229) (Figure 18b). A cluster of dates at other sites fall within a few
decades of this point, including one at Naranjo in 158, and imply that
something that lived long in the memories of Classic kings was happening at
this time (Stuart 2004a: 219).15

To recap these points, narratives of the Classic era are peppered with
references to places where actions occur. Collectively these invoke not a
natural but a cultural geography, fashioned environments loaded with political
significance. Importantly, they define ownership, in historical contexts as the
personal properties of the ruling ajaw, which obliges us to consider their
practical as well symbolic dimensions, especially economic implications over
land use and tribute obligations (see Graham 2006: 114–115, 2011: 38–43;
McAnany 2010: 269–304; Graham, Simmons, and White 2013) – topics we
will examine properly later.

Hul, “To Arrive”

We turn now to a verb that engages us with the temporal and spatial as well as
the transition from absence to presence. The intransitive root hul, “to arrive” –
usually used in the sense of “to arrive here” – is of universal distribution in
Mayan languages and therefore of great antiquity (Kaufman 2003: 1298). It was
deciphered in the context of lunar notation, where it refers to the number of

(a) (b)
18 Two locations associated with the origins of Classic Maya political culture: (a) Fragmentary
passage with a now-missing event involving the kaloomte’ Foliated Jaguar that took place at
Moon Zero Bird and Maguey Metate. Tikal Stela 31; (b) The completion of the 8.6.0.0.0 period
ending of 159 CE at Maguey Metate, as supervised by Foliated Ajaw. Copan Stela I.

FOUNDATIONS 121



days that have elapsed since the appearance of the last New Moon (MacLeod
1990: 339–341).16 That work established three separate logographic forms of
HUL, together with syllabic renderings of hu-li, and suggested applications
in several non-calendrical contexts. These are now known to include: the
delivery of ritual objects (Chapter 7); visits to pilgrimage locations such as
caves; references to exogamous marriage (Chapter 8); the submission of
captives at the seat of their captor (Chapter 10); memorial visits to the tombs
of ancestors; or, to be discussed in this chapter, the return from a journey,
foreign stay, or exile, as well as metonymic references to dynastic foundation
or re-foundation (Martin 2014a: table 12).

As these applications make plain, the term is a general one imbued with
political significance only within a particular context. Significantly, a number
of later texts in Yukatek and Chontal Maya languages use hul or its cognates in
precisely this sense of political foundation, a strong sign that it was an enduring
cultural trope (e.g. Roys 1933: 18; Brinton 1969: 199; Smailus 1975: 29, 100;
see also Lacadena and Ciudad 2009). Indeed, the corresponding term in
Nahuatl, aci, was used with precisely the same sense in Postclassic Central
Mexico, suggesting a pan-Mesoamerican currency (see Schroeder 1991: 123).17

The earliest examples in the inscriptions are associated with a key historical
episode from January 378. El Peru supplies the first mention of someone called
Sihyaj K’ahk’, a bearer of the elevated kaloomte’ title. Eight days later he huley,
“arrives” at mutul chanch’een or Tikal, 80 km to the east. Recorded in several
different texts, this arrival takes place on the same day that the Tikal king Chak
Tok Ich’aak I dies and, although no greater elaboration is offered, it is hard to
conceive that the two events were not causally connected (Stuart 2000:
471–481, see also Martin and Grube 2000: 29–31; Martin 2001a: 107, 2003b:
11–15; Estrada-Belli et al. 2009: 238–246). A year later, in 379, Sihyaj K’ahk’
installed a new ruler of Tikal, Yax Nuun Ahiin I, who was unconnected to
the former patriline and instead the son of someone called “Spearthrower
Owl” – who we will encounter again in Chapter 10.18

As Proskouriakoff (1993: 4–10) first surmised on the basis of iconographic
analysis alone, these events coincided with an “arrival of strangers”. This was
manifested in a wave of stylistic traits and artefacts linked to Central Mexico
and, more specifically, Teotihuacan. One evocative scene from an incised
vessel from Tikal shows six characters in distinctive Teotihuacan dress. They
are headed by four armed with spearthrowers and darts, followed by two
wearing a headdress associated with high status who carry lidded vessels. They
leave a place with Teotihuacan-style architecture and walk toward buildings
and people with more mixed Maya features (Coggins 1975: 177–184, passim,
figure 57b; Martin and Grube 2000: 29). A not dissimilar image of journeying
to and from a Teotihuacan-style structure appears on one of the murals
uncovered at La Sufricaya (Estrada-Belli 2011: figure 2.13).
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Actual architecture of this kind appears at Tikal at this time, including a
residential compound that had a central platform holding a stone representa-
tion of a Teotihuacan feathered banner, today known as the Marcador.
Dedicated to “Spearthrower Owl”, it bears two panels of text that give a
further description of the arrival and tell us that its owner was a vassal of Sihyaj
K’ahk’ (Laporte and Fialko 1990: 45–62; Stuart 2000). A depiction of Sihyaj
K’ahk’ on a stela at El Peru shows him dressed in Teotihuacano attire (Freidel,
Escobedo, and Guenter 2007: 197–203, figure 9.3), as does a portrait on a Late
Classic polychrome cylinder vessel (Beliaev, Stuart, and Luin 2017)
(Figure 19).19 These representations first and foremost ascribe him a political
identity rather than an ethnicity. However, his Mayan name need not be
original, but could be a translation from a foreign tongue.20

Cumulative evidence from epigraphy, iconology, and archaeology argues
for an intrusion by Teotihuacan that was dynastically disruptive and amounted
to a political takeover (see p.241–243 and 353). Although centred on Tikal,
its affects were felt across the central lowlands, creating what I have pre-
viously dubbed a “New Order”. Signs of this first emerge at the major early
centre of Uaxactun, just 19 km north of Tikal, where Stela 5 records the same
arrival date in 378 and Stela 4 describes Sihyaj K’ahk’s interactions with
another lord, presumably a local ruler, on the 8.18.0.0.0 period ending cere-
mony of 396. Importantly, the one-year anniversary of the huli mutul,
“arrives (at) Tikal” event is documented in a painted wall text at La Sufricaya,
where nearby murals and graffiti show warriors in Teotihuacan-style garb

19 Portrait of Sihyaj K’ahk’ in typical Teotihuacano garb on a Late Classic polychrome vessel.
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clutching their characteristic spearthrower darts (Estrada-Belli et al. 2009: 237,
figures 6a and b).21

The best information we have on Classic Maya polity formation comes from
Copan Altar Q, a monument we last encountered in Chapter 4. A square
block standing on four columnar legs, its sides depict the sixteen kings of the
Copan dynasty in order, each sitting on an identifying hieroglyph, usually his
personal name (Figure 20a). On the front face the first and sixteenth kings
meet, the founder K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ holding and perhaps presenting
a sceptre or dart to his fellow monarch, symbolically legitimising his reign.
The stone was commissioned in 776, but the 36-block inscription on its top
looks back 350 years to early events in the founder’s life (Stuart 2004a:
226–240).

It begins in September 426 with the statement uch’am k’awiil, “it is his
K’awiil-taking”, which, as we saw earlier, is usually a rite of inauguration

(a)

(b) (c)
20 Altar Q and the founding of the Copan dynasty: (a) Front of the monument where the
dynastic founder K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ faces the sixteenth king Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat; (b)
Yax K’uk’ Mo’ takes power at Wiinte’naah in 426; (c) He “arrives at Copan” in 427.
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(Figure 20b). This took place at wiinte’naah, a building or building-type closely
associated with claims to authority from Central Mexico which has been
interpreted as an “Origin House” where foundational fire rituals were con-
ducted (Stuart 2000: 492–493, 2004a: 235–238; Fash, Tokovinine, and Fash
2009; Estrada-Belli and Tokovinine 2016: 159–161, figure 7). Three days later
the newly elevated lord tali, “comes from” Wiinte’naah, beginning a journey
that lasts 153 days. This concludes in February 427 when he huli uxwintik,
“arrives at Copan” (Figure 20c).

There had already been some non-Maya settlement at Copan, but after
these events the site was radically transformed as a new Classic Maya centre
(Sharer et al. 1999; Traxler 2004). One of the earliest structures in the new site
core was a Teotihuacan-style building with interior murals that invoke those at
that great city. The first royal burial was cut into its floor and furnished with
both local ceramics and others imported from Central Mexico and the Peten
(Sharer 2003, 2004; Bell et al. 2004; Reents-Budet et al. 2004: 173). Reveal-
ingly, all subsequent structures built on this spot – each larger and grander than
the last – were dedicated to Yax K’uk’Mo’s memory and serve to identify him
as the occupant of the tomb. Although Altar Q shows him in Teotihuacan
attire, earlier, more contemporary monuments picture him as a native Maya
and on a couple of occasions he bears the title uxwitza’ ajaw that connects him
to Caracol (Stuart 2007b). This resonates with the mention of a Copan king on
a sixth century Caracol monument (Grube 1990), and such an origin would be
in accord with the non-local body chemistry of the individual in that first royal
grave, data that tentatively links him to the Peten (Price et al. 2010).22

Copan was not alone in its foundation event and Yax K’uk’ Mo’ plays the
senior partner in the synchronous creation of a dynasty for Quirigua. This is
described on Quirigua Zoomorph P where, on the same day that Yax K’uk’
Mo’ takes the emblems of office in 426, someone itali wiinte’naah, “then comes
from the Origin House” (Stone 1983: 135; Grube, Schele, and Fahsen 1991).
Three days later, on the day that Yax K’uk’ Mo’ departed for his journey to
Copan, a monument is dedicated and the future king of Quirigua – the likely
subject of the itali event – is invested in the name-giving headband rite by Yax
K’uk’ Mo’. This somewhat elliptical sequence can be read as a kingly investi-
ture and name-giving at a distant location, probably Teotihuacan itself, which
presents the creation of both the Copan and Quirigua regimes as a single
planned operation (Martin and Grube 2000: 192–193, 216; Stuart 2004a: 239).

Teotihuacan connections are often related to the concept of Tollan “Place
of Reeds” – a source of legitimation that turns up in sources across the
Mesoamerican Postclassic and linked to the Maya term puh, “cattail reed” that
is attested in Central Mexican-style iconography (Stuart 2000: 501–506). That
symbolic connection is persuasive, but I wonder if what we see here is less a
metaphor than the exercise of the real political power that inspired the Tollan
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idea. The whole Copan-Quirigua episode may be demonstrative of Teotihua-
can’s continuing role as the political master of the Maya lowlands, a half-
century after the entrada.

There is a second category of arrivals that initiate or reinstate authority after
a period of absence. One such case involves the twenty-first Tikal king, Wak
Chan K’awiil, who “arrives” at the city in 537 (Martin 2003b: 23, n.37, 2005b:
6–8, n.13). Here the historical situation was complex. Wak Chan K’awiil was
the son of the eighteenth Tikal king Chak Tok Ich’aak II, who had died in
508. Yet, as we have already seen, in 511 the Lady of Tikal succeeded as a six-
year-old girl, initially with the support of a ti’huun noble but later with that of
Kaloomte’ Bahlam, identified as Tikal’s nineteenth king. Why had Wak Chan
K’awiil not acceded earlier, needing to arrive at Tikal in the manner of a
returning exile?23 Whatever the circumstances, and the role of an unknown
twentieth Tikal ruler, he appears to present his return as a restitution of proper
order by adopting the name of the Tikal dynastic founder Yax Ehb Xook at
this point.

The next example is one of clear expediency. In Chapter 5 we touched
upon the story of how the Dos Pilas dynasty splintered from that of Tikal to
establish a new political centre in the Petexbatun region (Houston 1993: 100;
Martin and Grube 2000: 57; Fahsen et al. 2003; Guenter 2003).24 Much
remains to be understood about these events, but in 650 the founding king
of Dos Pilas, Bajlaj Chan K’awiil, came under attack from Yuknoom Ch’een II
of Calakmul and soon after was forced to become his vassal. Dos Pilas now
emerged as an “anti-kingdom” claiming the same Mutul emblem as Tikal and
some of the same mythic associations. The hostility between Bajlaj Chan
K’awiil and the incumbent Tikal king, his brother or half-brother Nuun Ujol
Chahk, was manifested in a series of conflicts they fought over seven years
(Case Study 11). After a Tikal attack on Dos Pilas in 672, Bajlaj Chan K’awiil
lok’ooyi, “leaves/emerges”, or in a second reference bixiiy, “went”, fleeing into
what would become a five-year exile.25 Initially finding refuge at a site called
Chahknaah, Nuun Ujol Chahk pursued him there the following year, driving
him on to Hixwitz, modern Zapote Bobal, another client of Yuknoom
Ch’een. The great king now intervenes to rescue Dos Pilas’s fortunes. It was
his victory over Tikal forces at Pulil in 677 that allowed Bajlaj Chan K’awiil to
“arrive at Dos Pilas” on the very same day to restore his rule there.

A not dissimilar episode took place at Caracol in 680. A stucco frieze
inscription found high on the massive Caana structure at that site tells of a
series of battles between Caracol and Naranjo, although damage means that
the narrative climax is now missing (Grube 1994c: 103–104). Recounting their
own defeat, Caracol tells us that it was attacked and conquered in a “star war”
action in 680 (see p.208–209). It was 168 days before the Caracol king K’ahk’
Ujol K’inich II huli uxwitza’, “arrives (at) Caracol”, returning to his abandoned
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and likely sacked royal seat (Nikolai Grube pers. comm. 1995; Martin and
Grube 2000: 94–95).

Soon after, in 682, there was a fresh development at Naranjo with the arrival
of the previously mentioned Ix Wak Jalam Chan, a daughter of Bajlaj Chan
K’awiil of Dos Pilas (Houston and Mathews 1985: 14; Schele and Freidel 1990:
185–186; Martin and Grube 2000: 74). Celebrated in four separate inscriptions,
in this case hul carries a double sense, referring both to her marriage to the
current Naranjo king and – from a retrospective vantage at least – a new
political era (p.176–177). But she was not alone. One account lists an entou-
rage of supporters, presumably Dos Pilas nobles and kin, who yit huli, “arrive
with” her.26 Three days later she conducts a ceremony at a Naranjo temple
that, when mentioned years after the event, was used to bolster her legitimacy
as the de facto ruler. All this was predicated on her producing an heir, K’ahk’
Tiliw Chan Chahk, in 688. Assuming power on her son’s accession in 693, Ix
Wak Jalam Chan is depicted alone on five stelae in various kingly poses.
However, she always uses the Mutul emblem of Dos Pilas and bears no title
specific to Naranjo. It is very hard to conceive that tiny, distant Dos Pilas could
have masterminded these developments, and the finger necessarily points to
Calakmul, the patron of her father’s reign and, as we will see later, that of her
son as well.

Another “arrival” event appears in the northern lowlands, where it appears
within an extensive mural text uncovered at Ek Balam (Lacadena, in Grube,
Lacadena, and Martin 2003; Lacadena 2005). There it describes the first stage in
a process of political formation in 770, with a damaged but just legible huli
*tahn *ch’een ek’ bahlam or “arrival in the midst of Ek Balam”, establishing that
the ancient and modern name of the site are one-in-the-same. The initial actor
here is a baahtz’am, a noble or functionary who belongs to a xaman kaloomte’, a
major king of the north whose emblem glyph – featuring the head of a
raccoon – has yet to be attributed. Ukit Kan Le’k, who would become Ek
Balam’s most important ruler, enters the narrative at this point as the subject of
the verb pehk, “to summon, invite” noted earlier. The implication is that the
xaman kaloomte’ is the overall authority under which Ukit Kan Le’k gains his
new status.

The use of hul to connote political foundations in the inscriptions finds one
last example at Ceibal in the ninth century. Here Stela 11 describes the arrival
of a future ruler named (in part) Wat’ul K’atel under the ukabjiiy direction of
an aj k’anwitznal, an Ucanal-based person called Chan Ek’ Ho’ Peet, in 829

(Schele and Matthews 1994; Schele and Mathews 1998: 183). This takes place
yetaaj “accompanied” by an existing Ceibal king (Houston and Inomata 2009:
306) (p.288). Deep excavations at Ceibal have demonstrated that it was a centre
of considerable antiquity, with major architecture dating back to the Middle
Preclassic Period at around 1000 BCE (Inomata et al. 2013). In the brief history
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we can study through inscriptions, stretching from 721 to 889 CE, it was
battered by warfare and periods of domination by other polities before stand-
ing alone as one the very last centres to preserve the Classic order (Martin and
Grube 2000: 61, 63, 65, 227). Ceibal is one of the most important places to our
understanding of the political changes of the ninth century and Wat’ul K’atel
will return to this study in Chapters 10 and 11.

Pat, “To Form”

The verb pat, “to make, form” (Stuart 1998: 381–382), from Proto-Mayan
*pät (Kaufman and Norman 1984: 128), was another term denoting political
constitution. An instance at Ek Balam comes 49 days after the arrival event –
each of the intervening day-signs written-out in a very literal fashion – in a
short statement that concludes the text. This reads ipatlaj k’uhul talol ajaw, “then
the holy Talol lord is made”. The Talol emblem glyph was used by Ukit Kan
Le’k and all subsequent rulers of Ek Balam we know, and this was evidently
not only his probable accession date but the formal initiation of his dynasty at
the site (Lacadena 2005: 67).

In another example pat plays a role in the most consequential record of
political instantiation yet known. In 642 K’an II of Caracol commissioned a
monumental staircase that fronted one of his city’s major temple platforms
(Martin 2000b: 57–58, 2017a). Each component block was engraved with one,
occasionally two, medallions that enclose parts of a continuous text. At some
point, quite possibly when Naranjo seized Caracol for that span of 168 days in
680, it was broken up and portions removed, leaving only one small fragment
to be recognised in debris at the foot of Structure B-5 (Martin 2000b: figure
12). What we know of this monument today comes from the fragments taken,
in the manner of trophies, not only to Naranjo but also to Ucanal and
Xunantunich; presumably distributed en route home to allied or subject
polities ranged against Caracol (Map 2). Thanks to two key sections found at
Xunantunich, excavated by Jamie Awe and interpreted by Christophe
Helmke, we now have a good idea of its narrative purpose.

After the formalities of the opening date, we immediately come to the
statement machaj k’awiilil tahn ch’een kaanul pahtaal k’awiil(il) uxte’tuun, “power
is negated in the midst of Snake[-Place], power is formed (at) Three Stones”
(Helmke and Awe 2016b: 11–19) (Figure 21). The text continues onto another
block which supplies chiiknahb, perhaps “Coati? Lake”, the second of the two-
part Calakmul toponym (Martin 2017a). This passage offers a parallelism
featuring the same subject, k’awiilil, of which the first is negative, the second
positive. The -il suffix on k’awiilil is an abstractive, marking a quality or essence
of the personified lightning bolt K’awiil, the character we last encountered
when kings “grasped” its image at accession ceremonies. “Power” might
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poorly capture the nuances of the
concept but conveys its general
sense well enough (p.159). The
real significance of this text
comes in the different toponyms
involved, with Kaanul, evidently
the ancient name of Dzibanche
(Martin and Velásquez 2016:
29–30), contrasted with Uxte’-
tuun Chiiknahb, that of
Calakmul (Stuart and Houston
1994: 28–29).27 What we have
here is an explicit description of
the demise of Dzibanche as the
Snake capital and the rise of
Calakmul in its place, a transfer
that had been proposed using
other evidence (Martin 2005a)
(Case Study 6).28

The stairway text goes on to detail the close contacts between Caracol and
the Snake kingdom leading up to this event. A second contribution of the
Xunantunich material is evidence for a civil war associated with this split, one
in which the Calakmul side emerged victorious (Helmke and Awe 2016a:
10–11). K’an II was, as we will see in Chapter 10, a client of the Snake kings,
and the whole stairway represents his effort to establish his bona fides as a
supporter of the winning side. In sum, we could hardly hope to receive a
clearer signal that the affairs of the Snake kings were central to regional power
dynamics, and that the shift to Calakmul was viewed as a key political event in
its own time.

Kaj, “To Settle”

Our last verb is the most common referring to acts of constitution and
reconstitution, one whose contexts have implied a meaning of “to set, estab-
lish” (Stuart 2004c: 2, 2005a: 184, n.62). Based on phonetic substitution
evidence, the best candidate for its reading is kaj, which can be found in both
colonial and modern lexicons as “to inhabit, live” and “to settle, remain (in a
place)” (Beliaev and Davletshin 2014) – presumably derived from Proto-
Mayan *kaj, “begin, arrive” (Kaufman and Norman 1984: 122).29

It is used in the texts to describe foundations of a certain type. It does
not necessarily refer to the original settlement of a place, or even its dedica-
tion as politically charged, but rather to personal authority instantiated or

21 Panel describing the machaj k’awiilil, “negation
of power” at kaanul (Dzibanche) and the paahtal
k’awiil(il), “formation of power” at uxte’tuun
(Calakmul) on Xunantunich Panel 4.

FOUNDATIONS 129



re-instantiated at that locale (Martin and Grube 2000: 157; Tokovinine 2013:
79–81). The latter is clear when we consider the antiquity of some of the places
where the term appears and its recurrence at the same place under different, or
even the same, kings. The Classic Maya occupied a landscape that was widely
settled by their Preclassic forebears and few centres of note did not have some
origins, however minor, well before 300 CE.

The earliest dated example of the term, retrospectively recorded, appears at
Piedras Negras in or around 454, when a local king “settles in the midst of Paw
Stone” (Stuart 2004c: 2–3) (Figure 22a). Paw Stone is the partially deciphered
toponym used to designate Piedras Negras in foreign as well as local texts, but a
question mark has hung over whether it constituted the whole or just part of
the site. There is a clear distinction drawn between this place and yoykib, later
yokib, a separate toponym that serves as the Piedras Negras emblem referent.
Yoykib is the location for events taking place in 297 and 435, and a lord of that
place is even said to have presided over mythic era-ending rites in 3114 BCE
(Houston et al. 2003: 225). The lack of temporal overlap between the two
toponyms most likely distinguishes separate locations: with yoykib as the origin
and early seat of the dynasty and Paw Stone referring to the Piedras Negras we
know today (Stuart 2004c: 5; Tokovinine 2008: 212–214, 2013: 74–76).30 This
would correspond well with the archaeological understanding of the site,
which suggests a sudden influx of people and emergent urbanisation around
a royal court midway through the Early Classic Period (Houston et al. 2003:
222–226).31

The same “settle, remain” verb appears at Palenque on a panel excavated
from Temple XVII, where the third king of the dynasty Butz’aj Sak Chiik
conducts such an event at lakamha’ together with his presumed younger
brother, Ahkal Mo’ Nahb, in 490 (Martin and Grube 2000: 157; Stuart
2005a: 184, n.62; Stuart and Stuart 2008: 115–116) (Figure 22b). This is the
earliest mention of the site we now call Palenque, with all previous activities
performed by historical kings occurring at a place called toktahn (Stuart
and Houston 1994: 30–31). First referenced in 435 and active in domestic
affairs up to 496, Toktahn was an earlier base for the dynasty, made
explicit in an important retrospective text that ascribes the emblem glyph
k’uhul toktahn ajaw to the first and second Palenque monarchs (Bernal 2009:
123–126).32 Archaeological knowledge of Palenque is less than comprehensive
but, as at Piedras Negras, this switch to Lakamha’ broadly coincides with an
injection of Peten-style ceramic production to the site (Rands 1977: 174–175,
179, 2007: 34),

Three examples of our kaj term appear on panels uncovered at Bonampak,
each in a separate episode of royal constitution (Safronov 2006; Bíró 2007b,
2011a: 58; Tokovinine 2013: 81). In the first, dated to 610, the local protagonist
lok’ooyi tu ch’een, “leaves from his ch’een” and then t’abaayi pa’chan, “goes up
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(to) Yaxchilan”, the nearby regional power (Figure 16a). A year later a conflict
of some kind, perhaps to overthrow a usurper, leads to the re-establishment of
the same king’s authority with kajaayi tu ch’een, “(re)settles at his ch’een”.33

Something similar recurred in 647 when a later ruler at the site lok’ooyi
usiijwitz, “leaves Bonampak” and a few months later is restored, though no
explanatory details are offered. The last case describes a third king who stages a
kajaayi tu kabch’een usiijwitz or “settles at the ch’een of Bonampak” in 692, again
without any further elaboration (Figure 16b). The politics of this region seem
to have been especially involved, with two separate emblem glyphs used at
Bonampak and several centres hosting royal seats – all interacting with a
Yaxchilan dynasty that periodically held dominion over them.

An interesting act of political constitution emerges on a relief panel dis-
covered at La Corona (Stuart 2012b), where we find kajaayi kaanul or “settles
(at) Snake[-Place]” in 635 (Figure 22c). Unfortunately, the rest of the phrase is
damaged, and the difficulty comes in deciding whether Kaanul refers to the
toponym of Dzibanche in this example, or more broadly to the referent for the
Snake polity derived from it. That almost all instances of kaj are followed by
specific locations suggests the former, and here may describe complex politick-
ing between the sites during the period of civil war (see p.328 and Case Study 6).
That said, chronologically-speaking this event falls exactly where we would
expect to see the reconstitution of the kingdom at the Calakmul location of
Uxte’tuun-Chiiknahb, which keeps that second interpretation in play.

An instance of the kaj verb that appears on Cancuen Panel 1 is especially
important because it is paired with hul and shows the intimate connection of
the two terms within a narrative dedicated to political restoration. This 160
glyph-block panel was commissioned by a king called Tajal Chan Ahk and is
clearly one of a pair of which only this, the second part, is currently known

(a)

(b)

(c)

22 Selected phrases using the term kaj, “to settle, inhabit”: (a) kajaayi tahn ch’een ? tuun, PiedrasNegras
Throne 1; (b) kajaayi lakamha’, PalenqueTempleXVII Panel; (c) kajaayi kaanul, LaCoronaElement 33.
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(Fahsen and Jackson 2001; Guenter 2002; Kistler 2003). Its text concerns a
148-year portion of Cancuen’s dynastic history, with particular reference to the
influence of Calakmul. As we join the narrative mid-phrase, in 651, a missing
event is overseen by the Calakmul king Yuknoom Ch’een II. Next a lord
assumed to be a Cancuen native dies at Calakmul in 653, and three years
afterwards a lord called K’iib Ajaw accedes into the Cancuen royal title. This
event, in 656, was “supervised” by Yuknoom Ch’een and “overseen” by a
group of Calakmul deities (Martin and Grube 1994a: 7) (p.163 and 250). A few
months later K’iib Ajaw travels to makanwitz, a hill that might be a ritual
location, and some months after that “arrives” and then “settles” at a range of
places before concluding at the core toponym of his new home haluum,
ancient Cancuen (Tokovinine 2013: 81). Since the archaeological time-depth
at this particular location is very shallow, with the first structures of any note
laid down in the seventh-century, it is quite likely that these events amount
to the physical foundation of Haluum (Barrientos et al. 2002; Barrientos
2014, 2015).34 Thereafter, Cancuen developed a very atypical layout for a
Maya city, with no large stand-alone temple pyramids and little in the way
of monumental public spaces. Construction effort was instead concentrated on
an enclosed, fortress-like, royal court whose final form in the later eighth
century ranks among the largest in the entire Maya area.

CASE STUDY 4 : FRATERNAL SUCCESSION AT PALENQUE

Sibling succession occurred at several Classic Maya kingdoms but only one,
Palenque, puts rhetorical emphasis on the practice, giving rare insights into the
branching of a dynastic line. The Early Classic kings Butz’aj Sak Chiik and
Ahkal Mo’ Nahb I were born in 459 and 465, respectively, suggesting that
they were brothers or half-brothers. The importance given to the latter in
later texts is a strong sign that descent to the next generation flowed through
his bloodline. In the Late Classic, K’inich Janaab Pakal I died after a 68-year
reign in 683 and was succeeded 132 days later by his son K’inich Kaan
Bahlam II. On the same day, the new king’s younger brother was installed
as baahch’ok, or heir apparent, eventually to succeed him as K’inich K’an Joy
Kitam II in 702.

The next Palenque king, K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III, was sired by neither
brother but was instead the issue of a non-ruling lord called Tiwol Chan Mat.
Such was Tiwol Chan Mat’s importance to K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb that one
representation of the king’s accession in 721, the Tablet of the Slaves, shows
the father presenting the royal headdress to his son (Wald 1997). This was,
however, a contrived scene, since we are elsewhere told that Tiwol Chan Mat
met his end in 680. His burial rites were overseen by K’inich Janaab Pakal, and
a convincing case has been made that Tiwol Chan Mat was a third son of that
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long-lived king, a figure who died prematurely, making K’inich Ahkal Mo’
Nahb the grandson of K’inich Janaab Pakal (Ringle 1996: 55).35

K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb’s royal blood clearly did not allay the concern that
descent had deviated through a non-ruler. This can be discerned from a stucco
tableau once fixed to the back wall of Temple XVIII, which goes to special
lengths to justify his position. It consisted of a multi-figure scene accompanied
by a large number of appliqué hieroglyphs and, although found in a sorry state
of collapse, careful reconstruction has yielded some significant information
(Ringle 1996). The scene is dated to 679 and once showed an enthroned ruler,
certainly K’inich Janaab Pakal, faced by a line of figures composed of K’inich
Kaan Bahlam, K’inich K’an Joy Kitam, and Tiwol Chan Mat. The first two are
captioned with their pre-accession names, and all three are described as ch’ok,
“youth, prince”. Stuart (2005a: 152–153) reads the second-person text spoken
by another figure as tihmaj awohl atz’akbuji, “you are pleased (that) you order
them”. The claim, it seems, is that K’inich Janaab Pakal had ordained that the
succession should pass through all three of his sons, with the full plan thwarted
only by the early demise of Tiwol Chan Mat a year later. In this way K’inich
Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III’s legitimacy is wedded to the will of the great king. Even
though his father had not survived to become a ruler, he was intended to be
one and was therefore a suitable conduit for royal blood.

Fraternal inheritance evidently recurred in K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III’s
own generation. Much is revealed by the magnificent carved platform inside
Temple XXI (González and Bernal 2012), which offers a scene dominated by
the revered K’inich Janaab Pakal once again (Figure 23). Seated to either side

23 The future kings K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III and K’inich Janaab Pakal II flank their
grandfather K’inich Janaab Pakal I. Detail of Palenque Temple XXI Platform. (Drawing by
David Stuart)
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of him are two lords of equal physical stature: one identified as K’inich Ahkal
Mo’Nahb III and the other as Upakal K’inich, the latter carrying the baahch’ok
title as well as Palenque’s full k’uhul baakal ajaw emblem. Pointedly, both are
given their childhood names via the ch’ok k’aba’ formula, indicating that this
was an idealised, but likely genuine, historical event conducted when the
presumed brothers were children at the court of their grandfather (Miller
and Martin 2004: 232). We know that by at least 742 Upakal K’inich had
succeeded as king, re-using the name K’inich Janaab Pakal to memorialise the
great patriarch (Bernal 2002a, 2002b).

CASE STUDY 5 : ERASING THE PAST IN THE YAXCHILAN

“INTERREGNUM”

In her treatment of Yaxchilan’s history, Proskouriakoff (1963: 163, 1964: 180)
noted a gap in its dynastic sequence between 742 and 752, a span separating the
long rule of Shield Jaguar III from that of his energetic son Bird Jaguar IV.
Though not the interregnum once supposed, this is an era of special interest for
us. We now know that there was an intervening king, Yopaat Bahlam II, who
visited Piedras Negras with a group of nobles in 749 (Martin and Grube 2000:
127, 149).36 This visit is recounted on Piedras Negras Panel 3, arguably the
most innovative and thematically complex monument to survive from the
Classic Period (Figure 24). Commissioned by K’inich Yat Ahk III in 795 or
soon thereafter, it ostensibly focuses on the 1-K’atun (20Maya year) jubilee of a
predecessor at Piedras Negras, Itzam K’an Ahk IV, some forty-six years earlier.

There is, however, a barely concealed underlying topic: Piedras Negras’s
relationship with Yaxchilan through the greater part of the Late Classic. In a
first-person speech Itzam K’an Ahk IV appears to remind the visiting Yopaat
Bahlam and his party that Bird Jaguar III of Yaxchilan (identified as Yopaat
Bahlam’s grandfather) was installed or re-installed by Itzam K’an Ahk III in 654
(p.254). Yopaat Bahlam’s presence at the jubilee is itself a deferential gesture in
line with Piedras Negras’ view of a rightful asymmetry between the two
kingdoms. Unspoken here is the long history of antagonism between them.
Other texts tell us that within the Late Classic alone, Shield Jaguar III captured
a Piedras Negras sajal in 726, while in 759 Bird Jaguar IV seized the Piedras
Negras heir T’ul Chiik who, not coincidentally, is pictured as a boy on the
right side of Panel 3 (Alexandr Safronov, pers. comm. 2006). The intended
audience for Panel 3 would be well aware of these events and the reality that
Yaxchilan was often anything but a loyal client. Indeed, this topic of Piedras
Negras–Yaxchilan relations may be motivated by renewed hostilities, since
within a few years K’inich Yat Ahk III would himself fall victim to Yaxchilan,
seized by its very last king sometime before 808 (Stuart, in Houston et al.
1999: 14).
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24 Itzam K’an Ahk IV of Piedras Negras addresses Yopaat Bahlam II of Yaxchilan and attending nobles on their visit to Piedras Negras in 749. Piedras
Negras Panel 3. (Drawing by Alexandr Safronov)



This is a critical background to understanding the Yaxchilan “interregnum”

and the disappearance of Yopaat Bahlam II from Yaxchilan’s monumental
record. There is good reason to suppose that he was a son of Shield Jaguar III,
probably the issue of Shield Jaguar’s paramount wife, Ix K’abal Xook, whereas
we know that Bird Jaguar IV was the son of a lesser queen born when Shield
Jaguar III was in his sixties (Case Study 10). After Bird Jaguar IV acceded in
752 he embarked on a vigorous monumental programme that retrospectively
placed himself at the centre of events during the previous ten years, including
battle honours, as well as still earlier rituals conducted with his father (Mathews
1988: 205–217; Schele and Freidel 1990: 262–287; Noble Bardsley 1994;
Martin and Grube 2000: 128–130). To re-tell Yaxchilan’s history, Bird Jaguar
IV reset old monuments, had missing or destroyed ones for his grandfather
Bird Jaguar III re-carved, and created a grand dynastic narrative in the form of a
480-sign hieroglyphic stairway (Stuart 1995: 171–176; Nahm 1997; Martin
2000b). From all these records Yopaat Bahlam is signally absent. In fact, the
hieroglyphic stairway was carved over, which obliterated a text contained in
roundels, and this earlier version is a excellent candidate for a work of this
presumed half-brother.

The nature of the inferred conflict between them is beyond reconstruction,
but their very different relationships with Piedras Negras can have been no
small matter. Indeed, one of the motives behind Panel 3 may have been a
desire to set the record straight by deliberately highlighting the expunged
Yopaat Bahlam. Those looking for propaganda in Maya texts need look no
further than Bird Jaguar IV’s efforts at self-promotion, transparent to us over a
millennium after the fact. That said, it must be noted that his sins are more
those of omission rather than commission (Houston 2000: 170), since he does
not backdate his inauguration so as to eliminate the vacant years. That gap is
left plain for all to see.

CASE STUDY 6 : ON THE TRAIL OF THE SERPENT KINGS

Although not the first kingdom to come to scholarly attention, that of kaanul,
“Snake[-Place]” has risen to dominate discussion of Classic Maya political
history. Berlin (1958: 118) noted the snakehead form in his foundational text
on emblem glyphs, but he passed over it with the single comment “a site
unknown to me”. That obscurity was not lifted even as it began to emerge as
the most prevalent royal title in the written corpus, appearing at sites right
across the lowlands. Where, researchers asked, did this once-famous kingdom
call home?

Calakmul first emerged as a candidate because it was the largest city to lack a
known emblem glyph (Marcus 1973: 913), but the extreme erosion of most of
its numerous monuments – the local limestone being especially porous and
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brittle – meant that the attribution could not be speedily confirmed. With the
aid of an unprovenanced text the birth-date of the Snake king Yuknoom
Yich’aak K’ahk’ II was recognised on Calakmul Stela 9 (Mathews 1979).
However, the accession of the same king was already known from another
looted monument and after that stone was traced to El Peru this site became
the favoured candidate (Miller 1974; Graham 1988: 125–126). The question
was further muddied by the steady appearance of a large number of looted
monuments featuring Snake emblem glyphs. With several contenders still in
play, the mystery capital gained the suitably mysterious nickname of “Site Q”

(see Schuster 1997).
It was only with the discovery of glyphic toponyms and the recognition on

two Calakmul monuments of the twin place-names intimately tied to the
Snake dynasty, Uxte’tuun and Chiiknahb, that attention rightfully returned to
the central Peten (Stuart and Houston 1994: 28–29). Efforts to identify the
Snake emblem on standing Calakmul monuments produced several contend-
ers (Marcus 1987: 173–176), but it was not until the onset of deep excavations
across the site, directed by Ramón Carrasco, that unambiguous examples came
to light and the issue could finally be brought to a close (Martin 1996d, 2008a)
(Figure 25a).37

Or could it? In 1993 excavations at the site of Dzibanche, situated 126 km to
the northeast of Calakmul, uncovered blocks of a stairway carved with captives
and accompanying inscriptions (Figure 26). Those texts showed as many
as six serpent emblem glyphs – by now read as k’uhul kaanul ajaw, “Holy
Snake [-Place] Lord” – each of them attached to a ruler called Yuknoom
Ch’een (Nalda 2004; Velásquez 2004a, 2005, 2008a) (Figure 25b). The
Calendar Round dates on these blocks floated without an anchor in the
Long Count, but the style of the carving suggests an early timeframe, perhaps
as far back as the fourth century CE.38 Dzibanche can be counted among a
cluster of northeastern Peten sites with early references to the Snake dynasty,
with examples also seen at El Resbalon, Yo’okop, and Pol Box (Carrasco and
Boucher 1987: 5; Martin 1997a: 861; Esparza and Pérez 2009: 9) (Figure 25c).
Even though Dzibanche has no surviving stelae and thus far provided only a
small number of inscribed finds, Erik Velásquez has identified four additional

(a) (b) (c)
25 The Snake emblem glyph k’uhul kaanul ajaw: (a) Calakmul Element 39; (b) Dzibanche
Monument 13; (c) El Resbalon Block BX25.

CASE STUDY 6 : ON THE TRAIL OF THE SERPENT KINGS 137



Snake emblem glyphs there.39 One of them can be dated, with the mention of
a Kaanul king who reigned in or close to 573 CE (Velásquez 2004a: 99–100).40

Just as Dzibanche’s Early Classic candidacy was strong, so Calakmul’s was
weak. The Snake kingdom had patently been a major player in Early Classic
power politics, with notable rulers such as Tuun K’ab Hix and Scroll Serpent
exercising dominion over other kings (p.245–246). Yet despite almost three
decades of excavations at Calakmul not a single early Kaanul name or title had
been uncovered in a contemporary context. Just a handful of Early Classic texts
were known at the site and close examination of one uncovered by the team of
William Folan, Stela 114 from 435 (Pincemin et al. 1998), complicated matters
by revealing an entirely different emblem glyph featuring the head of a bat
(Martin 2005a: 9–10).41 The ruler with that title is depicted on the front of the
monument, but a second reference in the main text to a kaloomte’ and chiiknahb
ajaw refer to what could well be a separate character.

This Bat emblem glyph is not an isolated example, since another such title is
seen at Uxul, 32 km to Calakmul’s southwest – there paired with a kaloomte’
epithet in 632 – and at least two more are found on monuments at Naachtun,
situated some 35 km to the southeast (Grube 2005: 95–98; 2008: 220). Wher-
ever the Bat dynasty was based then or later, and Naachtun must be a
contender, it clearly once had wide influence in this region. Even so, when
its Snake counterpart comes onto the scene it promptly disappears from sight.42

That switch coincides with the reign of the long-lived and politically
dominant Yuknoom Ch’een II, a namesake to that early king at Dzibanche.
Despite following in a long line of Snake kings he becomes the starting point
for a new dynastic count, with his successors Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ II
calling himself the “second in sequence” and Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil “third
in sequence”. Some important reconstitution of the kingdom had clearly taken
place at Calakmul during the reign of Yuknoom Ch’een or that of his
immediate predecessor (Martin 2005a: 11). A further hint to that effect appears
at Naranjo, where someone we know as Yuknoom Head is oddly described as
kaanul ajaw ta uxte’tuun, “Snake[-Place] Lord at Calakmul”. The passage is

26 A captive taken by Yuknoom Ch’een I. Monument 5 from the Dzibanche Captive
Stairway.
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explicable only if the Kaanul seat in question requires disambiguation from a
more familiar one, which is to say Calakmul instead of Dzibanche (Tokovinine
2007: 19–21). Since Yuknoom Head is also an aj chiiknahb, “Chiiknahb
Person” he may have already been based there.

The 2016 finds at Xunantunich, detailed earlier in this chapter, have offered
unexpected confirmation of this transfer between the two cities. Specifically,
one text describes the nullifying of power at Kaanul and its formation at
Uxte’tuun Chiiknahb (Helmke and Awe 2016b) (p.128–129). A fragmentary
Dzibanche inscription mentions Kaanul as a toponym and this adds further
weight to the idea that this was the original “Snake[-Place]” where the dynasty
was first formed and from which it took its name (Martin and Velásquez 2016:
27–30). It should be noted at this point that the vowel in the -VI “place” suffix
is not specified in the script and, while Kaanul has now become customary in
the literature, Kaanal or even Kaaniil are other viable readings.

What provoked the move? Again, discoveries at Xunantunich provide an
answer, although only by reading one of its texts in conjunction with portions
of the same one found at Naranjo (Helmke and Awe 2016a). One passage
describes a battle in 636 in which Yuknoom Head triumphs over the Kaanul
king Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan – whose superior status is signalled by the
k’uhul prefix to his emblem that Yuknoom Head always lacks.43 That clash
took place just 58 days before the inauguration of Yuknoom Ch’een. This
proximity enhances the prospect that Yuknoom Head is simply the pre-
accession name of Yuknoom Ch’een, who would have been a thirty-six-
year-old at the time of the battle (Martin 2005a: 11, n.9). Whatever the truth
of that, the civil war was finally concluded with the death of Waxaklajuun
Ubaah Kaan in 640, and thereafter Yuknoom Ch’een stood alone as the
undisputed Kaanul sovereign.

The reign of Yuknoom Ch’een and his two successors represent the golden
age of the Late Classic Snake dynasty and between them they commissioned as
many as 42 stelae at Calakmul. Although always more abstemious in its
monument-making, troubled Tikal erected just two known examples over
the same period. The political dominance of the Calakmul kings ranged far
and wide as they built an elaborate network of subject polities, a key topic of
this volume. Calakmul itself was an ancient city that had flourished in its
Preclassic iteration as far back as 400 BCE (Folan et al. 1995; Carrasco 2005;
Carrasco and Colón 2005). Its Early Classic phase is not well understood, but it
was a vibrant place and its rulers were important enough to possess their own
kaloomte’ title. But it was during the seventh and eighth centuries that the core
of the city was extensively refashioned by the Snake kings into a capital
befitting their imperialistic ambitions (p.348–350).

Despite starting a new dynastic count, the kings of Calakmul did not forget
their forebears in the north. One of the ways in which the earlier Snake kings
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appear to have been memorialised
was on a set of “codex-style” vases
that provide a list of up to nine-
teen of their number (Martin
1997a) (Figure 27). Twelve whole
pots of this kind are known from
the illicit art market, while a few
sherds from one more turned up
among over 700 fragments of
codex-style ware excavated at
Calakmul (Martin 2008a, 2012a;
Delvendahl 2010; García 2011).
Their standardised texts give
names, titles, and accession dates,
though these come with plenty of
interpretive problems. Some of
the names one might expect to
see are missing, perhaps obscured
behind alternative monikers,
while their untethered Calendar
Round positions float in time and
are usually unreliable. The latter
problem is in part the result of

multiple copying errors, with differences even between two vessels executed
in the same hand.44 Significantly, the list features a Yuknoom Ch’een as the
tenth king, a not unreasonable position for him to be the protagonist and
commissioner of the Dzibanche Captive Stairway. Later in the sequence we
find kings named K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’, Sky Witness, and Scroll Serpent as the
sixteenth, seventeenth, and nineteenth in line, the same order as kings of those
names seen on monuments.

The accession date ascribed to K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ in the longest sequence, on
K6751, matches another that can be reconstructed from an inscribed wooden
lintel at Dzibanche, the only legible survivor of a set that originally spanned the
doorways of one of the city’s highest temples. The ruler’s name falls on a missing
section, but what we have describes his elevation to the status of kaloomte’ in 550,
just six years before the historically known K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ first appears in the
inscriptions (Martin 2017b; Martin and Beliaev 2017).45

Our painted king list concludes with Scroll Serpent, and this may have a
particular significance. A king of that name is retrospectively cited on two
Calakmul monuments as he celebrates the period ending of 593, one of which
might connect him to the birth of Yuknoom Ch’een and imply that they were
father and son.

27 Codex-style vase listing nineteen successive kings of the
Kaanul dynasty, K6751. (Photograph © Museum Associates/
LACMA Conservation Center, by Yosi Pozeilov)
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For the better part of a century Calakmul was undeniably the most import-
ant place in the Maya political map, but its success was not to last. There are
signs of major disruption as early as 751, with the king depicted on Stela 62
using the Bat emblem in place of the Snake (Martin 2005a: 9). Moreover,
while the front face of this monument is complete, its sides were outlined for a
text that was never carved. The much larger and finished Stela 88 celebrates
the same date, but depicts a queen wearing the full royal panoply – the two
monuments together suggesting a complex state of affairs.46 At about this time
at least one series of inscribed blocks featuring a Snake dynast of this era was
broken up and buried in construction fill (Martin 2008a). It was also at this
point that we see a revival of the local toponymic title chiiknahb ajaw, last seen
in the Early Classic, and this is the only title we have for the king who was
installed not too long after 751 and erected two especially tall stelae in 771

(Martin and Grube 2000: 114–115).
As the Snake kingdom’s power began to wane some nearby centres set up

monuments on a consistent basis for the first time. Oxpemul, a sizeable hilltop
site 27 km to the north, restarts its tradition following a long hiatus in 731. Its
new stelae have rulers who carry a local toponymic ajaw title, but this was soon
joined by the Bat emblem glyph as well as the uxte’tuun kaloomte’ epithet
(Grube 2008: 197–215). First seen at Calakmul in the Early Classic Period, the
latter had been the exclusive preserve of Snake kings for almost a century.
Another one-time satellite 23.5 km to the northeast of Calakmul, La Muñeca,
commences its own stela programme in 780 and continues to erect stones until
at least 889, although little more than their dates are now legible. This upsurge
of monument-making across the Calakmul region comes to northerly
Chactun in 731 (Šprajc 2015) and something similar occurs at Nadzca’an at
much the same time and certainly by 830 (Carrasco and Wolf 1996: 72). Signs
of Calakmul’s weakening grip on the region might first be seen at El Palmar,
where a fairly steady monumental record begins only in 711.

While all these sites can be broadly characterised as Peten-style, important
changes were underway. The centre of Río Bec, 56 km to the northeast of
Calakmul, gives its name to an architectural style of elaborate cut-stone
facades, plainly connected to those at Chenes region sites such as Santa Rosa
Xtampak and Dzibilnocac further north. Río Bec style spread across a wide
region and flourished in the later eighth and first half of the ninth centuries. Its
distinctively decentralised form of elite settlement marks a major departure
from the standing norm, and is a clear sign of the cultural as well as political
decline of the old order in the Peten. Calakmul was not immune to these
developments, as it introduces some aspects of Río Bec architecture and shows
increased imports of northern ceramics (Carrasco 1998).

Dated stela commissions at Calakmul continue until 810, but not one of
these later carvings has a preserved name or title. It is not inconceivable that the
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Kaanul lineage re-established itself at the site. Certainly, we know that the
dynasty was active in some form up until 849, when the last known holder of
its title appears at Ceibal (p.260). Whoever ruled Calakmul at this time did
so under much reduced circumstances and a falling population, with those
that remained retreating to the core as the hinterland was steadily deserted
(Braswell et al. 2004a) – a pattern we see elsewhere. Even so, some monuments
were produced during this final swansong. The small Stela 65 has no surviving
text, but has stylistic traits that put it well into the ninth century. Another
diminutive stone, Stela 61, has a text but its date remains uncertain and there is
no sign of an emblem glyph. Two even smaller monuments, Stela 84 and 91,
are surely later still and show a distinct change in lordly attire and a marked
deterioration in quality. The texts they carry either imitate writing or are
simply too crudely executed to be read. They include squared signs with
numbers set beneath them, features indicative of the second half of the ninth
century (p.290–293). The ill-proportioned image carved on one last stone,
Stela 50, was made by someone with no formal training, or indeed talent. At
some unknown point in the tenth century Calakmul was finally abandoned to
the forest.

The evolving story of research into the serpent kingdom is a good illustra-
tion of how epigraphic and archaeological information can be tallied, some-
times in surprising ways, as initial estimations meet a messy and always dimly
lit reality. New information is constantly emerging from field finds and the
on-going decipherment, allowing us to continue testing interpretations. One
of many unanswered questions concerns the scope of the Snake dynasty’s
influence to the north and its relationship with the Classic Period centres
who vied for dominance there. Another is the nature of the early relationship
between Dzibanche and Ichkabal, a huge Preclassic centre situated just 11 km
to the east. Although current evidence points to Dzibanche as the origin of
the Classic-era Snake dynasty, we can still hope for a better epigraphic
understanding of that site and an assurance that some still more complex
historical scenario is not at work.47 There have already been several twists
and turns on the trail of the serpent kings and, even now, we might not be at
the end of them.
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SEVEN

TRANSCENDENCE

L ike all institutions, polities are physical things only in certain restricted
senses. They can be materialised in practical facilities and visible symbolic

expressions, both manifestations of the bundled schemas and resources
that compose their structure. Yet in their conditioning of individual and
group behaviour within idealised communities, polities emerge from, and
essentially remain, “states of mind” (Yoffee 2005: 38–41). If we are to
appreciate the sources of legitimacy and empowerment integral to governing
authorities, we must turn our attention to how those minds saw politics as
inherently entwined with the transcendent. The Classic Maya were far from
alone in believing that political communities encompassed supernatural
beings and the ancestral dead, not simply as distant abstractions but role-
playing constituents.

Excavation can tell us something of how these beliefs were expressed
materially, as in the elaborate construction of tombs and shrines for the
veneration of dead kings, decorated temple platforms, or caches of ritualised
objects. But it is art and writing where we find specific data on how royal
identity was suffused with religiosity, with most Classic Maya images and texts
alluding to spiritual life to some degree. These productions seldom recount
mythic episodes directly, and theological discourses not at all, but rather
convey the ways that the world of the sacred sanctioned kingly action. We
can see these as self-serving programmes that naturalised stratification and
inequality using the authority of the divine, but can be equally persuaded that
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elite and commoner alike viewed them as authentic expressions of the
entwined character of the secular and sacred (Durkheim 1915).

My purpose here is not to explore Classic Maya religion as a totality, but to
concentrate on how particular beliefs and practices underpinned the identity
and authority of kings, kingdoms, and the wider political system. I am,
therefore, interested less in meaning than in practical effects. This is akin to
Milner’s (1994) concern with sacredness as a status resource and Cohen’s (1981)
analysis of dramaturgy as an instrument of elite distinction. Both are concerned
with differential social power and are ultimately dependent on the familiar
notion of a social contract, an obligation – even burden – in which the ruler’s
performance of services on behalf of the community was the rationale for their
privileged existence. The following treatment falls into two sections: the first
focussed on how kingship was defined in relation to the divine world, and the
second on how those ideas were manifested in links to particular supernatural
personas.

DIVINITY AND KINGSHIP

Monarchy among the Classic Maya is usually characterised as a “divine king-
ship”. This label evokes more than privileged access to the supernatural realm
and the ability to mediate with, or channel, divine essences and powers, it
implies some perceived union with ethereal powers. However, since the
abandonment of Frazer’s original criteria for the concept, most of all ritual
regicide, it lacks any great precision in the literature and permits a range of
different interpretations (Frazer 1890; Feeley-Harnik 1985: Graeber and Sahlins
2017). One point of contention in Mesoamericanist circles is whether this
communication with, and experience of, the transcendent is best categorised as
shamanistic or sacerdotal (Freidel and Schele 1988; Schele and Freidel 1990;
Freidel 1992, 2008; Kehoe 2000; Klein et al. 2002; Stuart 2002; Zender 2004:
56–79). The issue is an important one because it is so closely attended by
questions of sociocultural development – with the shaman-king traditionally
viewed as a primitive stage en route to more sophisticated forms of institution-
alised priesthood.

But shorn of that evolutionary baggage, these universalistic labels seem
overly dichotomous, with neither an ideal fit for the kind of immersive
exchanges we see in the Mesoamerican record. Recent comparative work
on the sacred in royal authority (e.g. Brisch 2008) only highlights the extent to
which different study areas are wrestling with similar issues of definition and
meaning, engaged in similar debates as to the relative weight of word and
image and how well these reflect ancient thought.

A foundational study by Stephen Houston and David Stuart (1996) set out
the epigraphic evidence for the interaction between Maya kings and divinities
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through a core set of terms and visual devices. This and subsequent work
allows us to address what was a “god” and what was only “god-like”, to
illuminate the practices with which the elite engaged with the divine, to
understand something of the position kingship took in the order of the
cosmos, and to appreciate the liminal space ancestors occupied between
humans and truly supernatural beings.

Divine Things

A fault-line that still lingers in the field concerns the appropriateness of the
term “god” to describe suprahuman entities in Mesoamerica. Older ideas of a
Maya “pantheon” (Schellhas 1904; Thompson 1970) have been critiqued by
those who see the unwarranted imposition of an Old World concept on the
New, preferring to see not deities on a Greco-Roman model but embodied
forces of nature and deified ancestors (Proskouriakoff 1978: 116–117; Marcus
1992a: 270; Baudez 2002). That position is not without merit, and there is
reason to question universalistic models of religious belief and experience
(Houston and Inomata 2009: 193–195). However, research has shown how
mythological narratives once thought to be late introductions are actually of
considerable antiquity (e.g. Bardawil 1976, Coe 1989), and it is plain that it is
the character and behaviour of otherworldly agents, not simply their bodily
form, that have been modelled on humans and human society. To reject the
term “god” in these cases is to sacrifice much in the way of cross-cultural
comparison. What the abundant epigraphic and iconographic materials now
reveal is a complex theology inhabited by different categories of being operat-
ing within a multi-dimensional cosmology that we comprehend only in part.

The most important epigraphic contribution in this regard has been the
decipherment of the hieroglyph associated with truly divine figures. In its most
complete form it takes a quasi-anthropomorphic form, with a blunt-nosed face
joined by lines of dots or beads (see Figure 3b), which are elaborated in many
cases by a shell or the sign reading k’an, “precious” (Taube 1992a: 27–31). This
compound sign was first read as K’U by William Ringle (1988) and later
refined to K’UH by Stuart (in Stuart, Houston, and Robertson 1999: II-41);
an interpretation first mooted by Barthel (1952: 94). K’u/K’uh is a word
consistently translated in colonial dictionaries as “dios (god)”, and today there
is copious evidence that it anciently had the sense of “god/divine thing”
(Houston and Stuart 1996; Prager 2013). Its origins are to be found in Proto-
Mayan as *k’uuh, which means “sun” and “radiance” in a range of Mayan
languages in use today (Kaufman 2003: 458–459; Marc Zender, pers.
comm. 2011). The later cognate ch’u is the basis of the extended form ch’ulel,
a spiritual essence or energy that is translated as “soul” or “spirit” in post-
contact ethnographic sources (e.g. Guiteras-Holmes 1961: 72; Vogt 1969:
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369–371). Where the beaded motif appears as a flowing stream in Classic Maya
art – often shown spilling from the hands of kings – it has been interpreted as
the ancient analogue of this vital force, one which could be manifested as
water, incense, or even human blood (Stuart 1988).

The scribes were careful to distinguish the k’uh status from other forms of
otherworldly entity, including a range of embodied phenomena and the
demon-like characters called wahy (Houston and Stuart 1989; Grube and
Nahm 1994; Calvin 1997; Stuart 2005d: 160–165). Crucially, no historical
rulers, even the long-deceased founders of major dynasties, are characterised
as k’uh. The boundary between the natural and supernatural was, therefore,
not as permeable as some extravagant artistic representations invite us to
believe. Kings did, however, possess a kind of mystical essence, expressed as
ch’ahb ak’ab, “genesis and darkness”. The same obscure metaphor turns up in
statements of parentage and David Stuart (2005e: 278) has suggested that it
alludes to the procreative powers of monarchs, something rendered null and
void by their capture in war, as we will see in Chapter 9.

The decipherment of the adjectival form k’uhul, “holy, sacred” led to
understanding emblem glyphs as titles specifying a particular quality of Classic
Maya kings – clear support for the general affinity between divinity and
kingship. However, we have previously seen that this k’uhul prefix underwent
a historical development with strong elements of status inflation to its use and
spread. It is difficult to detect a distinction between kings that were marked by
this term and those that were not, since they are all ascribed the same symbols
of rank, perform the same rituals, and had the same interactions with the divine
realm. In short, the introduction of the prefix is more a rhetorical embellish-
ment, at times a statement of relative rank, than a meaningful transformation of
the kingly ideal.

Engaging the Gods

Maya kings interacted with the transcendent in various ways, most directly
when gods were brought into being by the act of tzak, “conjuring” (Houston
and Stuart 1996: 300–301; Prager 2013: 359–369). Illustrations of these rituals
typically show the manipulation of fantastic serpents or centipedes, from
whose gaping mouths gods or ancestors emerge (Figure 33). There is evidence
that perforations of the skin and the spilling of blood, an offering that was
subsequently burnt, was closely associated with these “visionary” scenes
(Schele and Miller 1986: 175–196). One of the more common entities con-
jured in this way was K’awiil, the embodied lightning bolt that encapsulates an
essence of power we heard about in Chapter 6 (Taube 1992a: 69–79; Martin
2006b: 172–173; Prager 2013: 370–371; Valencia 2015). It is little surprise that
his was an energy lords sought to harness and project. Indeed, some major lords

146 TRANSCENDENCE



were posthumously referred to as K’awiil, presumably as an honorific implying
that they have absorbed or incorporated its force.1

On other occasions deities are invoked by means of masks, costumes, and
insignia; performances that are described with the still poorly understood
expression ubaahil aan/ahn (Houston and Stuart 1996: 297–300; Houston
2006; Prager 2013: 190–203). Such impersonations among the Aztec were
not simply dramaturgical, they induced the god’s presence in the body of
the subject in the same way as it did within a physical effigy – with a single
term teixiptla used for both the living performer and static model (Townsend
1979: 28). Dressed in their godly guise, Maya rulers conducted performances,
at times probably for a select few, at others in full sight of the greater populace.
Other lordly rituals took place yichonal, “before” or “in the sight of” named
deities, and at other times they were ilaaj, “seen” by them, terms treated more
fully in Chapter 10 (Houston and Stuart 1996: 301; Prager 2013: 381–395).
Among the most frequent of such divine observers were the Paddler Gods
(p.165 and 296), characters associated with transporting the Maize God to the
Underworld, and in late times the pair are shown floating in the sky within
billowing clouds.

The responsibility and political significance of such ritual duties should not
be underestimated. In societies that believed intimate, transactional relations
with deities were required to sustain the whole community – most especially
in the case of local patron gods – failure would reflect badly on the kings who
served as their primary interlocutors. When kings were seen to deliver on the
social contract they enjoyed a splendid existence, but equally any perceived
breakdown in divine providence might lead them be held accountable and
delegitimised as a result (see Iannone 2016).

Lords of Time

The degree to which the institution of kingship was considered a part of
cosmic order is of central interest to us. The twentieth and last day of the
tzolk’in calendar was named ajaw, “lord” and reflects an understanding of kings
as instantiations of time (Stuart 1996, 2011a; Houston et al. 2006: 85–89;
Martin, 2019a). All major round dates in the Long Count calendar, known
as “period endings”, fall on the day ajaw and a portrait of the presiding ruler
can replace the ordinary day sign in elaborated renditions of such dates,
emphasising that synergy (Figure 28).

The rhythmic procession of the Long Count, with days, months, and years
meshed to produce a linear count stretching many trillions of years into the
past and future, was the dominant component of a monumental inscription,
sometimes consuming almost all its textual space. The verb that follows
describes one of several rites appropriate to these occasions and a key role of
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kingship, and the elite more generally, was to conduct them on a regular basis.2

The acts of erecting standing stones or of scattering incense were re-
enactments of those performed by the gods in the deep past, and were consti-

tutive of the present universe. They must
be seen as foundational to the ways that
kings sustained the current order and
formed part of the fabric of time itself.

One key representation of these ideas
comes on an altar discovered by Ivan
Šprajc at the now-eponymous site of
Altar de los Reyes (Grube 2003a, 2008:
180–183; Houston et al. 2006: 95; Toko-
vinine 2013: 106–108) (Figure 29). This
stone was originally ringed by 13 emblem
glyphs, with those of Tikal, Calakmul,
Palenque, Edzna, Motul de San José,
Chatahn, and seemingly Altun Ha still
legible.3 The sequence is introduced by
a partially readable possessed form of saak
(?) tz’am, “seed throne”, while an eroded
text on the top of the altar evidently
refers to these kingships as k’uhul kab
uxlajuun (x) or “holy lands, thirteen?”.

28 The day 9 Ajaw in the tzolk’in calendar, showing
the sign for ajaw, “lord” replaced by a portrait of the
monument’s commissioning king. Unprovenanced
altar from the Itsimte area in the Museo Nacional de
Antropología, Guatemala City.

29 A fragment of Altar de los Reyes Altar 3, showing four of the 13 emblem glyphs
that originally ringed this monument. From the left: Calakmul, Tikal, Palenque, and probably
Altun Ha. (After a photograph by Ivan Šprajc)
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This stone is analogous to the “K’atun Wheel”, the calendrical display of
thirteen ajaw dates that together encompass 256 years, found in some Maya
documents of the Colonial era (see p.34). There are other pre-contact antece-
dents for this idea, best seen in a Postclassic sculpture of a turtle (the central
metaphor for the surface of the earth) whose carapace is surrounded by 13 ajaw
day-signs (Taube 1988).

What we have at Altar de los Reyes is a symbolic arrangement of kingships
substituting for these temporal-cosmic divisions, not a literal scheme of passing
political authority but an idealisation employing the most powerful real-world
kingdoms. In a similar vein, the array of four kingdoms aligned to cardinal
directions on Copan Stela A did not, as Barthel (1968a, 1968b) supposed,
define geographic segments that accorded with expansive political domains,
but an ideological statement that reflects politics only to the degree that Tikal,
Calakmul, Palenque, and Copan itself bestrode the four quarters as the fore-
most powers of their time.4

Ancestors Above and Below

What we know of the afterlife of the Classic Maya elite must be assembled
from scattered clues, since we lack any comprehensive explication of the topic.
In outline, it follows an agricultural metaphor and the cycle of maize cultiva-
tion, a story that finds close parallels in the sixteenth century Popol Vuh epic of
the K’iche’ Maya (Taube 1985, 2003, 2004a; Martin 2006b, 2012b). Interment
represents a descent into the netherworld analogous to the sowing of the dry
kernel, which is sometimes pictured as a skull. In a cave beneath a mountain,
symbolised by the tomb and its encompassing pyramid, the soul is separated
from the body and rises, much as a germinating seed sprouts and emerges into
the light. The Maize God himself, Juun Ixiim, finds symbolic expression in the
swaying stalk of the mature plant, his head the cob and hair the flowing corn-
silk. It is the harvest of the cob that brings decapitation, but the detached soul
allows a rebirth in a bejewelled and flowery paradise in the heavens, where
men are fused with the sun and women the moon and look down from the
sky. The bones of the ancestors remain underground to enrich the soil and
ensure its fertility.

The hieroglyphic term for both “ancestor” and “grandfather” was mam
(Stuart 2007c[2000]) and parents as well as founding kings are shown fixed
within solar or lunar frames according to gender. These same downward-
looking, observant characters also appear on shell pectorals, their names intro-
duced with yuuh mam, “the jewel of (the) ancestor” (Houston et al. 2006:
50–51). The humanoid masks shown in cutaway or “x-ray” fashion in depic-
tions of performance are likely those of forebears, while the maskettes sus-
pended on belts are sometimes identified by a hieroglyphic headdress as an
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earlier predecessor or the name of the wearer’s own father. While the iconog-
raphy of ancestor veneration can be flamboyant and supernatural in tenor, they
rarely seem to inhabit the same domains as deities.

Part of Patricia McAnany’s thesis in her book Living with the Ancestors
(McAnany 1995: 143–154, 163–165) is that land and its resources were under
the control of lineages, adding a strong economic dimension to any consider-
ation of ancestry and descent. The burial of the dead within houses or separate
shrines served to assert proprietorship over places and their produce. Royal
dynasties do what they can to usurp this system by placing their lineage over all
others and make the fruits of inheritance not property per se, but political
power. In the process, royal ancestors become the fictive kin of the commu-
nity and demand group veneration.

PATRON GODS AND PATRON ANCESTORS

Gods particular to individual kingdoms were first recognised at Palenque,
where the divine beings dubbed GI, GII, and GIII were each the focus of
one of the three temples known as the Group of the Cross (Berlin 1963).
Thanks to much subsequent research we know more about these patron
deities than we do any others (Kelley 1965; Lounsbury 1976, 1980, 1985; Stuart
2005a: 158–176, 2006a) and they will be a recurring topic in the discussion that
follows. Patron deities were long an underexplored topic, but a growing body
of knowledge derived from a combination of epigraphic, archaeological,
ethnographic, and ethnohistorical data has brought their role into greater relief
(Baron 2013, 2016). Wherever we find tutelary gods in the world they express
a series of recurring themes that directly engage religious sponsorship with
society and politics (Weber 1978: 413–415).

Classic Maya patron deities were “owned” by kings, as expressed by means
of the same grammatical form we saw earlier. In this, k’uh is marked by the
third-person pronoun together with the suffix used for intimate possession to
render uk’uhuul, “the god of”, or equally reversed in sequence as “his/her
god”. In almost all cases the possessors are rulers, but at least one yajawk’ahk’
noble is said to own the gods he propitiates, while a ti’huun, the K’elen Hix we
met in Chapter 5, belongs to a pair of gods, perhaps a status appropriate to his
role as caretaker or regent (Zender 2004: table 6, 344). These expressions of
belonging never appear with universal gods, such as those of the sky, the sun,
storms, and the various deities of the netherworld, only with their lesser aspects
and the distinct minor gods tied to localities and individual dynasties.

Royal Prototypes

Each of the Palenque Triad were variants or localised aspects of universal
divinities, with GI a version of the piscine storm deity that is associated with
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the rising sun, while GII is the infant form of personified lightning called unen
k’awiil, “Baby K’awiil”, and GIII is associated with the solar deity K’inich
Ajaw. In several deep-time narratives we are told that they were not eternally
present, but rather born at a place called matwiil within a few days of each other
in 2360 BCE. All were the “creation” of another character linked to Juun
Ixiim, called in part Muwaan Mat, who was born in 3121 and acceded to
lordship – described as the unaahtal, “first” such event – in the manner of a
human king in 2324 aged 797 years (Stuart 2005a: 180–183).5 This supernatural
being carries the emblem glyph k’uhul matwiil ajaw, which is also used by the
historical kings of Palenque to express their antique affiliations. Although
Muwaan Mat exists in the distant past and has an unnatural lifespan, he
performs familiar royal acts, including the conjuring of gods, and falls into a
special category of ancestral royal deities.6

A deep-time ruler of much the same type appears at Naranjo (Mathews
1977; Martin 1996a: 226; Baron 2013: 169–171, 2016: 59–60). Carrying the sa’al
emblem glyph of Naranjo, one text places the accession of this character –
whose unread name I will gloss here as “Square-nosed Serpent” – some 22,000
years in the past, while another sets it back over 896,000 years. A third, more
historical timeframe is suggested by his role in the local count of kings, with
one monarch stating that he was his thirty-fifth successor, another his thirty-
eighth (Schele 1992b: 140). On Stela 45 at the site the Square-nosed Serpent is
shown floating in disembodied form at the top of the scene, the name-glyph
on his crown identifying the Naranjo king Naatz Chan Ahk and indicating
that their identities have been fused (Tokovinine and Fialko 2007: 10). We
know this device from an analogous case on Tikal Stela 31, where the Sun God
is merged with the king Yax Nuun Ahiin I, the deceased father of the kingly
protagonist standing below (Taube 1992a: 54–55). The name of the Square-
nosed Serpent appears among those of at least one later ruler and, interestingly,
the same seems to be true for a lord of Holmul, a lesser kingdom with strong
Naranjo ties (Tokovinine 2005b: 354–355).

The Tikal dynasty had its own remote deity-ancestor in the form of Sak Hix
Muut (Martin and Grube 2000: 50; Stuart 2007d; Baron 2013: 173–174, 2016:
60–61). This character makes its earliest appearance in iconic form on the front
of Tikal Stela 29 in 292 CE and his latest in a text carved in 859 on Ixlu Altar 1
(Jones and Satterthwaite 1982: 114–116, figure 81c) – a site whose rulers take
up the Mutul emblem glyph of Tikal after the decline of that great capital
(p.162). The association therefore endures for almost six centuries, although in
mythic terms the relationship was considerably longer. An oversized inscrip-
tion that adorns the rear and side entablatures of Temple 6 (where individual
hieroglyphs reach almost a metre in width), placed at the south-eastern limits
of Tikal’s ceremonial core, begins with Sak Hix Muut presiding over the
completion of the fifth Bak’tun (5.0.0.0.0) in 1143 BCE (Berlin 1951; Jones
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1977: 53). In this and later events it carries its own Mutul emblem glyph, as
well as other names and titles distinctive to the Tikal dynasty. Another text
describes an event at Tikal as taking place “in the ch’een of Sak Hix Muut”, a
further demonstration of this figure’s intimate connection with the site and its
lineage (Stuart 2007d). While his emblem glyph places it as an archaic founder,
the type of actions it performs and its presence within a god list at Ixlu would
likely point to k’uh status. At this early 1143 BCE date Tikal did not yet exist. If
the area was populated at all it was with the early farmers and villagers who had
moved away from the main rivers to colonise the interior of the Peten.

All three of these kingly gods served as spiritual cores for their respective
kingdoms and their hazy position between supernatural agents and the ances-
tral dead is somewhat analogous to situations described in Postclassic Central
Mexico: “Frequently the patron deity was merged with the deified ‘first
founder’, usually portrayed as a notable participant in the early history of the
group. These ostensibly deified ancestral founder-leaders were usually referred
to by the generic name altepeyollotl, ‘heart of the community’, or altepeteotl,
‘community god’” (Nicholson 1971: 409).7 In sum, for the Classic Maya there
was a category of ruler distinct from a patron god who predated historical
sequences and initiated specific kingships in a legendary or mythical past.

These references to “deep time” raise the issue of what was notable or
distinctive about the religious ideas of the Classic as opposed to those of the
Preclassic Period. The highly significant discovery of mythological murals at
San Bartolo make it clear that much of the core of Maya cosmology and belief
was in place by 100 BCE, with good reason to believe that it is far older
(Saturno, Taube, and Stuart 2005; Taube et al. 2010). The Classic Period did
not therefore introduce major change to the belief system, but rather assimi-
lated existing ideas about the lordly relationship to the divine into a recon-
figured, overtly dynastic, system (see p.323).

Effigies and Embodiments

A near-ubiquitous feature of Mesoamerican divinities is the instantiation of
their essence, spirit, or being within effigy figures, sacred bundles, or other
material housings (Hvidtfeldt 1958; Townsend 1979: 23–36). Various physical
representations of gods are depicted in Classic Maya art, with K’awiil perhaps
the most popular of subjects (Figure 30). Some are shown unwrapped from
cloth or loosened from tied bundles or back-slings – the latter seemingly the
most common way to transport effigies. A good example of the latter appears
at Xupa, a satellite of Palenque, where a panel fragment shows a woman
bearing a god-image in a back-sling, while she carries a small stacked object
that elsewhere serves as a stand or dais, its miniature size indicating that it is
intended for the effigy in this case (Miller and Martin 2004: 105, plate 48).
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The inscriptions are seldom
explicit when it comes to the
use of material representations,
their concern is much more
with the immanent agency of
the deities themselves. We
have the spelling winbaah as a
disarticulated stucco glyph at
Palenque, a word that survives
in Yukatek Maya as “image,
figure, portrait” (Houston and
Stuart 1996: 302–306; see Bar-
rera Vásquez 1980: 923). A text
on Dos Pilas Stela 15 describes
the gifting of an effigy from
Dos Pilas to Ceibal in 721. It
concerns the nahwaj, “display,
presentation” of some kind of
baah, “image” of GI-K’awiil, a
deity that combines the piscine
storm god and the embodi-
ment of lightning, which was
an enduring divine patron at
Ceibal (Houston et al. 2006:
67) (p.162).8 Preceding the baah sign is another of unknown reading that
resembles a composite stand similar to the one shown at Xupa. This kind of
stacked bundle also has potential analogues in the murals of San Bartolo, thus
reaching back to Preclassic times (Saturno et al. 2005: figure 9, 30a, b).

The gifting of a god image from one kingdom to another also seems to be
described on Caracol Stela 3. The god in question already appears in local lists,
one just three years earlier, so the gift is presumably a new representation of it
(Baron 2013: 199, 2016: 62). The relevant verb is hul, “to arrive” and the source
of the donation was the Kaanul or Snake kingdom. Among the Aztec “alli-
ances between states were confirmed by the exchange of cult effigies” (Town-
send 1979: 34), and here the gift was from patron to client.

We see the practice of transporting deities in a sling once again on a carved
column from the Campeche region of the northern lowlands, this time in a
mythic context where the aged ruler of the Underworld, God L – whose
associations include trade and travel – carries K’awiil on his back (Taube 1992a:
figure 41a). The analogy to the carrying and swaddling of infants here is in no
way coincidental, since a familiar way to define relations between deities and
rulers was with ubaah ujuuntahn, “the cared/precious one of”, the same term

30 The presentation of an effigy of K’awiil, the
embodiment of lightning and a key expression of
royal power. Palenque Temple XIV Panel.
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used to describe the relationship between children and their mothers (Houston
and Stuart 1996: 294). Mesoamerica abounds in the juxtaposed ideas of gods as
powerful and dangerous, but at the same time vulnerable and needful of care
(Hughes 2016, also Martin 2002).

Such care included the giving of clothes, jewels, and headdresses, which is
attested for the Palenque Triad on an all-textual panel in the Temple of
Inscriptions at the site (Macri 1997: 91–92; Stuart 2005a: 166–167). Though not
specified as such, here we are clearly dealing with the dressing of effigies, objects
that may typically have been made of wood or some other perishable material,
given their absence in the archaeological record here and elsewhere. A rare survival
comes in the four staff-mounted models of K’awiil found in Burial 195 at Tikal
(Moholy-Nagy 2008: 55–56, figure 232). The wood from which they had been
carved had rotted away completely, but their form was preserved by their blue/
green-painted stucco coatings, recovered intact from a layer of hardened mud.
Case Study 8 describes over-sized effigies that were carried on litters, and these
must also have been made of lightweight and highly perishable materials.

The portability of embodiments would have been especially relevant when
migrations established new settlements and political domains, as amply
described for Postclassic Central Mexico (e.g. Nicholson 1971: 409–410;
Schroeder 1991: 122–123, 145–147). When the Mexica are shown journeying
from their homeland they carry sacred bundles tied across their backs in much
the same manner as the Maya (see Boone 1991: figure 8.3). These wrappings
contained relics and magical paraphernalia, as well as an image of their ethnic
god Huitzilopochtli.

For the highland Maya of Guatemala, a similar diaspora is described in the
Popol Vuh, reflecting a pan-Mesoamerican trope. Here the four lineage
founders of the K’iche’ each receive their tutelary god at Tulan – the legendary
source of political legitimacy for much of Postclassic Mesoamerica – and carry
away their effigies on their backs (Christenson 2003: 211–212). Significantly, the
failure of one of these men to sire male heirs meant the extinction of his lineage
as well as his god, which disappears from the story at this point (Christenson
2003: 212, n.554). This connection serves to emphasise the link between such
gods and lordly bloodlines over and above those of localities or communities.
That these late accounts are archetypes rather than historical accounts only
emphasises that they express central concepts of political legitimacy, the means
by which authority could be uprooted, transported, and sown again in fresh
lands (Smith 1984; Boone 1991; Sachse and Christenson 2005; Sachse 2008).

Gods’ Houses

A key activity and component of settled space was the construction of shrines
to house deities and venerate ancestors; buildings not infrequently set on the
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eastern side of plaza groups or the eastern portions of site cores (Becker 1971,
1999; Haviland 1981). Texts inside some of those shrines describe their dedi-
cation and ownership, at times specifying them as the otoot, “dwelling” or
wayib, “sleeping place” of particular gods (see Stuart 1998: 376–379, 399–402).
Similarly, ancestral shrines among the Postclassic K’iche’ of the highlands were
called warabal ja, “sleeping houses” (Carmack 1981: 161; Freidel, Schele, and
Parker 1993: 188–189). This suggests dormitories in which deities or ancestors
were thought to rest between their periodic emergence and display in cere-
monies and parades. The concept is illustrated by small shrine models
uncovered at Copan (Grube and Schele 1990; Andrews and Fash 1992: figures
16 and 17; Houston and Inomata 2009: 200–201; Prager 2013: 446–453). These
show the generic k’uh anthropomorph standing in the doorway of a thatched
building, while texts on the roofs and sides describe each structure as the wayib
of a patron god of the Copan dynasty.

For a full-size version of a god house we can turn to the aforementioned
Tikal Temple 6, where a monumental text on the back of the structure’s tall
crest or roofcomb describes it as the wayib of Sak Hix Muut (Houston and
Stuart 1989: 11–13; Stuart 2007d; Baron 2013: 174). That passage dates the
dedication of the building to 766, making it the work of the little-known
twenty-eighth Tikal ruler, although elsewhere the text makes clear that he was
reworking a structure originally built by his father Yihk’in Chan K’awiil in 735

(Martin 2015b). This was less than a year after the king’s accession and his
building was actually modifying a still earlier temple that lies just one metre
below its surface. As we will later see, Yihk’in Chan K’awiil was a conqueror
whose political successes were manifested in a major redevelopment of Tikal
(Martin 1996a: 233, 2001c: 186, 2003b: 31).

We can identify a similar process at Palenque. There the three lavishly
decorated temples of the Cross Group, whose inner enclosures house carved
relief panels and long inscriptions combining dynastic and mythic information
are said to be the pibnaah, “sweatbath/oven” of the Triad gods (Houston 1996;
Stuart 2006a: 109). Dedicated together in 692, they were built by K’inich Kaan
Bahlam II and constituted his major architectural contribution to the city. They
came just five years after his most important military triumph, which was
commemorated inside one of them, the war-themed Temple of the Sun
dedicated to GIII (Case Study 12) (Figure 31). At both Tikal and Palenque, we
might therefore detect not simply grateful propitiations to influential deities, but
expressions of the recently acquired economic wherewithal to carry them out.9

A political dimension to the construction of wayib temples also emerges in
recent work at La Corona, home to a dependent dynasty of Calakmul from
which most of the “Site Q” monuments originated (Stuart, in Schuster 1997).
In 2005 a perfectly preserved, two-part panel was found inside the ruined
structure labelled 13R-5, and its extensive text offers valuable connections
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between historical and archaeological evidence (Canuto et al. 2006; Baron
2013; also Guenter 2005b; David Stuart, pers. comm. 2005). The panel con-
cerns the dedication of a patron god’s wayib by the local ruler K’inich Yook in
677. But the panel also mentions the dedication of three earlier wayib by his
father Chakaw Nahb Kaan in 658, each ascribed to one of La Corona’s patron
deities. The best candidates for these buildings are the line of three structures
adjacent to 13R-5, and archaeological and epigraphic data combine to tell us
something about their development and historical significance.

As Joanne Baron (2013: 352–361) notes, their joint dedication came just
thirty-five days after Chakaw Nahb Kaan’s accession to the throne of La
Corona and the same-day killing of the previous ruler K’uk’ Ajaw, as detailed
in Chapter 6. Excavation confirmed that these three buildings amounted to a
single contemporary phase and that they were remodellings of existing struc-
tures. Adding a veneer only 50 cm deep in places and surmounted by wattle-
and-daub superstructures, this suggests that they were hastily made. Clearly,
Chakaw Nahb Kaan wanted to imprint himself on the site by putting up a
major work as soon as he practically could – much as Yihk’in Chan K’awiil
was to do at Tikal. However, the earlier phases of the three La Corona

31 Palenque’s Temple of the Sun, one of three temples that make up the Group of the Cross,
which was dedicated to the local patron deity GIII in 692. (Photograph by Linda Schele,
courtesy of David Schele)
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buildings, which are Early Classic in date, contain wealthy burials, a sign that
they were previously used as ancestral shrines. The speedy emphasis on gods
over ancestors may have served a political purpose for the new king, redirect-
ing or blocking the veneration of those dead lords, perhaps linked to the
dynastic struggle made clear by Chakaw Nahb Kaan’s violent path to power.

Patrons of War

Unsurprisingly, Classic Maya kingdoms were much concerned with their
fortunes in war, the ultimate guarantor of their liberty and means of material
gain, and this was a thematic focus of several patron deities and their sub-
variants.10 A leading concept here is that expressed by the metaphorical couplet
of a flint-blade and shield; an icon that could be possessed by deities as well as
conjured in the same manner that deities themselves were conjured. Thanks to
occasional substitutions of syllabic spellings its component logographs have
been deciphered: with pa-ka-la providing the key to reading PAKAL,
“shield” (Kelley 1968: 257–258) and to-k’a likewise revealing TOOK’,
“flint” (Houston 1983a).

The martial connotations of this combination were first noted by Jean
Genet (1934: 24–27).11 He compared its appearances in the Postclassic Maya
codices with metaphorical terms in
Colonial Maya documents and liter-
ary sources from Central Mexico,
arguing that it represented the gen-
eral idea of “war”. This is an issue
which we will return to in Chapter 9,
but for the moment we will simply
consider took’pakal as an emblematic
representation of martial power. It
appears in a number of illuminating
iconographic contexts, notably where
a representation of it is unwrapped
from a bundle as a virtual deity
(Schele and Miller 1986: 115–116)
(Figure 32).

Yaxchilan Lintel 25 supplies a
vivid representation of a conjuring
involving the took’pakal and a text
that directly links political rejuven-
ation to a local deity (Figure 33).
The scene is dominated by a sinuous
beast, part-snake part-centipede,

32 The presentation of a took’pakal, “flint (and) shield”
war icon. Palenque Palace Tablet. (Drawing by Linda
Schele, courtesy of David Schele)

PATRON GODS AND PATRON ANCESTORS 157



33 Yaxchilan’s Shield Jaguar III, armed with spear and shield and wearing the mask of the
Teotihuacan storm god, is “conjured” in the form of the city’s principal patron deity by his wife
Ix K’abal Xook. Yaxchilan Lintel 25. (Photograph by Justin Kerr)
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from whose maw emerges a portrait of the king Shield Jaguar III armed with a
lance and shield. Meanwhile his wife, whose bloodletting rite has invoked the
apparition, looks on (Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: 308–309; Martin and
Grube 2000: 125; Miller and Martin 2004: 100, 108; Stuart 2005e: 279–281).
The king wears a mask and headdress drawn directly from the iconography of
Teotihuacan and, indeed, the whole image is drenched in the style of that
once-great, but by that time fallen, metropolis of Central Mexico. The event
takes place on the day the king acceded to office in 681 and the text describes
the scene with utzakaw uk’awiilil utook’(u)pakal aj k’ahk’ o’ chahk, “She conjures
the power of, the flint and shield of, Aj K’ahk’ O’ Chahk” – this being the
leading patron deity of Yaxchilan. The appearance of k’awiil in the abstractive
form k’awiilil, signifying some essence or quality of the lightning bolt, is the
same embodiment of power and authority we saw on Xunantunich Panel 4. In
this case it tells us that the king stands as the human instantiation of Aj K’ahk’
O’ Chahk’s martial power.

Taken as a whole, Lintel 25 is an overt claim to Yaxchilan’s rebirth as a
sovereign entity, a kingdom which was, at the point this scene was carved in
723, emerging from many years of silence and probable subordination to a
foreign power (Miller 1991; Martin and Grube 2000: 121–126). That this
particular image, among all of the many royal tableaux at Yaxchilan, is
rendered à la mode mexique is especially telling. The Classic Maya, as a whole,
clearly perceived Teotihuacan as both an indomitable military icon and source
of political legitimation, not simply by dint of its reputation but because of
their own contacts and asymmetrical relationship with that great city in the
Early Classic Period (p.122–126 and 241–243).

This takes us to a much wider body of images in which Classic Maya kings
don the garb of Teotihuacan warriors (Stone 1989). These costumes frequently
depict the Teotihuacan war serpent deity, called Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan by
the Maya, often in the form of an enveloping plated headdress in which the
face of the wearer appears in its open maw (Taube 1992b, 2000) (Figure 34a).
There were also occasions in which direct impersonation of this god took place
(Houston and Stuart 1996: 299) or it was “conjured” into being (Freidel,
Schele, and Parker 1993: 309–310) (Figure 34b). This last ritual, in particular,
demonstrates that the Maya were not simply evoking the general idea of
Teotihuacan militarism, they were actively enlisting its most potent war god
into their own service. Although only partially preserved today, Tikal Temple
1 Lintel 2 was once a splendid example of Central Mexican iconography in
wood, featuring a towering effigy of Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan (a fragment of
the name survives in the text) above a portrait of a local king suitably bedecked in
Teotihuacan war-gear (Schele and Freidel 1990: 209; Taube 1992b: 68–69; Stuart
2000: 490). The giant figure is more clearly seen in a contemporary graffito on
the wall of a palace building at Tikal (Trik and Kampen 1983: figure 52b).
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Other lintels at Tikal are in better condition and these offer profound
insights into the significance of patron gods to warfare (Martin 1996a, 2000c:
113–122). As we will see in Case Study 8, the depicted structures are palanquins
that carried the king under the symbolic protection of a god, and a major topic
of the accompanying texts is the capture and subsequent display of effigies and
their litters. This forms part of a Mesoamerican, indeed worldwide, pattern in
which human struggles are played out in a supernatural plane, where the
political identity invested in models of tutelary gods made them targets for
seizure.

In the Bonampak battle mural of Structure 1, Room 2 we see a box carried
aloft in the midst of the fighting (Miller and Brittenham 2013: 100) (Figure 44,
at far right). It seems to be saluted or blessed by someone bearing a feathered
whisk in one hand and a severed head in the other. Clearly something of value,

(a)

(b)

34 The Teotihuacan war serpent Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan as invoked by the Classic Maya: (a)
Worn as a costume on Bonampak Stela 3; (b) A “conjuring” of this deity described on Copan
Stela I.
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the box might have an analogous role to that at Tikal and contain a god image
or sacred bundle, making it another kind of “participant” in the battle.

The Yaxchilan patron Aj K’ahk’ O’ Chahk appears in another context, this
time one that reveals something of the religious rationalisation of warfare
(Houston et al. 2006: 123). On Lintel 35 at that city a subordinate of the
Dzibanche king seized in 537 is said to be uwe’iy, “the eating of” both this god
and a fellow Yaxchilan patron. The implication is that the deities were
sustained by defeated foes, probably at the moment of their ritualised death.

A further aspect of patron deity identification arises in a comparison of texts
from Naranjo and Yaxha. Yaxha Stela 31 records the capture of a ruler of
Ucanal by the local king K’inich Lakamtuun in 796 that was, unusually,
“supervised” by one or two versions of the “Jaguar God of the Underworld”
(JGU).12 The same local patron or patrons appear in very different circum-
stances just three years later on Naranjo Stela 35, here at the climax to a series
of battles fought between the two kingdoms in 799.13 The inscription begins
with a primordial puluuyi, “burning” event that tells of a mythic immolation of
the JGU by four young gods (Schele and Mathews 1998: 148). Scenes on
painted vases supply depictions of the same event with a matching deep-time
date. The front of Stela 35 shows a re-enactment of the myth, with the
kneeling Yaxha king in the role of the JGU and the Naranjo king, suitably
equipped with a giant torch, as the agent of his demise (Martin 1997b; Martin
and Grube 2000: 82). One passage specifies that someone, presumably the
defeated Yaxha king himself, is decapitated inside a deity temple.14 Both here
and in another version of the same event on Stela 12, the agent is the victorious
king of Naranjo.

These texts demonstrate that mythological tropes had a part to play in the
conceptualisation of Maya warfare. However, this specific myth seems to have
been prompted opportunistically by Yaxha’s close association with the JGU –

an association Naranjo itself shared through another aspect of this deity – and
in that sense, was contingent rather than part of some formulaic charter for
war. Indeed, it is notable how rarely war is presented within a supernatural
paradigm in Classic Maya patrimonial rhetoric, this case is all but unique.

Shifting and Adding Patrons

By tracking the references to patron gods through time it becomes clear that
their associations to kings or kingdoms were not fixed. Changes in a given
line-up of deities are significant where they coincide with transfers of regime
or other developments in which political reality impinged on a theological
construction.

Though the evidence is limited, we see such a case in the migration that
brings a Mutul line originating at Tikal first to Dos Pilas and then Aguateca.
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A glimpse of the newcomer’s divine identity comes on Dos Pilas Stela 9, where
a portrait of Bajlaj Chan K’awiil shows him wearing a feathered backrack
containing the image of a supernatural feline called wak hixnal winik. Such
assemblages are worn by the Maize God in his localised or kingdom-specific
variants, and this spotted cat is identified as the one attached to Tikal in its
accompanying caption – as we will shortly see in a fuller examination of
this complex in Case Study 7 (Figure 35). Another monument, one of the
much-destroyed panels from the main three-sanctuary temple at Dos Pilas,
refers to a star deity that is very prominent at Tikal, though also like one that
serves as a founding king at Dos Pilas’s older neighbour Tamarindito (Houston
1993: 100–101).15

Similarly, when Bajlaj Chan K’awiil’s son Itzamnaaj K’awiil succeeds him in
698 he is said to do so in the company of a set of gods only otherwise seen at
Ixlu some 161 years later (Mathews 2001a[1979]: 399). We have already noted
that the Ixlu dynasty was itself a splinter or descendent of that at Tikal, one that
continued the veneration of ancestral gods such as Sak Hix Muut. At Dos Pilas,
Itzamnaaj K’awiil would later begin to pivot toward a deity distinctive to his
local Petexbatun and Pasión regions, GI-K’awiil, whose veneration seems to
have been specially focussed on the ancient centre of Ceibal. On the same day
in 721 that the king gifted or unveiled an effigy of this god at Ceibal he
dedicated a stela to it at Aguateca (Stuart and Houston 1994: 90–92; Houston
and Stuart 1996: 301–302; Baron 2013: 450–455, 2016: 90–91). By the time the
Mutul kings of the Petexbatun were ruling from Aguateca in 741, GI-K’awiil
was preeminent within their pantheon and oversaw their period ending rituals.
The same god is said to oversee the accession of Aguateca’s vassal at the small
centre of La Amelia, home to another Mutul lord. In securing the services of
this deity, the new regime seems to have balanced contrasting notions of local
and lineage-based divinity, its efforts to embed its authority in a new land
casting some faint light on the transposability of regional and dynastic gods.

The wide distribution of the baakal emblem in the western Maya region
offers a further opportunity to observe the relationship between political
authority and patron deity concepts. By the middle of the seventh century
Palenque, Tortuguero, and Comalcalco claimed a common title and show
other forms of connection, including their architectural styles (Case Study 1).
The little we know of Tortuguero gods (Gronemeyer and MacLeod 2010: 59;
Baron 2013: 532–535) shows no overlap with those of Palenque, a clear hint to
their political separation. A much fuller inventory of tutelary gods comes to us
from Comalcalco, where the pendants from Urn 26 describe ten or more
deemed worthy of veneration. Interestingly, among them is Unen K’awiil, the
god we know as GII at Palenque (Marc Zender, pers. comm. 2000; Zender
2004: table 6, figures 69 and 70). Unen K’awiil was an intimate of Palenque
kings and the stucco piers of the Temple of Inscriptions show a series of
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historical monarchs, each cradling the infant lightning god. With Comalcalco
152 km distant from Palenque it is difficult to see how localism can have been a
factor in the appearance of Unen K’awiil there and much easier to accept that
the attachment stemmed from their shared dynastic title.

In a ceremony performed in 656 a lord is elevated to the rulership of the
Cancuen polity, a centre almost 234 km to the south of Calakmul – as detailed
in Chapter 6. This is not only supervised by the Calakmul king Yuknoom
Ch’een II, it is “overseen” by a list of Calakmul deities. To be sanctioned by
foreign gods in this way, in the complete absence of Cancuen’s own dynastic
deities, admitted as much in its own account, identifies Calakmul at the site of
the ceremony (Guenter 2002: 6). Moreover, this suggests a strong political
dimension in which subordination could be embedded not only in secular but
divine power (Baron 2016: 168–169).

We will conclude this review at Copan, the centre with the richest collec-
tion of divine protectors. Two of the most prominent, Baluun K’awiil and
Chan Te’ Ch’oktaak, appear by the middle of the sixth century and are steadily
joined by others over the next 200 years (Baron 2013: 219, 416–448; Prager
2013: 372–375). Indeed, each ruler makes a point of augmenting the list with
his own additions – though whether these are promotions from the lower
echelons of Copan’s supernatural inventory or true innovations is unknown.
The reign of the thirteenth king Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil is typical in
adding two gods, Mo’ Witz Ajaw and K’uy Saak Ajaw, to which he devoted
special iconographic programmes on particular stelae.

A fascinating development came in 2011 with the discovery of a hiero-
glyphic stairway at El Palmar detailing a local dignitary’s visit to Copan in 726,
noted in Chapter 5. Although the context is not entirely clear, the three most
prominent Copan deities are listed in that text and the visitor’s interaction with
them was clearly a matter of importance. A further outside mention of Copan
deities comes at Quirigua in 738, though in much less agreeable circumstances
since it relates to the capture and execution of Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil by
his one-time vassal (Houston and Stuart 1996: 302; Looper 1999: 268–269,
2003: 78–79). Stela I at Quirigua records a date six days before his beheading
that involves two of the Copan gods named at El Palmar. Although the verbal
phrase here is poorly understood, the implication is that Waxaklajuun Ubaah
K’awiil’s divine support was in some way undermined, perhaps in a manner
like those on the Tikal lintels in Case Study 8, where the seizure of gods
parallels that of their owners.

Copan recovers from its setback and its interest in patron gods reaches a new
pitch in the reign of its sixteenth and last true king, Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat. He
makes his own additions and in two texts refers to the collective as koknoom
uxwintik, “guardians (of ) Copan” (Stuart, in Stuart, Houston, and Robertson
1999: II–59; Houston and Inomata 2009: 204; Baron 2013: 219; Prager 2013:
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372–375). This phrase is unique to Copan and it is hard to know if the concept
is so familiar as to escape mention elsewhere, or whether the king is con-
sciously extending the ambit of dynastic gods to a locality.

Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat is also responsible for the greatest spectacle of
otherworldly oversight at Copan, which comes on a carved step inside Temple
11 (Schele and Miller 1986: 121–126, plate 36). Here the king’s accession in
763 is attended by massed ranks of gods and ancestors, each shown as lords
sitting on their own name-glyphs. Although there are distinctions to the
figures’ costumes and accoutrements, these are not systematic and the overall
sense is that they form a common body summoned from whatever unworldly
quarter they reside in. It is surely relevant that Temple 11 stands on an earlier
phase with its own dedicatory step identifying it as a k’uhul naah, “holy house”
of the Copan dynasty, of which the first six kings are named as its “owners”
(Prager and Wagner 2008). The earliest ancestral king on both monuments is
the historical founder of the dynasty K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’. Though he is
never deified as such, the sacral character of the dead king is manifested
through multiple versions of the Structure 16 mortuary shrine that covered
his (probable) tomb (Taube 2004b). Like other male ancestors, he is here
equated with the sun god K’inich Ajaw and the iconographic programmes
make clear that his identity had been fused with that of the avian solar realm.

CASE STUDY 7 : PATRON MAIZE DANCERS

In addition to the gods who reside in particular locations, those intimately
connected to dynasties as prototypical kings, and those adopted as patrons of
war, there is at least one further category of divinity linked to individual Classic
Maya kingdoms. The handsome young Maize God was a universal deity of
fertility and fecundity, his natural cycle of harvesting, sowing, and sprouting
serving as the central metaphor of life and death for Maya kings (Taube 1985).
However, like many other supernatural beings, the Maize God had different
aspects or permutations and these included localised varieties responsible for
the sustaining bounty of a certain place, or more precisely the domain of a
particular kingship.

The life-size, swaying stalks in the cornfield readily evoke the idea of dance,
and the god of maize was perceived to be a dancer who wore elaborate
costumes whose tall “backrack” symbolised a layered cosmos. Rulers donned
that same attire to emulate his performance, no doubt one of many efforts to
propitiate an abundant harvest. Although royal impersonators are occasionally
depicted on monuments (p.162), most of the images we have are of the god, or
rather gods, on painted cylinder vases (Reents-Budet 1991; Grube 1992;
Houston, Stuart, and Taube 1992; Looper, Reents-Budet, and Bishop 2009:
117–131; Tokovinine 2013: 115–122) (Figure 35). Numbering between one and
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four on each vessel, each of them dances with an accompanying dwarf or
hunchback, regular companions of the corn god.

What distinguishes the dancing maize deities as separate versions are the
small creatures that nestle in the midst of their backrack cosmograms. These are
identified in their appended glyphic captions and specify the place or kingdom
to which each refers. The example illustrated here is the same spotted cat noted
on Dos Pilas Stela 9, whose caption reads ubaah juun ixiim *wak hixnal (winik) or
“The image of One Maize, Six Cat-Place (Person)”, completed here by the
pairing t’abaayi mutul, “ascends (at) Tikal”. There are several variants of this
final section, another gives the passage tahn ch’een k’uhul mutul ajaw, “(in the)
midst of the domain of the Holy Tikal Lord”. Evidently local maize gods
emerged in the heart of the kingdom or, in still another version, acceded to the
ultimate lordly rank of kaloomte’ there. We find the same wak hixnal winik
version of the deity noted on the delicately incised on animal bones from Tikal
Burial 116. These scenes depict the universal myth in which the corn deity is
ferried across a primordial body of water by the two Paddler Gods, en route to
the Underworld. This shows us how a local divine consciousness was embed-
ded within a wider mythscape, such that the two could effortlessly coexist.

35 The Tikal-specific version of the Maize God featuring its jaguar patron in the backrack and a
caption that describes his “ascending” at Mutul. K503.
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The contrasting version for Calakmul was called juun ixiim wak chanal winik,
“One Maize, Six Sky-Place Person”, which usually appears in the backrack
in the form of an anthropomorphised serpent. Interestingly, the same hybrid
appears in the costume worn by the client king of La Corona (Stuart 2015).16

This is a small but valuable insight into the way that subject dynasties, doubtless
linked to their overlords by blood ties, were integrated not only politically but
in terms of religious beliefs. In this way La Corona, whose lords otherwise
venerated its own local deities, was still part of an overarching divine scheme.

The great majority of the maize dancer vessels are painted in the distinctive
red-on-white style produced in or close to Naranjo. Yet the corn deity specific
to that kingdom is either absent or is one of the creatures not identified by a
legible caption – we see various unattributed monkeys, dogs, gophers, vul-
tures, squirrels, peccaries, among other beasts in these contexts. The key point
to note is that two kingdom-specific dancers predominate, those distinguished
by the spotted cat of Tikal and the serpent of Calakmul. Indeed, in most cases
these are the only featured dancers. An illustrative example here is the finely
executed vase excavated at Buenavista del Cayo (Houston, Stuart, and Taube
1992). Its rim text names its owner as the Naranjo king K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan
Chahk and it may well have been a gift to the ruler of this secondary centre
and small polity. Even so, its twin corn gods are those of the two great
hegemons.17 In another case, the grandson of that same Naranjo king was
the owner of a plate excavated at Holmul, which shows the Tikal maize deity
dancing alone. Why was such interest lavished on these two polities in
particular?

The Naranjo line could certainly claim links to both, being related to the
Mutul dynasty of Dos Pilas through blood and to the Kaanul dynasty of
Calakmul by its political allegiance. However, on some higher, transcendent
level it plausibly represents an effort to conceptualise the pre-eminence of
these players. The kingdoms buffeted by Tikal and Calakmul through time, as
Naranjo certainly was, seem to have rationalised their ascendency in symbolic
terms, as a core dyad sanctioned on a divine plane. That this is an idealised
concept is all the more clear when one considers that the great majority of
these vessels date to the late eighth century. By that time only Mutul held real
political power and a grand duopoly could be no more than a wistful
remembrance.

CASE STUDY 8 : GIANT EFFIGIES AT TIKAL

The largest wooden artworks to survive from the ancient Maya world, without
much argument the finest as well, are a series of lintels that once spanned
doorways within the sanctuaries of three of Tikal’s tallest stepped pyramids
(Jones and Satterthwaite 1982: 97–103). They consist of abutted beams of
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sapodilla wood, deeply carved and burnished to a glossy finish on their
undersides. The scenes and texts on the lintels from Temples 1 and 4 convey
key information about patron deities and the use of effigies (Martin 1996a,
2000c). All show enthroned kings enclosed by a towering figure atop a tiered
and decorated platform. One of these objects shows lashed poles at its base,
identifying the structures as litters or palanquins carried by teams of bearers, as
confirmed by graffiti from the walls of other Tikal buildings (Jones 1987: 108).
The over-sized figures are not, therefore, imagined apparitions but physical
models, doubtless made from lightweight wood, paper, and textile, like those
we might find on a carnival float or the giant litters used to parade the images
of Catholic patron saints in Latin America today.

Texts accompany the scenes and in each of the three well-preserved
examples the central topic is warfare, recounting Tikal victories over Calakmul
(on Temple 1 Lintel 3), El Peru (on Temple 4 Lintel 3), and Naranjo (on
Temple 4 Lintel 2). These carry detailed accounts, by Classic Maya standards at
least, which contribute information of historical importance (see Chapter 9).
Here, however, I will focus attention on the light they cast on the role and
meaning of patron deity systems.

Temple 1 Lintel 3 celebrates the achievements of Jasaw Chan K’awiil I,
who defeated the Calakmul king Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ in 695 in a
jubuuyi utook’ pakal, “his weapons are knocked down” event (Schele and
Freidel 1990: 205–207). This success marked a historical turning point and
the start of an extended process of decline for Calakmul, counterpoised by a
rise in the fortunes of Tikal (Martin 1996a: 233; Martin and Grube 2000:
44–45). On the same day as this victory we learn that baaknaj yajaw maan,
“Yajaw Maan is captured”. Inscriptions at Calakmul and elsewhere tell us
that Yajaw Maan was an important patron deity of the dynasty and we can
conclude that some representation of it was taken into battle and seized by
the enemy.

The text goes on to describe a ceremony performed forty days after the
battle that involved the lifting or carrying of the litter, called here the nuun?
bahlamnal.18 Since bahlam is “jaguar” it presumably describes the giant jaguar
effigy in the scene and identifies that palanquin. The same carrying verb and
named subject are recorded on Calakmul Stela 89 from 731, confirming its
connection to the site and indicating that such models were made and remade
for generations.

Supernatural beliefs have had an influence on the conduct of warfare and its
interpretation throughout history, with battle outcomes attributed to divine
will or even to the result of contests between rival tutelary deities (Weber
1978: 413). It is not unusual for such gods to be represented in effigy form on
the battlefield and later lost to enemy action (for one of a number of Mesopo-
tamian cases see Liverani 2001: 104).
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This practice was also a recurring one in Mesoamerica, not least among the
Aztec (Hassig 1988: 8–10). Not only did they carry their own divine effigies
into battle (Sahagún 1979: II.8.17), but their wars involved the seizure of the
enemy’s gods, which were returned to the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan and
installed in a building called the coateocalli that was dedicated to such divine
captives (Durán 1967: 2, 439; Townsend 1979: 36; Hassig 1988: 105). This was
a strategy by which they “absorbed and usurped the cults of the vanquished,
undermining their claims to an independent spiritual identity” (Houston and
Stuart 1996: 302).

Effigies were no less important to the Postclassic Maya. The early chronicler
Villagutierre Soto Mayor (1985: 540) tells us that the Itzaj Maya of the central
lowlands “had two other idols worshiped as gods of battle; one called Pakoc
and the other Hexchunchan. These were carried when they went to fight the
cinamitas, their neighbours and mortal enemies . . .”. Other parallels are found
in the highlands, where the K’iche’ took an image of their supreme god Tohil
to the battlefield, but were defeated and forced to surrender it (Carmack 1981:
138; Otzoy 1999: 178). It is also from K’iche’ sources that we learn that kings
could be taken into battle riding a litter – indeed, one ruler is said to have been
knocked down from one and killed (Fuentes y Guzmán 1932–1933: 7, 39–40;
Carmack 1981: 140).

Jasaw Chan K’awiil was succeeded by his son Yihk’in Chan K’awiil in
734 and the new king continued the struggle against Calakmul, capturing
one of its kings or high nobles before 736 (Martin 2005a: 11–12, figure 9).
Within a decade, Yihk’in Chan K’awiil had exploited his growing superiority to
attack two of the Snake kingdom’s most important clients, El Peru and Naranjo.
The first of these is recorded on Temple 4 Lintel 3, which describes a “star war”
victory at the site of Yaxa’ in 743 (Table 3). This was not the well-known site of
that name on Lake Yaxha but a namesake said to be elk’in waka’, “East (of )
Waka’” or “Eastern Waka” – Waka’ being the toponym that can be attributed
to El Peru, 80 km due west of Tikal (Martin 2000c: 119–122). One candidate
here might be Laguna Perdida, a large lake with a site on its shores 61 km from
Tikal, whose limited inscriptional record shows some ties to El Peru. The
triumphal party subsequently returned to their city, with the statement ihuli
mutul, “then arrives at Tikal”, although this is not entirely fixed in time (if this
was on the day after the action then Yaxa’ must be somewhere closer to Tikal).

This conflict resulted in the baakwaj, “capture” of the El Peru king’s personal
deity, a version of the death god Akan. Tikal chose to celebrate the success in
746, exactly three haab years later, an occasion on which Yihk’in Chan K’awiil
was carried on the splendid serpent throne shown in the lintel scene and
impersonated the captured god.19 The latter is here called “the god of” the
Tikal king, suggesting its appropriation, his performance constituting the
symbolic transfer of its powers from El Peru to Tikal (see Baron 2013: 210).
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These themes are repeated on Temple 4 Lintel 2, which recounts the
campaign Yihk’in Chan K’awiil launched just 191 days after his success over
El Peru (Martin 1996a) (Figure 36). The target on this occasion was Naranjo,
40 km to the east of Tikal. Although there had been close links between the
two kingdoms in earlier times, since at least 546 Naranjo had been under the
domination of the Snake dynasty and had been an opponent of Tikal in the
seventh century. In February 744, the Tikal king conducts a preparatory rite of

36 Yihk’in Chan K’awiil of Tikal seated within a captured palanquin featuring a giant effigy of
the Naranjo war patron. Tikal Temple 4 Lintel 2. (Drawing by William R. Coe, University of
Pennsylvania Museum)
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some kind and then arrives at Tuubal (Zender 2005a: 14). Since the assault on
Naranjo came only a day later this information should help to locate this
unidentified centre, for which the city now known as Nakum is the best, if not
the only, candidate.20

The subsequent attack on Naranjo is described, in rather elliptical language,
as a “star war” against the ch’een of Naranjo’s divine ancestral king the Square-
nosed Serpent (p.151). This is followed by another capture event and the
names of several deities belonging to Yax Mayuy Chan Chahk, the Naranjo
monarch who was almost certainly a son and successor of the great K’ahk’
Tiliw Chan Chahk, gaining power sometime after 727 (Martin et al. 2017).
Damage to the text on Lintel 2 cuts short our view of the celebratory rites that
took place in 747, but enough remains to know that Yihk’in Chan K’awiil was
borne on a tz’unun pi’it, “hummingbird litter” – an object that takes first
position in the list of supernatural captives (Figure 37a).21

(a)

(b) (c)
37 The Hummingbird-Jaguar God war patron of Naranjo: (a) Hieroglyph for the
hummingbird palanquin from Tikal Temple 4 Lintel 2; (b) Graffito in Tikal Structure 5D-65
Room 9. (Drawing by Michael E. Kampen, University of Pennsylvania Museum); (c) The
Naranjo war palanquin pictured on the vessel K7716
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The giant figure on the lintel lacks any immediate resemblance to a hum-
mingbird, and what we see instead is an anthropomorphic jaguar deity
equipped with a prominent feline ear, a cord looped around the eyes indica-
tive of the Jaguar God of the Underworld, and a body marked by groups of
three dark spots. Crucially, the platform base is decorated by recurring sa’al
signs, the heart of the emblem glyph and political identity of Naranjo.
Wherever it might be carried, the god stood on the ground of the kingdom
it protected.

As in the case of Temple 1 Lintel 2, we have a graffito that shows the same
object, this time clearly carried aloft by bearers (Figure 37b). Both versions
show a projection from the figure’s head with a disk partway along it, an
object that is damaged on the lintel and only cursively etched in the
graffito. Its significance is revealed by a painted vessel, K7716, providing a
third version of this effigy. This image is significantly earlier, produced for
the long-lived Naranjo king Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich, who was in power
from 546 to at least 612. The scene shows him sitting on a canopied throne.
Behind we see a black-faced jaguar deity, armed with a spear and shield and
marked with the same sets of three spots, lying in a prone position atop a
palanquin roof (this is either visually compressed to fit the limited height of
the vessel, or more likely accurately portrays a partially assembled structure
that would have included the king’s throne) (Figure 37c). As Karl Taube
(pers. comm. 2001) points out, the projection is clearly an elongated bird’s
beak, while the disk, here shown edge-on, is recognisable as the pierced
flower that is diagnostic of hummingbirds. Each of these pictured effigies,
therefore, represents a hummingbird-jaguar deity that served as the war
patron of Naranjo.22 The vase representation further establishes its
extended history at this polity, where it was clearly invoked by generations
of its kings.

What the Tikal lintels collectively convey is the importance put on seizing
rival deities in war and the performances that celebrated and retold these
events. Such triumphs – in the original Roman sense of the word – were
not only self-glorifications, they sought to nullify or arrogate the spiritual
power of their vanquished enemies. The painted Naranjo vessel confirms
that such litters were local productions which, however cumbersome, must
have been exposed to capture in war (though the El Peru version may be a
separate case). In whatever way they were employed, as transport to the
battlefield, as command posts, or battle standards, they express a belief in
divine protectors with supernatural powers, a force they hoped to enlist to
their aid.

Yihk’in Chan K’awiil’s lintels focus on the fate of gods, but his Stela 5 and its
partnering Altar 2 demonstrate that these serve as mirrors to the fortunes of
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their respective kings. The altar is now shattered but features the same rope
border that elsewhere holds captives at Tikal (Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:
17), while the stela shows a prone and bound Yax Mayuy Chan Chahk, his
name emblazoned in a caption above this head (Martin 1996a: 231, figure 11).
Behind the pieties and supernatural sub-texts there lay the brutal business of
taking, and sometimes dispatching, rival kings.

table 3 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.15.10.0.0 741 Jul 1 Period ending (anchor date)
9.15.12.2.2 743 Aug 2 Star war against Yaxa’ (Elk’in Waka’)
9.15.12.2.3 743 Aug 3 Unknown event followed by a return to Tikal
9.15.12.11.12 744 Feb 8 Ceremony performed and then a “descent” to Tuubal
9.15.12.11.13 744 Feb 9 Star war against Naranjo
9.15.15.2.3 746 Jul 18 God impersonation and palanquin ceremony for El Peru

victory
9.15.15.14.0 747 Mar 12 Palanquin ceremony for Naranjo victory
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EIGHT

MATRIMONY

I f we are to understand the inner articulations of power in the Classic Maya
polity, and how they extended outward to interact with others, we must

address the familial bonds through which these were realised and reproduced.
We need, in short, to examine how ties both within and between Classic Maya
polities were established through marriage and their resulting progeny. Super-
ficially narrow in focus, this topic actually engages broad issues of kinship,
legitimacy, succession, and power relations – forming a bridge between the
preceding chapters that focus on the individual polity and those to come that
concentrate on how they engaged with others. Every dynastic group seeks to
maintain itself and, wherever possible, enhance its fortunes by manipulating its
reproduction. This involves overt planning and negotiation in the expectation
of, among other things, forging alliances, generating heirs, and securing
resources.

Social anthropology drew much of its initial grammar and substance from
kinship structures and their traceries of consanguinity and affinity (e.g.
Radcliffe-Brown 1941; Fox 1967; Lévi-Strauss 1969), and the extent to which
these are enmeshed in power relations makes them a concern of political
anthropology as well (e.g. Fried 1967). Ethnographic research worldwide has
revealed the astonishing variety of kin concepts and practices of which human
groups are capable. Yet at the same time there are recurring, virtually ubiqui-
tous, patterns to how the aristocracies of complex societies emerge and
perpetuate themselves. There is an on-going contrast between structures of
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descent that focus on ancestry and structures of alliance that stress the strategic
relations between groups. This is formalised in the opposition between lineage
and house models of society (for the debate in the Maya case see Gillespie
2000a, 2000b; Houston and McAnany 2003: 36–37; Watanabe 2004), although
the distinction can only be one of degree. Indeed, as we seek to define ruling
kin groups we are often drawn to the ways that descent and alliance coexist in
a productive tension.

The precision of the inscriptions offers a powerful tool to examine these
questions. Even so, the aforementioned problem of the “unseen” remains
acute, since the links exposed in the texts are patently mere fragments of a
far greater whole. Occasionally they allow us to assemble a partial family tree
or trace descent through the male line for a few generations. But the wider
familial organisation of the polity, the matrix of collateral lines and other noble
blood, is almost entirely hidden. We are also utterly dependent on retrospect-
ive sources that give us the outcomes of particular unions, but little or nothing
of the machinations that led up to them – least of all, of course, of the many
plans that came to nought. If records of warfare give us winners’ history, then
those of genealogy present the history of successful strivers and survivors; those
who, through legitimate right, good fortune, personal aptitude, or ruthless
manoeuvring, achieved ascendency and became history-makers.

The issue of royal marriage has naturally drawn the attention of Mayanists,
and a number of studies have sought insights from available archaeological or
epigraphic materials (see Marcus 1973: 914, 1976: 157–179, 1987: 135–147,
1992a: 249–259; Molloy and Rathje 1974; Haviland 1977; Schele and Mathews
1991: 243–245; Bricker 2002; Josserand 2002, 2007; Martin 2008b). In re-
assessing the topic here, we have the advantage of both an enhanced dataset
and a richer historical context within which to interpret it. I will begin with
the kinds of evidence that allow us to identify marriages, before moving to a
discussion of royal polygyny. This is a practice that has received very little
attention in Maya studies until now, but whose ramifications are, I believe, of
considerable relevance to understanding the Classic system. From there we
move to how marriage reflects distinct power relations within and between
polities. As usual, points are illustrated by examples and supplemented by case
studies that explore the issues in greater contextual depth.

IDENTIFYING MARRIAGE

Sources on marriage fall into five types, of which four emerge directly from the
texts and the fifth as an inference from iconography. These are: (1) statements
identifying parents or other close relatives; (2) references to “his/her spouse”;
(3) unions implied by a bride’s “arrival” at the home of her future husband; (4)
references to betrothing or wedding ceremonies; and (5) figural scenes in
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which males are shown in the company of one or more females. Each will be
discussed in turn and examined both in rhetorical and historical terms for what
they tell us about the reproduction of dynastic groups.

Genealogies

By far the most numerous testaments to marriage are those in which a ruler, or
more rarely a noble, names his or her parents – a feature first identified by
Christopher Jones (1977: 41–42). The terms in his initial examples are today
read yal, “child of (mother)” and umijiinil, “child of (father)”, although these
are just two within a set of comparable kinship terms that appear in substitution
with one another (Schele, Mathews, and Lounsbury 1977; Stuart 1985c, 1997;
Bricker 1986: 106–107; Mathews 1988: 208; Hopkins 1991; Stewart 2009).
There are at least 166 surviving parentage statements from at least sixty-two
different sites, spanning almost five centuries between 376 and 864.1 The
unmistakable purpose of these statements is to legitimise their subject, usually
by demonstrating that he, or very rarely she, is the progeny of a previous king.
The names and title phrases of the progenitors may be lengthy, but with few
exceptions they are restricted to a single generation. Immediate descent was
therefore key and, at least in the monumental record, longer genealogical
recitations are avoided even when kings possessed extensive royal pedigrees.

Although some polities routinely provide statements of parentage, others do
so rarely or not at all. For instance, despite the large corpus of well-preserved
monuments at Copan, Quirigua, and Tonina, these sites provide meagre
genealogical data. Whether this reflects some idiosyncratic reticence or, more
meaningfully, unorthodox patterns of descent, endemic succession struggles,
or the rule of intruders lacking a claim to local legitimacy, may never be
known. A suspicion of abnormality grows when genealogical data is absent for
a particular king, while being standard practice for others of the same polity.
Where only the mother’s name is given we have particular grounds to suspect
that a break in the ruling patriline had taken place – especially if such cases
align chronologically with a decisive military defeat (Jones 1991: 116–117;
Martin 2003b: 25).

Other relationships are less commonly specified, but where they are
they can be very useful in reconstructing family trees. Here mam, “grand-
father/grandson” (Stuart 2007c[2000]) is a case in point. At Tikal, the king
Chak Tok Ich’aak II is three times identified as the mam, “grandson” of a king
of Naranjo (Martin 2005b: 8, n.15; Tokovinine and Fialko 2007: 10–13).
Since we already have an extended Tikal patriline for Chak Tok Ich’aak, it
follows that his mother must have been a Naranjo native – representing
only one among several connections between these major kingdoms (Martin
2005b: 7–8).
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A further term, as yet undeciphered, links mothers to their offspring in the
formula “mother (of child)” (Mathews 1980: 61, Stewart 2009: 44–46). It mostly
appears in passages where dowager queens are supporting the rule of their sons,
stressing the importance of on-going maternal bonds – although it is a form that
became popular only after about 720, with twenty-seven examples in all. Less
common are yichaan, “mother’s brother” and the sibling terms sukunwinik,
“older brother” and itz’inwinik, “younger brother” (Stuart 1997: 5–8, 2005a:
32–33). These last two are used to mark distinctions between fraternal candidates
for the throne, demonstrating that birth-order was of some significance.

“His/Her Spouse”

The term for “spouse” in the inscriptions, atan, is almost invariably seen in its
possessed form of yatan, “the spouse of”. Although Berlin (1968b: 15) recog-
nised its sense it was first read phonetically by Lounsbury (1984: 178–179). In
the Postclassic Period codices it is sometimes spelled with the syllable sequence
ya-ta-na, but Classic-era sources always render it with a logographic root in
the form ya-AT-na (see Figure 40).2 Today, atan only appears as “wife” in the
Yukatekan branch of Mayan languages (see Kaufman 2003: 8). It is notable that
the ten instances of yatan or yatanil in the Dresden Codex all involve the same
female, usually called Sak Ixik “White Woman” in her captions and presumed
to be the young Moon Goddess. In each case, it links her to a different male
deity pictured in the accompanying scene, a licentiousness that could point to
“sexual partner” as the closest sense of the term.3 Classic Period examples are
not especially plentiful but, as we shall shortly see, they do provide key data on
the multiple wives taken by the upper echelons of Maya society.

Here Comes the Bride

The interdynastic marriages we have convey a strong patrilocal system of
residence with women moving to their husband’s polity. The inscriptions
emphasise this point when brides-to-be are the subjects of the metonymic
verb hul, “to arrive” (MacLeod 1990: 339–341), a term we explored for its
political connotations in Chapter 6 (Figure 20c). Examples from La Corona –
to be discussed in detail in Case Study 9 – make this doubly clear since the
same women that arrive also appear in yatan relationships (Martin 2008b).

We have already noted the “arrival” of Ix Wak Jalam Chan of Dos Pilas at
Naranjo in the summer of 682, referring both to her marriage and, if only
retrospectively, an important political move (Schele and Freidel 1990:
184–186) (p.127). She would be the mother of the next Naranjo king but,
despite the survival of fifteen monuments from this era, her ruling husband
receives only a single mention (Martin et al. 2017). In all other cases the
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suppression of his memory is achieved by simply avoiding normal practice and
naming neither parent.4

In 693 her five-year-old son, K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk, was elevated to
kingship, leaving no doubt that his father was dead by that time. It is clear that
Ix Wak Jalam Chan now assumes the position of queen regent and rules on
behalf of the boy (Closs 1985: 74–76). Indeed, immediately after his inauguration
she begins military campaigning in his name, attacking a number of lesser sites
and battling larger ones (Schele and Freidel 1990: 189; Martin and Grube 2000:
76). Two of her stelae show her trampling
enemies underfoot in the style of a warrior
king, a motif only otherwise seen with queens
at Calakmul (Figure 38). The impression we
get is that she was compelled to protect her
position and that of her son by conquering sites
that might normally be clients of Naranjo, as
well as defending their regime against major
competitors such as Tikal, Yaxha, and Ucanal.

This sequence of events cannot be prop-
erly understood without knowledge of Nar-
anjo’s regional rivalries and ties to greater
powers. As we have also heard, just two years
before Ix Wak Jalam Chan’s arrival Naranjo
seized the capital of long-time foe Caracol.
The report of this defeat in 680 comes from
Caracol itself, in a now-incomplete text that
would have likely gone on, in standard fash-
ion, to describe some successful retaliation
(Martin and Grube 2008: 73) (p.128). But
Calakmul is the crucial player in what
happened next, since it is the stated overlord
of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk as well as that of
Ix Wak Jalam Chan’s father at Dos Pilas (see
p.250, 255). While the precise chain of events
is lost, the upheavals of this period were
clearly settled to the advantage of Calakmul,
which ultimately was in control of affairs and
the guarantor of the queen’s position.

Nuptial Ceremonies

One might expect nuptial or prenuptial rites
to be topics of interest to Maya chroniclers

38 The Naranjo queen regent Ix Wak Jalam
Chan tramples an enemy underfoot in 702.
Naranjo Stela 24. (Drawing by Ian Graham
© President and Fellows of Harvard College,
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology,
PM# 2004.15.6.2.45)
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but, on the contrary, they are barely mentioned at all. The best-known
examples come from Piedras Negras and concern the union of Chooj, the
child-name of the future king K’inich Yo’nal Ahk II, and Ix Winikhaab Ajaw
of Namaan – the kingdom of La Florida that lies almost 50 km to the east.5 On
Piedras Negras Stelae 1, 3, and 8, as well as on a series of shells found in the
king’s tomb, the textual focus falls on two events separated by a few days in
686 (Stuart 1985c). The first is given as mahkaj in one instance and Stuart has
linked this to mak, “to sign up, contract” found in Modern Tzotzil, while also
considering a ritualistic use of a sense already attested in the glyphs of “to
cover/enclose” (Laughlin 1975: 225; Stuart 1985c: 178–179; Kaufman 2003:
866–867; Zender 2005b: 4–6). Interpreted as “betrothal”, the event is overseen
by a woman whose relevance to the story is not immediately clear. It is
followed a few days later by the verb nahwaj, which probably means “is
presented” and could well refer to the new bride’s public display. A further
nahwaj event on the shell, apparently describing a much later marriage for
K’inich Yo’nal Ahk in 729, was this time overseen by Ix Winikhaab Ajaw. If
the pattern holds true for the earlier example then it implies that that overseer
was another consort of the king.

Statements of this kind are so rarely recorded that we must suspect that they
are only provoked by unusual circumstances. Such can be detected in the only
other example of our “betrothing” term, this one on a stela from Tres Cabezas,
Guatemala (Martin and Fialko n.d.). Here a three-year-old girl, the Lady of
Tikal, is involved in the same mak event in 507, a rite that presaged her
elevation to queen-ship in 511 at the tender age of six years (Martin 1999,
2003b: 18–21). We know that her father died at a relatively young age and,
even though she had a younger brother, she received the crown. We also
know that she was associated with at least two men, one a noble of the ti’huun
rank who was perhaps her initial guardian or regent, and another, Kaloomte’
Bahlam, who became her co-ruler and Tikal’s nineteenth king (Martin 1999,
2003b: 20–21; Zender 2004: 333–339). One means of securing power in her
name would clearly be marriage, and the Tres Cabezas stela – commissioned
when she was still only ten years old – almost certainly marks her betrothal to
that older male, whose name is now missing on this damaged stone.

A candidate for “wedding” might appear in a lone example on Bonampak
Stela 2, whose scene shows the king Yajaw Chan Muwaan flanked by two
richly dressed women (Mathews 1980: figure 2). Since the leftmost figure has a
caption that identifies her as a Yaxchilan princess, the uncaptioned woman to
the right must be the one that the adjacent main text describes as a “namesake”
of the woman otherwise identified as the mother of Yajaw Chan Muwaan.
The initial verb in this passage, dated to 789, is the passive form nu?-pa-ja
nuhpaj, presumably based on the root *nup “to join” (Kaufman 2003: 64). It
has been proposed that marriage is its intended sense here, although the
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identification of the opening nu syllablogram is not entirely secure (Houston
1997a: 292; Bíró 2011b). While the overall syntax remains somewhat murky –
there is an intervening verb – the passage might well describe a new bride for
the king who happens to share his mother’s name.6 Significantly, this woman
occupies the privileged right side of the scene, facing her husband, a position
that invariably identifies the main focus of a given monument (see Houston
1998: 341–344).7

Marital Iconography

This brings us to the final category of evidence scenes in which males are
depicted in the company of richly attired females who observe or participate in
their performances. The greatest number of such scenes come from Yaxchilan
and its satellites where, for example, its king Bird Jaguar IV is shown with four
separate women, each captioned with names and titles, three of them identi-
fied as foreign princesses (Mathews 1988: 220–221, passim; Martin and Grube
2000: 131) (Figure 39). The dates on which these women appear with the king

39 Bird Jaguar IV and his spouse Ix Mut Bahlam of Zapote Bobal both engage in ritual
bloodletting, she from her tongue and he from his penis. Yaxchilan Lintel 17. (Photograph by
Justin Kerr)
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overlap, demonstrating that they are coeval rather than sequential relationships.
This is further demonstrated by a small group of scenes, none well-preserved,
that show two or more of these partnering women together (e.g. Houston
et al. 2006: 6, figure 2). The clear supposition is that these are all official wives.8

We will return to the case of Yaxchilan and its marriage patterns in Case
Study 10.

Other male–female pairings are those seen on separate but adjacent monu-
ments, such as the stelae pairs that are a recurring pattern at Calakmul (Marcus
1987: 135–147; Stewart 2009: 85–88). Given the political pre-eminence of this
dynasty, these unusual declarations of royal partnership are not easily regarded
as an idiosyncratic localism. Instead, they seem designed to give an elevated
expression of bilateral unity, perhaps indicative of the delicate balance of
collateral lines within a dominant polity whose primary marriages were, as
far as we know them, endogamous. Although erosion robs us of much data on
Calakmul spouses it is significant that they carry high titles, not only ix baahkab
but the localised uxte’tuun ix kaloomte’ – expressions of status that are unique in
a home account.9

Finally, there is also a tradition of single stelae that bear male and female
portraits on their sides so as to flank a central portrait. Tikal was the main
exponent of this form and in all cases these appear to be the parents of the
featured ruler (Coggins 1975).10 A fine example here is Tikal Stela 40, where
K’an Kitam is framed by his father Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II and mother Ix Ahiin
K’uk’ (Valdés, Fahsen, and Cosme 1997).

POLYGYNY AND ITS EFFECTS

The multiple women shown with some kings have led a good number of
Mayanists to infer that the Classic Maya elite was polygynous.11 However, we
do not have to rely on inference, since direct evidence for such a practice
emerges on a group of texts from the Puuc region of the north-western
lowlands. Xcalumkin Jambs 8 and 9 were found at the base of a large elite
residential complex from which they had fallen (Graham and von Euw 1992:
170–171). Although both inscriptions are incomplete, their sense is clear. The
first includes a statement of possession yotoot ix baakel, “(The) house of Lady
Bone . . .”, and evidently refers to one of the structures from this palace.
A closely related second text probably comes from another doorway of the
same building. Here we find ix baakel uchan yatanil itz’aat, “Lady Bone, fourth
wife of (the) itz’aat”. The last element here is a title that denotes a person of
learning or artisanship commonly carried by rulers, the nobility, and what we
might loosely call the intelligentsia (Stuart 1989: 157).12

It is at least conceivable that an unfortunate husband could see the death of
three wives before taking a fourth (even without the uxoricidal tendencies of a
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Henry VIII). But confirmation that polygyny is at work comes
in another text from the Puuc region, this one carved on a
column now in the museum of Hecelchakan (Mayer 1991:
pl.101) (Figure 40). Superficially it looks much like the jamb
text, but contains a key switch from an ordinal to a cardinal
construction, running yotoot ux yatan sajal, “house of the three
wives of (the) sajal” (see Grube 1994b: 339). This makes the
building concerned, presumably a complex with a number of
separate chambers, the abode of three contemporaneous
spouses. If at least some of the rooms in palace groups can be
shown to be dedicated to housing elite wives, it raises the
interesting question of whether a major purpose of these discrete
cell-like dormitories, so typical of royal courts, was to provide
individual accommodation for the king’s spouses and concu-
bines in a veritable harem.13

Polygyny was the norm among the Postclassic Mixtec,
Zapotec, and Mexica elite of Central Mexico (Spores 1974:
303, 1984: 69; Whitecotton 1977: 145; Carrasco 1984: 44; Lind
2000: 576; Hassig 2016), where it played a major role in main-
taining and expanding hierarchical relations among rival
dynasties.14 Similarly, it was a Postclassic Maya practice attested
among the Itzaj of the lowlands (Jones 1998: 81, 405) and the
K’iche’ of the highlands – whose ruler had a senior wife of high-
status but also several secondary ones, predominantly drawn
from other groups and territories, including conquered ones
(Las Casas 1909: 624–625; Carmack 1981: 63–65, 150).15 Wher-
ever we find polygyny it is typical for status distinctions between
consorts to produce a ranking, with one holding principal pos-
ition – although this is often dependent upon producing a viable
heir (Westermarck 1921: 3, 29, 46).

There is a wealth of ethnographic sources on polygyny worldwide, which
have been mined in search of its purpose and social significance, finding
explanations in cultural factors as well as in economics and demography (e.g.
Clignet 1970; White 1988; White and Burton 1988; Bretschneider 1995).
However, only a few of these studies have addressed the type of power
relations inherent in royal polygyny (Musisi 1991; Betzig 1993; see also Hassig
2016), issues that are greatly amplified in multi-polity landscapes. Polygyny is
significant because it radically expands the parameters of marriage as a political
tool, allowing diversified strategies denied to monogamous systems (Carrasco
1984: 74–75).

Hardly less significant is the greater number of legitimate offspring that
can be expected from multiple wives, providing children who will become

40 A direct reference to
polygyny: yotoot ux yatan
sajal, “House of the three
wives of (the) sajal”.
Unprovenanced column
in the Hecelchakan
Museum.
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actors/pawns in the next generation of politicking. Although all will be
descended from the same ruling father, they will be distinguished by the rank
of their mothers and carry separate affiliations to internal or external kin
groups. The heavy Classic Maya emphasis on naming mothers as well as
fathers, noted above, would have real purpose in a polygynous system, where
identifying a particular woman would communicate her unique set of associ-
ations (Palka 1999: 42).

In dynastic marriage, daughters became the currency in a certain kind
of political transaction, with each providing an opportunity for the
patriline to link itself to others to varying degrees of advantage. The economic
dimensions of these transfers remain deeply obscure: we cannot know if
there were offsetting costs to such exchanges – the payment of a dowry or
bride price, or whether royal women brought independent wealth or land-
holdings with them. Documented Mesoamerican parallels should alert us to
these “unseen” components of what were doubtless complex and situational
negotiations.

We might glimpse the expanded production of sons in La Corona Panel 1’s
mention of the wuk tikil ch’oktaak yunen kaan ajaw, “Seven youths, sons of (the)
Snake lord” (David Stuart, pers. comm. 2005). The father here is the long-
lived Yuknoom Ch’een of Calakmul, and the same text goes on to discuss two
princes who presumably count among them – one of whom, Yuknoom
Yich’aak K’ahk’, would eventually succeed him. Although our sources on
Calakmul genealogy are generally poor, Yuknoom Ch’een appears to have
had at least two, perhaps three, identifiable wives.

But the La Corona count begs a rather larger question: what became of
those “spare” sons and so many like them? Males who did not rise to kingship
are barely mentioned in the texts, but we must try to deduce their place in the
system nonetheless. Even if a restrictive rule of succession was enforced –

primogeniture from the paramount wife for example – a significant number of
royal sons offer the potential for disruptive, even fratricidal, rivalries. In fact,
the evidence for primogeniture is limited and it is well to remember that in
many societies competence, especially in military affairs, was valued more
highly than birth-order. Accordingly, there may be advantage to having a
pool of regnal candidates from which to select the most able or, in Darwinian
fashion, to have one fight their way to the top. Those excluded from the
throne would need alternative occupations, whether it be within the courtly
life of polity administration, risking life and limb in the military, or withdraw-
ing to the relative calm of an artistic, intellectual, or religious life (Houston and
Stuart 2001: 74, 76). Ethnohistorical cases for these avenues abound both in
Mesoamerica and elsewhere, as they do for sons without an inheritance
moving to take power at other centres. Whatever the options open to Classic
Maya ch’ok, they are only dimly reported.16
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One unusual but revealing case appears at Uaxactun, where the shattered
Stela 14 lists the parents of what can only be the local ruler. Here the mother’s
name has no distinguishing place of origin, but the father’s name includes aj
mutul, “Tikal Person”. The political fortunes of Uaxactun and Tikal were
closely tied for much of the Classic Period, experiencing monument hiatuses
of almost equal length from the mid-sixth to the end of the seventh centuries.
The erection of Stela 14 in 702 comes at a decisive moment because it both
terminates the local hiatus and comes soon after Tikal has re-asserted itself
militarily by defeating Calakmul in 695. There is persuasive evidence here that
Tikal “seeded” a new Uaxactun dynasty.

STRATEGIC DIMENSIONS OF MARRIAGE

The major distinction in marital strategy is that between endogamous and
exogamous unions – in this context whether they are intra-dynastic or inter-
dynastic (Marcus 1992a). Both have roles to play in the promotion of dynastic
interests, and while monogamous systems normally require a choice between
the two, polygynous ones permit a diversified strategy.

Exogamous Marriages

Exogamy allows dynastic groups to enhance their position by means of
favourable matches with other polities. The primary distinction here comes
in the relative status of the participants: whether it is an isogamous relationship
that links peers, a hypergamous one in which the man or woman marries into a
more powerful polity, or the reverse, a hypogamous one in which he or she
moves to marry from a greater to a lesser polity.17 It needs to be kept in mind
that the balance of power and prestige could shift over time and, moreover,
that individual marriages may be only one link within a chain of inter-polity
connections. Although women were a form of currency they were not
necessarily passive players. We can easily imagine incoming wives as de
facto diplomats and proxies for their kin, perfectly placed to relay intimate
knowledge of affairs at their new home, be it a client, ally, or overlord.

With so much political advantage at stake and so many dynasties available
with which to create symmetrical and asymmetrical alliances, we would expect
the Classic Maya to be tenacious matchmakers and exogamous marriage a key
tool of statecraft. However, its scarcity in the record was first highlighted by
Schele and Mathews (1991: 245), who noted just nine sure or probable cases.
The corpus now available pushes that figure to some thirty-five today (Martin
2014a: table 14), but given the larger sample size this is still a rather low
proportion of around fifteen per cent compared to recorded marriages as a
whole.18 Either some factor inhibits interdynastic unions, or they are
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significantly under-reported. Mentions of the maternal grandfathers of two
Tikal kings during the Early Classic Period point to the latter. One was a king
of Naranjo, the other of Xultun, but in neither instance do their daughters, the
respective partners of K’an Kitam and Chak Tok Ich’aak II, carry the identify-
ing titles that would reveal them to be exogamous brides. The implication is
that a much higher incidence of interdynastic marriage occurred but is now
hidden to us. We will return to this important issue in Case Study 10.

Isogamous relations are by far the most challenging to identify since we must
know the relative fortunes, prestige, and wider inter-relationships of both
parties with precision and at a specific point in time. The attribution might
seem safest when the partners are major polities at great distance, and one
thinks here of the putative Palenque-Copan union that traverses some 425 km,
but even here we cannot assume parity.19

In political hypogamy powerful dynasties marry their offspring into weaker
ones to create new, or deepen existing, relationships with the goal of produ-
cing a fused bloodline that will rule in subsequent generations. When the
weaker party seeks, or is obliged to accept, a hypogamous partnership they
gain the benefits of a cooperative elite group, but also introduce foreign
interests and loyalties that can further erode their autonomy and entrench
their inferior status.

A good example of such relations comes at El Peru, where the king K’inich
Bahlam took a Calakmul princess as his spouse. Her status as principal consort
is reflected in possessing her own monument, Stela 34, which was originally
paired with her husband’s Stela 33 in the same manner as that used to portray
royal couples at Calakmul itself (Miller 1974; Marcus 1987: 135–147, 1992a:
251–253; Wanyerka 1996). Her personal name was one used by Snake dynasty
women on at least two other occasions and she carries the appropriate title of ix
kaan(ul) ajaw, as well as the ix kaloomte’ that marks her exalted rank. The main
text on the sides of Stela 34 has been badly damaged by looters but can be
reconstructed in part. It begins with her huli, “arrival” on a missing date that
might not have been too long before 677. It may then name her parents,
although only that of her father Yuknoom Ch’een is now legible. On the front
of the monument the succession of her presumed brother or half-brother,
Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’, to the Calakmul throne in 686 is described, as well
as her own ritual performances at the 9.13.0.0.0 period ending of 692. The
political context of this marriage, and the key to the relative standing of the
two kingdoms, is supplied by Stela 34’s partner monument Stela 33, which tells
us that K’inich Bahlam acceded under the yichonal, “oversight” of Yuknoom
Ch’een, on a date now lost (see p.254).

In the contrasting scheme of hypergamy, kings acquire brides from king-
doms of lower standing and strength. Lesser dynasties may volunteer to enter
such relations in exchange for a favourable alliance, but others are likely forced
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into doing so, notably after their defeat in war. Here we see the asymmetry of
hypergamy at its starkest, as the newly dominant seek to solidify their gains in
ways barely distinguishable from hostage-taking or bride-capture (see p.207).

Relations of this sort can be detected at Naranjo, where two kings married
women from recently defeated polities. K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk is credited
with burning the site of Tuubal in 693, even though he was only a five-year-
old at the time and, as we have heard, the action must have been at the behest
of his mother Ix Wak Jalam Chan. He would later marry and sire a child with a
Tuubal princess, Ix Unen Bahlam, and we can take it that this arrangement
arose as a consequence of the conflict. Such relations could also span gener-
ations, as we see in the marriage of this couple’s son, K’ahk’ Kal Chan Chahk,
to a woman from neighbouring Yaxha. This city had been seized and burned
by his father in 710 and its ruler driven away (see p.212–213). The fact that war
between Naranjo and Yaxha re-ignites in the next generation, as the son of
this Yaxha queen, Itzamnaaj K’awiil, invades Yaxha in 799 and beheads its
king, presumably an affine of some kind, speaks to the feeble nature of
interdynastic marriage and its failure to unite the interests of habitual adversar-
ies (Martin and Grube 2000: 74–82).

Endogamous Marriages

The great majority of Classic Maya rulers for which we have records were born
to women with no discernible foreign affiliation, and are therefore assumed to
be scions of the home dynasty or its associated nobility. In avoiding the
unequal exchanges and outside influence innate to most forms of exogamy,
endogamy offers a number of tangible advantages. Marrying-in is a powerful
means of shoring up an internal powerbase and uniting rival factions. If
pursued through closed-system, agnatic marriage, the natural growth of the
royal lineage would be curtailed and eligibility for the throne kept to a narrow
range of candidates.

This practice was exemplified in the Mexica royalty’s system of cross-cousin
marriage, whose purpose in resisting outside claims to power was clear to the
early Spanish chroniclers: “[R]elatives married each other so that the rulership
would not go elsewhere” (Relación de la Genealogía 1941: 254, quoted in
Carrasco 1984: 57). It is very unusual to learn about the familial connections of
Classic Maya endogamous brides, with the best data by far emerging from
Yaxchilan, shortly to be described in Case Study 10.

CASE STUDY 9 : SNAKE LADIES AT LA CORONA

A single monument, La Corona Panel 6, offers a comprehensive sampler of
hypogamous ties between a major power and one of its satellites. A finely
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detailed relief, now in the Dallas Museum of Art, shows two women inside
structures equipped with thrones, each atop a tiered platform (Figure 41).
The woman on the left is dressed in the netted jade skirt and blouse of the
lunar-associated Maize Goddess, and stands within a temple-like pavilion
richly bedecked in supernatural imagery (most noticeably the aged world
bearers who support its roof ). Her counterpart on the right is dressed in
Teotihuacan-style garb and is enclosed by a giant anthropomorphic serpent,
a version of the Teotihuacan war deity the Maya called Waxaklajuun Ubaah
Kaan. Oversized beasts of this kind are often fabricated effigies borne on litters
or palanquins, suggesting that this too may be a portable assembly (for more on
this topic see Case Study 8).

41 A monument commemorating the “arrival” of three separate Kaanul princesses at La
Corona. The figure portrayed to the right is the first bride in 520, borne on a palanquin
depicting the Teotihuacan war serpent. To the left a local queen stands within a temple or
pavilion as she celebrates the period ending ceremony of 731. La Corona Panel 6. (Drawing by
David Stuart)
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The text flows around the scene to fill most of the intervening space and is,
with a few exceptions, well-preserved. Panel 6 had been ascribed to La Corona
due to the recurring references to its toponym Sak Nikte’ (“White Flower”)
and mentions of known members of its dynasty. However, in 2012 excavations
at the site directed by Marcello Canuto and Tomás Barrientos uncovered even
more decisive evidence, the discarded carcass from which the carved face had
been sawn during the rampant looting of the 1960s.

The inscription begins with the most recent event, before switching back
to two earlier eras, together forming three parallel passages (Martin 2008b:
table 1). Each proceeds with: (1) the verb hul, “to arrive (here)”, (2) the name
of a female protagonist, (3) the location arrived at, (4) the possessed term yatan,
“the spouse of”, (5) the name of a male, (6) a term probably to be read yatik
that functions as “the daughter of (father)”, (7) a second male, (8) the possessed
term yal, “the child of (mother)”, and (9) the name of a second female. All the
relationships serve to link the initial female protagonist of each passage to
additional characters.

Chronologically, the narrative begins in 520 with the arrival of a woman
who is designated the unaahtal ix kaan(ul) ajaw, “First Snake Lady” (here, as
elsewhere, ix ajaw, “Lady” is used as the female version of ajaw, “Lord”) which,
on current evidence, we presume was a native of the Dzibanche kingdom
(Martin 2008b: figure 2) (Table 4). Sak Nikte’ is identified as the place of her
arrival and then her family relationships are set out, beginning with the name
of her new husband. This same lord appears in a retrospective section of La
Corona Stela 1 that details an event in the year 544, where he bears a version of
the title k’uhul sak wahyis. We lack a good translation for this epithet, which is
carried not only by La Corona lords but by others in this region who were
subject to the Kaanul kings.

Returning to Panel 6, since the next relationship term, yatik (Christian
Prager, pers. comm. 2008), introduces the father of the female protagonist in
the second of our parallel passages, we can be confident that it does so in all
cases (Martin 2008: 6). The word atik survives in the Mayan language outlier of
Wasteko (Huastec) – spoken on the Gulf Coast of Mexico – as “daughter” in

table 4 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.4.5.6.16 520 Feb 6 Arrival of the “first” Kaanul princess
9.12.6.16.17 679 May 4 Arrival of the “second” Kaanul princess
9.14.9.9.14 721 May 1 Arrival of the “third” Kaanul princess
9.15.0.0.0 731 Aug 23 Period ending celebrated by Yajawte’ K’inich of La Corona
9.18.0.16.16 791 Sep 13 Arrival of a Tikal princess
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the specific context of “child of man” (Marc Zender, pers. comm. 2016). The
father here is Tuun K’ab Hix, a ruler of the Kaanul kingdom who is men-
tioned at Yaxchilan in 537 and Naranjo in 546. The illegible name of the
bride’s mother completes the sequence.

The next arrival takes place over 150 years later in 679, where the woman is
identified (in a different numbered construction using tz’ak, “to set in order”)
as ucha tz’akbuil ix kaan(ul) ajaw or “Second Snake Lady”. The formula from
the earlier arrival is repeated, with Sak Nikte’/La Corona given as her destin-
ation, followed by the name of her husband by means of the yatan term. This
character, named in part K’inich Yook, was the ruler of La Corona from at
least 675 until 683. The next yatik term introduces the famed Calakmul king
Yuknoom Ch’een, the dominant figure in the lowlands at this time. Clear
evidence for a daughter–father relationship comes on a looted La Corona panel
recently returned to Guatemala, where the son of K’inich Yook is identified as
the mam, “grandson” of Yuknoom Ch’een and the al, “child” of a generically
named Calakmul princess (Martin 2008b: 5, figure 5). La Corona Panel 1 tells
us that the Calakmul king yichonal, “oversaw” the accession of K’inich Yook –

emphasising his control over this minor dynasty (David Stuart, pers.
comm. 2005) (see p.239–240). Panel 6 continues with the name of the second
arrival’s mother (which is barely legible, but does not resemble that of the only
sure consort of Yuknoom Ch’een we know) and apparently goes on to detail
additional kin, including a male, Janaab, who later ruled the site under the
name Yajawte’ K’inich and was the commissioner of this monument.

The third arrival takes place in 721 and gives a more elaborate reference to
La Corona, appropriate to its position opening the inscription: huli tahn ch’een
sak nikte’, “arrives (in the) midst of the domain/settlement of White Flower”.
This woman’s husband is that same Yajawte’ K’inich, while her father has a
damaged name-glyph that closely resembles one ascribed to the contemporary
ruler of Calakmul, Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil, although only in foreign con-
texts. Again, the name of the mother is no longer fully legible. The text
later describes the bride’s participation in the 9.15.0.0.0 period ending of
731 celebrated by her husband. In the process, she is described as the u(y)ux
tz’akbuil ix kaan(ul) ajaw or “Third Snake Lady” and an ix kaloomte’, the female
version of this honorific title carried by major kings that is passed on to their
progeny.

The two women pictured in the scene would appear to be the most recent
(at left) and the earliest (at right) Snake princesses, in a rare but by no means
unique conflation of narrative time. In regard to the palanquin structure itself,
it is conceivable that major marriage events were marked by grand processions
into the bride’s new home. Its Teotihuacan design would not be out of place
at Dzibanche, where stucco reliefs in Central Mexican style have been
uncovered, in one case decorating a whole pyramid, that date to much the

188 MATRIMONY



same period. As an aside, this is an important hint that Dzibanche did not fall
outside the post-378 New Order in the Peten. The woman on the left is
referenced in an adjacent caption, which dates her actions to the 9.15.0.0.0
period ending of 731. We would expect her to be the most recent arrival, but
nothing in her name phrase suggests that she is and this could well be a
different local queen instead.

Panel 6 is remarkable enough, but a further find adds an important post-
script. La Corona Altar 4 was found in a battered and broken condition,
although David Stuart’s initial field investigation in 1997 was able to demon-
strate that it focuses on the arrival of yet another elite woman. This event took
place in 791, but much else in this text is badly weathered, including the
woman’s name and titles. However, in 2010 members of the Proyecto
Arqueológico La Corona uncovered a missing fragment that could be fitted
back into the stone (Barrientos et al. 2011: 170–172, figure 8). This contained
the titles of ix mutul ajaw and ix kaloomte’, demonstrating that this woman was
from the royal line of Tikal and, given her elevated rank, necessarily the
daughter of a Tikal king. That the switch in martial affiliation between Panel
6 and Altar 4 mirrors the changing fortunes of the two great powers of the
central lowlands, reflecting the decline of Calakmul and renewal of Tikal,
seems a necessary deduction.

To summarise, the La Corona data is unique in its detail and chronological
depth, offering a close-up view of hypogamous marriage patterns at a second-
ary centre. The high status of the Calakmul-Dzibanche brides sent to La
Corona speaks of its strategic importance for the Snake polity, at least for
certain points of its history.20 That significance coincides with the unusually
large inventory of monuments from the site, which is hugely disproportionate
to its size both in terms of its urban core as well as the extent of its settlement
(Barrientos et al. 2011). Home to a dynasty displaying all the pomp and
circumstance of regular Maya kings, it pointedly lacks an emblem glyph –

not even the minimal version of sak nikte’ ajaw. If we were to stick rigidly to
the criteria sketched out in Chapter 5, La Corona would hardly meet the
requirements for polity status. In the finely calibrated grades of Classic Maya
lordship, which we struggle to translate into the tidy categories of our own
political vocabulary, La Corona more resembles an exclave or special function
dependency during the period we know about.

A hypothesis that might explain its anomalous features emerges from a look
at the locations of sites subordinate to Calakmul in the central Peten, which
include an arc running from the fringes of the Calakmul polity at Uxul, down
through La Corona to El Peru, Dos Pilas, and Cancuen. These could well
represent way stations or at least secure passage on an overland route linking
Calakmul to the southern highlands (Freidel et al. 2007; Canuto et al. 2011;
Canuto and Barrientos 2013). David Freidel has dubbed this hypothesised
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highway the “royal road”, in reference to the Spanish Camino Real that once
cut through the Peten in much the same way. The southernmost section, from
Dos Pilas to Cancuen, would be an easier river highway up the Pasión River.
Today we can fill in some gaps in this ancient chain with the addition of two
polities lying between El Peru and Dos Pilas: Zapote Bobal (Martin and
Reents-Budet 2010; Vepretskii and Galeev 2016) and El Reinado (Stuart
2012c) – both of which refer to Calakmul in the late seventh century and
were plainly immersed in its hegemonic network.

CASE STUDY 10 : MARRIAGE STRATEGIES AT YAXCHILAN

If we want to observe the interplay of endogamous and exogamous relation-
ships then Late Classic Yaxchilan offers a prime opportunity. Figure 42 sets out
the known pattern of marriage and descent for a 179-year period through five
generations of kings. The sequence begins in Yaxchilan’s “dark age” spanning
613–723, an era that lacks surviving inscriptions, even though contemporary
records at other centres attest to the presence of an active dynasty for much of
this time (Martin and Grube 2008: 121–123).

In retrospective accounts the throne was taken by Bird Jaguar III in 629, and
it was a son produced very late in the reproductive life of his principal queen,
Ix Pakal, that eventually succeeded him as Shield Jaguar III (the Great) in 681.
It was still four decades before the long-lived Shield Jaguar emerges as a newly
empowered and prolific king and this period is especially vacant in historical
terms. His first major project was Structure 23, a large building looking out on

1
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42 A partial family tree for the Yaxchilan dynasty traced through the reigns of six Late Classic
kings: (1) Bird Jaguar III (629–669+); (2) Shield Jaguar III (681–742); (3) Yopaat Bahlam II (749);
(4) Bird Jaguar IV (752–768); (5) Shield Jaguar IV (769–800+); (6) K’inich Tatbu Joloom IV (808).
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the main plaza equipped with carved lintels above each of its three front-facing
doorways (Tate 1992: 203–208; García Moll 2004; Miller and Martin 2004:
99–101, 106–108). Although the king appears on all of them, so does his
consort Ix K’abal Xook, who occupies the focal right side of their scenes
and is the main protagonist in acts of ritualised self-harm, the presentation of
war-gear, and the conjuring of a fused king-and-patron deity (Figure 33).
Indeed, accompanying texts describe her as the owner of the building and link
her to the king via a possessed form of the “inverted-vase” title, an unde-
ciphered term carried by most wives and mothers.

The lintel above a side-door is entirely textual and offers unique documen-
tation on her family. Its syntax is a little obtuse, but it names her parents, two
female associates who accompany her in dedicating the doorway (one of
which seems to be a sister), and probably a son as well (McAnany and Plank
2001: 111–113; Josserand 2002: 123, 2007). Her father is of non-royal sajal
status, placing him at the head of a local noble line. He carries the same K’abal
Xook name, which evidently functions as a patronym here – an insight into
sub-royal onomastics and valuable because monarchs eschew any mention of
family names. Taken as a whole, Structure 23 represents the single most
elaborate celebration of a woman in Maya history and speaks to some tangible
role for her in the rejuvenation of the polity, and perhaps some indebtedness to
her family.21

In 738 a woman by the name of Ix Sak Biyaan was honoured with another
monumental building, Structure 11, whose only carved lintel identifies her as
an ixik ch’ok, “young woman” (Martin and Grube 2000: 126; McAnany and
Plank 2001: 113–114). She is linked to the by-now aged Shield Jaguar by means
of the same possessed “inverted-vase” as Ix K’abal Xook, but we know
nothing more about her. Just four years later the king was dead and a ten-
year “interregnum” had begun.

As we saw in Case Study 5, today there is evidence that most or all of this
obscure interval was ruled by a king called Yopaat Bahlam II, very likely the
crowned son of Ix K’abal Xook. Mentioned at Piedras Negras in 749 on the
occasion of a state visit there, he lacks any monuments at Yaxchilan itself and
there is a prima facie case that he was actively expunged from its record. The
next king was a son of Shield Jaguar who took the name Bird Jaguar (IV) in
752. He embarks on a vigorous programme of self-legitimation that included
the creation of retrospective records, among them new stelae for his long-dead
grandfather Bird Jaguar III, and several re-workings of earlier monuments
(Martin 2000b: 56–57; Martin and Grube 2000: 128–132).

One of his first projects was an annex to Structure 23, designated as
Structure 24 (Tate 1992: 197–199). Its all-textual lintels supply a collective
royal memorial, with death-dates for his grandmother in 705, his father in 742,
and his mother, a hitherto unmentioned wife of Shield Jaguar we know as Ix
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Uh Chan, in 751. Structure 24 also commemorates the death of Ix K’abal
Xook in 749 and the text concludes with a ceremony at her tomb in 755, a sure
sign of her revered status. But this was to be the very last reference to her as
Bird Jaguar begins to promote his own mother, a woman who would eventu-
ally receive nine mentions on seven monuments, including two portraits on
her own stela and three more on lintels that depict her with her husband.22

The date of their marriage is unknown, but their earliest joint appearance is in
697 – well before Bird Jaguar’s birth in 709 – as if to emphasise their long-
standing relationship (Mathews 1988: 213). She twice carries an ix elk’in
kaloomte’ epithet, but on one occasion, on Stela 10, she is additionally described
as an ix kaan(ul) ajaw or a princess of the Snake kingdom (Schele and Freidel
1990: 270) (Figure 2e).23

One might expect that a direct tie to this titan of the Classic Maya world
would be trumpeted rather than simply noted, and this singular reference
contrasts with the much less consequential ix ajk’uhuun title that is ever-
present in her name. But by the 750s and 760s the Snake kingdom was greatly
diminished and we can surmise that the connection now offered little political
capital. The more interesting question concerns the relationship between the
two polities at the time the marriage was contracted, and whether it came
before or after Calakmul’s watershed defeat in 695.24

A further Bird Jaguar project, Structure 21, bears lintels that emulate those of
Structure 23 in the rituals they illustrate, but populates them not with a local
consort but two foreign brides. There were three such women in total, two
from the kingdom of Motul de San José and another from Zapote Bobal, all of
whom were given extraordinary prominence. To judge from the latter king-
dom’s defeats at the hands of both Bird Jaguar’s grandfather and father – most
recently in 732, when one of its lords was captured and its king submissively
visited Yaxchilan (Martin and Reents-Budet 2010: 5, n.8) – this link was a
hypergamous one. The relationship with the former is less clear. There are
signs that Motul de San José, strategically located in command of Lake Peten-
Itza, had significant ties to Tikal, its king naming himself as a Tikal client in 701
(see p.255).25

Bird Jaguar also gave marked precedence at his capital to another constitu-
ency, several nobles of the sajal rank, who are depicted together with the king,
often in the role of military captains. This might also be linked to Bird Jaguar’s
abnormal succession, as if rewarding lords whose support made his bid for
power possible (Proskouriakoff 1964: 189; Mathews 1988: 217). His military
claims were modest, most his captives come from unknown sites, but were
emphatic in their presentation, with constant repetition of the title aj winik
baak, “He of 20 Captives”.

Bird Jaguar’s questionable ascent presumably explains his unusual interest in
having his chosen son succeed him – as we saw earlier, it is rare for heirs to be
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identified or promoted during a king’s lifetime. The very last monument Bird
Jaguar commissioned at Yaxchilan, Lintel 9 from 768, shows him in the
company of Chak Joloom, a sajal dubbed the yichaan ajaw, or “uncle of the
lord”. We can be confident that the lord in question is the king’s son and heir,
Chelew Chan K’inich, because of the inscribed scenes inside Structure 33, the
most magnificent surviving building at Yaxchilan.26 There Lintel 1 celebrates
the king’s accession in 752, showing him together with the sister of Chak
Joloom, the hitherto unseen queen Ix Chak Joloom (Figure 43). A caption at
lower right identifies her as the “mother of Shield Jaguar” – the future regnal
name of Chelew Chan K’inich. On Lintel 2, above the central doorway, we
see the king with his son as a five-year-old boy, who is nonetheless credited
with a full sequence of royal titles. This provokes a question: is this Bird Jaguar
lavishing attention on his heir, or are we instead looking at an elaborate self-
legitimation by Chelew Chan K’inich/Shield Jaguar himself? The important
tomb beneath the front steps of Structure 33 is very likely to be that of Bird
Jaguar and, if so, the whole programme of the building must be understood as

43 Bearing a K’awiil sceptre, Bird Jaguar IV appears with his wife Ix Chak Joloom. She holds a
bundle which in this context probably contains sacred paraphernalia. Yaxchilan Lintel 1.
(Drawing by Ian Graham © President and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of
Archaeology and Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.6.5.1)
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a memorial shrine. Probably completed only after his death, there was every
opportunity for his son to use it to embed his own power.

He duly succeeded as Shield Jaguar (IV) in 768 or 769, and continued
Yaxchilan’s idiosyncratic approach to monument making. He portrays himself
with his mother on several occasions, while also producing long-after-the-fact
depictions of his father and grandfather with their dynastically consequent
spouses. Unlike these forebears, however, he produces no identifiable images
of his own queen or queens. We know of one only from the parentage of his
son, K’inich Tatbu Joloom IV, whose sole record is the poorly executed Lintel
10, the last monument created at Yaxchilan in 808.

We can see that Yaxchilan’s rich representations of royal partnerships
present innovative strategies that respond to changing political imperatives.
They begin with Shield Jaguar III, who announces the end of his kingdom’s
long silence by showering attention on his paramount consort, Ix K’abal
Xook. These fix her ritual performances to a message of royal regeneration,
while also honouring her local lineage. Tradition and convention were cast
aside in pursuit of an objective we cannot fully comprehend so long as the
cause of Yaxchilan’s “dark age” remains uncertain.

Under Bird Jaguar IV inventive approaches accelerate, with his father’s
programme replicated in part, but put to quite different purposes. This time
the orientation was not endogamous but exogamous, with a similar set of
rituals staged with foreign brides. No discernible hierarchy emerges between
these women, and their multiplicity argues against any role in generating an
heir. They more resemble a harem of marital rather than martial conquests,
opportunities to boast of favourable connections to polities that were likely of
significance for his place in the Maya world. That Bird Jaguar’s fourth wife is
thrust into the limelight for the sole purpose of supporting their son’s right to
rule shows the rhetorical calculation at work. There also seems to be method
in the lavish treatment of his mother, Ix Uh Chan, which came not from her
ability to legitimise him, but rather the need to upstage or eclipse her co-wife
Ix K’abal Xook. The significance of that great queen could not be disputed,
but she must have been an uncomfortable reminder of Bird Jaguar’s question-
able claim and the “lost line” of her issue. That Shield Jaguar IV in large
measure continued this program of dynastic remembrance could suggest that
anxiety over the rightful descent between grandfather and father persisted,
with implications for his own position.

Exogamous brides abound here as nowhere else, but so do hints as to why
their numbers may be deceptively low in the wider record. In the period we
have data for at Yaxchilan there is a distinct suggestion that endogamy was
preferred for the principal wife and mother to the heir. When this pattern was
disrupted and the child of a lesser queen acceded there followed a sustained
flurry of self-justification (although we cannot judge if the taint of usurpation
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was a still greater spur here). The foreign origin of this mother was only
casually acknowledged and were it not for a single surviving reference we
would happily have assigned her a local origin. If reflected elsewhere, under-
reporting would be an important factor behind the startlingly scarce incidence
of female exogamy, if a necessarily unquantifiable one.

Yaxchilan’s distinction is the way it used the monumental record to address
female-centred issues of descent and alliance. The statistics here are emphatic,
since the figural representation of women at Yaxchilan dwarfs that of any other
polity, constituting around one third (n = 39) of all such images in the corpus
of Classic Maya monumental art.

We see a select few royals in the textual record, but polygyny virtually
guarantees that Classic Maya courts heaved with potential candidates for the
throne. Figure 42 presents the bare bones of a royal genealogy for Yaxchilan,
but the exponential effect of a comparable group of wives and their children
through all of its history would produce a far larger and more complex family
tree. This suggests one final, intriguing possibility. Since the number of wives
taken, and corresponding offspring produced, is proportionate to the husbands’
rank in almost every polygynous system, it means that as each generation
passed the descendants of kings should constitute an ever-greater percentage
of the total population. Even if some exogamy is taken into account, this
would be a decisive in making some populations, especially those of smaller
polities, not fictive but actual relatives of the ruling group and therefore
provoke a particularly intense kin-based loyalty to them.27
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NINE

CONFLICT

D ivided political landscapes such as that of the Classic Maya are, with a
relentless regularity, filled with competing ambitions and deeply felt

animosities. The periodic rupture of hidden fault-lines exposes where the
pressure points and conflicting interests lay at any one time. War is one of
the most complex of all social phenomena. While violent conduct may seem
chaotic and emotionally driven it is, in the end, grounded in a calculation
between the risks and rewards sufficient to motivate a life-threatening activity.
Nonetheless, wherever we find it, warfare is shaped by powerful cultural
understandings that dictate its form and meaning and these form an equal part
with any pragmatic understanding.

To re-assess Classic Maya warfare is to take on questions that have
long proved controversial. Answers to them would be profoundly revealing
of a political system. Was combat exclusively the affair of a professional
elite, or did it engage sizeable portions of the population? To what degree
was it motivated by conceptual as opposed to practical factors? Was war
constrained by ideas of cultural affinity that limited physical damage and
loss of life? What, at root, were the goals behind fighting, and did they
change through time? Regarding this last issue, was there a rise in the
frequency and intensity of conflict as the Classic Period progressed and, if
so, did it provoke the collapse that overtook society in the ninth century?
Newly available epigraphic data turns a beam of light on at least some of
these issues.
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To examine this topic the current chapter is divided into five sections. The
first two offer an overview of how Mayanists have dealt with physical and
imagistic data pertaining to warfare, and the journey from idealistic interpret-
ations to pragmatic ones. The third looks to the glyphic and lexical evidence
for conflict, supported by examples that illuminate their significance and
meaning. The fourth examines a dated sample of war records from a statistical
point of view, addressing long-standing debates about conceptual and practical
influences on the timing of conflict. The last section draws on epigraphic,
iconographic, and archaeological evidence to make some assessment of the role
of warfare within Classic Maya society. The concluding case study presents the
data we have for a single prolonged war involving three main protagonists.

WARFARE IN CLASSIC MAYA STUDIES

Given all the imagistic evidence for Maya militarism it is confounding that a
generation and more of scholars were persuaded, or simply acquiesced to the
idea, that this was a pacific society. Some of the first monuments to emerge
from the forest showed near-naked captives, trussed in heavy ropes, lying
contorted and trampled beneath the feet of their oppressors (see Figure 49a).
These unfortunates gape and grimace, some with nails torn from their fingers
or garrottes at their necks readied for throttling. Their pain and humiliation is
contrasted with their preening victors, dandies in their fabulous feather crests
and monster-mask headdresses, suitably armed with heavy lances and shields.

Pointing to these features, Robert Rands (1952) questioned the prevailing
wisdom, but his voice went if not unheard then certainly unheeded. When the
great battle mural of Bonampak – which, extending over three walls, is one of
the largest and most naturalistic panoramas of combat in the ancient Americas –
was written-up by Thompson he opined: “I think the terms ’battle‘ and
perhaps even ’fight‘ are too grandiose to describe this action” (Ruppert,
Thompson, and Proskouriakoff 1955: 51) (Figure 44). Seen through the tint
of his particular spectacles it was a mere raid, the pious in search of a few
sacrificial victims to satisfy their stern and demanding gods.

A paradigm shift would come, but only slowly. Proskouriakoff distanced
herself from Thompson in believing that individual captures and engagements
like those recorded at Bonampak did have “political importance” (Proskour-
iakoff 1963: 155). The identification of defensive works around certain sites
would provide an important archaeological counterpoint (Puleston and Call-
ender 1967; Webster 1976a, 1976b), while iconography played its part in
focussing attention on the aforementioned brutalisation of prisoners (Baudez
and Mathews 1979; Schele 1984b; Miller 1986: 112–130). The interpretive
door thus cracked was flung wide by a wealth of newly deciphered inscriptions
in the 1980s (Riese 1980, 1984a; Schele 1982; Houston 1983a, 1983b; Stuart
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44 The battle scene covering three walls of Bonampak Structure 1, Room 2. (Reconstruction painting by Heather Hurst with Leonard Ashby, courtesy of
Mary Miller)



1985a; Schele and Miller 1986: 209–240; for a review see Webster 2000). Even
so, the laconic nature of the texts, their sparse provision of detail and explan-
ation, together with some early problems of interpretation, suggested the
prevalence of warfare without illuminating its political, social, and economic
import.

Although by now accepted as widespread and meaningful, differing views
on Maya warfare quickly emerged. Cultural ecology, which looked to the
explanatory power of the environment, made the first contribution. David
Webster (1975, 1977) took up and modified Robert Carneiro’s (1970) argu-
ment that population growth and the scarcity of productive land fuelled
violent competition. This, in turn, led to greater social complexity as war
leaders capitalised on their new-found position to entrench their power in
times of peace – an idea whose antecedents reach back to Hume if not well
before (see Haas 1982: 25–28; also Sanders and Price 1968: 95–97). Webster
(1993, 1998, 1999, 2000) posited that low resource diversity of the lowland
environment offered little economic incentive for political consolidation, with
the result that emerging polities were small and unstable. Since conquest could
not be sustained, conflict took the form of endemic raiding instigated by intra-
polity factions as a form of status rivalry. Here battle prowess bestowed higher
rank and, as a result, greater access to local resources.

Looking at the same evidence, George Cowgill (1979) took a contrary
position, perceiving much stronger polities that strove to achieve unification
through conquest. However, in his view their failure to produce a single
dominant power led to an enduring “warring states” era in which conflict
became ever more nihilistic, eventually driving the whole society into ruin.
Based on the late defensive features found across the Petexbatun region,
Arthur Demarest (2004) has also pointed to an escalation in warfare as the
root cause of the collapse, which for him began with inter-polity clashes but
descended into a more chaotic and destructive social and class struggle.

Images of heroically posed and flamboyantly costumed combatants, as
epitomised by the Bonampak murals, suggested to many that war was
restricted to elite participation and of limited ambition (see Adams 1977: 153;
Demarest 1978: 106; Schele 1984b: 44–45; Freidel 1986: 106–108; Schele and
Mathews 1991: 245–246; Hassig 1992: 73–77; Stuart 1993: 333). By way of
explanation, Demarest (1978) advanced the concept of “situational ethics”.
This was a set of principles that constrained conflict within a closely knit
cultural zone but expanded it in more deadly and destructive forms against
culturally distinct peoples. Specifically, this was placed at the meeting point of
the southern and northern lowlands, inspired by the major fortifications at the
site of Becan.

This argument was influential on the emerging model of peer polities, in
which warfare was viewed as a regulating mechanism that preserved small-scale
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autonomy (Freidel 1986). Here campaigning was a central pursuit of kingship,
indeed an essential feature of royal ideology. Frequent yet limited in its goals, it
focussed on status-enhancing seizures of captives, subsequently sacrificed to the
gods, and emphasised boundary maintenance over territorial aggrandisement.
Fighting was conducted by highborn specialists under the hand of ideological
charters with strong celestial influence (Freidel 1986: 107; Schele and Miller
1986: 220; Schele and Freidel 1990: 441). Interest in the theatricality of war was
just as keen in the weak state scenarios that followed the peer polity interaction
model, although this time the impediment to expansion was not just a
constraining ideology but anaemic levels of political cohesion (e.g. Demarest
1992: 144). The arguments for ritualised and religiously motivated combat did
not pass without criticism from the more materially-minded, who perceived a
continuation, in new clothes, of much the same exceptionalism championed
by Thompson and Morley (Webster 1993: 432–440).

The question for us now is which, if any, of these viewpoints does the
current evidence best support? How might we penetrate the traces of war we
see in text, image, and the material record to comprehend its forms and
purposes?

MAYA WARFARE IN THE MATERIAL RECORD

There are limits to how much archaeology can tell us about Classic Maya
warfare. Battles, even major assaults on population centres, can leave no
physical traces to speak of, as damage to buildings was repaired, discharged
weapons recovered, and the bodies of the fallen carried away.1 Cemeteries
of war dead are unknown and other signs of mass killing, caches of severed
heads for example, are rare and ambiguous in their meaning. Very few of the
skeletons excavated from tombs and other burial contexts, not all of them
high-status, show obvious battle injuries. Finds of burned or demolished
structures can be suggestive of conflict, but stubbornly resist certainty given
that “termination rituals” can produce identical effects (see Brown and Stanton
2003; Iannone, Houk, and Schwake 2016).

To date, the exception proving the rule comes at Aguateca, which offers a
time-capsule of the very moment of violent site destruction. Takeshi Inomata’s
excavations of burned buildings across its central district found many of their
contents, valuables as well as everyday items, still in situ (Inomata 1997, 2008;
Inomata and Stiver 1998; Inomata et al. 2002). Despite having a naturally
defensive chasm on one side and a steep escarpment on the other, with the
wider settlement protected with lines of palisades atop low walls erected late in
its history, Aguateca fell to attack shortly before 810 – just as the collapse
process was beginning to bite. This fascinating record survives only because it
constitutes an absolute abandonment; no one returned to clear debris, repair
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damage, and start life anew. The bodies of some of those who died were given
cursory burials, but others were left in the sun to rot.

Worldwide, fortifications are the most obvious and physically enduring signs
of political insecurity. In the northern lowlands, freestanding walls surround
the Late Postclassic settlements of Tulum and Mayapan (Lothrop 1924; Shook
1952; Russell 2013), but similar structures also appear at a number of earlier sites
(Webster 1978; Dahlin 2000). Sometimes these take the form of two concen-
tric rings that enclose a “killing zone” between them. A double wall of this
type is depicted under assault in a mural scene at Chichen Itza dating to the late
ninth century (Bolles 1977: 199, 202–203) (Figure 45a). A not dissimilar one
protected the core of Ek Balam, a major centre 51 km to the northeast that
preceded Chichen Itza as a regional power (Ringle et al. 2004: 507–511)
(Figure 45b).2

Defences in the south more often consisted of ditches and banks, where
spoil excavated from bedrock was heaped toward the side to be protected,
forming a rampart. These would have been made still more formidable if
surmounted by wooden palisades. Such simple but labour-intensive construc-
tions are notoriously difficult to date, yet it is interesting how many of them,
including the impressive moat at Becan, appear to be Preclassic in origin (e.g.
Webster 1976a, 1976b; Matheny 1987; Johnston 2006: 190–191; Ford 2016).
During the Late Preclassic the greatest city of its day, El Mirador, built a
substantial wall around much of its ceremonial core (Matheny 1987: 19;
Medina 2012). Our knowledge of Preclassic political history is effectively zero,
but works of this scale imply a not insignificant degree of conflict (Inomata and
Triadan 2009; Inomata 2014).

The cores of some Classic Period cities were situated on raised ground, but
many were set on more-or-less level terrain and their settlement dispersed
widely in all directions – neither feature showing a great eye toward defence.
The vast majority had no formal fortifications and walled cities in the true
sense were absent altogether.

The most notable barrier almost certainly commissioned in this era is the
one found at Tikal (Puleston and Callender 1967). Set as much as five
kilometres from the site core, a long bank and ditch earthwork, crossed by
occasional causeways, demarked a large rural zone rather than an urban core.
A re-examination of this feature extended its length to some 26 km, tracking a
western line to match the one originally identified to the north (Webster et al.
2004, 2007). While demonstrating the massive ambition of the project, this
later study noted that the northern course does not always follow an ideal
topographical line and that some stretches on the western side were left
unfinished.

The two lines converge on steeply rising ground, the beginning of a chain of
hills that define the northern boundary of a wide valley extending west
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45 Double-wall systems in the northern lowlands: (a) Mural showing an assault with flaming
darts against the core of a site featuring two temples. Las Monjas, Room 22, Chichen Itza (after
Adela Breton); (b) Map of the core area of Ek Balam (based on maps in Vargas and Castillo 2014:
figures 21.1 and 21.40 and Ringle and Bey 1988: 20–21)



towards El Zotz. Lidar survey now reveals that some of the ridgetops over-
looking this valley were home to major fortifications of which La Cuernavilla
is the most significant (Garrison, Houston, and Alcover 2017, 2018). Encircled
by deep trenches and enclosing little internal architecture – features increas-
ingly seen in lidar scans elsewhere – these are not protected settlements so
much as strategic fortresses from which a force could dominate a surrounding
area, or else refuges used only in times of special threat. The same survey also
revealed a dense network of watchtowers and/or signalling posts set on
levelled hilltops, evidence for a sophisticated surveillance system. The dating
of these efforts is as yet unknown, but since they commanded the western
approaches to Tikal they could well have been dedicated to its greater security.

Planned defensive landscapes, if on a much smaller scale, have also been
identified in the border zone between Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras (Golden
et al. 2008: 265–266; Scherer and Golden 2009, 2014). Here we find valley
passes that have been obstructed with the low walls that once secured palisades,
while hilltops were the location for lookout stations. Nearby settlements such
as Tecolote and La Pasadita, the latter known to be home to Yaxchilan sajal,
were perched on high ground with clear defensive intent. Dating to the latter
parts of the eighth century, these features hold particular promise for text–
material interactions, given the rich record of conflict between these two
polities. Revealed only by detailed ground survey, frontier defences in this
kind of terrain might not be exceptional.

As we enter the ninth century more drastic and hurried measures appear in
the record, often, as at Aguateca, shortly before final abandonment. Court
structures and temples at Dos Pilas, for example, were torn down to form the
rubble footings for more palisades, in this case a double line (Demarest et al.
1997: 233–236). Such barricades, often running right through elite compounds,
have been reported at a good number of sites now and seem to have been a
common response to the terminal crisis (e.g. Medina 2012). A few populations
survived by withdrawing to lake peninsulas which, cleaved from the shore by
ditches or water-filled moats, became artificial islands.3 Examples of these are
to be found at Punta de Chimino on Lake Petexbatun and Zacpeten on Lake
Salpeten (Demarest et al. 1997: 238–242; Rice, Rice, and Pugh 1998:
225–227). The former succeeded Aguateca as the last active Classic settlement
in the Petexbatun region.

To summarise, fortifications provide the best physical evidence of Maya
warfare, works that appear across the lowlands and the full span of time
periods. They show great variability in form and were patently designed on
an individual basis to serve specific local needs. Lidar mapping has proven
adept at identifying elevated fortresses set away from population centres and, to
judge from what we have seen thus far, future work will only increase their
number. Construction dates indicate an ebb and flow of perceived threat, with
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highpoints in the Late Preclassic and at the end of the Late Classic – both
periods that ended in political, social and demographic collapse.

WORDS OF WAR

For all the challenges of interpretation and the obvious gulf between actual
events and the written testimonies to them, epigraphic records of warfare offer
a source of unmatched specificity. They identify protagonists, both victors and
victims, as well as different types of engagement and their timing accurate to
the day. Any epigraphic study of conflict must work outward from a compre-
hension of the relevant terminology within its semantic and narrative context.
Accordingly, this section is organised around the most common war verbs,
which serve as a framework for the discussion of a wider group of conflict-
related terms as they arise.

Chuk, “To Seize, Tie-up”

One of Knorozov’s successes came in linking the images of bound prisoners in
the Postclassic codices with captions containing the syllabically spelled com-
pound we can read as chu-ka-ja (Knorozov 1958: 471–472) (Figure 46a).4

Chuk is a widely-distributed root in Mayan languages with meanings of “to
tie-up”, “to catch”, and “to take” (Kaufman 2003: 904), and it is this sense of
seizing and binding captives that we find in the inscriptions. Without endors-
ing Knorozov’s language paradigm as such, Proskouriakoff (1960: 470, figure
8a, 1963: 150, figure 1) took up this identification – bravely so given

(a) (b) (c)

(e)(d) (f)
46 Six verbs that describe types of warfare: (a) chuhkaj, “seized”; (b) star war “?”; (c) ch’ak, “to
damage, attack”; (d) jubuuyi, “downed”; (e) puluuyi, “burned”; (f ) och uch’een, “enters the
domain/settlement of”.
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Thompson’s blanket rejection – and used it in her historical reconstructions.
She recognised that the glyphs emblazoned on the thighs of prisoners on
Yaxchilan Lintel 8 were personal names, and that one of those names recurs
in the accompanying text directly after the chuk term.

Although a transitive root, the appropriate active form uchukaw, “he seizes
him/her” is very rarely seen and it is the passive chuhkaj, “he/she is seized” that
predominates. Since the name of the captor is omitted, any credit for the
action must come via a connecting term such as ukabjiiy, “he/she supervised it”
or “the doing of” (explained more fully in Chapter 10). On other occasions the
link is provided by a possessed noun, which Proskouriakoff (1963: 152)
understood in principle and was later read as u-ba-ki ubaak, “the captive of”
(Fox and Justeson 1984: 42).5 Other spellings use logographic BAAK in one of
two versions, a stylised long bone or a skull, both signalling homophonic baak,
“bone” (Stuart 1985a: 98). Even though the noun’s martial sense has disap-
peared from modern languages, it was preserved in the causative verb baksah,
“to capture in war” in Colonial Yukatek (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 29). In the
Classic Period we also see “count of captives” titles such as aj wuk baak, “He
of Seven Prisoners” (Stuart 1985a) and aj baak, literally “He of Prisoner(s)”
(Grube 1996: 8).

Another important title introduces a captive’s name with u-CHA’AN-nu
or u-cha-nu, read ucha’an, “master/guardian of” (Proskouriakoff 1963: 152;
Alfonso Lacadena, pers. comm. 1997; Lacadena and Wichmann 2004:
140–141). Frequently these “captor titles” refer back to pre-accession qualifi-
cations for rulership and are the only evidence we have for those particular
conflicts.

One monument combines several of these forms in a carefully staged
interplay between text and image (Figure 47). The carved underside of a lintel,
with some of its original blue and red colour still adhering, it comes from an as
yet unknown site in the sphere of Yaxchilan (Stuart 1995: 296–297). It shows
the king Shield Jaguar IV within a palace building, signalled by its lashed
curtains or awning. There he is enthroned on a bench that bears his name and
titles, written in reverse, beginning with his youth-name of Chelew Chan
K’inich and followed by his captor’s title ucha’an tajal mo’, “Guardian of Torch
Macaw”. The scene shows him receiving his vassal Aj Chak Maax, who offers
up a shell, a token of preciousness that often accompanies gifts and tribute.
Since Aj Chak Maax appears on the prestigious right-hand position we can be
sure that this stone was his commission and decorated one of his buildings,
although he denotes his inferior status by setting the king at a higher level. At
the foot of the scene sit three prisoners, their names given in nearby incised
captions. After the date, the main text gives chuhkaj baah wayib ukabjiiy aj chak
maax, describing Aj Chak Maax’s taking of the leading captive, Baah Wayib, in
783.6 Three days later we are told nahwaj ubaak ti yajaw, “his captives are
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displayed/presented to his lord”. Perhaps a regular practice by which warriors
gained merit and personal honour, this suggests that the unfortunates could be
gifts and hint at the economic value of high-status prisoners – of which we will
hear more (p.232).

Chuk is the most commonly recorded military action, with fifty-eight dated
and another fifteen undated cases appearing between 564 and 808 (Martin
2014a: table 15). Its history is even deeper given that the earliest examples, from

47 A noble called Aj Chak Maax presents three captives to his overlord, Shield Jaguar IV of
Yaxchilan in 783. Unprovenanced panel now in the Kimbell Museum of Art, Fort Worth.
(Photograph by Justin Kerr)
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Dzibanche, might be dated in terms of style to as early as the fourth century
CE (Case Study 6). While the term itself focuses attention on a personalised
seizure, it was always part of a larger action. It might be noted in this respect
that the great battle mural of Bonampak is captioned by a single chuk event.
Sometimes chuk verbs accompany other war expressions as addenda that specify
the leading prisoner taken in the action concerned, while a war verb of any
variety might be illustrated by images of trussed prisoners. A good many
pictured captives have captions that provide their names and titles, often
identifying conflicts unattested in narrative inscriptions. While these contribute
to our overall knowledge of Classic Maya warfare, many of them reflected in
Figure 75, in lacking dates they fall outside the chronological analyses that we
will be conducting here.

A very small percentage of depicted captives are female (n = 3). Their
treatment is no better than that of their male counterparts. One is tied with
rope and her dress cut with flapped holes, a second is trampled beneath the feet
of her female abuser, while a third is shown bound and half-naked – breaking
the taboo against female nudity outside mythic contexts (Martin 2009a; Reese-
Taylor et al. 2009: 52–53, 58–59) (Figure 48).7 We must wonder about the
ultimate fates of these women. The seizure of highborn females for enforced
marriage is a recurring practice
worldwide. However, the
abject humiliation they suffer
in these scenes seems more akin
to the symbolic crushing of the
maternal bloodlines they
embody.8

In the case of male captives,
it was long assumed that all met
a grisly end in ritual killing, but
we now know that some not
only survived imprisonment,
they were restored to their
thrones. The best example of
this is Yich’aak Bahlam of
Ceibal, who was seized when
his capital fell to Dos Pilas in
December 735. He is shown
bound and trampled on monu-
ments at both Dos Pilas and
Aguateca, but within a few
years he re-appears at his home
city conducting ceremonies as

48 Female captive on an unprovenanced conch
shell. K4499. (After a photograph by Justin Kerr)

WORDS OF WAR 207



king – albeit under the oversight of his conquerors (Martin and Grube 1994a:
n.20; 2000: 61, 63; Stuart 1995: 324–326).

Star war “?”

A compound featuring the sign for “star” framed by beads or dots and set over
the sign for “earth” has long aroused interest for its astronomical potential, its
associated dates scrutinised for how they relate to the movements of planets,
most especially Venus (Thompson 1950: 228; Kelley and Kerr 1973: 197–199;
Kelley 1977: 38–42; Closs 1979, 1981) (Figure 46b).

Yet in many contexts it appears with war-related glyphs and symbolism,
suggesting that a core reference is to conflict (Mathews in Sosa and Reents
1980; Riese 1980: 38–39, 1984a: 274–280). As the evidence for this connection
mounted a group of scholars sought to reconcile the two lines of enquiry,
developing a model in which warfare was timed to coincide with planetary
motions (Lounsbury 1982; Schele 1982: 99; Schele and Miller 1986: 214, 217;
Justeson 1989: 105–109; Aveni and Hotaling 1994; Nahm 1994). This was
crystallised in the nickname “star war” and linked to militaristic motifs from
Central Mexico, especially those associated with the storm god the later
Mexica knew as Tlaloc (Schele and Freidel 1990: 146–147, 444–446; Schele
1991b; Carlson 1993). This “Tlaloc-Venus complex” posited an ideology of
celestially timed war-making that employed distinctive weaponry, most of all
the atlatl, spearthrower, as part of a package of features imported from Central
Mexico in the late fourth century CE.9

With no phonetically transparent substitutions identified thus far, the star
war root remains unknown.10 The symbolism of the glyph offers a clue to the
concept at its core, since the beads framing the star represent streams of water
falling onto the earth. This starry rain has been linked to meteors, which were
identified with war, malevolence, and misfortune throughout Mesoamerica
(Stuart 1995: 310). Some contexts clearly indicate that we are dealing with an
idea derived from myth. In these, the verb captions a scene in which the Maize
God rides in a canoe propelled by the Paddler Gods, a journey that ends in its
sinking (see Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993: figure 2:26). One version, on a
painted polychrome vessel, elaborates the narrative by showing the canoe
paddled through a star-sent storm (Marc Zender, pers. comm. 2016). Super-
natural episodes such as these have often been confused with war events in past
studies, and re-analysis requires that they are separated, and non-martial
instances excluded (Martin 2014a: table 16). Such a view steps away from
any specific cosmic events and towards the broader realm of metaphor.

It has long been clear that star wars often denote the most momentous of
encounters, including those resulting in the capture of kings and the fall of
dynasties. Grammatically, the victim can be either a place or a person, with a
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variety of different phrasings and formulae employed.11 Toponyms are the
most common subject, and in several cases these are the referents featured
within the emblem glyphs of opposing polities. Some show a glyphic super-
imposition in which the vanquished referent is set directly beneath the starry
rain of the verb (Mathews 1991: 24–25). When Ceibal falls prey to Dos Pilas, its
toponym is additionally introduced by the preposition ti, specifying a “star war
at Ceibal”. Elsewhere, as in the attack on Naranjo by a member of the Snake
dynasty, the verb with a superimposed Naranjo referent is followed by a
possessed uch’een and the name of the defeated king, thereby directly equating
an emblem referent with the elusive ch’een term. Elsewhere, uch’een can itself
be superimposed into the verb. Further light on its meaning is shed by an
instance at Tonina, where the star war victory over Sak Tz’i’ – the “White
Dog” dynasty based at Lacanja-Tzeltal – takes place against the expanded
ukab(u)ch’een of its king (Martin 2004b: 108).

On other occasions star wars take a different possessed subject: the conjoined
signs for a flint-blade and a shield, the metaphorical took’pakal we last encoun-
tered in Chapter 7 (Figure 32). The pairing appears in its full martial form as a
shield backed by crossed flint-tipped spears within the Temple of the Sun at
Palenque (Figure 31), where it serves as an object of veneration in a war-
themed patron deity shrine. It plainly has a symbolic or conceptual value, but
there is cause to question that Jean Genet’s early interpretation of “war” is the
most appropriate one.

The existence of the titles baahpakal, “head shield” and baahtook’, “head
flint” in military contexts could well imply that there were groups of warriors
called “shields” and “flints” – in the same manner as baahch’ok, “head youth”
and baahajaw, “head lord” implies other youths and lords (Miller and Martin
2004: 27, figure 12h).12 More than one such baahpakal stands before the king in
a scene of captive presentation in the murals of Bonampak (Houston 2012:
165). The Classic Maya took’pakal metaphor might have a dualistic sense,
signifying an abstract expression of the king’s martial power as well the physical
realisation of that power as a body of armed men.13 In either case, when a
possessed took’pakal is the subject of the star war verb there are grounds to
suspect that the defeat of an army, the king’s “weapons”, is the intended sense
(Martin 2001c: 179).

Ch’ak, “To Damage, Attack”

The pictograph of a hafted axe invites a relatively narrow range of interpret-
ations (Thomas 1882: 126; Brinton 1895: 103–104), with warfare one of the
more compelling (Kelley 1976: 135; Riese 1984a: 272–274) (Figure 46c).
Thomas’s suggested reading of baat, “axe” held sway for over a century until
the recognition of its verbal role and phonetic complementation led Jorge
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Orejel (1990) to propose ch’ak, “to chop”. In Yukatekan languages this word
appears as “to chop with an axe”, while Ch’orti’ has ch’akem, “hacked,
wounded”, evidently descended from Proto-Ch’olan *ch’aak, “injure”
(Wisdom 1950: 43; Barrera Vásquez 1980: 122; Kaufman and Norman 1984:
119; Kaufman 2003: 872). A fully syllabic rendering of the passive form ch’a-
ka-ja ch’ahkaj, “is chopped” was identified soon afterwards and offered per-
suasive support for Orejel’s idea (Looper and Schele 1991).

With few exceptions in the Classic era, logographic CH’AK appears with its
appropriate phonetic complement ka, in either its fish-fin or whole fish form.
Here its presence is motivated less by the needs of lexical distinction or as an
aid to its reading than by the desire to fill-out the awkwardly shaped axe image
into a more convenient lozenge shape for the script.

All ch’ak war verbs are applied to toponyms, describing such-and-such
a place as “injured/damaged” or perhaps simply “attacked” (Martin 2014a:
table 17). Two examples involve assaults by the Snake dynasty on the Palenque
capital Lakamha’, one in 599 and the other in 611 (Martin 2000c: 107–111).14

These are the longest-range campaigns yet identified, reaching over 247 km
from Calakmul, but if launched from the Snake capital of this period,
Dzibanche, an even more impressive 369 km (Map 1, see Case Study 6).15

The 611 attack represents the pivotal episode within the 617-glyph long
inscription of the three interior panels that give their name to the Temple of
the Inscriptions. Completed by K’inich Kaan Bahlam II in 692, they represent
a textual memorial to his father K’inich Janaab Pakal I – whose body was
found buried deep with the pyramid in the tomb discovered by Ruz – and
describe the ritual servicing of the city’s three patron gods and a political
history that explains his father’s route to power. Here the 611 defeat is followed
by the death of Ajen Yohl Mat, the then-ruler of Palenque, in 612 and the
elevation of someone who named himself after the deep-time founder of the
kingdom, Muwaan Mat. The reign of this mysterious character is accompanied
by explicit statements of calendrical rituals and rites for local gods that were not
performed and a general lamentation sataayi k’uhul ixik sataayi ajaw, “loss of the
holy ladies, loss of the lords” (Grube 1996: 5–6; Martin and Grube 2000: 161).
Muwaan Mat could well have been a puppet ruler installed by the victors, and
it is telling that he does not seem to have a place in Palenque’s count of kings.
These troubles come to an end with the accession of the twelve-year-old
K’inich Janaab Pakal in 615, and it was his indirect claim to rule, lacking
descent from a previous king, that seems to motivate this lengthy discourse.

The ch’ak statement could be personalised by exchanging the relevant place-
name for the possessed location uch’een followed by the name of its defeated
owner. The earliest example, in fact the earliest firmly dated military action
thus far, appears on Tikal Stela 10 and is placed to 486 (Martin 1999: 5, 2003b:
16).16 The full phrase here runs ch’ahkaj uch’een maasal ajaw, “the domain/
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settlement of the Maasal lord is attacked”. The only truly personal applications
of ch’ak are references to decapitation in the form ch’ahkaj ubaah, “his head is
chopped” (Houston and Stuart 1998: 78). The inclusion of these in several
previous lists of war actions has been misleading, since they are executions
performed on prisoners and do not necessarily occur on the date of their capture.
The illustrative case here is the beheading of the Copan king Waxaklajuun
Ubaah K’awiil at the hands of his one-time vassal K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat of
Quirigua, which took place six days after what appears to be the actual date of
his defeat (Marcus 1976: 134–140, Looper 1999: 268–269, 2003: 234).

Jub, “To Take/Knock Down”

Linda Schele (1982: 106–107) first noted the close relationship of a particular
glyphic compound to captive-taking, but it was only after the decipherment of
the complete syllable string ju-bu-yi that the verb root jub could be read
(Grube, in Schele 1992c: 223; Martin 2014a: table 18) (Figure 46d). It appears
in Modern Ch’ol as jubel, “to take down” (Aulie and Aulie 1978: 68), while in
Yukatekan languages the cognate hub has a range of negative connotations,
most notably Mopan’s “to knock down” (Hofling 2011: 223). Like the star war
verb, jub can be applied to a possessed utook’ upakal – the defeat of an army in a
metaphorical or literal sense. Since it never takes uch’een or a specific location as
its subject, jub is the best candidate we have for a field battle fought away from
major settlements.

A critical instance of the jubuuyi utook’pakal event is the one describing the
clash between Calakmul and Tikal in August 695, which can be considered
among the most consequential of the Classic Period. Noted in Case Study 8, it
is one of only two known defeats of the Snake polity. Even though its king
Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ survived the battle, it marks the beginning of a
steady decline in its political fortunes, as its ability to install foreign kings ebbs
away and its dominance is at least partially replaced by that of Tikal. The
695 action is associated with the capture of an image of the Calakmul deity
called Yajaw Maan in an earlier example of the same god-capture formula seen
at Tikal a generation later. It is interesting and significant that thirteen days after
the battle a captive is displayed at Tikal (Schele and Freidel 1990: 205–208),
where he is apparently captioned as an aj sa’al, making him a native of Naranjo
rather than Calakmul (Martin 1996d, 2003b: 30). If so, this offers a rare glimpse
of collaborative campaigning between a patron and one of its clients.

Pul, “To Burn”

Another term specifying conflict consists of a human head with a “sun” motif
set into its temple and flames issuing in front or above (Schele 1982: 103–104)
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(Figure 46e). None of its martial examples offer a clue to its reading, but its
substitution with pu-lu in a ritual usage establishes PUL as the logogram in
question (Stuart 1995: 320–322). As the transitive verb pul, “to burn” it survives
in a variety of Ch’olan Maya languages today (Aulie and Aulie 1978: 96;
Kaufman and Norman 1984: 129). Outside war contexts it can describe mythic
burning events, the foremost being the immolation of a jaguar deity. On at
least one occasion in a re-enactment in which a defeated king takes the place of
the feline god (Martin and Grube 2000: 82) (p.161). Like ch’ak, pul is exclu-
sively applied to locations in war contexts, either directly or via the uch’een
formula that introduces the name of the defeated opponent.

To what does the “burning” refer? A temple in flames served as a picto-
graphic emblem of conquest for the Mexica and appears in their manuscripts in
conjunction with a toponym that denoted the defeated town or city (see Stuart
1995: 330). Stone structures of the kind found in Maya site cores might not
seem very combustible, but they would have contained wooden and textile
furnishings that would have burned well. But more to the point, the great mass
of any Maya settlement consisted of pole-and-thatch buildings that were
highly flammable. Indeed, the mural painting from Chichen Itza noted above
shows thatched temples under a rain of flaming darts (Figure 45a). If we
examine how the instances of pul fall across the tropical year we see that no
currently known example occurs in the months of July, August, October, or
November (Figure 52e). These are some of the wettest parts of the year and
would be consistent with the idea that thatched roofs, soaked for much of this
time, were the main reference in these actions, with pul having a literal not
symbolic meaning (Martin 2009b).17

There is a poignant case on Naranjo Stela 23, towards the end of the period
in which Naranjo conducts a fiery rampage through the eastern Peten (Martin
and Grube 2000: 76). In 710 K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk burned the nearby
capital of Yaxha, described using the puluuyi uch’een formula. The name of the
Yaxha king is preceded by ma’ ch’ahb ma’ ak’abil, “without genesis, without
darkness”, the negated form of a metaphorical couplet linked to a king’s
procreative powers (p.146). This tells us that whatever this mystical possession
represents, defeat and capture nullifies it, rendering a king spiritually impotent
(Stuart 2005e: 278). The Yaxha king’s nominal follows and is perhaps to be
read Joyaj Chahk (Tokovinine 2013: 34, figure 21a). The text goes on to give
the self-contained statement waxaklajuun k’in ajawin, “18-day reigns”. This
seems to refer to the short tenure of the victim, implying an accession date
for him on 9.13.18.4.0 (Nikolai Grube, pers. comm. 1995).

The next section describes the denouement of the action and is marked with
the previously noted verb lok’, “to emerge”, which includes the senses of
“eject” or “abandon”. In this case we find it in the phrase ilok’ooyi yitaaj yatan
ix mutul ajaw, “is ejected with his spouse (the) Tikal Lady”.18 This unusual
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supplement serves to highlight Yaxha’s links to a kingdom Naranjo had twice
battled in 695, the great rival and antagonist of Naranjo’s overlord Calakmul.

The implication is that Naranjo and Yaxha were not only local rivals but
were divided by their wider loyalties to regional hegemons. In this vein, it has
long been noted that the twin pyramid complex at Yaxha is modelled after
those at Tikal. After this banishment, the Stela 23 text duly records K’ahk’
Tiliw Chan Chahk as the agent of all these events and concludes by describing
rituals involving the exhumation of an earlier Yaxha king and the scattering of
his bones on an island (Grube and Schele 1994: 4–5). This information
evidently provides some relevant subtext to the war, which seems to have
been designed to remove a newly installed neighbour.

The most interesting instance of the lok’ verb may well be the one that has
K’awiil Chan K’inich of Dos Pilas as its subject (Houston and Mathews 1985:
18; Houston 1993: 117, figure 4–21). Recorded on Tamarindito Hieroglyphic
Stairway 2, this “ejection” in 761 seems sure to reflect a significant military
reverse, although the opponent responsible is not clearly stated. This episode
could well mark the early abandonment of Dos Pilas and a retrenchment to
Aguateca, given that this king’s Dos Pilas Hieroglyphic Stairway 1 was left
unfinished, with a number of its glyph-blocks outlined but never carved. Other
important instances of pul and lok’ – as well as t’ab, which describes acts of
“ascent” to particular locations – appear on two earlier hieroglyphic stairways at
Dos Pilas, where a great war narrative tracks the kingdom’s fortunes through a
portion of the seventh century, examined in Case Study 11.19

Other War Verbs

There are some other verbs for hostile action that, though uncommon, should
be mentioned here. The intransitive verb och, “to enter” (Stuart 1998:
387–389) appears in a variety of contexts, taking a martial character where it
has uch’een as its subject (Martin and Grube 2000: 76, 181; Martin 2004b:
105–109) (Figure 46f).20 Proceeding from our earlier discussion of ch’een we
can gloss och uch’een as “enters the domain/settlement of”.21 Two contexts go a
long way to revealing its meaning. The first comes on the series of stairway
blocks excavated at the site of Dzibanche, where texts show och uch’een
followed by the names of the bound captives pictured in their scenes (Nalda
2004: 32–55; Velásquez 2004a: 87–96) (Figure 26). In most cases the verb is och
uch’een, but in a few chuhkaj, “is seized” replaces it with no alteration to the
scene. In the second example, on the front of Stela 21 at Naranjo, we see the
local king trampling his enemy underfoot in a standard motif of victory, with
the caption reading ubaah ti ochch’een yopmootz(?)” or “he is in (the act of )
ch’een-entering Yopmootz” (Figure 49a and b).22 The body of the trampled
king, his eyes closed to indicate death, is tagged with a name-glyph also visible
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(a)

(b)

49 K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk and the ochch’een “domain/settlement-entering” of “Yopmootz”
on Naranjo Stela 21: (a) Front face (drawing by Ian Graham © President and Fellows of Harvard
College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.6.2.37); (b) Detail of
the caption reading ubaah ti ochch’een yopmootz(?), “His image in (the act of ) ch’een-entering
Yopmootz”.
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in a badly damaged puluuyi uch’een phrase on the rear face of this monument.
The och uch’een expression evidently refers to an invasion, on this occasion
leading to the capture and killing of the opposing king.

Analogous to the baksah verb mentioned earlier, the noun baak, “captive”
was the basis of a derived intransitive verb in the inscriptions. This is formed as
baakwaj or its variant baaknaj (Schele 1991c: 2; Martin 1996a: 227, 2000c: 112;
Lacadena 2004: 185, 193). Both appeared in our discussion of captured god
images in Case Study 8, but on one other occasion, the Tikal Rock Sculpture,
baakwaj refers to the seizure of a Holmul lord in precisely the context we might
expect to find chuk (Martin 2000c: 111–113, 2003b: 31–32, figure 1.18).23

The final verb to be treated here appears in the active transitive form
unakaw, “he battles, conquers it” in a single example at Dos Pilas (Grube and
Schele 1993). The root nak is only attested as “to battle, conquer” in contem-
porary Tzotzil Maya (Laughlin 1988: 267–268), but in Colonial Yukatek we
find the agentive title nakom, “conqueror” as a key military position in the
preceding Postclassic Period (Landa 1941: 122; Relaciones de Yucatán 2

1898–1900: 185–186, 208–209). These terms presumably have a common
origin and indicate that the nak root had a wider distribution at one time.

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS OF MAYA WARFARE

As we have seen, epigraphy presents us with several different types of military
action, the names of participants, and sometimes the location where the
engagement took place. That many are accompanied by dates fixed to the
day offer an excellent opportunity to conduct a statistical analysis of their
chronology. The five main verb categories above describe 165 separate epi-
sodes of conflict, of which 141 can be dated and are suitable for such a study.24

This is a larger dataset than any assembled thus far and it allows us to revisit
some of the competing models of Classic Maya warfare to see how well they
stand up to renewed examination. The analyses on which those models relied
variously suffered from small samples, limited verbal categories, and errors in
dating and identification. Since it is difficult to evaluate and compare studies
that differ so much, some of them reaching opposite conclusions, I will note
their sample size and the percentage to which they match the current dataset
wherever it can be calculated.

Previous Statistical Work

The first lists of battle events were assembled by Schele (1982) in her doctoral
research, a substantial compendium of hieroglyphic verbs. However, it was
Berthold Riese (1984a: figure 16) who first collected war-related terms in a
dedicated study. His 46 actions contained some duplicates and
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misidentifications, bringing that figure down to just 24, making for only a
fifty-two per cent correspondence with the current sample. Soon after, John
Justeson (1989: 105–109, table 8.8) focussed on the astronomical significance of
dates associated with the star war verb, identifying twenty-three such events as
military actions, although of these only ten, or forty-three per cent, stand
up today. His distributional analysis suggested a “war season” running from
mid-November to mid-February. Schele and Mathews (1991: table 10.4)
looked at warfare in terms of regional interaction, collecting 16 conflicts in
which both victor and vanquished were identifiable polities, with a seventy-
five per cent match to the dataset used here.

Ross Hassig (1992: 97) re-examined the issue of seasonality and posited a
distinction between “conquests” that were clustered between December and
early June, and “captures” that were grouped in two periods, spanning late
November to March, and then August to September. The first set numbered
twenty-five cases and consisted mostly of star wars, although of these only
fifty-two per cent were correctly identified and dated, while the second set,
numbering forty-three cases, were mostly chuk captures that achieved an
accuracy of seventy-four per cent (Hassig 1992: 219–221, n.35, 36).25 The same
year Joyce Marcus (1992a: 430–433, table 11.1) used historical accounts from
the Colonial Period to argue for a preference for dry season warfare, illustrating
her point with a collection of twenty-three events from the texts that fell
between November and May – although only fifty-two per cent of them
would be recognised as conflicts today.

A larger-scale study came fromWerner Nahm (1994), who concentrated on
the question of Venusian influence. He looked solely at star war and chuk
events, with samples of twenty-five and forty-two and an accuracy that can
now be judged to eighty per cent and seventy-eight per cent, respectively
(Nahm 1994: tables 1 and 2). His charts suggested clusters around particular
“months” of the 584-day Venus year he was proposing, but little or no
correspondence to points in the visible motion of the planet from earth such
as superior or inferior conjunction (the points at which Venus disappears while
travelling behind or in front of the sun, respectively, both of variable duration)
(Nahm 1994: figures 3 and 4). In a comparable assessment of the solar year
he detected reduced war activity during the maize planting in May and a
complete cessation during the harvest between mid-September and the end of
October (Nahm 1994: figure 5). He noted the surprisingly high frequency of
conflicts during the middle of the rainy season, interpreting them as short-lived
affairs that could be distinguished from longer campaigns falling in drier parts
of the year.

A direct challenge to Nahm’s data and analysis quickly emerged. Lorren
Hotaling (1995) excluded events whose Long Count positions had been
reconstructed from Calendar Round dates alone, together with all actions in
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campaigns apart from the initial engagement, arguing that follow-on actions
would distort any specific instigation by Venus. In their place, he added some
star war events that Nahm had set aside as non-martial, producing a sample of
fifty at a barely improved eighty-two per cent accuracy. Hotaling’s study
disputed any correspondence to posited divisions of the Venus year (Hotaling
1995: figure 6), while supporting the same wet-dry pattern for the solar year –
even after exchanging Nahm’s Julian calendar for the seasonally attuned
proleptic Gregorian version (Hotaling 1995: figures 4 and 5).

In a paper presented in 1995, Peter Mathews (2000: 151, table 3) also plotted
warfare against the solar year, although only for a sub-region stretching from
Yaxchilan to points further west. Using a sample of fifty-four unspecified
conflicts, he found no noticeable seasonal pattern to the data, but in a second
chart that spanned the length of the Classic Period he did detect a major uptick
in incidents towards the end of the era (Mathews 2000: 128–129, table 1). In an
unpublished paper, Mark Child (1999, cited in Webster 2000: 96) claimed a
sample of 107 episodes of warfare and argued for the same acceleration in
conflict leading to a peak at around 800, thus implicating endemic warfare in
the ninth century collapse.

It was clear from the beginning that very few star war events fell directly on
Venus nodes, and the scholars who argued for the influence of this
planet allowed wide margins to accommodate the vagaries of observation.
This lack of strict correspondence would eventually inspire a review of the
whole concept of celestial influence. Gerardo Aldana (2005) conducted a re-
analysis of the star war data, demonstrating the absence of any discernible
connection to Venus phenomena. He employed a sample of twenty-seven
events, although his accuracy of seventy per cent was actually less than the lists
of Nahm and Hotaling he critiqued (Aldana 2005: table 3). A subsequent study
using an updated listing of twenty-seven star war events, with a much-
improved accuracy of eighty-eight per cent, supported Aldana’s conclusions
(Villaseñor 2012: 37, graph 5, table 2).

Variation over the Classic Period

The simplest way in which we might examine the new dataset is to place it in
chronological order to track records of warfare over the course of the Classic
Period. It has been appreciated for some time that such accounts are rare in the
Early Classic – even when assessed within a reduced sample – but rise abruptly
after 550 to become a notable feature of Late Classic inscriptions (Houston
1993: 138; Miller 1993: 408; Stuart 1993: 333; Mathews 2000: chart 1).

This is duly reflected in my sample (Figure 50a). In fact, given the retro-
spective nature of the many early episodes, even this understates the issue.
Perhaps only five records in the sample were actually recorded during the Early
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Classic Period itself.26 Nevertheless, given the quantity of early war iconog-
raphy and archaeological indicators, principally depictions of bound captives
known to reach back into Protoclassic times if not before, as well as the early
defensive systems noted earlier, it is widely accepted that warfare had long
been a feature of Maya society. The point at issue is whether the Late Classic
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50 Records of warfare arranged according to K’atun eras and divided into five thematic types:
(a) The full sample; (b) The sample minus three monuments (Naranjo Stela 22, Yaxchilan
Hieroglyphic Stairway 5, and Naranjo Stela 12).
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upsurge was a rhetorical development spurred by changing ideas about royal
prowess and validation, or whether it reflects a genuine increase in the tempo
and significance of war in society (see Houston 1993: 138; Stuart 1993:
333–336).

A number of scholars suggest that warfare did indeed increase, with its
greatest effects felt at the close of the Late Classic as a symptom of mounting
social and political breakdown (e.g. Adams 1977: 223; Demarest 1978: 108,
1993: 111, 2004, 2013a; Cowgill 1979; Schele 1991d: 87). Statistical data for an
acceleration, with a highpoint in 800 that coincides with the first signs of
political collapse, has clearly lent weight to that proposition. A peak of this
kind certainly appears in the sample collected in Figure 50a, but there is reason
to question its significance and the inferences drawn from it (Martin 2009b).

Here it is instructive to look at an earlier peak in the chart, the one
representing 22 conflicts recorded between 692 and 711. This is the period
the Maya defined as the fourteenth K’atun of the tenth Bak’tun that spanned
9.13.0.0.1 to 9.14.0.0.0, marked on the chart as “9.14”. Our first response
might be to ask what social or political factors provoked this well-above-
average incidence. However, the explanation is a single monument, Naranjo
Stela 22 from 702, which lists nine military actions, constituting fully forty-one
per cent of the total for that period. While this record has much to tell us about
Naranjo’s activities at that time, it does not point to a systemic increase in
violence.

The same is true of the final peak as well. There just two texts, Naranjo Stela
12 and Yaxchilan Hieroglyphic Stairway 5, both from 800, account for
fourteen actions and represent seventy-four per cent of the war records
between 790 and 810, the K’atun ending on 9.19.0.0.0. The stela details four
separate engagements in a single war between Naranjo and Yaxha in 799,
while the stairway lists at least ten of the sixteen separate captures claimed by
the commissioning Yaxchilan king. These conflicts have local implications, but
cannot be used to generalise about Maya society as a whole. If, purely for
analytical purposes, we were to omit these three monuments we would see no
marked increase in conflict throughout the period for which we have such
records – indeed even a fall for the final K’atun (Figure 50b).

It should also be noted that the last account of military action took place in
808, over a hundred years before the last inscription of the Classic era. The
sporadic records created during this troubled terminal century of lowland
society were the products of an ever-decreasing number of active polities,
are almost universally brief, and focus to a large degree on ritual action, as we
will see in Chapter 11. An explosive level of conflict may well have accom-
panied the collapse process, indeed we have archaeological evidence suggesting
as much in several locations. However, since such events left no mark in the
written corpus we cannot use epigraphy to make that case.
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Conceptual Factors

Historical and ethnographic studies worldwide demonstrate that violent
conduct can be influenced, or even seemingly induced, by supernatural beliefs.
These can be framed in terms of auguries, omens, and prophecies that suggest
advantageous or “proper” times to launch an attack, or else in claims of a
mystical offence, such as sorcery, that serves as a casus belli for war. There are
a huge variety of possible conceptual factors, but several of the most
common suggested for the Classic Maya are amenable to testing using the
current sample.

As we have already seen, it has long been believed that the positions of
celestial bodies could be portents of war for the Maya, at times reaching the
stronger claim of cosmological determinism. Venus was a particular focus here
and it was thought that star war events clustered in significant phases of its 584-
day synodical cycle. Floyd Lounsbury’s (1982) dating of the battle depicted at
Bonampak and his interpretation of its wider iconographic programme had a
decisive influence here. Yet, as the decipherment advanced most or all of this
argument unravelled. Lounsbury’s date was never tied to an actual star war
verb and, in any case, was erroneously reconstructed (Stuart 1995: 308).

Aldana’s (2005) statistical reassessment highlighted the difficulties in sustain-
ing the idea of Venus-driven conflict and I have repeated his analysis with the
improved dataset now at our disposal. This involves producing radial plots
representing a 583.923-day synodic year of Venus, one with star wars alone and
another, for comparative purposes, where all five main war verbs have been
collected together (Figure 51a and b).

Superior Conjunction

Inferior Conjunction

Superior Conjunction

Inferior Conjunction

(a) (b)
51 Warfare charted in a circular plot representing the Venusian 584-day year according to the
GMT correlation: (a) star war events; (b) all war events.
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The former, in line with that prior work, shows no consistent alignments to
any critical points in the Venus cycle, while the latter shows a comprehensive
360-degree distribution. That said, it is too early to say that there is no
patterning whatsoever. In Figure 51a we can discern a bias toward the upper
half of the chart and preliminary testing casts some doubt on this being a
random distribution.27 It is difficult to know quite what to make of this result
since, as aligned to the GMT correlation, much of the relevant segment
corresponds to the time when Venus is at greatest distance from us and
dimmest in the sky. Indeed, at least one plot falls within superior conjunction,
when Venus is invisible to us. Other plots, by contrast, fall when the planet is
especially bright, defeating any idea that could have been a relative absence of
Venus that interested the Maya. Even Figure 51b contains groupings that are
hard to rationalise as statistically arbitrary, and the distributions of the different
verbs – not accessible in this view – have their own anomalies. The best we can
say at present is that the issue deserves further investigation and more sophisti-
cated kinds of analysis, hopefully with a still larger dataset.

Whatever auspicious date selections may have been divined from celestial
phenomena, presumably involving other planets and stars as well, it is clear we
are talking about the kind of circumstantial specificity common to such
prognostications, not prescribed cultural imperatives. It therefore remains
highly probable that practical rather than esoteric considerations always took
precedence (Martin 2001c: 18).

We know that the contact-era Maya used their calendar not only to
schedule rituals and ceremonial events but as a mechanism for divining the
future and selecting propitious days. With this in mind the sample was tested
for any significant concentrations of numbers, days, or months. This first
involved an examination of year-bearers – the sets of four possible tzolk’in
days on which a new haab year could begin – that Landa (1941: 147) described
as influential on warfare (Martin 2014a: chart 8).28 Next, the incidence of
different tzolk’in days or haab months was scrutinised to see if there were any
particular preferences among them, and their coefficients similarly collected to
see if these formed any meaningful distributions (Martin 2014a: charts 9

and 10).
The results of all of these tests were negative or very weak. Wars were less

common in years that began on the day Ik’ compared to its fellow year-bearers
of Manik’, Eb, or Kaban (coming in at thirteen per cent, where twenty-five
per cent would be the mean expectation).29 Additionally, there seems to be a
slight preference for actions to take place on the day Ix (at twelve per cent,
when the mean would be five per cent). In this context Ix is a term for
“jaguar” and the symbolism of an aggressive predator might well be seen as
auspicious. When the sample is arranged by individual verbs the only note-
worthy feature is the quantity of star wars that took place in the month of
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Muwaan (twenty-one per cent, when the mean is just six per cent). However,
this is a phenomenon almost exclusively centred on the site of Dos Pilas (six
out of seven cases), which recounts three of its own actions and three of others
(John Justeson, pers. comm. 2010). It is this unusually elevated incidence of
Muwaan that produces the spike in star war events during December, which
we will soon encounter in Figure 52b.

To bring this topic to a close, if the timing of warfare was influenced by
particular alignments of Venus or calendrical positions then the effect is not
strongly reflected, indeed not evident, in the sample. There are near-limitless
opportunities to read significance into different phenomena, whether natural
or cultural, and interactions between different contributory factors would be
impossible to reconstruct. The Maya certainly believed in supernatural influ-
ence over military affairs and surely consulted diviners, soothsayers, and astrol-
ogers in search of maximum advantage – from their perspective both prudent
and logical moves. Yet the degree to which this slides towards determinism in
some scholarship seems to say more about our exoticisation of ancient people
than real world practice.

Practical Factors

The practical issue that could most easily influence the timing of warfare is the
distribution of wet and dry seasons through the year. The rainy season in the
lowlands generally stretches from late-May or June to November, with peak
precipitation between June and September. This is typically interrupted by a
lull caused by changes in average sea temperature, known in Spanish-speaking
parts of the region today as the canícula. Of variable duration and timing this
comes in some portion of late-July and/or August (Page 1938: figure 161b, c;
Magaña, Amador, and Medina 1999). Rain returns and continues through the
autumn and winter with declining frequency, turning into a pronounced and
reliable dry season by the turn of the year. Within these broad patterns there are
regional and topographical differences, with the southern lowlands (the only zone
for which we have epigraphic data on conflict) experiencing the highest rainfall.

It is widely assumed that any conflict involving long-distance travel will be
inhibited during the rainy season. Today a single heavy downpour converts
forest tracks into cloying mud, while a longer spell turns riverbeds into
torrents. When the rain is sustained, low-lying land can be inundated for
weeks or months at a time. It is notable that of the eleven battles that lock
together the histories of Dos Pilas, Tikal, and Calakmul between 648 and 679

in Case Study 11, only one took place during the rainy season according to the
GMT correlation.

Seasonal rainfall has another important effect because it determines the
greater part of the agricultural cycle. In the most important cultivation phase
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spent fields are cut and burned to release their nutrients in the spring and sown
with maize, beans, and squash shortly before the rains begin in late-May or
June (Dumond 1961). There is some maintenance to keep the crops free of
weeds, pests, and animal predation, but the real labour only returns with the
first harvests in September and October. Any general mobilisation of men for
military operations, above and beyond that of a core of elite warriors, would
face challenges during planting and harvest time. Famously, it has been claimed
that the Maya rebels who had seized much of the Yucatan Peninsula by June
1848 were forced to abandon their march on the regional capital of Mérida and
return home largely in order to sow their fields (Reed 2001: 110–111).
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By organising the data across the solar year we can test whether seasonality
had any detectable effect on recorded warfare. Here I have created a chart for
each of the main five verbs distributed across the proleptic Gregorian year,
according to the modified GMT correlation (Figure 52a–e). We must be
mindful that the sample sizes are rather small and not statistically robust. Even
so, they do not produce randomised profiles but instead show ones with
common features. For example, it will be noted that all five charts show a
double trough, wherein war events reach their lowest levels in June–July (T3)
and again in October–November (T4). We can also see that ch’ak, jub, and pul
all reach their peak incidence in April–May (P2), also sharing closely matching
fluctuations in the period from December to March (T1, P1, T2). Although
less pronounced, star war events have a similar trajectory (with the exception
of the previously noted December outlier). If these were random oscillations
we would expect them to even-out when combined, but instead the con-
joined star war, ch’ak, jub, and pul plots in Figure 52f form a synchronous
signature, with the same set of troughs in January (T1) and March (T2) and
peaks in February (P1) and April–May (P2). The corollary of the summer’s
double trough (T3, T4) is an intervening rise in conflicts in August (P3). This
effect is far stronger in the case of chuk, which has a marked double trough but
deviates from the other verbs in reaching its initial peak in March and then
undergoing a steady decline until the summer (Figure 52a).

Two straightforward observations follow from this analysis: that Classic
Maya warfare took place throughout the year, but that its intensity varied
substantially depending on the season. If we combine the data from all five
verbs in Figure 53 we see a persistence of the general profile from Figure 52f,
with the now-familiar set of peaks and troughs. If we then add a plot to
represent rainfall we see an inverse correspondence between precipitation and
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53 Combined chart showing all five warfare verbs together with a plot representing annual
rainfall in the southern Maya lowlands.
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conflict at crucial points in the year. Generally speaking, the wettest periods are
those with the least violence and the driest the most.30 We even see a
correspondence for the mid-rainy season P3 feature, which coincides with
the dry-spell of the canícula.

These results are consistent with a difficulty-of-travel hypothesis noted
earlier, yet they would also be in accord with an agricultural one, since the
depths of T3 and T4 correspond fairly closely to the main times for planting
and the onset of the harvest, respectively. It may well be important that an
interpretation restricted to the difficulties of transport cannot explain the vari-
ations between December and March, when rainfall is light. If these fluctuations
are not influenced by precipitation per se, could the P4–T1 and P1–T2 features
be evidence for greater complexity within the subsistence cycle?

The swidden or “slash-and-burn” method of maize cultivation practiced in
the Maya area today requires shifts in field location and long fallow periods to
allow the shallow soils of the region to recover and to reduce the effort
required in weeding (Dumond 1961). Even though population levels for the
Classic Maya cannot be precisely enumerated, it has long been accepted that
swidden agriculture would be wholly insufficient to feed the number of people
living in Late Classic times and that farming strategies must once have been
more varied and intensive. Intensive techniques require investments in water
management and soil enrichment, as well as the exploitation of foodstuffs other
than maize, squash, and beans. These would include year-round root crops
such as manioc (Manihot esculenta Crantz) and sweet potatoes (Ipomoea batatas
(L.) Lam.), as well as fruits and nuts from orchards and managed forest, and the
varied produce of near-house plots and kitchen gardens (see Bronson 1966;
Turner 1974; Netting 1977; Dunning and Beach 1994; Fedick 1996; Farrell
1997), production that made the dispersed Maya city a “agro-urban” landscape
(Isendahl 2012).

Significantly, early Spanish travellers in the southern lowlands describe not
one but two, three, or even four maize crops per annum (Villagutierre Soto
Mayor 1933[1701]: 8.12; Avendaño y Loyola 1987[1696]: 13, 41; see Hellmuth
1977: 427, 435, 436). One sixteenth-century source tells us that maize was
ready to harvest in mid-April (Archivo General de Centro America 1937: 141,
in Hellmuth 1977: 424), a time when the swidden cornfield of today is filled
only with parched stalks ready for burning.

Maize crops produced without the benefit of the June to October rains give
smaller yields and usually require both particular hardy varieties and added
moisture, with mulching a method attested in recent times (Drucker and Fox
1982: 185). Such crops could have been grown in near-house plots, but the
investments in water management we see – of which terracing, check dams,
canals, and raised fields are among the more easily discerned –may have played
a role in making dry season maize crops viable.31 Recent lidar surveys have
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hugely expanded the evidence for engineered agricultural landscapes, revealing
many upland slopes modified into terraces and low-lying areas reticulated with
spidery canals (e.g. Chase et al. 2011; Canuto et al. 2018; Garrison, Houston,
and Alcover 2018). The latter indicates that the swampy bajo areas of today
once saw an almost industrial scale of food production spreading over hundreds
of square kilometres. Any food production outside the main wet–dry cycle
would have been a major contribution to the subsistence base of the Classic
Maya. Indeed, it was probably instrumental to the population increase that
took place, and thus the essential enabler of Late Classic society.

If four of our verbs show a degree of consistency across the year, shown in
Figure 52f, what lies behind the divergences of the chuk pattern in Figure 52a?
Despite its concordance with the major T3 and T4 troughs, as we have seen it
differs significantly in April and May, when its recorded incidence falls sharply
at just the time most others reach their P2 highpoint. This is compounded by
an even greater difference at the P3 peak in August, where the signature for
chuk is so much stronger than those of all other verbs. Both features are
explicable if we concur with earlier authors that when capture events appear
by themselves they typically refer to actions of limited scale. In April–May,
when other types of conflict were taking place, the lesser act of seizing
prisoners could be rhetorically overwhelmed and fall out of the record despite
captive-taking being no less prevalent. We saw grounds for this earlier, in
noting the number of other war events illustrated by captives without their
seizure being specified in the texts. A similar rationale explains the vigorous
spike around August, since the brief dry-spell of the canícula presents an
opportunity for limited warfare, but its unpredictability and the still-wet
conditions underfoot would remain an obstacle to major campaigns.

Interestingly, in those cases where a chuk event serves as a same-day adden-
dum to another action (n = 9), only one occurs in the P3 window between
July and September, very atypical for its overall incidence. Moreover, if we
define campaigns as two or more actions fought by the same party within
30 days (n = 9), none fall in the P3 period. Neither of these observations has a
high statistical value, but they are at least consistent with the hypothesis that
isolated chuk events more-often-than-not signal lesser actions.32

In summation, it is possible to detect significant inhibitions on warfare
during two periods, in the summer and again in the autumn – a finding that
supports previous assessments of a dry–wet seasonal pattern to Classic Maya
conflict. The impediment posed by rainfall was surely very important, but
cannot account for December–March variation, where the demands of inten-
sive cultivation emerge as one potential explanation. Given the evidence for
two or more maize crops across the southern lowland region in the contact
period, this group of peaks and troughs could be the ghostly traces of extra
growing cycles (Martin 2009b).33

226 CONFLICT



There is more than one way in which agriculture might produce this effect
on war-making. In summarising evidence on the timing of warfare in colonial
sources from the northern lowlands, Ralph Roys (1943: 67) wrote: “Wars
were short, and the usual time was between October and the end of January.
This was the cool season, when there was little or no agricultural activity and
when food would be found in the enemy’s granaries” (see also Landa 1941:
217). The drier climate of the north may always have restricted farming in that
part of the year – the aforementioned Colonial-era references to multiple
maize crops relate only to the south – so this period could well have been free
of agricultural labour. But it is the reference to food stocks that raises the point
of interest here. Having secured one’s own supplies it was possible to use men
newly freed from the fields to threaten the stores of others. Falling upon
enemy granaries would not only sustain or enrich the invaders, it would
deprive the assailed community of the food and seed-corn upon which it
depended.

Crop ravaging has been a feature of pre-Modern war worldwide and, when
appropriately timed, could prove a crippling blow (for comparative material
from Classical Greece, Fiji, and Ancient China see Hanson 1998, Kuhlken
1999: 275–276, and Walker 1953: 44, respectively). The practical difficulties of
destroying or plundering growing crops are not inconsiderable: maize is usually
harvested when the plant is still green and resistant to burning, while theft from
the fields would constitute a harvest of its own. Even so, the Spanish practiced
both in their conquest of the southern lowlands, at times chopping down corn
and pulling up root crops, at others carrying these prizes away (e.g. Archivo
General de Centro America 1937: 141, 144; in Hellmuth 1977: 424).34 The
destruction of verdant crops is explicitly mentioned in the Annals of the
Cakchiquels of the Postclassic Highlands, where “young corn was burned” by
one invading force (Maxwell and Hill 2006: 216).

Nevertheless, the most efficient time for attack would always come after the
harvest was in and the corncribs filled. The P1, P2, and P4 peaks could be
connected to these junctures – moments when there was not only available
manpower but also a key resource to extort, loot, or destroy. The huge Tikal
earthworks were clearly intended to enclose a settled agricultural landscape
rather than the royal court and urban core alone. Barriers must be manned to
be effective, and if this was truly a defensive structure then posting sufficient
numbers over such a lengthy pair of lines would have been quite a challenge.
They might only have been intended to be manned and operate when crops
were at their most vulnerable (Martin 2001c: 184–185).

The synchronous quality of seasonal factors, with dry periods being the
easiest for travel, the least demanding of labour in the fields, as well as when
food stocks were most vulnerable, would produce a compounded effect.
Agricultural warfare can only have been one among several strategic
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components – and here we must include not only subsistence targets but also
craft and cash crops such as cotton or cacao – but it should at least be
considered among the mix of proximate or ancillary goals of conflict influ-
enced by seasonality.

INTERPRETING CLASSIC MAYA WARFARE

Examining the epigraphic record from lexical and statistical points of view
offers some clues to the character and aims behind organised violence among
the Classic Maya, but we will need to draw on other sources before a fuller
picture becomes possible. It is safe to assume that, however refracted through
social and cultural norms, it is the linked goals of survival and procreation that
constitute the ultimate causes of social conflict and the engine powering much
political action (Thayer 2000, 2004; Gat 2006). Proximate causation, that is,
the aim to gain or defend territory, status, honour, wealth, and the like,
together with the powerful emotions they invoke, are to be understood as
secondary phenomena in this light.

But this sociobiological perspective is not one that addresses or explains
situated historical processes. Pragmatic understandings of warfare are import-
ant, and long too little emphasised in Mayanist studies, but such critical
activities take place at the meeting point of subjective and objective conscious-
ness, a realm where culture makes the decisive contribution (see Nielsen and
Walker 2009). If one needs any evidence of this one only has to recall the
enormous god effigies depicted at Tikal (Figure 36). These reflect beliefs about
conflict that had effects as real and influential as any practical objective. In
looking for the “true” goals of warfare we must not neglect how closely the
warrior ideal was woven into the fabric of Classic Maya kingship and the ways in
which that role symbolised the success and security of the entire community.
Simultaneously part of the bargain in which the populace surrender power and
wealth to the elite, and the means by which that elite cement and enforce their
control, violence is the ultimate arbiter of who holds power and who does not.

Scale and Frequency

What can be said about the scale of Classic Maya warfare? Here the inscriptions
offer no direct information, at no point describing the number of combatants
or resulting casualties. Seen more than once, the phrase nahbaj ch’ich’ witzaj jol,
“blood is pooled, skulls are piled up” is certainly evocative and suggestive of
mass casualties, but is best regarded as a formulaic exercise in rhetoric, if not
poetics.

However, the texts do reveal that certain actions were assaults on polity
capitals that resulted in the seizure of kings and the overthrow of dynasties. It is
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difficult to conceive that such attacks, violating the inner cores of polities, were
not resisted by as many defenders as could be brought to bear, since to argue
otherwise would be to dispute the very notion of community and collective
identity. In order to succeed against such targets, it follows that an attacking
host would usually need to be similarly numerous.

This would be consistent with the data we have for the Postclassic Period,
where some wars involved significant numbers of combatants, with a core of
elite specialists supplemented as needed by a larger body of men drawn from
the general populace. This is described for the pre-contact northern lowlands
(Roys 1943, 1957: 6) and is entirely in line with the conquistadores reports of
massed Maya opponents (Cortés 1986: 21–22; Diaz del Castillo 1967: 23–24).
For the highlands, the Annals of the Cakchiquels describe invading Maya armies
as “innumerable” and as “not just 8,000 nor 16,000” (Carmack 1981: 138;
Maxwell and Hill 2006: 197, 199, 204, 221). Both are formulaic expressions not
to be taken literally, but they nonetheless signal more than elite participation.
This would certainly conform to comparative historical data worldwide,
where engagements range from minor skirmishes to major campaigns, and
objectives can vary from merely making a show of force and testing the
strength of a rival, to efforts at their complete conquest or annihilation. There
is no reason not to assume similar variation among the Maya.

Evidence for major wars might not be entirely restricted to the epigraphic
record. The difficulty of identifying specific actions from physical remains has
already been noted, but if their effects were sufficiently severe some might be
captured in larger archaeological patterns. We know that a number of sites
went through cycles of florescence, depopulation, and rejuvenation (e.g.
Hammond 1991: figure 11.3) and such fluctuations could well represent the
shifting fortunes of war. Here we need to consider rare but severe episodes of
societal devastation, of a kind familiar from world history but seldom advanced
for the Maya (Martin 2001c: 176). The abandonment of Dos Pilas during the
eighth century might be best explained as this form of episodic event rather
than as the beginning of an incipient regional collapse.

We cannot know how many conflicts went uncelebrated in the inscrip-
tions or have since been lost through erosion or intentional destruction.
Maya centres also differ radically in their interest in martial symbolism and
that could suggest, thematic preferences notwithstanding, variations in belli-
cosity. When we chart the records through time we get the sense that warfare
was recurring but by no means continuous, with sizeable spans of ostensibly
peaceful coexistence – or at least cold rather than hot wars (see also Webster
1998: 329).

The lowly origins and status of many highlighted captives, who often hail
from otherwise unheard-of centres, is revealing since kings would surely boast
of their most prestigious successes. Such contests must reflect peripheral
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skirmishes far removed in scale or consequence from the strategic conflicts of
the major political players. A case in point would be Yaxchilan, a city whose
many textual and imagistic claims to military achievement have persuaded
some that it was a “conquest state”. However, while the litany of successes
accorded to Bird Jaguar IV (who bears the title “He of Twenty Captives”) and
his son Shield Jaguar IV (“He of Sixteen Captives”) successfully burnish the
image of great warrior-kings, the texts reveal that very few of their victories
were of more than local significance. Most of their victims are best regarded as
the lords of minor communities that lay in the interstitial zones between more
powerful ones. Never fully incorporated into one or other of their neighbours,
their allegiance switched back-and-forth between them. Appropriately, the
area to the south of the Usumacinta, the home of Yaxchilan, seems especially
well-stocked with petty kingdoms.

Did Classic Maya warfare change through time? As we saw earlier, contem-
porary textual records of conflict arise rather suddenly at the beginning of the
seventh century and maintain a relatively steady incidence (once distorting
anomalies are removed) until disappearing at the beginning of the ninth. To
judge from the aforementioned defensive works and early depictions of
captives, war had been a feature of Maya culture since Preclassic times, so this
rapid emergence could be seen as an entirely rhetorical one. The drive for
kings to advertise and immortalise their martial achievements in historical
rather than purely symbolic terms – the explicative inscription joining or
supplanting the simple image of the bound captive – marks a new specificity
that takes events outside an idealised heroic narrative and puts them instead
within a discourse situated in contemporary time and space. Also noted earlier,
while populations remain unknown in absolute numbers, they underwent an
exponential rise during the Late Classic Period, reaching a peak sometime close
to 800 (see Santley 1990: figure 16.2). The number of identifiable polities
likewise rose, and in close alignment with that growth.

Some have argued that this “filling-in” of the landscape in political and
demographic terms suggests that much of the best agricultural land was
occupied and that the conditions for resource scarcity, and therefore competi-
tion and insecurity, were increasing. While lidar evidence confirms the high
population projections, running into many millions of people, it also indicates
that some regions were only lightly settled and not terraformed for intensive
agriculture (Canuto et al. 2018)—there was always available land.

Whatever the resource situation, the cheek-by-jowl placement of polities
would make all kinds of interaction more important, with rhetorical jockeying
and the projection of intimidating reputations, for both external and internal
consumption, evidently now a pressing concern. This would mean that certain
political stimuli gave rise to martial accounts within the broader increase in
textual production.
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If the art and writing of war are examined within their wider historical
context, certain interesting correspondences emerge. The first iconographic
allusions to warfare show kneeling captives bound at the wrists, or similar
figures lying prone behind the feet of unarmed lords engaged in ritual
performance. Images where victorious lords bear weapons and military garb
emerge only in the fourth century, when they are restricted to those dressed in
Teotihuacan-style attire brandishing clubs, spearthrowers, and darts. Depic-
tions that reference the power of Central Mexico would recur for the remain-
der of the Classic era, but it is the entrada that introduces this particular subject
matter.35 Images in which Maya kings bear lance and shield and wear the
native panoply of war-making join them only from the sixth century onwards,
a development that broadly coincides with the first textual references to
warfare. We will return to potential explanations for these developments in
Chapter 12.

If warfare was as central to Late Classic life as text and imagery seem to
imply, then the dispersed layouts of their cities and rarity of urban fortifications
in this period is marked. However, not all societies that experience prolific
warfare invest in formal defences (Webster 1993: 423). We see this in the
Postclassic Valley of Mexico where, aside from some large specialised fortresses
(Armillas 1951), there is very little sign of permanent physical barriers, despite
the documentary evidence for frequent conflict. But the character of warfare
does appear to change in the Maya realm at the end of the eighth and during
the ninth centuries, with the proliferation of hurriedly-built walls and palis-
ades. A good number of the last populations in the lowlands evidently felt a
need for the kind of physical protection that previous generations had not.

Aims and Outcomes

The epigraphic evidence is clear that territorial expansion, in the sense of
victorious polities absorbing defeated ones to enlarge their zone of direct
administrative control, was extremely rare and cannot be seen as a prime
objective. In consequence, if warfare had acquisitive benefits they must have
been garnered by other means.

One interaction between epigraphy and archaeology supplies an important
clue. In several instances we see explosive site growth, attested in terms of
monumental construction as well as an increase of the expanse and density of
settlement, which comes directly after victories described in the texts. An
especially convincing cause-and-effect relationship comes in the case previ-
ously noted at Quirigua, when its king seized and executed his former overlord
from Copan in 738. The victor thereafter transformed the entire Quirigua site
core, creating a huge new plaza that would host the tallest collection of Maya
monuments ever erected (Sharer 1978: 67; Martin and Grube 2000: 218–221;
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Looper 2003: 81–83, passim). Similar correlations between urban expansion
and accounts of war have been suggested for Caracol (Chase and Chase 1989:
13–16), as well as for both Tikal (Martin 1996a: 233, 2001c: 186, 2003b: 31) and
Calakmul (Martin 2001d: 186). Particular construction projects, such as
Palenque’s Group of the Cross, also came hard on the heels of an important
military success and suggest the same correlation (see p.155). The question is:
by what process was war success translated into material wealth, monumental
construction, or population increase?

Scenes painted on vases show warriors presenting bound captives to kings,
frequently accompanied by bundles, cloth-stacks, plumes, and shells that
elsewhere appear in tribute scenes – suggesting that this is booty or the
initiation of tribute payments (Stuart 1995: 296; Miller and Martin 2004: 187).
While the seizure of high-ranking individuals was emblematic of the defeat of
their forces or communities, it has also been argued that such captives themselves
had economic significance (Miller 1993: 408–409; Miller and Martin 2004: 166).
This was realised by the transfer of existing tributary relations from the
vanquished to the victor (see also Graham 2006: 118–119, 2011: 40–43) or by
their direct ransom (see also McAnany 2010: 278–283).36 This would be espe-
cially true of decisive triumphs that led to political subordination.

Importantly, among the Postclassic Maya of the northern lowlands we
know that disputes over tribute payments were one of the main cited causes
of war (Relaciones de Yucatán 2 1898–1900: 209).37 Yet, even if we accept
that tribute was the principal mode of wealth transfer, it would not exclude
other forms of enrichment from war, be it plunder or agricultural looting,
enforced labour obligations or full enslavement – which was a common
consequence of war in the Postclassic era (Landa 1941: 123, passim; Roys
1957: 6). There is one slim glyphic pointer that may refer to booty seized in
warfare. On a Naranjo monument, a defeated king of Yaxha is the subject of
the phrase baakwaj yikaatzil, “his cargo is captured” (Stuart 1995: 361; Beliaev,
in Stuart 2019) – although it is possible that this refers instead to a “ritual
bundle” that had religious significance for the Yaxha kingdom.

Another interesting and significant reference to the aftermath of war in
Classic inscriptions involves the pehk, “to summon” term. One day after
seizing a Bonampak/Lacanha king in battle in 693, the victorious ruler of
Sak Tz’i’ called together a range of lesser figures identified only by their
toponyms, including a former ally of the vanquished lord. As Dmitri Beliaev
and Alexandr Safronov (2004, 2009) note, the implication is that they have
been compelled to switch their allegiance to a new overlord. From this rather
minor episode we can extrapolate to imagine the consequences of much
grander conflicts. Success at that level would likely have brought with it a
slew of political subjects and allies beholden to the defeated party, and with
them an influx of wealth much beyond that offered by the victim alone.
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As important as war records are for identifying particular adversaries, the
absence of such accounts constitute their own source of data. There are, for
example, no extant records of military action between a group of kingdoms
that run in a broadly north–south line (Uxul, La Corona, El Peru, Zapote
Bobal, El Reinado, Dos Pilas, and Cancuen) during much of the seventh and
eighth centuries (Case Study 9). As we will see in Chapter 10, each of them
was subordinated to the more powerful kingdom of Calakmul at this time, and
this could well indicate that this domination had a suppressive effect on conflict
between them.

Without some stability and structure to the distribution of power between
polities, such as a hegemon might provide, warfare has the potential to be
highly disruptive and difficult to keep in check. In acquiring resources or
settling disputes by violence all those touched by such strategies are in danger
of being drawn, by degrees, into a self-perpetuating cycle of hostility and
fighting. Since each polity can never know enough about the intentions of its
neighbours to feel entirely secure, war-readiness is a sensible precaution. But
because military preparations are always ambiguous, with even the most
defensive of measures offering an offensive advantage, this can provoke like-
in-kind escalations from others who feel similarly threatened. Efforts at greater
security can therefore become destabilising and counterproductive, especially
so in multi-polity environments where many close-at-hand communities
would mean many potential threats. Suspicion and fear can build to a point
where pre-emptive attack seems a rational and necessary initiative – thus
completing a paradox in which a desire to avoid war leads to that very result.
This phenomenon has been called the “security dilemma”, and it is a recurring
threat in cases where polities have no other means of survival than self-reliance
(see p.368).

We still have much to learn about Classic Maya warfare. Yet we are now
refining our questions, searching for answers that are compatible with both the
textual and physical evidence, and opening ourselves to the comparative
historical and ethnographic data that reveals patterns and suggests specific
interpretations. We must appreciate not only the immediate or short-term
goals of conflict, but its longer-term political objectives. There is good reason
to believe that the greatest benefits of war accrued from dominance over
subject kingdoms, and that the establishment of power hierarchies was the
principal route to material enrichment.

CASE STUDY 11 : WAR AND EXILE ON THE STAIRWAYS OF DOS PILAS

The most comprehensive war narrative we have for the Classic Maya was
inscribed across two hieroglyphic stairways at Dos Pilas (Figure 54). These
extended texts recount campaigns covering a twenty-one-year period, telling
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of both triumph and disaster in the emergence of a new polity in the
Petexbatun region (Houston et al. 1992; Houston 1993: 108; Fahsen et al.
2003; Guenter 2003) (Map 3). Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 (HS.2) was found at
the base of the largest temple platform at the site, facing the public space of the
Main Plaza. It is composed of three sections, a central portion that begins the
story and takes it up to 643, with flanking eastern and western portions –
which are carved in a different style and were doubtless later additions – that
continue events up to 682. Hieroglyphic Stairway 4 (HS.4) occupied a more
intimate space within the palace at Dos Pilas. Its four lower steps were
completed in 682, while the upper fifth step was added in 684 to celebrate
the 3-K’atun birthday of the Dos Pilas king Bajlaj Chan K’awiil, the commis-
sioner and lead protagonist of the whole programme. Augmented by other
inscriptions at the site, and a wider understanding of the historical characters
and places involved, we can build an unusually detailed picture of the way
warfare could disrupt the lives of Classic Maya kingdoms.

The central steps of HS.2 concern the early life of Bajlaj Chan K’awiil,
although key parts are now too eroded to read. The action gets going in
648 with a date recorded on both HS.2 and HS.4, though each contributes
different parts of the story (Table 5). There is a battle success for Bajlaj Chan
K’awiil against an unknown rival, a separate capture, and the death of a third

54 Dos Pilas Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 West. (Photograph by Merle Greene Robertson,
courtesy of Mesoweb)
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individual specified as a Mutul lord. It is a pity that this episode is so obscure,
since it presumably plays a crucial part in the internecine conflict that soon
erupts within the Tikal royal household and therefore explains later events.

The next record, two years later in 650, is a decisive reverse for the Dos Pilas
ruler, as his site is attacked and overrun by Yuknoom Ch’een of Calakmul.
Since this Kaanul king would soon emerge as the most powerful in the whole
Maya lowlands it is no surprise that Bajlaj Chan K’awiil was forced to flee. We
are told that he goes to k’inich pa’witz, the name of nearby Aguateca, a cliff-top
site with impressive natural defences that would later serve as a second capital
for the polity. A subordination statement in which he admits to “belonging” to
his Calakmul counterpart is attached to the earlier conflict episode of 648,
though it presumably reflects a submission made in 650 or soon thereafter (see
p.250).

In a reign of unparalleled success, Yuknoom Ch’een attacks Tikal in 657 and
achieves the same result, seizing the city and ejecting its king Nuun Ujol
Chahk, the sibling or half-sibling to Bajlaj Chan K’awiil. Both appear to be
sons of an obscure Tikal king, K’inich Muwaan Jol II, who reigned during
Tikal’s bleak silence in the early seventh century. Next, on a date too damaged
to read but falling between 657 and 662, there is some form of ceremony
performed for the Calakmul heir Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’, then a boy aged
only eight-to-thirteen years. Located at Yaxa’ – perhaps the great city of that

table 5 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.10.15.4.9 648 Feb 2 A victory for Bajlaj Chan K’awiil, the ajaw of Yuknoom Ch’een of
Calakmul. Death of Tikal lord

9.10.18.2.19 650 Dec 24 Star war on Dos Pilas by Yuknoom Ch’een of Calakmul
9.11.4.5.14 657 Jan 16 Star war on Tikal by Yuknoom Ch’een of Calakmul, Nuun Ujol

Chahk flees to Sak Pa’
? 657> ? Unknown event involving Yich’aak K’ahk’ attended by Bajlaj

Chan K’awiil and Nuun Ujol Chahk
9.11.9.5.19 662 Dec 26 Defeat of Tab Joloom of Koban
9.11.11.9.17 664 Mar 3 Capture of Tajal Mo’ by Bajlaj Chan K’awiil
9.12.0.8.3 672 Dec 12 Star war on Dos Pilas by Nuun Ujol Chahk, Bajlaj Chan K’awiil

flees to Chahknaah
9.12.0.16.14 673 Jun 1 Burning of Dos Pilas and another site
9.12.1.0.3 673 Jun 30 Star war against Chahknaah, Bajlaj Chan K’awiil flees to Hix Witz
9.12.5.9.14 677 Dec 17 Star war on Pulil, Nuun Ujol Chahk flees to Paptuun
9.12.5.10.1 677 Dec 24 Star war on Pulil by Yuknoom Ch’een, Bajlaj Chan K’awiil arrives

at Dos Pilas same day
9.12.6.16.17 679 May 4 The army of Nuun Ujol Chahk is brought down by Bajlaj Chan

K’awiil
9.12.10.0.0 682 May 11 Dance by Yuknoom Ch’een with Bajlaj Chan K’awiil

CASE STUDY 11 : WAR AND EXILE ON THE STAIRWAYS OF DOS PILAS 235



name in the eastern Peten – its most significant feature is the attendance of
both Mutul kings, presumably at the command of Yuknoom Ch’een (Guenter
2003: 18–20). On the face of it, Calakmul now dominates both claimants to
the Mutul kingship and has imposed a degree of reconciliation between them,
however limited.

The narrative then turns to Bajlaj Chan K’awiil’s own military exploits,
with victories in 662 and 664. The first of these against a lord of Koban, a
place-name we find today in the foothills of the highlands well to the south,
while the second was against someone ascribed a title resembling the referent
of Machaquila, but is probably something else.

The peace enforced by Calakmul was not to last, and by 672 Nuun Ujol
Chahk had restored his independence and strength to such an extent that he
could attack and seize Dos Pilas in a star war that forced Bajlaj Chan K’awiil
into another exile, this time at an unidentified site called Chahknaah. The war
resumed the following year, 673, when Nuun Ujol Chahk “burns” Dos Pilas
as well as a second now-illegible place, and 29 days later takes Chahknaah in
another star war. The Dos Pilas king this time takes refuge at Hixwitz, the
kingdom centred on modern Zapote Bobal. Since this was another Calakmul
client it would have offered a safe haven while keeping him close to
his occupied realm. His exile continued until 677, when Yuknoom Ch’een
re-enters the fray and takes a centre called Pulil from Nuun Ujol Chahk, who
is in turn forced to flee. A second attack on Pulil the following month was
required, but thereafter Bajlaj Chan K’awiil could finally make good his return
to Dos Pilas after a five-year absence.

The denouement and climax of the text takes place two years later in
679 and describes Bajlaj Chan K’awiil’s “knocking down of the flint(s) and
shield(s)” of Nuun Ujol Chahk. The Tikal ruler evidently survived the
encounter, but one of his lesser lords or allies, Nuun Bahlam, was taken
captive and is depicted at the foot of Dos Pilas Stela 9.38

For Dos Pilas this was a saga of survival and fortitude against a formidable
enemy and a shifting relationship with the leading hegemon of its day, whose
support came at the price of political subordination. Bajlaj Chan K’awiil was
prepared to supply all manner of uncomfortable, even humiliating facts,
including his defeats and exiles in addition to his dependence on the greater
might of Calakmul. Since this is patrimonial rhetoric the climax is, naturally
enough, his ultimate victory over his Tikal relative – a success that would, for
him, justify the catalogue of misery and misfortune that led up to it.
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TEN

HIERARCHY

Thus far, we have examined the titular composition, sustaining practices,
and cohering concepts of the Classic Maya polity, before moving

to its external relations in the form of interdynastic alliances and warfare.
But we have not yet exhausted the range of inter-polity contacts in the
inscriptions, and a final category takes us to the heart of how individual
kingdoms were drawn into larger political configurations. Here I explore the
asymmetrical relations of power that suffused the divided landscape of the
Classic Maya.

That evidence takes four forms. The first two are statements in which the
actions of one monarch are “supervised” by another or in a similar formula
“overseen”, most tellingly in the case of accession ceremonies. A third is
comprised of those statements where the “witnessing” of one king’s actions
by another carries a hierarchical implication, and a fourth is where kings
explicitly describe themselves as “owned” by others. The first section of this
chapter examines these terms and their usage, while the second describes
individual episodes collectively in chronological order. The aim there is to
produce an outline narrative that allows us to track the political dynamics of
the Classic era, appreciating the rise and fall of individual fortunes. As usual,
concluding case studies will examine some of these arising issues in greater
detail and within a fuller context. This is especially desirable in this chapter,
since hierarchy is at its most comprehensible when intersecting with other
relationships and events as part of an overtly historical process.
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RELATIONSHIPS OF RANK

Supervision

The first of the relevant formulae is based on the root kab or its cognate chab,
which likely survives in Modern Tzotzil as the intransitive verb chab, “to
cultivate, plough” but more directly as the transitive “to govern, guard, watch
over” – the latter forming the basis for many occupational titles that involve
agency and responsibility (Laughlin 1988: 184–185; Stephen Houston, pers.
comm. 1996).1 In the script this is represented by the logograph KAB/CHAB,
“earth” (the precise dating of the k> ch shift in Ch’olan languages is unclear (see
Law et al. 2014), but the former will be preferred here) suggesting to some that
the root had its semantic origins in working the soil and tending crops and only
later extended to broader forms of supervision (Stuart 2010b: 3). The alternative
is that this sign was borrowed as a handy homophone.

The scribes show a preference for passive phrasings that describe an action
and its patient but omit the agent. The identity of this agent is very often
supplied in a following statement headed by the kab term, establishing a
somewhat detached, guiding role rather than one of direct engagement. In
the inscriptions, it is often spelled with the string u-KAB-ji-ya for ukabjiiy and
is traditionally considered to be a transitive verb, as in “he/she supervised it”,
although a relational noun that amounts to a simple “by” has also been
considered (Law 2006: 72–73) (Figure 55a). It appears in a wide variety of
contexts, including calendrical ceremonies, monument and tomb dedications,
as well as the full range of warfare events, and in all cases supplies the ultimate
authority under which an action takes place. An instance that makes this sense

(a) (b)

(d) (e) (f)

(c)

55 Key terms defining hierarchical relations between clients and their patrons: (a) ukabjiiy, “he/
she supervised it”; (b) yichonal, “before, in the sight of”; (c) yichonal, using the prospective logogram
for ICHON; (d) yila’, “he/she witnesses”; (e) yajaw, “the lord of”; (f ) yajaw, “the lord of”.
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of detached supervision plain comes on Caracol Altar 23, where the seizure of
captives by a lesser royal, perhaps a sub-kingly brother or son, is said to be
ukabjiiy the reigning king (Chase, Grube, and Chase 1991: figure 23). Although
the term can describe the agency of supernatural actors or ancestors, such
instances are extremely rare.

A number of different royal actions could be supervised by a foreign king,
including calendrical rituals, the presentation of costuming, and particular
expeditions, but by far the largest category (some sixty-eight per cent) consists
of inauguration ceremonies (Martin 2014a: table 20). While all instances of
outside supervision are indicative of differential status, these investitures point
most directly to hierarchical ties and will be our focus here.

Oversight

The second term, spelled yi-chi-NAL, is an inalienably possessed noun that
introduces a higher status actor, be it another lord or a deity (Stuart 1997: 10;
Houston and Taube 2000: 287–289) (Figure 55b). A cognate form, yiknal,
survives in Modern Yukatek (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 265–266, 977) and offers
helpful insights into its meaning. William Hanks (1990: 91–93) describes its
role in defining a field of perception based on bodily presence and activity,
concerning not only things directly in one’s line of sight but as they engage an
assembly of people and objects. The Classic-era form can be translated as “in
front of” or simply “before”, with the sense of “overseeing”. It shares a close
resemblance to a compound that appears in almost identical contexts, the
difference being that the chi syllabogram (for which there was a choice of
two equivalent signs) is replaced by a glyph showing an arm bent across a chest
(Figure 55c).2 Marc Zender (in Stone and Zender 2011: 59) interprets
the gesture sign as logographic ICHON with the sense of “front” and views
yi-chi-NAL forms as under-spellings of yichonal with the same set of mean-
ings. Although the issue of the unstated terminal vowel remains hard to
resolve, yichonal will be preferred for both spellings here.3

In no instance does yichonal directly substitute for ukabjiiy and this seems to
be clear evidence for their semantic distinction. To what degree the political
relationships involved differed is harder to say. It could be that yichonal
conveyed a sense of direct engagement or personal presence, while ukabjiiy
established a broader aegis that could describe direct contact but was not
required to do so. There is no obvious pattern regarding the incidence of
the two terms in their political contexts, and neither the physical distance
between the two protagonists’ home sites nor the relative size and importance
of their polities seems to be a factor. The most significant point is the relatively
late introduction of yichonal, which is largely a Late Classic innovation in the
script and infrequent until the end of the seventh century, although it is applied
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retrospectively to earlier events. Indeed, after 741 yichonal is the only term used
to distinguish foreign authority in accession events (Martin and Grube 1994a:
15; Martin 2014a: table 21). Outside of its political contexts yichonal becomes
the pre-eminent term describing the oversight of kingly ritual by deities.

Witnessing

Another term will be relevant to our discussion. Based on the verbal root il, “to
see” (Kaufman and Norman 1984: 121) its logographic form IL depicts an eye
and it also appears in a variety of syllabic spellings (Stuart 1987: 25–27; Houston
and Taube 2000: 286–287) (Figure 55d). It is used to indicate the presence, but
only passive participation, of someone in a foregoing event. The term is not
used in supernatural contexts and, as far as one can tell, refers to literal
observation in the same moment and place. A common example would be
that of a dowager queen mother witnessing rituals performed by her ruling
son. The motivation in such cases can hardly be a sentimental one, and we can
surmise that such women were powerbrokers who had engineered the rise of
their offspring and remained significant political players during their reigns.

Within hierarchies il is used where patrons observe the actions of their
clients, with an implication of supervision. Yet it also works in the reverse
case, where clients witness acts performed by their patron, with no such
implication. Since it makes no distinction in rank by itself, one can only
appreciate its political significance by assessing its circumstances, considering
both the nature of the event, its participants, and its location (Martin 2014a:
table 22).4

Possession

In Mayan languages possession is marked by prefixing the third-person pro-
noun u- before consonant-initial words (achieved in the script by adding any
one of the fourteen or more signs that have the value u) and y- before vowel-
initial words (by means of the signs ya, ye, yi, yo, or yu, depending on the
vowel). For example, in expressing a hierarchical relationship between a sajal
noble and his king we see the possessed form u-sa-ja-la usajal, “the sajal of”
(Houston and Mathews 1985: figure 12b; Stuart 1985b) while, in the case of an
ajk’uhuun, possession produces ya-AJ-K’UH-HUUN-na yajk’uhuun, “the
ajk’uhuun of” (Houston 1993: 132–133; Jackson and Stuart 2001: 219).

As noted in Chapter 5, these constructions serve to define relations of rank
within polities, but our focus in this chapter falls on possessed forms of ajaw as it
is used as a royal title. This was identified grammatically by Stephen Houston
(in Houston and Mathews 1985: figure 12a and c, n.2), with a phonological
understanding of the prefix ya that supplies the pronoun in ya-AJAW yajaw
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added by Victoria Bricker (1986: 70). Spellings of this term can take several
forms, employing different combinations of logographic and syllabic signs
(Figure 55e and f ).5 There are currently at least 22 examples of possessed ajaw
relationships ranging over some 334 years, from firm dates of at least 392 to 726
CE in the record we have (Martin 2014a: table 23).

HIERARCHY AND HISTORICAL PROCESS

Hierarchy in the Early Classic Period, 300–600 CE

The earliest hierarchical statements appear in the central lowlands in the
late fourth century CE and take us back to the entrada event described in
Chapter 6. There the first instance of ukabjiiy comes when Yax Nuun Ahiin I
accedes at Tikal in 379, an event said to be the doing of the kaloomte’, Sihyaj
K’ahk’ (Stuart 2000: 479). We last encountered Sihyaj K’ahk’ on his “arrival”
at Tikal in 378, an event that coincided with the death of the incumbent king
Chak Tok Ich’aak I (see p.122). Two other inscriptions from the reign of Yax
Nuun Ahiin state that he “belonged” to Sihyaj K’ahk’ by means of the
possessed yajaw construction. That Yax Nuun Ahiin was both installed and
owned by Sihyaj K’ahk’ establishes a direct connection between these two
kinds of subordination, the latter evidently a consequence of the former.

For the reasons set out in Chapter 6, these statements suggest the seizure of
Tikal by Teotihuacan by one means or another. It is surely significant that both
known portraits of Sihyaj K’ahk’ show him dressed as a Teotihuacano (see
Figure 19), while all four images of Yax Nuun Ahiin depict him in like-
manner (see p.123). Sihyaj K’ahk’ was the prime agent of this political takeover
and his standing is reflected elsewhere in the region. For example at Naachtun,
where the king is named as one of his vassals (Nondédéo et al. 2016), and at
Bejucal, where he said to be the overlord to a local ruler in 382. He is cited in a
similar but damaged context at Río Azul in 392.6 This meshes with other
indications of the establishment of a New Order in the central lowlands, with
Teotihuacan or its agents subordinating or reconfiguring certain Maya regimes
to its liking (Martin and Grube 2000: 30; Martin 2001a: 111; 2003b: 12–13).

Directly after the accession statement on Tikal Stela 31, and still under the
authority of Sihyaj K’ahk’, a second passage deals with the empowerment of
“28 pet”, with pet a word that can mean “province” (Stuart 2010b: 6). This
could well relate to the “28 ajawtaak” who sometimes bear witness to calen-
drical rituals, perhaps an idealised number of peers that represent the greater
elite community. This is either a claim that Yax Nuun Ahiin is now master of
those other realms or, more likely, that Sihyaj K’ahk’ himself installed their
rulers. Both events are said to have taken place at the Wiinte’naah, a structure
that Yax Nuun Ahiin t’abaayi, “goes up (to)” directly before these ceremonies.
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In all likelihood, this is a building located at Tikal, perhaps a replica or
substitute for one at Teotihuacan that provides a legitimating locus of power
for the Maya lowlands.

There was a second key figure behind the New Order, another kaloomte’
called “Spearthrower Owl”—a name now known to read jatz’oom ku(y),
“Striker Owl”. Raptors armed with shields and darts are seen in the art of
Teotihuacan and this name combination featuring an atlatl spearthrower
appears in several contexts in the Maya lowlands after 378. For example, it
forms the focal motif on the Marcador, commissioned in 416, the previously
mentioned Teotihuacan-style banner model found in a Teotihuacan-style
residential complex at Tikal (Figure 56a). Two other Maya rulers specify that
they were subject to the person using the Jatz’oom Kuy name via the yajaw
expression, one from the unidentified Maasal kingdom and another who may
have ruled at Río Azul (Figure 56b and c).7 These and other references
contribute to the sense that this figure stands as the overall authority under
which the entrada took place. Crucially, he is said to be the father of Yax

(a) (b)

(c)
56 “Spearthrower Owl” or Jatz’oom Kuy, a name associated with Teotihuacan: (a) Central
motif on the Tikal Marcador; (b) Stucco-covered tripod vessel in Teotihuacan-style naming
Jatz’oom Kuy as a kaloomte’. K7528; (c) Section of the text on K7528 in which a Maya ruler
states that he is the yajaw, “vassal” of Jatz’oom Kuy.
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Nuun Ahiin, making his patriline the seed from which a new Tikal dynasty
would sprout.8 The text on the Marcador tells us that he came to power in
374, while a reference on Stela 31 tells us that he died in 439, clearly at an
advanced age. The inference that has been drawn is that he was the ruler, or
minimally a leading lord, at distant Teotihuacan (Stuart 2000: 482–487; Martin
2001a: 108, 2003b: 13–15).9

The next example of hierarchy in the inscriptions also relates to dynastic
foundation and Teotihuacan, but this time in the far southeast. The
inauguration of Quirigua’s first king took place in 426 under the ukabjiiy
supervision of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, the founder of the Copan dynasty
(Stone 1983; Grube, Schele, and Fahsen 1991: 110; Stuart 2000: 492).10

The appropriate phrase begins with a monument dedication followed by an
uk’alhuun headband ritual, all of which occurs at Wiinte’naah – in this case
most likely a place or structure at Teotihuacan itself. There follows a journey
of 152 days that took both lords to the modern borderlands of Guatemala and
Honduras, where Maya dynastic rule was intrusive and part of a deliberate
project of polity formation (see p.124–126).

One further link to Central Mexico comes from Piedras Negras in 514,
where Panel 12 describes the local king as celebrating the period ending
9.4.0.0.0 with a chok ch’aaj, “incense scattering”. Dressed as a Teotihuacano,
the Piedras Negras monarch is shown holding one tethered captive while
receiving three more, including the kings of Yaxchilan and Santa Elena
(Martin and Grube 2008: 141). In this way, he announces military success in
both the east and west (Map 4). In place of a personal name the triumphant
figure is at this point simply called the yajaw ochk’in kaloomte’, “lord of the West
kaloomte’”, stating that he is subject to an overlord (Martin 1996c, 1997a: 860,
2014a: figure 197b). A rather later monument from the site, Panel 2 from 667,
revisits this era and identifies the ochk’in kaloomte’ in question as one Tajom
Uk’ab Tuun. In the accompanying text we learn that this figure oversees, by
means of the yichonal, “before, in sight of” term, the Piedras Negras king Yat
Ahk II as he receives Teotihuacan-style ko’haw war helmets in 510 (Figure 57).
The retrospective scene shows Yat Ahk and his young heir, both in
Teotihuacan-style attire, presiding over kneeling youths from Bonampak,
Lacanha, and Yaxchilan – evidently clients upon which he has bestowed
gifts of helmets and other war gear.11

Piedras Negras Panels 2 and 12 can be seen as partner monuments, both
claiming regional dominance under the real or symbolic patronage of Teoti-
huacan in the early sixth century (see O’Neil 2012: 166–168). Helpfully, the
510 event is also mentioned on a fragmentary wooden box, discovered in a dry
cave near the village of Alvaro Obregón in Tabasco, a short distance from
Piedras Negras (Anaya, Mathews, and Guenter 2003; Zender 2007). This
describes Tajom Uk’ab Tuun as a wiinte’naah ajaw, the marker of Teotihuacan
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57 The king of Piedras Negras and his heir preside over young lords from Yaxchilan, Bonampak, and Lacanha in 510 CE. Piedras Negras Panel 2. (Drawing by
David Stuart)



affiliation. Interestingly, a further reference to Wiinte’naah on the box is set
155 days before the ko’haw ceremony, which closely approximates the time it
took for Yax K’uk’ Mo’ to journey from that same place to Copan almost a
century earlier. Piedras Negras has long been known for the heavy stylistic
influence of Teotihuacan on the portraits of its rulers (Stone 1989), but in this
instance we appear to see claims of actual contact with that city in the early
500s. Rhetorically, Tajom Uk’ab Tuun here fills much the same supervisory
role as Sihyaj K’ahk’ did at Tikal, implying that the Central Mexicans
remained an active source of power and prestige for at least some Classic Maya
into the sixth century, 132 years after the entrada.

A surge of Teotihuacan-inspired styles took place immediately after the
events of 378, influencing the iconography not just of Tikal but of centres right
across the Maya realm. Resonating for the next four centuries, the Maya use
and adaptation of Central Mexican symbolism would endure long after the fall
of the great metropolis itself.12 With few exceptions, its styles and motifs
were kept distinct from Maya forms, thereby putting acute emphasis on its
“foreignness” (Stone 1989). Scholars have long debated whether this speaks of
military adventurism or a purely ideological influence.13 I have described the
case for the former in several places in this volume. That the Maya employed a
Teotihuacan war deity in support of their own martial causes, as we saw in
Chapter 7, is a testament to its perceived potency.

Under the New Order, Tikal became a yet larger and more opulent centre
and we can suspect, though not demonstrate epigraphically, that it exercised a
wide regional hegemony throughout the fifth century. The Tikal king Sihyaj
Chan K’awiil II is linked to a counterpart at Ucanal at some point between
411 and 456, but their connecting term is undeciphered (Martin 2003b: 16,
figure 1.10). Another trace of Tikal’s influence might appear at Tamarindito in
534, where the local king celebrates the 9.5.0.0.0 period ending seemingly
under the supervision of someone else, whose name closely resembles one used
by the Lady of Tikal.14 She, and her consort, were the first native Tikal ajaw
known to carry the kaloomte’ title.

It may be no coincidence that it was at about the time central Teotihuacan
was burned, c.550–600, that new players came onto the Maya stage to
challenge that status quo (see also Willey 1974: 423). The most important of
these was the Kaanul dynasty, which was evidently based at Dzibanche during
the Early Classic Period. Explicit evidence for its growing political influence
comes in 546, when we learn that the Naranjo king Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich
(Aj Wosal) took office under the auspices of the Kaanul king Tuun K’ab Hix
(Schele and Freidel 1990: 175; Martin and Grube 1994a: 7).15 That record
appears on Naranjo Stela 25, a retrospective text that celebrates the long-lived
Naranjo monarch’s 3½-K’atun or 69-year jubilee. Back-calculating from
various dating clues, he could have been no more than 12 years old at the
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time of his elevation, probably younger. His father is mentioned on several
occasions and he is the first figure we see using the Naranjo emblem glyph
k’uhul sa’al ajaw. Previous Naranjo kings were associated with a title thought to
read sak chuwen, which is first seen in the Early Classic and continued in use
until the fall of the dynasty some three centuries later.

Confirmation of the enduring subordination of Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich
to the Kaanul dynasty comes from the remarkable Naranjo Stela 47, a find
made by archaeologist Vilma Fialko and her team in 2014 (Figure 58). This
supplies the same accession date, but in place of a conventional inaugural rite
describes a “dressing for the ballgame”, referring to the protective equipment
worn by players which the Naranjo king is shown wearing in the guise of the
Hero Twin Juun Ajaw. The supervising agent of the event is again Tuun K’ab

Hix, but this time he is listed together
with three other kings, collectively
specified as the chan tz’akbu k’uhul
kaan(ul) ajaw, or the “four in sequence
holy Snake[-Place] kings” (Martin
et al. 2016). The given order continues
through Aj Saakil, Sky Witness, and
Scroll Serpent – each of whom we
know as overlords to other king-
doms.16 Their naming here must
either represent a ceremony they col-
lectively attended as children or, more
likely, conflates time to list the four
successive patrons of the Naranjo
king, emphasising that he was a stead-
fast client for more than sixty years.
How pervasive was the practice of

supervised installations? That they are
under-represented in the corpus is
indicated by the accounts of a Caracol
king’s inauguration in 553. Yajawte’
K’inich II came to power under the
ukabjiiy direction of a Tikal ruler
(Grube 1994c: 106), who can be iden-
tified as Wak Chan K’awiil (Martin
2005b: 3). We learn of this from texts
on Caracol Stela 6 and Altar 21, which
were commissioned in 603 and 633,
respectively, by the two sons who in
turn succeeded Yajawte’ K’inich. Yet

58 The Naranjo ruler Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich
impersonates Juun Ajaw, one of the mythical Hero
Twins, in his role as ballplayer. The accompanying text
names the king’s four successive overlords from the
Kaanul kingdom. Naranjo Stela 47. (Drawing by
Alexandre Tokovinine)
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his own record of the ceremony on Stela 14, erected just a year after it took
place, includes no mention of his subordination, or indeed makes any refer-
ence to Tikal. He clearly felt no obligation to present this information to a
contemporary audience, even though it must have been common knowledge.
Our understanding of Caracol’s tie to Tikal is entirely fortuitous, arising as
Yajawte’ K’inich’s sons sought to explain the shift in Caracol’s loyalties from
the Mutul dynasty of Tikal to that of its arch-rival, the Kaanul dynasty of
Dzibanche.

It is worth stressing that references to hierarchical status, like any incident or
relationship in the inscriptions, always suit a purpose pertinent at the time of
their commissioning. In Yajawte’ K’inich’s blithe omission we lose any
expectation that the extent of Classic-era power networks will be fully
revealed in the inscriptions that have come down to us, and they could well
be far more prevalent than we currently know. This would be especially true
for the many minor polities, most of which produced only a few monuments.
Much here falls into the category of the “unseen”.

Within three short years relations between Tikal and Caracol collapsed and
Altar 21 tells us the latter suffered a ch’ak assault at the hands of its erstwhile
overlord in 556 (Houston 1991: 40). We know very little about nature of the
bonds that tied client to patron here and elsewhere, but this suggests that a
repudiation of them ran the risk of a retaliatory response. Whether as cause or
effect, Caracol was thereafter aligned with the Kaanul kingdom. In this same
year of 556, El Peru Stela 44 tells us of the accession of a local king who was
“owned” by one K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ (Stanley Guenter, pers. comm. 2013).
Although the titles of this character are too damaged to read, we now know
that this was part of the longer name of the Kaanul king Aj Saakil (Martin and
Beliaev 2017).

Importantly, the subordination of the El Peru kingdom to Dzibanche comes
a scant six years before the decisive Tikal star war defeat of 562 recorded on
Altar 21. There is good reason to believe that these developments are con-
nected. The previous ruler of El Peru, father to the commissioner of Stela 44,
was called Chak Tok Ich’aak, a name that is only otherwise used by kings of
Tikal. We know that client kingdoms had a propensity for mirroring the
names of their patron power, if usually at a generation’s remove. This could
well place El Peru as a one-time vassal to Tikal, and its switch in allegiance a
sign that Tikal was losing its grip over nearby clients in the build-up to its
defeat (David Freidel, pers. comm. 2016).

Who was responsible for reducing Tikal to silence for generations? The
name of the protagonist is damaged, but it can be said with certainty that the
surviving outlines are not those required for Yajawte’ K’inich and, moreover,
the accompanying royal title cannot be that of Caracol. Instead, our suspicions
must fall elsewhere, to those who benefited most in geopolitical terms, namely
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the Kaanul dynasty of Dzibanche.17 Those surviving details are consistent with
the names and emblem of either K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ Aj Saakil or his successor
Sky Witness. We first hear of Sky Witness when he installs a ruler at Los
Alacranes in 561 (Grube 2008: 195), making him a prime suspect (Martin
2005b: 3–5). However, he might not have been the true or only Kaanul king
at this time. K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ is named in a later section of the Altar 21 text
(Sergei Vepretskii, pers. comm. 2017) and his responsibility for the war would
make sense of a further record, seen on a vessel painted in the style of Naranjo
dating to the later sixth century. This names K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’ as the overlord
of a k’uhul mutul ajaw – which is to say, a full Tikal king – by means of another
yajaw formula (Martin and Beliaev 2017). This monarch is otherwise unknown
to us and if he ever ruled at the city, perhaps as a puppet following the
conquest, he was later struck from Tikal’s numbered dynastic count.

The next yajaw statement in the corpus also involves the dynasty of the
serpent. It appears within a lengthy stucco frieze text at the site of Holmul,
the greater site to which La Sufricaya is attached, which mentions several
successive rulers of that centre (Estrada-Belli and Tokovinine 2016). The
then-current Holmul sovereign is said both to be the vassal of an unspecified
kaanul ajaw and a grandson of Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich of nearby Naranjo,
suggesting that he fell within the orbit of both kingdoms. There are no
preserved dates here, but the general timeframe should fall somewhere around
580. More recently, a jade jewel depicting the Maize God was found in a tomb
at Holmul, its incised inscription showing that it was once owned by a Kaanul
king (Francisco Estrada-Belli, pers. comm. 2016). This was probably a
diplomatic gift and part of the reciprocal, but asymmetrical, exchanges
between patron and clients.

Hierarchy in the Late Classic Period, 600–900 CE

We previously heard about the only scenes to show supervised accession
events, those on Bonampak Panels 4 and 5 (Figure 16a and b). The earlier of
the two describes the inauguration of a local king in 605, although the
presiding patron of the event does not appear in the text but within the
scene instead. Dressed as the Underworld ruler God L, identified by his
cape and owl-crowned hat, Shield Jaguar II of Yaxchilan here presents the
candidate with a huun headband. Other features of this text are intriguing. It
begins by telling us that the coronation took place at usiijwitz, “Vulture Hill”
or Bonampak itself (Stuart 2006b). But the main topic is how the Bonampak
ruler was forced into exile at Yaxchilan in 610, returning just over a
year later to defeat a likely usurper and reclaim his throne (Bíró 2007b: 35)
(p.130–131). This would have delivered the kingdom back into the fold of its
overlord as well.
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The damaged Santa Elena Monument 1 describes an event conducted by
the local king that, although it certainly could be clearer, resembles a kingly
uk’alhuun accession statement. Whatever its nature it takes place under the
direction of Palenque’s Ajen Yohl Mat, placing its date to no earlier than
605 and no later than 611 (Grube, in Grube, Martin, and Zender 2002b: 16).18

This is the earliest non-retrospective date associated with a Palenque king and
shows that its influence reached well into the Tabascan plain at that time, with
Santa Elena some 93 km distant from Palenque.

Caracol makes additional mentions to Kaanul rulers and their affairs at this
time. Yajawte’ K’inich’s younger son K’an II came to power in 618, an event
that is said, rather unusually, to be supervised by a set of deities. These belong
to a now illegible actor, perhaps an earlier Caracol dynast. Just under a year
later we know that the new king was engaged in some action under the aegis
of the Kaanul ruler Yuknoom Ti’ Chan, but its nature was long obscure
(Figure 59). Close examination of the monument in question shows the
outlines of a k’alhuun headband-raising statement which, as we have heard,
was normally an accession event in its own right. The presence of a “second”
accession was puzzling until a sequence of events recorded at Moral-Reforma,
which revealed that such ceremonies could re-occur at the behest of powerful
overkings (p.250–253). This offers a resolution to the conundrum and tells us
that Caracol had become officially subject to the Snake kingdom by at least 619
(Martin 2008c). In rhetorical and symbolic terms, K’an II appears to balance his
admission of subordination by taking the unusual step of stressing his prior
installation under the direction of Caracol’s own gods.

In 626 and again in 627 K’an II battled with Naranjo, single episodes in an
extended war (Grube 1994c: 103–104). Later in 627 he attacked an unidenti-
fied location yitaaj or “with” the Kaanul lord we know as Yuknoom Head, a
phrasing that signals allied action.19 The Kaanul king at this time was Tajoom
Uk’ab K’ahk’, and on the same day as
that conflict he performs a ballgame
ritual, likely of the kind associated
with martial celebrations and the dis-
patching of prisoners (Miller and
Houston 1987: 52–63). Tajoom
Uk’ab K’ahk’ died three years later
in 630, and within a year Yuknoom
Head was in action again, this time
enacting a star war conquest of Nar-
anjo in 631 (Martin and Grube 1994a:
11, 21, 2000: 72–73, 92). Initially, it
appeared that Naranjo had simply
rebelled from its subordinate status.

59 The k’alhuun headband ceremony of K’an II of
Caracol in 619, as supervised by Yuknoom Ti’ Chan of
the Kaanul kingdom. Caracol Stela 3.
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However, we now appreciate that the situation was rather more complex. The
key factor is that when Yuknoom Head next takes to the field in 636 it is to
battle and defeat Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan, the immediate successor to
Tajoom Uk’ab K’ahk’ and the legitimate king of Dzibanche (Helmke and
Awe 2016a: 10–11). A clash between two members of the Snake dynasty
indicates a civil war and, although Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan survived this
encounter, he was seized at some point and put to death in 640.

If the Kaanul dynasty’s record in installing subject rulers was already notable,
it blossomed anew once its capital was relocated to Calakmul (Case Study 6).
Yuknoom Ch’een II was the central figure in the reconstitution of the Snake
kingdom at the ancient centre of Uxte’tuun Chiiknahb, and his lengthy reign
was indisputably the highpoint of the late Kaanul dynasty. The new powerbase
led to greater engagement with the western and southern lowlands, which we
see first in a series of military campaigns fought in the Petexbatun region. The
initial focus there was the site of Dos Pilas, whose ruler Bajlaj Chan K’awiil was
a scion of the Tikal dynasty who had, for reasons that remain unclear, moved
to the Petexbatun by about 643 (Houston 1993: 102–110; Martin and Grube
2000: 56–57; Fahsen et al. 2003; Guenter 2003; Martin 2003b: 25–29). In
650 Yuknoom Ch’een attacked Dos Pilas and, although Bajlaj Chan K’awiil
evaded capture, he soon capitulated to become a vassal of the Calakmul king
(Houston 1993: 108). These events established Bajlaj Chan K’awiil as a Tikal
“anti-king” at the head of his own polity.20 Calakmul and Dos Pilas would
thereafter pursue cooperative wars against Tikal, which included the
Yuknoom Ch’een victory that allowed an exiled Bajlaj Chan K’awiil to return
to his capital in 677 (Case Study 11).

The authority of Yuknoom Ch’een had by then extended to Cancuen, a
site on the Pasión River in the southernmost portion of the lowlands and
a strategic gateway to the resource-rich highlands (Maps 1 and 3). As we saw in
Chapter 6, the narrative of Cancuen Panel 1 begins with events taking place at
Calakmul, including the inauguration of a new Cancuen king called K’iib
Ajaw in 656. This is phrased, uniquely, as yichonal a set of Calakmul deities as
well as ukabjiiy Yuknoom Ch’een. A few months later K’iib Ajaw leaves for an
extended journey that ends at places close to Haluum, ancient Cancuen, to
formally establish or re-establish royal authority in the area. The installation of
the next Cancuen king in 677, also conducted under the auspices of Yuknoom
Ch’een, lacks this elaborate narration and we can take it that the kingdom was
now properly constituted. Dedicated in 799, Panel 1 has a distinctly nostalgic
air to it, harkening back to political associations long past and a world of once-
powerful hegemonies that had, by that time, faded from sight.

The most illuminating additions to understanding the role of the yichonal
“before, in sight of” term have come from a single monument, Moral-
Reforma Stela 4 (Martin 2003c) (Figure 60). Its rear text opens in January
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60 Muwaan Jol with two captives on the front of Moral-Reforma Stela 4.
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656 with the birth of a princeling whose father carries the emblem glyph of
Moral-Reforma and was presumably the reigning king at that time. A count of
just five-and-a-half years takes us forward to 661 and the boy’s succession as
ruler, indicated by the verb ajawaan, “becomes a lord” that describes some
other childhood accession rites.21 A second statement supplies uk’alhuun k’aba’,
“his raised headband-name”, a reference to a newly acquired regnal name.
This is standard fare, but the next phrase offers something unexpected.

Less than a year later, on 5 April 662, there is another k’alhuun headband
presentation event, this time prefixed by the number “2” that signifies “the
second” in verbal contexts (Figure 61a). The name of the subject here is
different, in part reading Muwaan Jol, but a connecting day-count between
the birth and this accession makes doubly clear that this is the same person now
bearing his new name. This second inauguration is appended by yichonal and
the name and Kaanul title of Yuknoom Ch’een. The text goes on to give the
location of the ceremony, although this is now too damaged to read. The
narrative moves next to Muwaan Jol’s adult life and a military encounter in or
around 687 that produced the two captives who are depicted with him on the
front of the monument. Three years after this, on 11 July 690, Muwaan Jol
undergoes a “third” headband event (Figure 61b). Once again, the investiture
has a supervising patron introduced by yichonal, but this time it is K’inich Kaan
Bahlam II of Palenque. The location of the ceremony is given as baakal, the
referent in the Palenque emblem glyph (see Case Study 1). This statement
indicates that the ceremony occurred somewhere within the Palenque polity,

(a) (b)
61 Two supervised accessions of Muwaan Jol recorded on the back of Moral-Reforma Stela 4:
(a) “Second” headband ceremony overseen by Yuknoom Ch’een II in 662; (b) “Third”
headband ceremony overseen by K’inich Kaan Bahlam II in 690.
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in all probability at its capital Lakamha’. This in turn implies that the previous
installation also took place at a foreign locale, either distant Calakmul or a
nearer centre subject to it.

The text ends with a commemoration of the 9.13.0.0.0 period ending, just
two years later, yet its celebrant has a name different to all of those inscribed
thus far. To introduce a new character at this point would run counter to any
known narrative structure, and the count of days leading to that date in
692 explicitly ties it to the first accession event. The only plausible explanation
is that this is the same person, now using a third nominal. Conceivably, each
k’alhuun event involved the bestowal of a new name, the shift instigated by the
presence of a new overlord.

This sequence of events offers an exceptional window into the history not
only of Moral-Reforma, but Classic Maya political practice in general. Here is
direct evidence that individual kings could, and did, move between the spheres
of opposing powers and that these transfers in allegiance were instituted via
formal rites of re-investiture. The only way to understand the reasons behind
these specific events is to take a wider regional perspective, the purpose behind
Case Study 12.

Secondary installation ceremonies, such as those at Caracol and
Moral-Reforma, could solve a historical riddle posed by Piedras Negras Panel 3
(Figure 24). This intricately carved monument, which in many ways echoes a
scene of courtly life we might find wrapped around a painted vessel, shows the
local king Itzam K’an Ahk IV (Ruler 4) presiding from a wide throne over
several groups of lesser lords (Houston and Stuart 2001: 69–73). The main
focus among these falls on the three dignitaries at left, visitors from the regional
rival of Yaxchilan. The problem comes in a small, incised text, a first-person
speech of the seated king – one of very few such examples on a stone
monument – who refers to something done by amam yaxuun bahlam, “your
grandfather Bird Jaguar” (Stuart, Houston, and Robertson 1999: I:19). The
text goes on to state that this same Bird Jaguar was installed in office by one of
the Piedras Negras kings called Itzam K’an Ahk (Mathews 1988: 230; Martin
and Grube 1994a: 8). This event is plainly set in the past, but no attempt to
correlate these names and the possible dates of the accession at their respective
polities offers a match.

However, if we assume that Yopaat Bahlam II – the Yaxchilan monarch
present and mentioned in the main text of Panel 3 – is the person addressed
(the short caption identifying the leading visitor is now effaced), then his
grandfather was very likely to have been Bird Jaguar III. According to
Yaxchilan’s accounts, most of them produced by Bird Jaguar IV, Bird Jaguar
III reigned from 629 until at least 669. One reference that may legitimately
date to his lifetime comes on a panel found at Bonampak that describes
his installation of a ruler using a Bonampak/Lacanha emblem in 643
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(Figure 16b).22 Conceivably, Piedras Negras Panel 3 asserts that Bird Jaguar III
was re-installed or sanctioned by a newly dominant Itzam K’an Ahk III in a
ceremony we can calculate to the year 653. Whatever the truth of this, the
major message of Panel 3 is a history lesson delivered to the visiting delegation,
perhaps one in deliberate contradiction of the record by-then-extant at Yax-
chilan (Martin and Grube 2000: 127, 149, see Case Study 5).

Uxul commemorated the 9.11.10.0.0 period ending of 662 on two stelae,
both of which describe Yuknoom Ch’een’s yichonal oversight of the local
ruler’s scattering of incense (Grube 2008: 224–226). The location is unspeci-
fied, but it is exceedingly hard to believe that this modest Calakmul satellite
hosted such a momentous event, or that the central ritual actor was not the
great overking himself. We are left to conclude that it took place at Calakmul,
presumably as part of a larger gathering of client kings who repeated the same
rites in his presence. A precedent for this comes from the visit Bajlaj Chan
K’awiil of Dos Pilas paid to Calakmul in 682 on the occasion of the 9.12.10.0.0
period ending, where he accompanied the by-then aged Yuknoom Ch’een in
a dance performance (Houston 1993: 108).

Yuknoom Ch’een oversaw the accession of the El Peru ruler K’inich
Bahlam II on a date now lost to us (Martin and Grube 1994a: 15, 2000: 109),
and also gave him a daughter in marriage (see p.184). El Peru monuments pay
special attention to dynastic affairs at Calakmul, recording the birth of
Yuknoom Ch’een and the accessions of Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ and
Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil.23

Yuknoom Ch’een was also overlord to El Peru’s neighbour to the south,
Hixwitz, a polity whose royal seat lay at Zapote Bobal at the time (Stuart
2003). There Stela 1 describes the accession of its king Janaab Ti’ O’ at the age
of 14 in 663. No higher authority is mentioned at this point, but five years
later, in 669, Janaab Ti’ O’ is installed for a second time, now under the
oversight of Yuknoom Ch’een (Vepretskii and Galeev 2016) – a sequence
very much like the one we saw at Moral-Reforma. An isolated block of
hieroglyphic stairway, presumably robbed from Zapote Bobal, names the same
client and patron again connected by yichonal, and this almost certainly refers
to the same event (Martin and Reents-Budet 2010). David Stuart (pers.
comm. 2010) points out that a partly eroded inscription at El Reinado could
name Janaab Ti’O’ as the possessed ajaw of Yuknoom Ch’een.24 Zapote Bobal
Stela 1 next counts forward to 695 for a now illegible event that took place at
Uxte’tuun during the reign of Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ (Vepretskii and
Galeev 2016). This gives us good reason to think that Janaab Ti’ O’ continued
as a Calakmul vassal, and it is notable that an unprovenanced vessel naming
Janaab Ti’O’ is in the distinctive “codex-style” produced at one of Calakmul’s
other subject polities in this same era (Guenter 2003: n.9; Martin and Reents-
Budet 2010: 4).

254 HIERARCHY



The guiding hand of Calakmul suzerainty can be detected once again when
a daughter of Bajlaj Chan K’awiil travels to Naranjo to marry its king in 682

(see p.177). This is made explicit when her son, the five-year-old K’ahk’ Tiliw
Chan Chahk, takes the Naranjo throne in 693, at which point he is described as
belonging to Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ (Martin and Grube 1994a: 9, 2000: 75).
Just two years later, in the summer of 695, Calakmul suffered a significant blow
as Yich’aak K’ahk’s forces were defeated by those of Jasaw Chan K’awiil I of
Tikal (Schele and Freidel 1990: 205) (p.167). It is doubtless no coincidence that
this success is soon followed by evidence of Tikal’s restored political muscle,
with the new ruler of its southern neighbour Motul de San José describing
himself as an ajaw possessed by Jasaw Chan K’awiil in 701 (Martin and Grube
2000: 45–46; Tokovinine and Zender 2012: 50, figure 2.2).

A year later, in 702, the king of Bonampak/Lacanha expresses his subordin-
ation to the Tonina ruler K’inich Baaknal Chahk (Houston and Mathews
1985: figure 12, n.2), which seems to stem directly from the latter’s campaign-
ing in the Lacandon area (Houston and Mathews 1985: figure 12, n.2; Miller
and Martin 2004: 141) (Figure 62a and b). These events will be explored in

(b)(a)
62 The king of Bonampak/Lacanha describes himself as a yajaw or “the lord of” the Tonina
king K’inich Baaknal Chahk on an unprovenanced column: (a) Photograph (Column with
Hieroglyphs, 715; Maya, Mexico; limestone with pigment; 22 7/16 x 9 1/16 inches; Saint Louis
Art Museum, Gift of Morton D. May 384:1978); (b) A “roll-out” drawing of the text.
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Case Study 13, where a series of yajaw relationships show us how Tonina tried
to wrest regional control from Palenque. While this chapter concentrates on
the power relationships between major kingdoms, here we can see the bonds
that connected leading and lesser lordships, which were doubtless common to
the point of ubiquity. Centres with their own ruling ajaw that were situated
close to some more significant centre might normally form part its effective
“home” domain. Yet we see that such associations were not so fixed that
the loyalty of peripheral sub-kingdoms could not be willingly, or forcibly,
transferred to a different patron.

Dos Pilas maintained its links to Calakmul into the eighth century but was
already operating a smaller-scale hegemony of its own. Evidence for this comes
in 711–731 with Itzamnaaj K’awiil’s yajaw ownership of the king of Arroyo de
Piedra, part of an original Petexbatun polity paired with Tamarindito, centres
whose regional power had been usurped by the intrusive Mutul breakaway
(Houston and Mathews 1985: figure 12, n.2; Houston 1993) (p.73). The site
chosen for Dos Pilas was not especially advantageous from an agricultural point
of view and its inhabitants put little effort into modifying the landscape to
improve its yields (Dunning, Beach, and Rue 1997: 263). Tamarindito, only
7.5 km away, had better soils and moreover had, over the years, enhanced its
productive capacities by building terraces and check dams. There is potential
here for exploitation, as the interlopers drew on the resources of a nearby
“breadbasket”.25 Throughout its short history Dos Pilas more resembles a
special-purpose political centre than it does one with an organic place in the
landscape.

In every instance of polity-level hierarchy described thus far it has been
the client who provides an account of their own subordination. The only
exceptions I have been able to find appear on Naranjo Stela 2, where K’ahk’
Tiliw Chan Chahk – as we have just seen, himself the vassal of Calakmul –
makes an account his regional dominance. In this he first oversees the probable
accession of a king from Ucanal in 712, then tells us that he owns the king
of the still-unidentified Yopmootz polity at his installation ceremony in 713.
Case Study 14 examines this interesting anomaly in more detail.

El Peru Stela 27 describes the accession of a local king under the supervision
of the next Calakmul king Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil (Martin and Grube
1994a: 8). While the date is now lost, it must have occurred after 698 and
before 736, the point by which a different ruler had assumed the Snake throne
(Martin 2005a: 11–12). This is the last occasion on which we see Calakmul
exert this kind of political sway, and this once-expansive power would soon
disappear from view. Its increasing impotence was such that just two years after
Stela 27 was commissioned in 741 the king of El Peru was captured by Tikal –
one of the decisive moves it made to fill the dominant position vacated by
Calakmul.
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Two of our few glimpses into the political organisation of what is today
southern Belize come at the site of Nim Li Punit. On a date that can be
reconstructed to 724, Stela 2 describes the uch’amaw k’awiil, “he grasps K’awiil”
accession of a new king.26 This is performed yichonal a king of the “water
scroll” polity, the somewhat elusive entity for which Altun Ha remains the best
candidate (Wanyerka 2009: 468; Helmke, Guenter, and Wanyerka 2018).
Though of modest size and without surviving monuments, the wealth and
importance of Altun Ha is implied by the great quantities of jade found in its
burials (Pendergast 1990), one of them bearing a text featuring the “water
scroll” emblem. Appearing among the thirteen major kingdoms listed at Altar
de Los Reyes (p.148), at least one of its rulers carried the elk’in kaloomte’ title,
signalling that it was a leading power of the eastern Maya realm.

The same king of Nim Li Punit goes on to conduct the period ending
ceremonies of 731 yitaj, “with” a ruler who bears the Copan emblem glyph
prefixed with the sign ihk’, “black”. Although this suggests a connection to
that city, this darkened form served as an alternate emblem glyph for Copan’s
long-term client kingdom of Quirigua – here followed by either a name or
relationship to what may be a second character.27

The Quirigua king at this date was the well-known K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan
Yopaat. It was he who radically transformed the monumental signature of
Quirigua, which had been a fairly minor centre up to that point. The pivotal
event of K’ahk’Tiliw Chan Yopaat’s tenure came, as we heard earlier, in 738with
his seizure and beheading of the Copan king Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil (p.163,
231). Yet in one of the retrospective accounts of his accession in 724, the
Quirigua king took care to mention that he was installed by Waxaklajuun Ubaah
K’awiil, making this a story of betrayal in which a vassal rebelled and fashioned his
minor provincial seat into a rival for mighty Copan (Stuart 1992: 175).

Did Quirigua act entirely alone? Perhaps not. Quirigua Stela I was commis-
sioned by K’ahk’ Jol Chan Yopaat in 800, but its text revisits the rebellion to
describe the defeat or capture of the patron gods of Waxaklajuun Ubaah
K’awiil. This is tied directly to the period ending ceremony K’ahk’ Tiliw
Chan Yopaat conducted two years earlier in 736, which we are told involved
someone named Wamaaw K’awiil. He is identified as the ruler of Chiiknahb,
which is to say Calakmul (Looper 1999: 270–272, 2003: 79).28 Sadly, the
connecting term between the two kings is unique and as yet undeciphered.
Wamaaw K’awiil had succeeded Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil sometime after 731,
and we see the new king with the expected Kaanul emblem glyph and
kaloomte’ title pictured on a panel from Hixwitz (Tunesi 2007: 15–16, 19).29

This kind of ballgame, involving two kings, has hierarchical significance
(see p.338) and suggests that Calakmul’s shrinking realm did not evaporate
overnight – meaning that it might still have been influential in Quirigua’s bid
for independence.
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A passage on Naranjo Stela 46 attests to the yilaaj witnessing of a local ritual
in 726 by the kings of Calakmul and Dos Pilas (identified only by their
emblems), a clear sign that these polities remained closely involved in the
affairs of Naranjo throughout the reign of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk (Martin
et al. 2017). The same “seeing” term could be used to describe interactions
between kings and nobles, as on a stairway block once set at La Corona where
an ajk’uhuun dedicates a building observed by Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil.30 The
reversible nature of this expression is made plain on another block featuring the
same two actors, where this time the noble witnesses a now-missing action
performed by the king (compare Mayer 1978: pl.29 to 1980: pl.27). Similarly,
when Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ rose to the Calakmul throne in 686, his Dos
Pilas client Bajlaj Chan K’awiil was on hand to observe the proceedings
(Houston 1993: 139; Martin 1997a: 852; Martin and Grube 2000: 57). Such
important ceremonies presumably occasioned a gathering of many subject lords.

Dos Pilas initially profited from Calakmul’s decline, expanding its power to
encompass Ceibal and Cancuen (Johnston 1985; Houston 1993: 114–117;
Martin and Grube 2000: 61–63). At this same point, Dos Pilas starts to employ
a version of the Mutul glyph rarely used at Tikal, a small but deliberate effort to
carve out a distinctive identity for the rebel kingdom. Still more significantly,
its kings now carry the kaloomte’ epithet in contemporary contexts for the first
time. In 735 its then-king Ucha’an K’in Bahlam seized Ceibal together with its
monarch Yich’aak Bahlam (Houston and Mathews 1985: 17) (see p.207). That
this event brought enduring control is made plain on the Ceibal Hieroglyphic
Stairway, set in the heart of the defeated city, whose central actor is the next
Dos Pilas ruler, K’awiil Chan K’inich. The stairway text records the calendrical
rites he conducted at Tamarindito and Ceibal in 746, as well as his witnessing
of a Ceibal princeling’s elevation to ajaw status in 747.

By now, or shortly thereafter, Dos Pilas took over the patronage of the
Cancuen kingdom, overseeing Tajal Chan Ahk’s accession in 757 (Fahsen,
Demarest, and Luin 2003: 712). As we learn from Cancuen’s Hieroglyphic
Stairway, this took place at Dos Pilas and it was four days before the newly
anointed ruler returned to his home city (Tokovinine 2008: 94, 2013: 16). This
repeats the pattern we saw at Moral-Reforma, where the installation cere-
monies of vassal kings could take place at the home seat of an overlord. We
cannot know how common this particular practice was and it may, like
supervised accessions in general, be significantly under-reported.

Tajal Chan Ahk commissioned the previously mentioned Cancuen Panel 1,
which centres on the sponsorship of his predecessors by Calakmul kings, but he
makes no mention of his own subordination to Dos Pilas. This is unsurprising,
given that the political situation had radically altered by the time this monu-
ment was dedicated in 799. By then, Dos Pilas had been abandoned and its
alternate capital at Aguateca was about to suffer the same fate. By contrast,
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Tajal Chan Ahk’s fortunes were on the rise and having gained some degree of
control over Machaquila – seemingly in a conflict conducted by his leading
noble – he incorporates its emblem glyph into his title phrase (Demarest,
Barrientos, and Fahsen 2006: 832; also Guenter 2002). Some have argued that
Cancuen Panel 3 shows Tajal Chan Ahk enthroned at Machaquila in 795,
although that might be contested. In any case, this incorporation did not
outlive him and we find no trace of it at Machaquila, which saw one of its
own kings succeed in 799.

Although the number of recorded hierarchical relationships had held up
relatively well during the first half of the eighth century, from here on they
become much less common. We briefly see the minor kingdom of Sacul enter
the macro-political stage when its king performs a key ceremony, the “taking”
of a palanquin, “before” and therefore in subordination to the king of Ucanal
in 760. The same Ucanal ruler likely also exercised control or oversight at El
Chal. Having long suffered defeat or subjugation at the hands of its larger
neighbours Naranjo and Caracol, we here see Ucanal finally asserting itself in
the region.

The next inaugural sponsorship, also using the yichonal term, comes in the
murals of Bonampak, where the penultimate ruler of Yaxchilan, Shield Jaguar
IV, oversees the elevation of a new king in 790 (Houston, in Miller 1995: 62).
For the very first time the initiate shares a contemporary kaloomte’ title with his
overlord, suggesting a less imbalanced relationship between them. The two
polities were already military allies. Three years earlier, in 787, the preceding
Bonampak ruler had joined Shield Jaguar IV in battling the dynasty of Sak
Tz’i’ from Lacanja-Tzeltal, and had also married into the Yaxchilan royal line
(Mathews 1980: 64–67; Bíró 2005: 26).

Back in 717, Sak Tz’i’ had served as overlord to Bonampak/Lacanha, and by
at least mid-century was itself subordinated to Piedras Negras. We discover this
indirectly from El Cayo Panel 1, where a Sak Tz’i’ lord called Aj Sak Maax
installs an El Cayo sajal in 763 (Martin and Grube 2000: 151; Bíró 2005: 20–24).
El Cayo lies only about 14 km upstream from Piedras Negras and was
otherwise a direct dependency of that capital (see p.88). Even on Panel 1,
Piedras Negras remains the overall authority to which an El Cayo sajal-in-
waiting travels at the age of eleven years a couple of months earlier, perhaps to
reside at its royal court. The implication is that Sak Tz’i’ has been assigned
territories to administer on behalf of Piedras Negras, a rare glimpse of a three-
tiered regional hierarchy.

The last record of direct supervision might come at Caracol. Here, in an
eroded but broadly legible text on Altar 13, the king we know as K’inich
Toobil Yopaat is the subject of a ch’am “taking/receiving” event in 817, under
the evident oversight of someone called Papamalil or Papmalil.31 This charac-
ter ruled at Ucanal and the event took place at that centre, emphasising the
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asymmetry between the two lords. Interestingly, Papmalil is never ascribed the
Ucanal emblem glyph but does carry an ochk’in kaloomte’ title, making him a
high king from the real or symbolic “west” (pp.79–80). Some measure of his
importance can be deduced from the simple fact that his name and title are
inscribed three times on Altar 13, whereas those of the Caracol king appear
only twice. If we were to judge by the carved scene alone, and another on
Altar 12, we would mistake Papmalil as a supplicant to the Caracol king.
However, as we saw in the supervised accessions depicted at Bonampak,
representations designed for home consumption are inflected with patrimonial
rhetoric and not reliable guides to relative status (p.115). Papmalil appears in
three other contexts at Caracol, one referencing his ebeet, “messenger” and two
others suggesting that the polities collaborated in war (Grube 1994c: 95–96).32

To this we must add a reference on Naranjo Stela 32, dated to 820, where
Papmalil is again given the ochk’in kaloomte’ epithet and owns a palanquin that
the commissioner of that text, the Naranjo king Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil,
is carried upon (Carter 2014a: 213–214). This is surely related to the palanquin
pictured in the scene, whose front steps carry a text referring to two presenta-
tions of tribute in 815 (p.340). Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil had acceded in 814,
but the day before he performed a pre-accession dressing rite under the
oversight of a k’uhul peet ajaw “holy palanquin lord”. Given the context, this
could well be an oblique reference to Papmalil. Whoever this person was it
clearly implies that Naranjo, like Caracol, was under the hand of some outside
authority. Although Papmalil outwardly seems to be a standard ruler, his
unusual name – unlike any borne by a previous Classic Maya king – and lack
of a local title makes one wonder if there is something alien about his regime
nevertheless (p.295–296).

Some of the final attested cases of il, “to see” are the most interesting and
significant. As we saw in Chapter 6, a lord called Wat’ul K’atel arrived at
Ceibal in 829 at the direction of an Ucanal lord. We know that by that point
the polity had already revived its original emblem glyph, which had fallen into
disuse while the city served as the capital for one of the petty Mutul kingdoms
that arose in the wake of Dos Pilas’s fall (Martin and Grube 2000: 64–65;
Carter 2014a: 196–197). In 849 Wat’ul K’atel commissioned a group of five
stelae to celebrate the period ending 10.1.0.0.0, placed in and around a
cruciform temple richly decorated with stucco sculpture known today as
Structure A-3 (Smith 1982: 12–59; Schele and Mathews 1998: 175–196). The
most famous of these monuments is Stela 10 (Figure 63), whose text features
the names of three foreign kings, those of Tikal, Calakmul, and Motul de San
José. Other A-3 monuments add a fifth ruler representing an unknown polity
called Puh and a sixth that refers to the Lakamtuun polity based at El Palma by
that time – although in that case using the yeta(j), “with” connecting term
(Stuart and Houston 1994: 37).33
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63 Wat’ul K’atel celebrates the period ending 10.1.0.0.0 in 849. Ceibal Stela 10. (Drawing by
Ian Graham © President and Fellows of Harvard College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and
Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.6.17.10)



As we saw in Chapter 2, Barthel compared the set of emblems on Stela
10 with another carved over a century earlier on Copan Stela A, which together
formed the cornerstones for his concept of a quadripartite division of the Classic
Maya world. However, when the text of Stela 10was finally read it became clear
that it only referred to these other kings as “witnessing” the calendrical cere-
monies conducted by their Ceibal counterpart (Stuart 1993: 327).

Still, in making that necessary correction we cannot pass over the profound
political message that remains in this record. That these foreign kings were
physically present at Ceibal is emphasised by the end of the Stela 10 text, which
states uhtiiy tahn “Ceibal” or “it happened in the midst of Ceibal”. As the
magnet to which other rulers are obliged to travel, Wat’ul K’atel here sets out
his claim to be a great king (see also Guenter 1999: 136). That so modest a
centre as Ceibal could command so lofty a guest-list speaks to a radical
transformation of the political landscape in the ninth century, and we shall
return to the wider significance of this and other late records in the next
chapter. It can be no surprise that Wat’ul K’atel is the first king of Ceibal
known to bear the kaloomte’ title. Although the institution of kingship would
linger in the lowlands for at least two generations more, the ceremony of
849 was the last great political moment claimed by the Classic Maya.

But Structure A-3 and its stelae constitute one further symbolic statement.
The central monument set inside the building, Stela 21, refers to the founda-
tion of the current Long Count era in 3114 BCE, and the whole programme
can be seen as model of the four-sided Maya cosmos, each stela aligned
to a cardinal direction (Stuart 2016). It is doubtless no coincidence that the
place-name of Ceibal is directly related to that of the key supernatural location
for this ancestral event, making its commemoration here all the more poignant
and appropriate. In sum, although the programme of Ceibal Structure A-3
comes in the dying days of the Classic Maya political society, it is a fascinating
and intricately composed last testament.

CASE STUDY 12 : THE CONTEST FOR EASTERN TABASCO, 659–692 CE

The instances of multiple accession ceremonies at Moral-Reforma, one of
them under the direction of Calakmul and another under that of Palenque, are
revealing and significant in their own right. However, if we are to understand
their full relevance, explaining why they occurred at this particular place and at
these particular times, we must move to a broader historical process rooted in
regional competition.

The Usumacinta River flows westward through the Lacandon region past
Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras, through some turbulent rapids and a steep-sided
canyon, before emerging from a V-shaped split in a high ridge – today called
Boca del Cerro “Mouth of the Mountain”. From there it spills onto the
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alluvial plain of eastern Tabasco, where it meanders before joining the San
Pedro Mártir River, a placid waterway that provides the easiest and most direct
route between the central Peten and all points to the west.

This area boasts no grand capitals but instead a number of mid-sized centres
situated close to these two rivers: principally those of Pomona, Santa Elena,
and Moral-Reforma (Map 4). The earliest notice of the region comes from
Piedras Negras, where Panel 12 shows a bound Santa Elena lord in 518 or
earlier (Martin and Grube 2000: 141). A little under a century later, at some
point between 605 and 611, one of Santa Elena’s monuments describes its king
performing some ceremony, possibly his own accession, under the auspices of
Palenque’s Ajen Yohl Mat (Table 6). We have no other evidence for
Palenque’s political activities at this time, but this mention alone suggests
that it had significant political clout in the area. Palenque and Piedras Negras
were regional rivals, probably clashing militarily in 603 (Stephen Houston,
pers. comm. 1998) but more clearly in 628, when Piedras Negras displays a
Palenque captive carrying the ajk’uhuun title (Miller 1991; Grube 1996: 4–5;
Martin and Grube 2000: 142–143). Since he is displayed together with a lord
of Sak Tz’i’ this centre may have been an ally or client of Palenque at
this time.

We now move to the year 659 and a conflict that constituted the foremost
claim to military competence and personal glory for the Palenque king K’inich
Janaab Pakal I. It was inscribed in the heart of the Palenque royal court on the
steps of House C, the focal point of its main reception space, the East Court
(Figure 64a). Six captives seized on 11 August 659 were depicted on the east
face of House C’s supporting platform, identified by adjacent captions as
well as by name elements inserted into their headdresses (Schele 1994: 4–5,
figure 4). Each holds his arm across his chest in a gesture of submission and has
strips of cloth or paper drawn through his earlobes, a mark of defeat (Baudez
and Mathews 1979: 36) (Figure 64b). Although all the captions reference
toponyms, these are unknown except for Pipa’, a location intimately associated
with Pomona some 51 km to the east of Palenque (Schele 1994: 8–9; Stuart
and Houston 1994: 46, figure 56).

Yet the stairway text makes clear that these are secondary victims taken
yitaaj or “with” the main subject of the chuhkaj capture verb, a ruler of Santa
Elena called Nuun Ujol Chahk (a namesake to the contemporary king of
Tikal). His portrait is hidden in plain sight on the adjacent northern balustrade
of the stairway, identified as such by the chahk storm deity headdress he wears
(Martin 2014a: figure 182a and b). Nuun Ujol Chahk is mentioned in two
other texts at Palenque where, six days after the fighting, he huli lakamha’,
“arrives (at) Palenque” under the yichonal oversight of Janaab Pakal (Schele
1994: 3; Martin 2004c). There are other cases in which arrivals follow close on
the heels of captures, where we can understand them as acts of formal
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64 East side of House C, Palenque Palace: (a) View across the East Court, with the hieroglyphic
stairway flanked by portrait balustrades; (b) Prisoner sculptures identified by their headdresses
and intervening captions carved into the platform façade.
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arraignment or submission (Martin 2010b: n.13). Given the prominence
accorded to this event – it was also retold on a censer stand (Martin 2004c)
and in a now-fragmentary stucco text (Houston and Stuart 2008) – the major
outcome of the conflict from Palenque’s perspective was the subjugation of
Santa Elena.34

The text on the House C steps links the fighting of 659 to a much earlier
assault on Palenque by the Kaanul kingdom in 599, when ch’ahkaj lakamha’,
“Palenque is chopped” (Martin 2000c: 110–111, 2010b: 77, n.10). This is
followed by a reference to the three patron deities of Palenque, who were
yalej, “thrown down” (Grube 1996: 3). Why would Janaab Pakal want to
remind his audience of a major reverse that took place four years before he was
born? As we have already seen, the devastating defeat delivered at the hands of
the Kaanul dynasty in 611 was used to justify Janaab Pakal’s rise to power in
615 (see p.210), and we can expect any similar reference to have a political
purpose of its own. The answer may lie in an obscure section of the text
following the attack, which features an earlier lord of Santa Elena called Nuun
Hix Lakam Chahk.35 One wonders if he was implicated in the assault in some
way, perhaps as an ally of the Kaanul invaders, making the battle of 659 some-
thing of a retribution in Janaab Pakal’s eyes (see also Stuart and Stuart
2008: 159).

There is a hint, rendered speculative through poor preservation, that the
Kaanul dynasty responded to Santa Elena’s new submission to Palenque. The
rear face of Calakmul Stela 9 shows a local queen trampling another woman,
identified as such by her long tresses and the female prefix to her name in the
accompanying caption (Martin 2009a). The verb in that text is the standard
chuhkaj, “seized” while the date correlates to 8 September 659.36 What survives
of her nominal phrase concludes with a compound featuring two signs (wa and
the remains of a bird’s head) familiar from the toponym of Santa Elena. This
capture falls just 32 days after Janaab Pakal’s victory on the House C steps and
26 days after Nuun Ujol Chahk’s arrival at Palenque – a proximity that lends
weight to, but cannot confirm, a connection.

No events are recorded in the region for the year 660, but on 11 May 661

Moral-Reforma saw the accession of Muwaan Jol as a five-year-old boy
(Martin 2003c: 46) (see p.252). Later that year, on 26 December, a text
inscribed in the eaves of Palenque House C records the dedication of that
building, suggesting that its triumphant programme of texts and sculptures was
in place by that time (Schele 1994: 7–8).

The next year, 662, would prove especially eventful. On 11 February a
Calakmul lord took part in a fire ceremony recorded on Piedras Negras
Stela 35, but damage prevents us from knowing who this was (Grube 1996:
8, figure 8b). Its significance is signalled by the highly unusual feature of having
its own Long Count date, which is unprecedented for a non-local agent.37 Just
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six days later on 17 February, the same monument tells us that the Piedras
Negras king Itzam K’an Ahk III staged a star war assault against Santa Elena.
Palenque would be engaged in fighting soon after, seizing one captive on
29 March and another a day later. These were celebrated with two large
prisoner portraits among a group flanking the stairway of House A, directly
opposite House C across the East Court. Although the texts carved on their
loincloths do not identify them, the close timing of these actions to the Piedras
Negras campaign must raise the strong suspicion that they were connected to it
in some way. Just ten days later on 5 April the second inauguration of Muwaan
Jol took place at Moral-Reforma, with Yuknoom Ch’een of Calakmul named
as its supervising patron (Martin 2003c: 46). There is no reference to a military
campaign here, but Calakmul’s intervention clearly changed the status quo –

conceivably overturning a prior overlordship of Palenque.
The most parsimonious interpretation is that all these incidents were con-

nected and that Piedras Negras and Calakmul were engaged in a coordinated
effort to assert or restore their dominance over parts of eastern Tabasco.
Subsequent events would appear to confirm that any control Palenque
achieved over Santa Elena had indeed been brief.

On 19 December 662, Palenque makes reference to yet another lord of
Santa Elena on a small censer stand and, while the appropriate verb is cursively
inscribed and none too clear, it could well refer to an och uch’eenmilitary action
(Zender 2004: 308) (see Case Study 3). This would certainly strike a chord
with additions Janaab Pakal made to the west-facing rear of House C, which
were inspired by some additional success of this kind.

Today all that can be seen are seven widely separated texts carved directly
into the slabs of its basal platform (Figure 65a and b). The first six feature names
and titles of Santa Elena natives, one of them an ajaw, “lord” and the other five
ch’ok, “youths, princes”. Strangely isolated, these references have always been
difficult to explain. The solution can be surmised from the gaps between the
blocks of this platform façade, which are approximately the same shape and size
as those on the east side of the building occupied by sculpted portraits. Those
on the west were presumably designed to hold sculptures in the same way,
with intervening captions identifying the depicted prisoners just like those on
the east side (Martin 2004c, 2010b: 79–80). The western sculptures were either
removed at some later point, were modelled in perishable stucco (as were
figures on the south side of the West Court), or were simply never installed in
the first place.38

The seventh and final text on this façade names a lord of Pipa’ who is said to
have died on 17 July 663 (Schele 1994: 8–9). That date offers a valuable pointer
to the timeframe of this campaign, which apparently involved Pomona as well
as Santa Elena, falling about seven months after the event recorded on the
censer stand. In celebrating this new success on House C Janaab Pakal presents
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65 West side of House C, Palenque Palace: (a) View across the West Court; (b) Close-up of the
gaps in the platform façade with inscribed captions naming lords of Santa Elena.
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it as a continuation of his regional triumphs and a further testimony to his
military prowess.39 It is not clear if this sequence of events left Santa Elena in
Palenque’s hands once more.

There is silence on these issues for some twenty-seven years, but the “third”
installation of Moral-Reforma’s Muwaan Jol in 690 demonstrates a key shift in
the political firmament (Martin 2003c: 47). Once again, this ceremony takes
place yichonal, “before” a foreign king, but this time it is the Palenque ruler
K’inich Kaan Bahlam II, the son and successor of K’inich Janaab Pakal. The
ousting of Calakmul’s influence – assuming that it had continued up until this
point – corresponds to a wider decline in its fortunes, and it would soon suffer
its major defeat at the hands of Tikal in 695. Palenque, by contrast, was on the
rise after Kaan Bahlam achieved a signal victory over Tonina in 687 (Martin
and Grube 2000: 180–181). In describing that engagement as och uch’een we are
told that it involved a penetration of Tonina territory, perhaps even the capital
itself. The simultaneous disappearance of its king means that it could well have
resulted in his death.

A material correlate to this revived power was manifested in the major
programme of construction at Palenque. Three temples, forming the Group of
the Cross, were each dedicated to one of its patron deities and commissioned
together on 11 January 692. The war against Tonina was specifically celebrated
in one of them, the military-themed Temple of the Sun (see Figure 31), but
given even greater prominence within Temple XVII, a nearby battle memorial
where the victory was recounted on a relief panel as well as in a stucco
appliqué text (Martin and Grube 2000: 181). As we will see in Case Study
13, by 692 Kaan Bahlam had built a hegemony that reached not only into
eastern Tabasco but far along the southern bank of the Usumacinta River,
gained largely at the expense of Piedras Negras.

So what does this fragmentary story, assembled from texts created with
no intent to produce an overall narrative, tell us? Although various inter-
polations are necessary and certain aspects remain unclear, these closely spaced
events offer an unusually “thick description” setting the sanctioned accession
statements on Moral-Reforma Stela 4 within a historical matrix. It points to
a struggle for control of eastern Tabasco during the mid- to late-seventh
century, with the polities of Pomona, Santa Elena, and Moral-Reforma
battling on their own behalf, but at points succumbing to the intrusive
ambitions of Palenque, Piedras Negras, and Calakmul. This dynamic may well
have a longer history, since the willingness of the Kaanul dynasty of Dzibanche
to launch long-distance expeditions against Palenque in 599 and 611 may also
be attempts to neutralise its regional influence. Indeed, Ajen Yohl Mat’s
involvement at Santa Elena after 605 suggests that the assault of 599 was less
than a fatal blow to Palenque’s aspirations, perhaps provoking the more
decisive attack of 611.
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CASE STUDY 13 : TONINA ’S CAMPAIGNS IN THE LACANDON,

692–702 CE

Our next case study takes up where the previous one left off, and charts events
after K’inich Kaan Bahlam’s victory over Tonina and his re-installation of the
king of Moral-Reforma. The main purpose here is to show how statements of
possession, in this case yajaw, “the lord of”, define political allegiances and
chart the ebb and flow of regional hegemonies.

A new Tonina king, K’inich Baaknal Chahk, took power in 688 and
pursued the Palenque war, gaining the upper hand within four years (Table 7).
Most of what we know of this comes from Tonina Monument 172, which
shows a bound prisoner identified by a headdress featuring the head of a mo’,
“macaw” marked by the projecting torch of the lightning deity k’awiil (Miller
and Martin 2004: 185) (Figure 66a). This same K’awiil Mo’ name appears as a
stucco glyph that must once have been part of a further celebratory inscription
and is seen again in the caption to a contorted prisoner on a stairway riser block
(Figure 66b and c).

The ropes that extend to either side of K’awiil Mo’ on Monument
172 might originally have linked prisoners depicted on adjoining panels. It
carries a 16-glyph text that begins with a star war on 4October 692 that bested
the “flint(s) and shield(s)” – the armed forces – of a Palenque lord named only

table 6 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

? c.608 ? Investiture(?) of Santa Elena king by Ajen Yohl Mat of Palenque
9.11.6.2.1 658 22 Oct Itzam K’an Ahk III of Piedras Negras receives 5 war helmets
9.11.6.16.11 659 11 Aug Capture of Nuun Ujol Chahk of Santa Elena and 6 others by

Palenque’s K’inich Janaab Pakal I
9.11.6.16.17 “ 17 Aug Arrival of Nuun Ujol Chahk at Palenque
9.11.7.0.3 “ 12 Sep Capture of a Santa Elena(?) woman by Calakmul
9.11.8.12.10 661 11 May First investiture of Moral-Reforma king (aged 5)
9.11.9.8.6 662 11 Feb Calakmul lord performs a fire ceremony, presumably at Piedras

Negras
9.11.9.8.12 “ 17 Feb Star war defeat of Santa Elena by Piedras Negras
9.11.9.10.12 “ 29 Mar Display of a captive at Palenque
9.11.9.10.13 “ 30 Mar Display of a captive at Palenque
9.11.9.11.3 “ 9 Apr Second investiture of a Moral-Reforma king (aged 6) under

Calakmul’s Yuknoom Ch’een II
9.11.10.5.17 “ 19 Dec War(?) against Santa Elena by Palenque
9.11.10.16.7 663 17 Jul Death of Pipa’ lord (given with the names of Santa Elena prisoners)
9.12.13.4.3 685 17 Jul Itzam K’an Ahk III presented with a war helmet by a Calakmul

captain
9.12.18.5.0 690 8 Jul Third investiture of Moral-Reforma king (aged 34) under

Palenque’s K’inich Kaan Bahlam II
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as Aj Pitzil “Ballplayer”. This was part of the pre-accession name of Kaan
Bahlam. Since victors had every incentive to clearly identify the rival king they
had defeated this understatement is surprising and might be interpreted as a
gesture of disrespect, or even a denial of his legitimacy. The Palenque emblem
glyph follows but, as is often the case with royal foes, the k’uhul, “holy” prefix
is omitted. The inscription goes on to tell us that K’awiil Mo’was seized on the
same day and that this was the work of Baaknal Chahk. Neither the status nor
origin of K’awiil Mo’ is specified, but we can take it that he was a high-ranking
Palenque noble or military leader, or if not some close confederate. Another
text refers to a second prisoner taken that day, named Buk’ Saak. He is the
subject of an over life-size sculpture-in-the-round found close to the Tonina
ballcourt (Stuart 2011b).40

Just as Kaan Bahlam’s earlier triumph had elevated Palenque’s political
prospects, so Baaknal Chahk’s riposte expanded the horizons of Tonina, a
story we can piece together from the sizeable body of records he produced.
One monument, now very fragmentary, was a frieze depicting a line of
crouching prisoners, who are identified both in an inscription running along

(a)

(b)

(c)

66 The captive K’awiil Mo’ who was seized at Tonina’s battle with Palenque in 692: (a) As
depicted on Tonina Monument 172; (b) His name as a disarticulated stucco hieroglyph; (c) An
alternative spelling of his name on Tonina Monument 27.
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its base and, in several cases, by nametags carved into their thighs. The former
features dates for their seizures, though most are specified only by a tzolk’in
position rather than a full Calendar Round. This type of abbreviation was
usually employed when dates were closely spaced in time, as in a single
campaign.41

One of these victims was Chan Maas from a site likely to be read pepe’tuun,
the name of modern-day La Mar (Montgomery 1994: 326; Zender 2002:
176–182).42 Situated to the south of the Usumacinta (Map 4), it was closely
linked to Piedras Negras, which records the accession of a La Mar ruler in 763.
The connection between the two centres is even more apparent in 794, when
a pepe’tuun ajaw of the baahkab rank joins the Piedras Negras king in a joint
campaign against Pomona (Schele and Grube 1994). Returning to Tonina, the
unfortunate Chan Maas is depicted in another three-dimensional sculpture
(Stuart 2011c), while a relief portrait very likely supplies his capture date, falling
in March of 693, less than six months after the success over Palenque (Mathews
2001b: 2).

A second victim on the frieze was called Sak Bahlam, whose origin is now
too eroded to fully discern, and a third was Yax Ahk (Ayala 1995: 207, 225).
A better-preserved depiction of the latter shows him bound and dressed in the
guise of the Jaguar God of the Underworld (Miller and Martin 2004: 171, 182).
There his nametag identifies him as an ajaw of anayite’. Today Anaite is a name
attached to a set of rapids on the Usumacinta as well as a stream that flows into
it and a large lake set back from the river. It was adopted by Teobert Maler to
label two ruins, Anaite I and Anaite II – the latter a substantial site at the
western end of the lake about 25 km or so from Yaxchilan (Maler 1901–1903:
98–99). As noted by Peter Mathews (in Ayala 1995: 207), it is reasonable to
suppose that modern Anaite and ancient anayite’ are one-in-the-same and, like
Yaxha/yaxa’ in the eastern Peten (Stuart 1985e), this is a name that has endured
for over a millennium.

Baaknal Chahk’s main commemoration of these campaigns was in and
around Tonina’s ballcourt, which he renovated in 696 and again in 699 (Ayala
1995: 187; Stuart 2011b). The flanking walls of the playing alley were now
equipped with six sculptures of captives that projected over representations of
rectangular feather-trimmed shields, each bearing its own inscription (Becque-
lin and Baudez 1979: figures 82 and 91; Freidel, Schele, and Parker 1993:
372–374; Ayala 1995: 224–225). Surviving examples identify the same cast of
prisoners, with Buk’ Saak, Sak Bahlam, Chan Maas, and Yax Ahk all repre-
sented. Significantly, their expanded captions include possessed titles revealing
that most, likely all of them were the vassals of a Palenque king. We learn that
Buk’ Saak was an ajk’uhuun of the deceased K’inich Janaab Pakal, while Yax
Ahk and Sak Bahlam were both ajaw belonging to K’inich Kaan Bahlam – here
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again identified by his pre-accession name (Martin and Grube 2000: 170,
181–182; Martin 2001b).43 The text for Chan Maas is incomplete and only a
small portion of the yajaw glyph survives, but it must surely have followed the
same pattern and also set La Mar within Palenque’s orbit at this time.44

What these references expose is a deep penetration of Palenque authority
into the Lacandon, a region where overlordship was more commonly assumed
by either Piedras Negras or Yaxchilan. That Tonina’s campaigns displaced
them and instituted its own dominion in this area is confirmed by a small
unprovenanced column, now in the Saint Louis Art Museum, which comes
from Bonampak, Lacanha, or some nearby centre (Figure 62a and b). Dated to
715, it celebrates the thirteen-year anniversary of rule for a local king with the
ak’e emblem glyph and describes him as the ajaw of Baaknal Chahk. Since
the Tonina ruler was dead by 708, this inscription ties him to the initial
inauguration in 702 and further demonstrates – in a pattern we also saw in
the case of Buk’ Saak – that clients were considered to have a bond to those
who installed them that extended beyond that patron’s death. It remains to be
seen if a Tonina affiliation continued into the reign of Baaknal Chahk’s
successor Ruler 4, as the dedication in 715 might suggest.

That a kingdom as far to the east as Bonampak/Lacanha could become
a direct Tonina client is a testament to the success of Baaknal Chahk’s expan-
sionist programme and is, at the same time, evidence for the weakness of
Yaxchilan. As Bonampak and Lacanha’s neighbour, Yaxchilan was variously its
antagonist and overlord but at this point was still within a long monument
hiatus, for which defeat and foreign subjection remain by far the likeliest
explanations (Miller 1991; Martin and Grube 2000: 121–123).

table 7 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.12.15.7.11 687 13 Sep Defeat of Tonina Ruler 2 by K’inich Kaan Bahlam of Palenque
9.12.16.3.12 688 20 Jun Accession of K’inich Baaknal Chahk of Tonina
9.12.19.16.5 692 13 Feb Capture by K’inich Baaknal Chahk (Tonina Monument 157)
9.13.0.10.3 692 8 Oct Defeat of Kaan Bahlam, captures of K’awiil Mo’ and Buk’ Saak
9.13.1.0.4 693 18 Mar Capture of Chan Maas of La Mar
? ? ? Capture of Sak Bahlam
? ? ? Capture of Yax Ahk of Anayite’
9.13.4.6.7 696 3 Jul Earlier dedication of the ballcourt
9.13.4.13.10 696 23 Nov Capture of Huus
9.13.7.14.7 699 25 Nov Later dedication of the ballcourt by K’inich Baaknal Chahk
9.13.10.8.4 702 10 Jul Accession of Etz’nab Jawbone the ajaw of K’inich Baaknal Chahk
9.13.14.12.14 706 17 Sep Birth of Tonina Ruler 4
9.13.16.16.18 708 29 Nov Accession of Tonina Ruler 4
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CASE STUDY 14 : NARANJO ’S PATRONAGE OVER DEFEATED

POLITIES, 698–713 CE

Naranjo Stela 2 was commissioned by K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk to celebrate
the first K’atun anniversary of his reign in 714 (Figure 67a). It shows him in full
Central Mexican-style garb, equipped with a shell-plated helmet, square
shield, and pair of spearthrower darts. The lightly incised side texts of the
monument are today rather pitted and worn, but nevertheless include one
certain and one probable inauguration statement using possession and supervi-
sion formulae, respectively.

The first of these, dating to 712, shows a verb whose scant surviving outlines
resemble k’ahlaj huun, “the headband is held/raised” (Figure 67b; Table 8).45

The name of the subject is similarly damaged, although we see the ear of an
animal, perhaps that of bahlam, “jaguar”. Better preserved is his title of k’anwitz-
nal ajaw, “Yellow Hill Place Lord” that identifies him as the ruler of Ucanal, the
polity whose hilltop capital lies some 34 km to the south of Naranjo (Map 2).
This statement is linked by means of the yichonal, “before” expression to K’ahk’
Tiliw Chan Chahk, establishing his oversight and sanction.

Significantly, an Ucanal monarch with “jaguar” in his name, Itzamnaaj
Bahlam, is twice mentioned on Naranjo Stela 22 where, some fourteen years
earlier in 698, he suffers a puluuyi uch’een, “his settlement/domain is burned”
defeat. This success is attributed to the ten-year-old Naranjo king, although
undoubtedly performed under the regency of his mother Ix Wak Jalam Chan,
a woman who appears with full royal regalia on several other monuments from
this period (Closs 1985: 71, passim; Schele and Freidel 1990: 183–193; Martin
and Grube 2000: 74–77) (Figure 38). The front of Stela 22 shows Itzamnaaj
Bahlam kneeling and bound in a scene dated to 702 that, if taken literally,
would mean that he was a prisoner kept for four or more years. There his
caption specifies that he is ma’ch’ahb ma’ak’abil “without genesis, without
darkness” – the negated form of a kingly essence, something that has been
lost in his defeat and subjugation (see pp.146, 212).

We cannot know if the character who appears to accede on Stela 2 is the
same as that shown in bondage on Stela 22 ten years earlier, although the
repeated k’alhuun installations at Moral-Reforma, as well as the restoration of
the Ceibal king following his capture, offer at least the possibility that it was. It
may be significant that an unprovenanced polychrome cylinder vase in
Naranjo-style names an Itzamnaaj Bahlam of Ucanal as its owner (Reents-
Budet 1994: 300–302). Even though the vessel cannot be dated with accuracy,
its style is consistent with this period and appears to be a royal gift bespeaking a
positive relationship between the two polities at the time. Whether the same
king or a successor, Stela 2 indicates that Ucanal was still under the yoke of
Naranjo some fourteen years after its original conquest.
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(b)

(a) (c)
67 K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk records his patronage over the Ucanal and Yopmootz polities on
Naranjo Stela 2: (a) Front face (drawing by Ian Graham © President and Fellows of Harvard
College, Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, PM# 2004.15.6.2.4); (b) Probable
accession of an Ucanal king under the supervision of the Naranjo king in 712; (c) Accession of
the Yopmootz king as a vassal in 713.
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In 713, a little over six months after this event, Stela 2 next recounts a clear
royal inauguration involving a king called Yajawte’ K’inich, a bearer of the
emblem glyph of Yopmootz (Figure 67c). This statement employs the verb
ajawaan, “to become a lord” applied to some child kings and goes on to state
that the Yopmootz ruler is the yajaw, “the lord of” K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan
Chahk. Yopmootz has yet to be identified, but (as we heard in Chapter 9)
six years earlier, in 706, the Naranjo king had “entered” it. Its then-ruler is
the unfortunate shown on the front of Stela 21 as a trampled captive with the
closed eyes indicative of death (Figure 49a). Stela 2 leads us to wonder if a
king-less seven years there ended with the installation of a compliant
replacement.

In summary, Naranjo Stela 2 records two occasions on which K’ahk’ Tiliw
Chan Chahk proclaims authority over the kings of recently defeated polities, at
least one and probably both of which are installation ceremonies. Since
accounts of patrons declaring dominion over their clients are otherwise con-
spicuous by their absence, it is unclear why he departed from convention to do
this. Given his record of attacking and seizing his neighbours (see Schele and
Freidel 1990: 186–195; Martin and Grube 2000: 76) his power over these two
kingdoms is unlikely to be exceptional. As we saw earlier, K’ahk’ Tiliw was
installed as king at the age of five as the client of Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ of
Calakmul (Martin and Grube 1994a: 9, 2000: 75–76), a king who had inherited
wide political dominion of Yuknoom Ch’een in 686. It is quite possible the
rhetorical priority behind K’ahk’ Tiliw’s statement of supremacy on Stela 2was
to assert his like-in-kind status to his more famous overlord, his Teotihuaca-
noid costume intended to cast him as the regional “imperator”.

We have good reason to think that Calakmul’s patronage of Naranjo
continued beyond Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’s death in 697. K’ahk’ Tiliw’s
subordination to him was not recorded until 711, suggesting that it was a still
source of pride or validation at that time. More importantly, Yuknoom Took’

table 8 Timeline

Long Count CE Greg. Event

9.12.15.13.7 688 7 Jan Birth of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk yajaw Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’
9.13.1.3.19 693 1 Jun Accession of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk
9.13.6.10.4 698 8 Sep Burning of Ucanal, capture of its king Itzamnaaj Bahlam
9.13.14.4.2 706 29 Mar Entering and burning of Yopmootz, capture and death of its king

Nine-X
9.14.0.10.0 712 23 Jun Accession? of an Ucanal king yichonal K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk
9.14.1.2.9 713 18 Jan Accession of Yajawte’ K’inich of Yopmootz yajaw K’ahk’ Tiliw

Chan Chahk
9.14.3.1.19 714 29 Dec K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk’s 1-K’atun jubilee
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K’awiil, the next ruler of Calakmul, appears on Naranjo Stela 46 in 726 – even
if only identified by his royal title. There he joins the king of Dos Pilas in
witnessing ceremonies that endorse the candidacy of two princes at Naranjo,
probable sons of K’ahk’ Tiliw, indicating that the Snake dynasty continued to
be the power behind the Sa’al throne (Martin et al. 2017) (see p.258).
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ELEVEN

CODA

To bring our examination of primary sources in Part II to a close we come
to a special chapter – more of an extended case study – that deals with the

demise of Classic Maya society. It is difficult to address such a profoundly
complex and still far from comprehended topic in brief, but it is important to
appreciate the ways in which the epigraphic record can contribute to our
understanding. Indeed, it will be argued here that the texts are a valuable and
underestimated resource in this regard.

There are two significant impediments to appreciating that worth. The first
is the greatly reduced output of inscriptions, a feature of an ever-decreasing
number of active polities. As a result, the corpus available for study in the ninth
century is a mere fraction of what we have for the eighth.1 Next, the texts that
we do possess are almost always shorter and less informative than those
produced in earlier times. Historical content of all kinds sharply declines and
some themes, such as warfare, disappear altogether. What remains is an
emphasis on calendrical ceremonies and ritual performance, the perpetuation
of traditions reaching back a thousand years or more. In this striving for
continuity the monuments stood in silent defiance of the calamitous changes
taking place all around them.

The archaeological data on this is clear. Excavations across the Classic Maya
lowlands supply bountiful evidence for a surging population that rose to a peak
by about 800 before undergoing a vertiginous decline. The process was by no
means a uniform one, but it eventually reached all corners of the Maya
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lowlands, leading to the effective abandonment of entire regions by the early
tenth century.2 Even those few Classic Period sites that persisted into the
Postclassic usually saw their occupations fall by ninety per cent or more.3

Numerous explanations for the collapse have been proposed over the years
without any achieving a consensus (see Culbert 1973; Webster 2002). Even
though a great quantity of data is available, drawing it together into a single
coherent picture across all regions has proved an elusive goal (Demarest, Rice,
and Rice 2004a, 2004b; Arnauld and Breton 2013; Iannone, Houk, and
Schwake 2016). That the phenomenon was multi-causal and an internal one
now finds little if any dissent. Some researchers have emphasised “top-heavy”
social decay amid the stresses of over-population, giving primacy to inter-
necine warfare that escalated into ever more destructive forms (p.199). More
widely accepted has been the idea that it was first and foremost the relationship
between the Maya and their environment that disastrously unravelled. The
depletion of natural resources due to over-exploitation was the initial scenario,
but today it is the evidence for recurring droughts, with implications for
food supply and public health, which is receiving the most attention as a
destabilising factor.

CLIMATE AND THE COLLAPSE

Pioneering studies into the paleoclimatology of the Yucatan Peninsula (Gunn,
Folan, and Robichaux 1995; Hodell, Curtis, and Brenner 1995; see also Gill
1994, 2000) identified episodes of marked aridity between the eighth and
eleventh centuries, and subsequent work has only put that finding on an
ever-firmer empirical footing (e.g. Medina-Elizalde et al. 2011; Kennett et al.
2012; Evans et al. 2018). Yet, while the portrait these studies paint is broadly
consistent, the precise timing, duration, severity, and sub-regional distribution
of these droughts, as well as the degree to which they actually resulted in
famine, have still to be fully determined (Yaeger and Hodell 2008; though see
Hoggarth et al. 2017).

Not all scholars accept that drought played such a decisive role. An early
objection that many of the strongest ninth century societies were to be found
in the driest zone, the northern lowlands, has been partially assuaged by data
suggesting that droughts in the south might not have had commensurate
effects in the north (Douglas et al. 2015). Given that the populations there
were somewhat lower and more familiar with a dry environment, they might
have rebounded more quickly when conditions improved (Dahlin 2002). Even
so, the limited signs we have for the late clustering of settlement around
dependable water sources in the south is cited as one reason to reserve
judgement, while the evidence for late period malnutrition is as yet patchy
and indistinct.
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What needs to be kept in mind is that the drought scenario rests not simply
on the intensity of these multi-year episodes, but on an assessment that
the high population levels of the Late Classic had made the Maya acutely
vulnerable to any significant disturbance to their finely honed, but rain-
dependent, agricultural system. This means that even a modest drop in pre-
cipitation over several years might have been sufficient to spark serious
food shortages and societal distress (Medina-Elizalde and Rohling 2012) – a
timeframe that might be too short to leave much of a material signature.
Similarly, untoward climate effects in one part of the Maya world could have
sparked a breakdown that spread unchecked to less affected ones.

Fortunately, we can expect ever-more accurate and areally comprehensive
climatological data to emerge in the years ahead, with season-by-season,
perhaps even month-by-month, estimations of rainfall throughout the region
and across the temporal range a not unrealistic prospect. But we will still need
to avoid seeing a strictly mechanistic connection between climate and society
(e.g. Yaeger and Hodell 2008: 227–230; Houston and Inomata 2009: 292–295,
318). There can be no monocausation in a complex world, nothing exists
outside a myriad of interrelationships. Environmental change is only one, if
important, variable, whose impact comes from the way that it engages with
other conditions and parameters. Whatever understanding of the collapse is
now possible, it will be one in which social, cultural, and economic factors
entwine with environmental ones, as a historical process and a holistic phe-
nomenon. The goal of this chapter is less to seek causes for the collapse than, as
far as we are now able, to better comprehend the political dynamics of this
baleful time.

A CHRONOLOGY OF CRISIS

For a control on the sequence and timing of the breakdown we can turn to the
monumental record. Figure 68 shows the arc of dated commissions from the
end of the third to the beginning of the tenth century across the Maya region,
with the southern and northern regions distinguished.4 The Late Classic Period
saw a considerable increase in output, but it should be noted that a good
number of Early Classic monuments were deliberately broken and buried,
meaning that totals in that portion of the chart are somewhat reduced. Our
interest here, of course, is the steep decline at the other end of the arc.

Regimes begin to fall silent at the very end of the eighth century, with some
of the more notable terminal dates coming at Pomona in 790, Palenque in 799,
Cancuen in 800, El Peru in 801, La Corona in 805, Yaxchilan in 808, Piedras
Negras, Quirigua, and Edzna in 810, Comalcalco in 814, Naranjo and El
Palmar in 820, and Copan in 822.5 There is no overriding direction or
geographic focus to these failures, although it has long been noted that many
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of the earliest take place on the western waterways. Some in the eastern half of
the Peten, the northern lowlands, and a pocket in the western highlands
survived until the end of the ninth century, a scant few into the tenth. Final
dates appear, for example, at Machaquila in 840, Xunantunich in 849,
Oxkintok in 860, Tikal in 869, Caracol in 884, La Muñeca, Xultun, Uaxactun,
and Ceibal in 889, Uxmal in 907, and Tonina in 909.6

Even if final dates do not precisely correlate to political failure in all
instances, this fine-grained sequence gives a clear impression of what took
place. It demonstrates that the collapse was not a single catastrophic event, but
a process that unfolded over a hundred years and one that saw much regional
variation (e.g. Ebert et al. 2014). Figure 69 plots the terminal dates from the last
seventy centres to appear in the record (shown in black), commencing in 800,
with the names of some of the better-known ones picked out. Here the
decline in the number of active polities appears to be a steady one, showing
neither an early spurt nor a later escalation. It is as if the eclipse of each eroded
the position of the remainder, like a spreading contagion from which the next
weakest, in its time, sickened and succumbed.

Yet a concentration on terminal dates is misleading. First, of the sites in this
sample almost one third (n = 23) erect their first or only known inscriptions in
this period. We cannot read a seamless cultural continuity into such ex novo
political developments. Second, the picture is skewed by a late resurgence in
the north (n = 20), which obscures the scale of the southern decline. Lastly and
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most decisively, the chart underplays the importance of the period between
800 and 830 and, specifically, the years leading up to and a little beyond 810,
the year of the Long Count position 9.19.0.0.0.

This is the point by which the majority of polities had ceased a continuous
monument tradition and, even if they subsequently restarted one, did so only
after a good number of years. Tikal, for example, erects stelae fairly consistently
in the Late Classic Period until 810, after which it puts up just one more stone
in 869. Tonina offers another case, since its last carved monument in 909 must
be seen in the light of the abrupt halt to its continuous record in 806 – the
following century seeing only two isolated commissions in 837 and 906.
Ceibal’s spotty monumental record saw a half-century gap between 800 and
849 and, similarly, at highland Chinkultic a monument erected in 810 was not
followed by another until 844. Another lacuna came at Calakmul, where
stylistically late monuments suggest a two-decade halt to its regular tradition
after 810. If we reduce the sample in Figure 69 to those southern sites that were
already well-established and did not experience long silences, while adding the
last pre-hiatus dates for those that did, we get an idea of how the original
Classic Maya centres fared in what was by far the most important and densely
settled region (in grey).

To convey the scale and significance of the 810 watershed one need only list
sites active in the later eighth century that ceased all monument production on,
or not too long before, that date: Aguateca, Altar de Sacrificios, Bonampak,
Cancuen, Coba, Dos Pilas, El Cayo, El Palma, El Peru, Itsimte, Ixkun,
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69 Chart showing the final monument dedications after 800 CE at seventy Classic Maya sites in
all regions (in black). A second set (in grey) consists of the terminal dates found at thirty-one
long-established cities in the southern lowlands exclusively.
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Ixtutz, La Corona, La Florida, La Mar, La Milpa, Moral-Reforma, Motul de
San José, Naachtun, Nim Li Punit, Palenque, Piedras Negras, Poco Uinic,
Polol, Pomona, Pusilha, Quirigua, Sacul, Tamarindito, Xcalumkin, Yaxchilan,
Yaxha, Zapote Bobal, and one could certainly add others. Classic Maya society
continued in some form, but there can be no doubt that the heart and soul of it
had been torn out.

One of the best illustrations of the early ninth century phenomenon comes at
Yaxchilan. In 800 Yaxchilan commissioned the large and impressive Structure
20, which was equipped with three carved lintels, six original and re-carved
stelae, and the 182-glyph-block Hieroglyphic Stairway 5. Yet by 808 it could
only produce the paltry, single-doored Structure 3 and its stylistically degraded
Lintel 10, the site’s last inscription. Between the reign of two kings, father and
son, a major diminution of Yaxchilan’s cultural and material well-being had
taken place, providing us with a rather precise index to the onset of distress.

Something even more dramatic can be discerned at Aguateca (Inomata et al.
2004). There two stelae mark the period ending of 790, and the next major
calendrical juncture, in 810, was meant to be commemorated by Altar M and
its partnering Stela 12. Altar M consists of the single tzolk’in day-sign 9 Ajaw
appropriate for this 9.19.0.0.0 date, but its crude state demonstrates that it was
never completed. The 4.4 m high Stela 12 was smoothed in readiness for
carving but not even begun. In this they are consistent with their find-spot at
the base of the largest temple pyramid at the city, which had clearly been
abandoned in the midst of construction – found with only two of its tiers
completed and a temporary access ramp leading to its partial third.

This is only one of a number of reports of structures left half-built across the
lowlands, sometimes with stones stacked neatly nearby ready to be laid. At La
Milpa, for example, an extensive programme of works – which included
elite residences, temples, and a new ballcourt – underway in both core and
peripheral areas, were stopped and never restarted (Hammond and Tourtellot
2004: 300).7 The hugely accomplished mural programme of Bonampak Struc-
ture 1, whose last date falls in 791, is another unfinished work, with many of its
glyphic captions outlined but never filled in (Miller and Brittenham 2013: 74,
figure 123). Two things are clear: there was no lack of prosperity in these places
and their failure came with little prior warning.

This critical period evidently left its mark in the north as well, with the
most important centres of the seventh and eighth centuries also going dark
(Guenter 2014: 265–267). The last legible date at massive Coba in the eastern
half of the peninsula comes in 780. The last dated stelae at western Edzna
comes in 810, with its later monuments carved in distinctively different
“non-Classic” styles. Oxkintok had an extended period of success, but by
the end of the eighth century construction and monument-making had
switched from the core of the site to its margins, suggesting a newly
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empowered and wealthy nobility (García 1991: 70–75). It will be remem-
bered that this northwestern region had long had a strong emphasis on the
sajal title, and that might be relevant here. Activity across the site came to halt
in about 820 and when it restarted in 849 new monument formats were
introduced, some bearing images of warriors in new styles of dress.

In at least some places the end was violent. In Chapter 9 we heard about the
hasty building of fortifications, testaments to a steeply rising level of threat, as
well as the final assault on Aguateca. But there is also evidence for violence
specifically directed at the elite at the turn of the ninth century. At Cancuen,
whose last date comes in 800, bodies accompanied by greenstone jewellery as
well as other signs of wealth and status were buried in three improvised
locations, a gulley and two artificial pools (Barrientos 2014: 604–619). The
larger of the pools became the grave for at least 38 individuals, including two
children, many of whom had died from trauma to the head.

Researchers have been right to explore the innumerable complexities,
neglected continuities, and regionalised trajectories of the collapse process,
looking beyond a simplistic catastrophism. However, although the whole
phenomenon did indeed take a century or more, there is reason to believe
that it began rather abruptly. This makes the ninth century less an extended
decline than a lengthy coda, the postscript to some grave and unforeseen turn
of events. We might justifiably call this the “early ninth century crisis” and,
although it has been noted elsewhere (e.g. Martin and Grube 2000: 226–227;
Martin 2003b: 35; Houston and Inomata 2009: 300; Guenter 2014: 294), it has
yet to replace the idea of a simple steady decay.8

A NORTHERN RENAISSANCE

It was the people of the northern lowlands, so long in the shadow of their
southern brethren, who produced the last great flowering of Classic Maya
civilisation (Map 1). It is this half-century-long revival that we see in the final
uptick in monument dedications in Figure 68.

The dynasty established at Ek Balam became the eastern region’s leading
light by the end of the eighth century (Ringle et al. 2004), supplanting Coba in
that role.9 The lavish stucco sculptures that adorned the Ek Balam acropolis
combine the flamboyance of the Chenes regional style – typified by monstrous
serpent mouth doorways – with the stucco figural modelling perfected in the
Peten (Vargas de la Peña and Castillo 2006). Dated inscriptions at Ek Balam
continue until 841, although as late as 870 there is a reference to one of its
rulers at a site peripheral to Chichen Itza (Voss and Eberl 1999: 126–127).
Chichen Itza first rose to prominence as an eastern outpost of a mixed Chenes-
Puuc style (see below), though its imprint was then rather modest compared to
what the site became in the tenth century (an era that will not be discussed
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here).10 Inscriptions at Chichen Itza begin in the middle of the ninth century
and this, together with a new programme of construction, suggests that it
had replaced Ek Balam as regional hegemon, though not necessarily by
absorbing it.

But the true heart of the northern resurgence lay to the west among the low
hills of the Puuc region (e.g. Carmean, Dunning, and Kowalski 2004). Among
the most prominent cities here were Sayil, Kabah, Kiuic, and, the jewel in the
crown, Uxmal. Though building on earlier histories, these and other Puuc
centres reached their artistic highpoint and peak population from the middle of
the ninth century to the first decades of the tenth. Inscriptions in the Puuc, like
all those in the north, are few in number, often badly preserved, and seldom
concerned with political history (Grube 1994b, 2003b; Graña-Behrens 2002,
2006, 2018). In consequence, we know almost nothing about how these
closely-spaced centres were organised. However, due to its greater size and
finer construction, Uxmal has long been assumed to have been preeminent
among them.

The celebrated architectural style of the Puuc is characterised by elaborate
upper façades composed of finely-cut stone blocks set as a mosaic veneer, a
method with clear ties to the Chenes and the Río Bec traditions. It is also
noteworthy that the stelae commissioned by Puuc kings adhere to all the major
conventions of Classic Maya ritual performance and representation. One late
Uxmal king’s name even includes the spelling of Ch’olan chan, “sky” rather
than the Yukatekan ka’n we would expect to see in this northern zone
(Wichmann and Davletshin 2006: 105; Law et al. 2014: 363–364) – evidence
that the ajawtaak of the north fully identified with the prestige culture of the
south. Although one can certainly discern influences from Central Mexico and
the Gulf Coast by at least the mid-ninth century (e.g. Kowalski 2007), the
Puuc florescence was grounded in a shared Classic Maya heritage.

TURBULENCE AND TRANSFORMATION IN THE HEARTLANDS

The story of the final century in the south is one of starkly contrasting fortunes.
On the one hand we see the continued withering of once-vibrant cities,
presumably provoking dislocations and migrations of their one-time inhabit-
ants. On the other, we see centres that either weathered the initial crisis or
rebounded quickly from it go on to prosper—growing in population and
returning to programmes of construction and monument-making.

The instability of these times is suggested by the transfer of some surviving
regimes to more defensible locations. The last known inscription at Pomona
comes in 790, but by 830 a king using its pakbuul emblem glyph had erected a
single stela at the elevated redoubt of Panhale some 8 km away. He uses
a traditional Pomona royal name and mentions an event that took place some
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60 years earlier – linking him to the site’s former heyday. To judge from one
damaged sa’al emblem glyph on a stela at the hilltop centre of Xunantunich,
part of the Naranjo line may have shifted 13 km to the southeast by 820.
By 849 the ik’a’ polity of Motul de San José had moved 11 km across Lake
Peten-Itza to occupy the peninsula site of Tayasal as well as its adjacent island
(later the Itza capital Noh Peten and today the town of Flores). The late
occupation of smaller fortified peninsulas was noted in Chapter 9.

But this story is not only about discord and disintegration, there are also
notable innovations in the material culture of the elite. A number of sites show
architectural developments that broke from existing norms with, for example,
the appearance of tiered circular temple platforms and the expansion of
“C-shaped” open-fronted buildings. More widely distributed were changes
in pottery, with a significant eastward and northward spread of fine paste
ceramics, wares whose temperless technique originated on the Gulf Coast
(Rands 1973: 59; Forsyth 2005: 14, figure 4). One of these types, Pabellon,
predominantly found in the Peten, was mould-made and bears “non-Maya”
figural scenes, somewhat in the vein of another mould-made tradition using
fine pastes, Río Blanco ware from the Gulf Coast (Wyllie 2002: 98–104,
121–122, 209–213). This reflects one of several moves away from Classic Maya
iconographic orthodoxy, especially in the latter ninth century. Although some
of these shifts have correspondences with those taking place in the northern
lowlands (e.g. Kowalski 1989), nearly all find their ultimate inspiration in
Central Mexico and along the Gulf Coast.

To give an overview of the varied impact of these changes we can look at a
selection of sites for which we have not only inscriptions but also some
relevant archaeological knowledge. In Case Study 6 we heard about the
inversion of the Calakmul region, with growing impoverishment at this
once-great capital contrasted with the blossoming of former satellites such as
Oxpemul and La Muñeca (Map 2). Tikal’s one late monument from 869 was
not accompanied by any significant construction and, in terms of population
and maintenance, the city was by then a shadow of its former self (Valdés and
Fahsen 2004). Between 859 and 889 the small peripheral centres of Ixlu and
Jimbal erected their first monuments, claiming a connection to the Tikal line
by using its Mutul emblem glyph. Uaxactun was faring little better than Tikal.
An active dynasty is indicated by its small all-textual stelae of 830 and 889, but
its population had slumped and only one major structure can be assigned to
this period, and that was left unfinished (Smith 1950: 47–48).

Conditions were much healthier at Caracol, which shows no sign of the
early crisis and is unique in commissioning three monuments to mark the
period ending of 820. Building work continued at the tallest platform at
the site, Caana, whose upper floor was raised some 4 m and surrounding
buildings re-modelled (Chase and Chase 2004: 345). To judge by their
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traditional names, Caracol had maintained its dynasty, who put up monuments
(of indifferent quality) in 830, 849, 859, and 884 (Houston 1987; Grube 1994c;
Chase and Chase 2015). The material culture of the ruling elite suggests that
they kept themselves aloof from the general populace, but they remained in
contact with the high-born elsewhere and were subject to outside influences.
The best illustration of the shifting cultural sands there are the huge stucco
masks applied to the front of Structure B5-sub, directly facing Caana (Ishihara,
Taube, and Awe 2006: 216, figures 2 and 3). There representations of the
Water Lily Serpent, a native deity of water and fertility, were covered over in
the ninth century by goggled-eyed visages of Tlaloc, the storm and water deity
of Central Mexico. Population levels and prosperity held up relatively well
until a violent destruction of the site core was followed by abandonment
around 900.

Xultun, an especially large and little-explored centre to the northeast of
Tikal, was another to continue a monumental tradition after 810, erecting
stones to celebrate period endings in 830, 859, and 889 (Map 2). These show
none of the foreign-tinged stylistic developments we find elsewhere and
follow a template that had been in place at the city since at least 731. Finds
of fine paste and mould-made ceramics have been minimal to date, with only a
few sherds of the latter (Franco Rossi, pers. comm. 2019).

A robust revitalisation took place at Ucanal (Laporte and Mejía 2002: 43–45,
passim; Halperin et al. 2019). The city saw a rising population and fresh
construction activity, among which was a circular platform set atop an older
square-plan pyramid. Fine paste wares commonly turn up in excavations,
including mould-made types, as well as a number of imported vessels from
the northern lowlands. The presence of some distinctive green obsidian from
Central Mexico also speaks to far-flung contacts. Of the monuments from this
period only Stela 4 from 849 now survives in legible condition (Figure 7), but
its imagery is notable for the Mexican-style warrior who occupies a cloud
above the two lords’ heads – a motif we will turn to presently. Ucanal was only
one of a number of buoyant centres in the greater Mopan River Valley (Laporte
2004). One of these, Calzada Mopan, may be larger than Ucanal and, while it
has produced no inscriptions to date, was presumably a significant player. Similar
growth also took place further up the valley at Ixtonton, which has a stela that
may date to 825. Both these sites had an “abundance” of fine paste ceramics in
their central areas, used veneer mosaic masonry of the kind distinctive of the
north, and built circular structures (Morales 1993; Laporte 2004).

The strongest florescence in the Peten was likely the one that took place at
Nakum, set on the Holmul River midway between Tikal and Naranjo (Źrałka
2008: 27–146; Źrałka and Hermes 2012). All the structures in its impressive
South Acropolis were rebuilt at this time (Figure 70), and a circular platform
added just in front of this complex. Around eighty per cent of the settlement
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surrounding the city was occupied in the ninth century, with many plaza
groups newly built to accommodate an expanding population. Peripheral sites
were also well-occupied and, given the progressive depopulation of the region
it is not unreasonable to suppose, as archaeologists here and elsewhere have
done, that the expanding centres were drawing migrants from nearby failing
ones. Certainly, the lifestyles and material culture of the commoners show little
change, with the innovative additions largely restricted to the high-status
inhabitants of central areas. There the Nakum elite used fine paste and
mould-made ceramics, including the Pabellon variety, with some pots made
from the same moulds as vessels found at Uaxactun. In a potential link to
developments in the Pasión region, one of Nakum’s monuments, Stela 5, has a
distinct resemblance to Ceibal Stela 17 – both showing a lord in full Classic
attire on the right facing a differently dressed character on the left holding a
staff.11 Despite the fine finish of its architecture, a feature shared with other late
sites, Nakum’s final inscriptions show a marked decline in execution and
legibility. This is a sure sign that the literate and learned cadre so central to
the Classic phenomenon was by then in sharp decline or already expired.

Machaquila also defied the wider trend (Map 3). A continuing tradition of
stela dedications is matched by new architectural commissions, which included
the same northern-style façades of veneer masonry we see elsewhere (Ciudad
et al. 2013). Ceramic finds, however, suggest a strong continuity with the local
production of the seventh and eighth centuries; with those imports we do see
coming from the east. Freed of Cancuen’s assertion of political union, a new
Machaquila king had taken the ochk’in kaloomte’ title as his personal name in

70 The South Acropolis at Nakum is the largest known redevelopment project conducted in
the ninth century southern lowlands. To the right, just outside this view, stands the circular
platform Structure 12. (Rendering by Breitner González)
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799. While not unknown in earlier times, this is an interesting choice given the
western influences now emerging. The next king briefly uses kaloomte’ as a title
in 815, but his successor by 825 makes no such claim. Up until now the
Machaquila regime seems to have been quite traditional, but the later stelae
of this ruler, in 835 and 840, acquire more “foreign” characteristics and a
weakening of Classic Maya conventions (Chase 1985: 106–109; Just 2006;
Lacadena 2011; Carter 2014a). Activity in the site core comes to an end just
before the resumption of monuments at Ceibal.

Ceibal has a complex history and evidently played a key role in ninth
century developments. Not long after 800 it experienced the same crisis as
its neighbours and was partially burned, leaving damaged and unfinished
monuments in a manner not entirely unlike those at Aguateca (Bazy and
Inomata 2017: 92–93; Inomata et al. 2017). However, Ceibal did not lose all
its ties to Classic kingship, with mention of a local ruler on Stela 11 in 829

(p.127).12 This is the person in power when Wat’ul K’atel arrives at the site,
and his presence may be the reason the newcomer does not commission any
carvings of his own until 849. Like Altar de Sacrificios, 55 km down the Pasión
River – another centre re-energised after an initial failure – this era was
characterised by a concentration of Pabellon and other fine paste ceramics
(Adams 1971; Sabloff 1975; Tourtellot and González 2004; Bazy and Inomata
2017). Ceibal’s population was never large by the standards of the great Classic
cities, but now reached its peak. Renewed effort was put into monumental
architecture, which included the addition of a large tiered circular platform set
at the end of its own causeway (Smith 1982; Willey 1990: 265–269). The
importance of the site is suggested most clearly by the 17 stelae it produced
from 849 onwards, by far the most impressive inventory of the late period.

These carvings are famed for the number of “foreign” iconographic traits
they carry. Such features first appear on the stelae that make up the assemblage
of Structure A-3 from 849 (pp.260–262). Each shows Wat’ul K’atel in standard
Classic Maya regalia, but his facial features fall into two distinct types. Some are
conventional, with prominent nose and sloping forehead, the latter a result
of the cranial modification conducted in infancy. Others have a distinctly
different physiognomy, showing blunt noses and flat foreheads, as well as
the otherwise absent feature of facial hair (Graham 1973: 211) (Figure 63).
With all scenes fixed to a single day, Wat’ul K’atel essentially pivots his
identity and ethnic associations, “code-switching” from one stone to the
next.13 In the years thereafter the art of Ceibal would depart ever further
from the Classic canon. Indeed, its last stelae, likely erected at the cusp of
the tenth century, abandon the Maya calendar and offer a “Mexicanised”
aesthetic closely aligned to what we see on Pabellon vessels (Figure 71).
These final carvings would hardly seem out of place if found hundreds of
kilometres to the west.
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Based on their work at Ceibal and Altar
de Sacrificios, respectively, Sabloff and
Willey (1967) and Adams (1971:
162–165, 1973) took these features as evi-
dence for an invasion of the southern
lowlands, a notion that can be traced at
least as far back as Thomas Joyce (1914).
They suggested an advance up the Usu-
macinta River, sourced from either the
Maya northern lowlands, Central Mexico,
or the Gulf Coast. Thompson used some
of the same data to build his “Putun”
hypothesis (Thompson 1970: 3–47; also
Graham 1973: 213–215). This posits the
involvement of a Chontal Maya-speaking
group from the Gulf Coast that were
heavily influenced by Central Mexico. It
was argued that these were the entrepre-
neurial traders who reconfigured coastal
commerce in the ninth century, who also
made aggressive moves to secure strategic
locations and resources inland – account-
ing for the presence of Chontal speakers
in the Usumacinta and Pasión River
regions when the Spanish arrived there
in the sixteenth century.14

However, even if the fine paste trad-
ition originated on the Gulf Coast, later
chemical analyses demonstrated that
Pabellon pots were not imports but pro-
duced along the upper Usumacinta or
lower Pasión rivers (Rands, Bishop, and Sabloff 1982; Bishop 1994; Foias and
Bishop 2005) – in other words, close to or at Ceibal and Altar de Sacrificios,
consistent with the mould fragments uncovered at the latter (Adams 1971: 51).
The “foreignness” of their surface designs and their counterparts on monuments
also underwent a reassessment (e.g. Stuart 1993: 336–344; Schele and Mathews
1998: 175–196, 351–352, n.6; Demarest 2004: 114–117; Tourtellot and González
2004: 77–81, passim; Just 2006; Carter 2014a). One response was to question
whether the changes in art, architecture, and ceramics were not some natural
evolution in Maya style or, if accepted as foreign, seen as Maya kings appropri-
ating outside identities as they sought new sources of unity and prestige –

clutching at ideological straws in desperate times.

71 The final decades of monument production at
Ceibal show a Gulf Coast and Central Mexican
aesthetic much removed from the Classic Maya
canon. Ceibal Stela 18 from 889. (Drawing by
Nicholas Carter after James Porter)
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READING THE NINTH CENTURY

The difficulties in pursuing an epigraphic approach in this last century of the
Classic era were explained at the beginning of this chapter, but it proves to be a
far from fruitless exercise. No one text proves to be all-illuminating but, when
read in conjunction with art and architecture, these spare inscriptions have a
cumulative effect, offering some important leads to the political forces at work.

The aforementioned changes to elite culture coincided with the appearance
of rulers whose names were unlike any of those employed for the previous six
centuries of the Classic Period. Formed from strings of syllabograms, they
produce words without ready parallels in the Ch’olti’an language of the script.
In the case of Wat’ul K’atel, it has been suggested that this unfamiliar name was
actually an attempt to render a non-Maya language (Mathews and Willey
1991: 58). Although Wat’ul K’atel bore a local emblem glyph several other
lords with such names did not, instead sporting the elevated kaloomte’ title
alone, usually in its ochk’in, “west” version.15

The aforementioned Papmalil of Ucanal was one such figure, and another
was called Olom (Guenter 1999: 104–109). The latter “witnesses” the end of
the 10.0.0.0.0 bak’tun on Uaxactun Stela 13 in 830 – an unusual phrasing since
kings are normally either the agents of appropriate rites or they observe
subordinants performing them.16 Indeed, the next phrase in that text supplies
the appropriate ceremony, where its celebrant seems to be just such a local
ruler. When a later king bearing the Uaxactun emblem glyph, Jasaw Chan
K’awiil (a traditional moniker he shared with a close-contemporary at Tikal),
performs the calendrical ceremonies on the site’s last monument, Stela 12, in
889 he does so yetaj or “accompanied” by a second character.17 This person is
an ochk’in kaloomte’ whose name is again an unfamiliar collocation of signs. To
these instances we should add the ruler presiding at Nakum in 849, whose
partially effaced name includes a further syllabogram sequence without an
emblem – although this time he is a kaloomte’ of the elk’in, “east” (Martin, in
Źrałka et al. 2018: 22). Almost forty years after the last mention of Papmalil we
hear of a namesake on Ixlu Altar 1 in 859 (long misdated to 879), where he is
identified as a kaloomte’ of the xaman, “north” (Awe and Helmke 2017).18

As early as mid-century some royal identities had begun to change in still
more radical ways. Now we see rulers whose nominal phrases incorporate
numbered signs from the 260-day ritual calendar, a naming practice popular
among the Mayas’ neighbours to the west. Yet the truly extraordinary thing is
that this is not the native tzolk’in system but one of those western cousins, its
signs instantly recognisable from their squared outlines (Proskouriakoff 1950:
153). Sometimes their coefficients appear beneath them, a uniquely western
feature. Similar signs appear on the gold disks dredged from the cenote at
Chichen Itza, but their origin clearly lies along the Gulf Coast. There, for
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example, they identify characters portrayed on Río Blanco vessels and similar
wares found as far north as the great city of El Tajin (Wyllie 2002: 201–232,
passim, tables 9.1 and 9.25; Pascual and Velásquez 2012: figures 5–9).19 A few
stylistic traits originating in this part of the world turn up in Maya art of the
Late Classic Period, and there seems to have been interregional contact in both
directions.

The first dated examples of square day-names in the Maya area are found on
Ucanal Stela 4 from 849, where they appear within two otherwise conven-
tional Maya royal nominal sequences (Thompson 1970: 42) (Figure 7). The
same kind of mixed name is carried by the lord of the aforementioned minor
Tikal satellite of Jimbal, the last to lay claim to the Mutul title, who erected
stelae in 879 and 889 (Figure 72). He is identified as a son of Olom on both
Stela 1 (Guenter 1999: 155) and Stela 2, if there only by means of his ochk’in
kaloomte’ title. Square day-names appear at Ceibal too, in the conjoined name

72 Jimbal Stela 1 shows the last Mutul-titled ruler at the 10.2.10.0.0 period ending ceremony of
879. Note the square day-names halfway down the adjacent text. (Photograph by Christopher
Jones, University of Pennsylvania Museum)
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of yet another ochk’in kaloomte’ on Stela 13, and they also serve to identify non-
Maya storm gods or their impersonators on Stela 3.20 One of the last two Maya
day signs at the site, on Stela 18 from 889, is rendered within a squared
cartouche in a conscious, almost playful, mixing of the two systems (Figure 71).

One more dualistic name is seen on the unprovenanced cylinder vessel
K6437, which depicts a courtly scene in a pared-down late style (see Kerr 2000:
967). Its rim text describes a traditional Maya god impersonation rite in which
the subject is named first with two square day-names, then the Maya sign
sequence pe?-to-lo, followed by ochk’in kaloomte’ (Figure 73a).21 Intriguingly,
this same “Petol” name is incised in a caption identifying the captive portrayed

(a)

(b)

(d)

(c)
73 Anomalous names of the ninth century: (a) Combination of square day-names with the
syllabographic string pe?-to-lo and ochk’in kaloomte’ in the rim text of K6437; (b) Caption to the
captive on Tikal Stela 11 with the pe?-to-lo name; (c) a Pabellon vessel with lords identified by
square day-names from Uaxactun Burial A41; (d) Text on Jimbal Stela 1 that identifies a ti’huun
noble with a square day-name.
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on Tikal Stela 11 from 869 (Figure 73b). Given the close timing and unique-
ness of this name, we have good reason to suspect that this is the same person.

Painted polychrome vases such as K6437 were fast disappearing by this point
and this example must be counted among the last in their 300-year line. In
their place come the mould-made vessels, many finished by hand, which
depict a limited number of lordly and mythological scenes. While this shift is
represented by Pabellon in the western and central regions, it overlaps with
other types made using the same technique but from non-fine paste clays,
including one now dubbed Ahk’utu’ (Helmke and Reents-Budet 2008).
Especially common in the east, modern-day Belize, the scenes these vessels
carry are much more closely related to Classic Maya traditions than those on
Pabellon pots, and may well predate them. More than one replicated Ahk’utu’
vase identifies Olom as its owner and commissioner, thus aligning the new
style to the emergence of kings with anomalous names and dating it to about
mid-century.22

Aside from their square day-signs, Pabellon ceramics generally carry pseudo-
glyphic designs that imitate, often only very vaguely, the look and arrange-
ment of Maya hieroglyphs (Wyllie 2002: 286–302; Werness 2003).23 However,
an atypical but important Pabellon vessel excavated at Uaxactun includes a
literate Maya inscription around its rim while labelling the four lordly figures
in its scene exclusively with square day-names (Figure 73c). The use of a square
day-name as a sole identifier turns up again in the tiny “addendum” on Jimbal
Stela 1, where it names a ti’huun noble who accompanies the king in his period
ending ritual (Carter 2014a: 190) (p.92–93) (Figure 73d). A link between the
syllabically spelled names and square day-signs comes when we return to the
parentage of that Jimbal monarch, since the name of his mother on both stelae
clearly includes a squared sign (Carter 2014b: 173). While Olom does not carry
such a boxed glyph there, a damaged example does appear in his extended
name phrase on an unprovenanced Ahk’utu’ vessel.24 This suggests that the
two kinds of anomalous identifiers could be part of a single phenomenon and
have a common source.

The critical points to note here are that the lords with anomalous names
exercise a near-monopoly on the high kaloomte’ epithet, as well as appearing in
contexts that either suggest or state their superiority over those bearing more
conventional names.25 We have previously heard how Wat’ul K’atel staged a
royal congress at Ceibal in 849 attended by the kings of Tikal, Calakmul, and
Motul de San José, attesting to a dramatic upending of the old political order
(p.260–262). We have also heard how his regime was set up via the agency of
Ucanal in 829, the centre from which Papmalil hosted and presided over acts
performed by the kings of Caracol and Naranjo from 817 to 820 (pp.259–260).
Olom and a second later ochk’in kaloomte’ mentioned at Uaxactun similarly
outranked local rulers in 830 and 889, while at Ixlu the second Papmalil is
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mentioned as he oversees the period ending ceremonies conducted by another
Mutul-titled king in 859.26 Additionally, the scene on Ixlu Stela 1, also from
859, rewards a closer look. It shows the expected portrait of the king, but also a
character behind him who is bearded, wears a contrasting headdress, and sits
before an apparent throne (Chase 1985: 111; see Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:
figure 80). Could this be a depiction of the presiding xaman kaloomte’ men-
tioned on Altar 1?

An early suggestion that new political forces were in play comes in the far
west at Tonina (Guenter 2014: 216). There Ruler 8, who was ruling by the
780s, does not employ the kaloomte’ title boasted by his predecessors. Instead,
on Monument 95 from 806, his final commission, he ascribes it to someone
with an otherwise unknown emblem glyph based on the term waakchin. The
term connecting the two lords is the familiar yichonal, “before, oversee”, which
denotes a hierarchical relationship in all comparable contexts. Thus, in this last
record before the local hiatus lasting until 837, Tonina expresses its
subordination to an unknown power.

THE CHALLENGE OF INTERPRETATION

The ninth century evidence is undeniably challenging, verging at times on the
confounding. With both traditional and innovative elements prominently on
display, mixed in a temporal and geographic patchwork lacking any easily
discerned pattern, it is little wonder that scholars have come to very different
conclusions about its meaning. Still, we know that hidden somewhere within
this disparate scatter of data there must lie a narrative that connects them – the
task, as ever, is to find it.

The preceding two sections have shown how the changes in elite culture
were not distributed evenly among the enduring centres of the southern
lowlands. There is a correspondence between the most successful sites and
those equipped with circular structures, which are also places where we find
some of the densest concentrations of fine paste and mould-made ceramics.
Moreover, in all cases where we have the appropriate textual record, these
same places were home to rulers who bear anomalous names and kaloomte’
titles. At precisely the same time, we see kings with traditional names who
were rarely distinguished by kaloomte’ epithets. These characters ruled centres
without circular structures that show only scatterings of fine paste wares.

For the purposes of this discussion I will distinguish these two groups as the
“new elite” and “old elite”, respectively. Separated in this way, the ninth
century landscape loses some of its more perplexing aspects. In the wake of the
early ninth century crisis a once-uniform political culture had become a
variegated one in which different regimes expressed different kinds of identity.
If the Classic Maya were self-selecting these contrasting new and old
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ideological strategies, then those opting for radical change flourished, while
many of those who did not followed a downward path to impoverishment,
depopulation, and an early extinction.

There are a number of issues to address at this point, the most obvious being
the aberrant names and art-styles, and with them the ever-elusive question of
identity. Any judgement here presupposes that it is possible to ascribe cultural,
ethnic, or geographic associations to people living over a millennium in the
past – in the knowledge that identities are not necessarily fixed, are often
multiple rather than singular, and can be ascribed by others as well as being
self-determined. It will be noted that our problem in the ninth century is not
entirely unlike that in the fourth to eighth centuries, where we have a similar
mix of identity-based issues regarding the “strangers” linked to Teotihuacan.
There we seek to distinguish actual outsiders from those who simply assume
outside identities, and grapple with the historical processes that gave rise to
both kinds of representation.

Approaches to the ninth century problem divide along the lines of our
sources, with distinct, if connected, iconographic, epigraphic, and archaeo-
logical avenues. The first of these involves aesthetic and stylistic assessments,
but strictly in the sense that these can be objective properties fixing particular
forms and motifs within coherent symbol systems grounded in place and time.
The archetypes and cultural matrix for many of the late non-standard features
we see undoubtedly lie in the west, in Central Mexico but especially along the
Gulf Coast.

On the face of it, there is an inconsistency in the monumental programmes
of the new elite, where a striving to observe and preserve conservative ritual
practice is complicated, if not undermined, by their jarringly atypical personal
identities and stylistic shifts. We can only conclude that such dissonance is vital
to their message, or instead that it could simply not be avoided. In keeping
with the current consensus, we might ask if the drastically deteriorating
conditions of the ninth century encouraged some Maya rulers to acquire
additional, non-Maya, identities to signal their links to foreign groups who
supported their positions, whether in practical or symbolic terms. But it is one
thing for Maya lords to acquire extra identities, quite another for them to fully
exchange their own markers of selfhood for alien ones – which would have to
be the case on the Uaxactun vessel and the noble on the Jimbal stela. Free of
preconceptions, we would hardly hesitate to conclude that these were
outsiders.

But more tangible evidence for outsider status comes from the nomenclat-
ure itself. Although the Papmalil name is strange to the script, it finds analogues
in western Mayan languages, especially Chontal, which employs the prefixes
pa-, pap-, and papa- as male classifiers in surnames (Feldman 1983: 46, 48; John
Justeson and Terrance Kaufman, pers. comm. 2019; also Thompson 1970: 47).
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The Chontal Paxbolon-Maldonado Papers contain examples of such forms,
including leading lords named Paptucun and Papcan (Scholes and Roys 1968:
386, 395).27 A similar review of Chontal surnames in the early Colonial Period
shows that an -ol suffix appears among them (Feldman 1983: tables 2 and 3),
which could well be relevant to the similarly unfamiliar Petol moniker.
Following this vein further, it is especially interesting that among those
Chontal speakers living along the Usumacinta and Pasión rivers in the 1500s
and 1600s, some thirty-five per cent used calendrical names derived from
Nahua, the language that stretched from Northern and Central Mexico to
several other parts of Mesoamerica (Feldman 1983: 46; Justeson et al. 1985: 54).
The antiquity of this practice is unknown – we have no data whatsoever
between the tenth and fifteenth centuries – but it is not implausible that the
acquisition is an old one that took place on the Gulf Coast where the two
language groups meet. The seductive prospect is that Chontal nominal prac-
tices could explain the appearance of both the syllabographic and square day-
names.

This linguistic evidence, if as strong as it appears, would be decisive in
linking characters already suspected of outside ties to a specific cultural group
and region. While still open to critique and revision, it is no longer so easy to
dismiss Thompson’s proposal of a Chontal-Putun intrusion into the southern
lowlands out of hand. Precisely how the new elite achieved their dominant
status, taking direct control at some centres and exercising influence over
others, is not apparent in the data. However, it is clearly significant that their
first appearances follow so closely on the heels of the early ninth century crisis,
suggesting either that they quickly exploited the opportunity it presented, or
were themselves its instigators.

If these were newcomers they were no means antagonistic toward the
heritage of Classic Maya kingship, indeed quite the reverse, they actively
embraced and expounded it. This would be so much less of a challenge if, as
Thompson (1970: 43) believed, they were Maya who already had some direct
knowledge of the Classic ideal. Mythical scenes on mould-made ceramics
include a much-curtailed Maya pantheon that largely focusses on God L and
K’awiil – a pairing associated with the regeneration of crops as well as travel and
trade (Martin 2006b: 169–176); characters who were doubtless already well-
known on the Gulf Coast. The stelae of the new elite put particular emphasis on
the traditional Paddler Gods, figures shown within swirling clouds in the sky – a
motif that first appears at Tikal in 771 (Figure 72). However, they are now either
joined or replaced by other characters in the same cloud settings, warriors in
foreign attire who brandish spearthrowers and darts (Figure 7).

The most important single celebration of native religion was that performed
by Wat’ul K’atel at Ceibal in 849. With the central monument of his pro-
gramme focussing on the founding of the current era in 3114 BCE, a core
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Classic Maya concept, we see a grand cosmological statement as well as a
political one (Stuart 2016). That Wat’ul K’atel went to such lengths at a time of
upheaval and disintegration is significant, and we might even ask if it represents
an active effort at Classic revitalisation – a renewal and re-centring of the Maya
world at his city and in his person.

On three of his five monuments around Structure A-3 Wat’ul K’atel
portrays himself as an unalloyed Maya king, and this has long ranked high in
the list of reasons to doubt a foreign origin for him. Stanley Guenter’s
unpublished study of 1999 (104–109, 134–135) notes the anomalous name of
Wat’ul K’atel, as well as the unusual status of Papmalil and Olom, expanding
upon these features to argue in favour of the Putun invasion scenario.
Regarding the conventional Maya portraits of this time, he draws a compari-
son to the Greek conquerors of Egypt, who sought acceptance from their new
subjects by depicting themselves as native Pharaohs performing age-old reli-
gious rites (Guenter 1999: 153). One might add here that these new overlords –
Romans, Persians, and Assyrians too – carried full Pharaonic titles, and it was
primarily the phonetic spellings of their personal names that betrayed them as
foreigners. The remaining two portraits of Wat’ul K’atel are, as we have heard,
utterly different and, despite their traditional costuming, make no effort to
conform to the Classic ideal. It is as if the “mask” has been slipped aside in an
open acknowledgment that this was all a performance, an admission that he
was indeed a stranger in the land.

One of the most distinctive archaeological features of the new elite is their
association with circular structures. Such buildings are found throughout
Mesoamerica, where their meaning varies depending on their epoch and
region (Pollock 1936; Szymański 2010). Their sudden appearance in the Maya
lowlands, having been absent for centuries, signals the introduction of some
new spiritual practice or specific deity. Indeed, scholars have previously linked
round platforms at Ceibal and elsewhere to a “cult” of the feathered serpent
Quetzalcoatl/Kukulkan and a religious movement that swept across Mesoa-
merica at this time (Ringle, Gallareta, and Bey 1998: 219; see also Pascual and
Velásquez 2012). The specific connection drawn here is to the circular temples
dedicated to the wind deity Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl distributed throughout
much of Postclassic Central Mexico (Pollock 1936: 162; Taube 2001:
112–114; Szymański 2010: 56–61). Ringle, Gallareta, and Bey (1998: 213–214)
attribute the spread of this cult to a variety of mechanisms, including militar-
ism, migration, proselytisation, and contact through long-distance commerce.

This is also linked to the diffusion of so-called “international style” (in its
Late Postclassic form known as Mixteca-Puebla), which increasingly hom-
ogenised regional traditions within an overriding Central Mexican aesthetic.
Indeed, we might ask if the rise of new religious ideas and the international
style more reflect the political and cultural dominance of western societies than
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it does a transformation sought out by the Maya. Here we are reminded of the
Gulf Coast imagery on Pabellon pots, whose manufacture in the heart of the
Maya lowlands would seem not to weaken, but rather strengthen, the case that
they were the product of culturally distinct people, reproducing motifs familiar
from their distant homelands.

Despite the sweeping effects of the early ninth century crisis along the
Usumacinta and Pasión rivers, the first significant cultural developments to
reach the interior of the peninsula evidently came not from the west but from
the east. It has been noted that a sizeable number of circular structures from this
period crop up along the Hondo, Belize, and Sibun Rivers – waterways that
offer access to the Peten from the Caribbean – part of a suite of northern
features that suggest major shifts in commerce, inward migration, or military
opportunism and with these same Chontal associations (Harrison-Buck and
McAnany 2013; Harrison-Buck 2016; also Chase and Chase 1982; Chase 1985:
105, passim). The upper tributaries of the Hondo and Belize courses ultimately
take you to Nakum, Ucanal, Calzada Mopan, and Ixtonton, clearly implying
that these locations were also oriented toward the commercial, cultural, and
political routes leading to the east and north.

In Postclassic times the Chontal Maya were circumpeninsula travellers who
established trading communities on the island of Cozumel and as far down the
eastern coast as the mouth of the Motagua River and the Gulf of Honduras
(Thompson 1970: 7–8). This makes the early appearance of new elites with
Chontal-style names at eastern Peten sites less strange than it might otherwise
appear. The epigraphic link between Ceibal and Ucanal in 829 would have
strategic significance, since it traverses the land bridge between waterways
flowing toward the Gulf Coast on the one hand and the Caribbean on the
other. The leading role played by Ucanal again suggests that the eastern
approach was of greater importance, at least initially.

Even if marked by power differentials, the new and old-style regimes in the
Peten coexisted for much of the final century. Some “legacy” Classic Maya
kingdoms were subjects or collaborators in the new hybrid landscape, while
others might have survived as a recalcitrant rump ever-seeking to restore the
old order.

We might step back at this point to the caption on Tikal Stela 11

(Figure 73b). Tikal’s continuous monumental tradition had concluded in
810 with Stela 24 and Altar 7, stones that were found smashed and missing
most of their images and once-long inscriptions (Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:
52, figures 38–41).28 When we next hear of a king bearing the Mutul title he is
the compliant guest at the great Ceibal gathering of 849. Stela 11marks the end
of the six-decade monument hiatus at Tikal and was commissioned to cele-
brate the rule of Jasaw Chan K’awiil II in 869 (Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:
29–31, figure 16). It bears cloud-borne Paddler Gods, but not the weapon-
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bearing versions and, while it has a late border design, it shows not a glimmer
of foreign influence. The dedicatory cache set beneath it shows a direct
continuity in Tikal traditions. Did the isolated production of this stela pivot
on the capture of Petol and reflect a successful act of resistance in which one of
the old elite briefly triumphed over one of the new?

In light of the evidence examined in this and the previous section, we might
wonder anew if these changes are the manifestations of powerful bodies of
intruders. Thompson (1970: 5, 47) envisaged a “Macedonian aggrandisement”,
in which a militaristic group swept aside a culture by then past its prime.
Other advocates of foreign intrusion have speculated that outsiders first arrived
as mercenaries to fight in an increasingly nihilistic struggle between the Classic
kingdoms. To entertain the possibility of meaningful foreign presence, rather
than simply foreign influence, in the ninth century southern Maya lowlands is
a controversial position today. But new data, unavailable to its original advo-
cates, argues that the case should be re-opened. Ideally, isotopic and genetic
analyses will allow us to test for foreign presence – although it is well to keep
to mind that we may be in search of proportionately small numbers of people,
who could have assimilated with the local population rather quickly, and
might not have shared the same inhumation practices.

To conclude and summarise, I hope to have shown that ninth century
inscriptions can make a meaningful contribution to the study of the collapse.
The data they provide combines with others to show that a thriving socio-
political order experienced a rapid-onset emergency close to the turn of the
century, reflected in a wave of early abandonments and the start of a
demographic freefall. Within a short space of time what remained of the
Classic Maya political landscape was reconfigured and new centres came to
the fore. In the south these regimes expressed previously unseen features
which, while they incorporated many local ideas and practices, drew on others
with origins on the Gulf Coast. Whether these specific developments are
linked to climatological events or are independent of them has still to be
determined. We may well be looking at complex interactions in which
climate trends precipitated social problems or exacerbated existing ones, creat-
ing opportunities for some and narrowing options for others on a region-by-
region basis. Whatever forces were acting on the system, and the sequence in
which they occurred, they were ones no strategy or ideology could resist and
one-by-one the ninth century survivors also disappeared.

By the first part of the tenth century all the defining characteristics of Classic
Maya civilisation, in both the southern and northern lowlands, had finally
perished. Few settlements of any size had more than a vestigial population, and
those that did reflect new modes of authority, changes in material culture,
religious expression, and trade patterns, marking a full transition to the Post-
classic Period.
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PART III

A POLITICAL ANTHROPOLOGY FOR THE
CLASSIC MAYA





TWELVE

CLASSIC MAYA NETWORKS

Having assembled a sizeable dataset in Part II, we now move forward in
Part III to its analysis, synthesis, and conceptualisation. Multi-faceted

problems invite cross-disciplinary approaches, and Part III engages in meth-
odological and theoretical pluralism as it seeks ways to bring anthropology and
history into a closer communion. At various junctures in this volume I have
emphasised the importance of looking at the Classic Maya less as a series of
separate polities than as a unified political culture. We have reached the point
where that assertion needs to be more fully explored and its implications
fleshed out.

Accordingly, this chapter looks at what a macroscale, holistic approach can
add to our investigation, as seen through three very different applications of
the term “network”. We begin by considering the practical means of commu-
nication necessarily implied by strong cultural commonalities. Next, we turn
to what can be learned from a statistical and distributional analysis of political
connections in the epigraphic record. A third section looks at network issues
from the viewpoint of complexity theory, an approach expressly focussed on
the relationship between unit and system. Networks share certain common
properties and exploring the ways in which these are manifested in the Maya
case shows us how historical specifics reflect phenomena operating at much
greater scales.
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WAYS AND MEANS

The remarkable uniformity of Classic Maya society across more than 250,000
km2 of the lowlands is one of its most distinctive features. Today we recognise
an impressive list of shared traits, at the level of the general populace as well as
that of the elite, demonstrating a clear consistency of material and intellectual
culture. The continuity of artistic style alone tells of a unifying aesthetic, with
minimal variation from one end of the Maya world to the other. So much
was noted over a century ago by Morley (1915: 15): “The architecture,
sculpture, and hieroglyphic writing of all the southern centers is practically
identical, even to the borrowing of unessential details, a condition which
indicates a homogeneity only to be accounted for by long-continued and
frequent intercourse”. Now that we have appropriately dated material for
northern Classic centres such as Coba, Oxkintok, Xcalumkin, Edzna, Ek
Balam, and others, we can extend that observation to the whole Maya
lowlands. To be sure, there are local variations, stylistic quirks, and selective
thematic interests, but the unity of principles and repetition of “unessential
details” – which could almost have sprung from the hand of a single master
artist – endorse Morley’s view, which he discerned from just a fraction of the
material available to us today.

The question is what enabled and mediated this phenomenon? What were
the modes and pathways of transmission? No assessment of an interactive
whole can be complete without an understanding of the links that forged it,
the means by which its defining knowledge and practices were circulated and
propagated. Absent a central political authority, the mechanisms for dissemin-
ating ideas must occur outside a directed system and arise instead from endur-
ing patterns of collaborative and emulative behaviour.

Without beasts of burden or wheeled vehicles the logistics of transport and
communications in Mesoamerica differed substantially from those in the Old
World. With relatively few navigable waterways and limited circumpeninsula
sea travel – at least during the Classic era – the movement of people largely
relied on walking and the movement of goods on what could be carried. The
tumpline was the ubiquitous technology of the latter, allowing burdens to be
taken on the forehead and neck as well as on the shoulders and back
(Figure 74). While astonishing weights can be borne by those with a lifetime’s
training in such labour, there can be no comparison to the load-bearing
capacities of horses or oxen. There are considerable social and economic
ramifications here. The production of all kinds of high quantity but low value
goods, utilitarian pottery for example, are much more likely to be locally
produced than widely exchanged. Moreover, if geography is understood not
in terms of absolute distance but in the time taken to travel from one point
to another, then the ambition of journeys, the expense of moving goods,
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and the size of political units must
all be scaled-up before meaningful
like-for-like comparisons with Old
World societies can be made.

It is hard to look beyond the
tangled scrub and forest of today to
a time when roads would have criss-
crossed the entire region. Save for
the linear causeways that radiate out
from major settlements to cross bajos
or seasonal swamps, most of them
Preclassic in date, together with the
thoroughly exceptional 98 km-long
elevated road between Coba and
Yaxuna, few signs of such a network
now survives.1 Many routes would
have been simple tracks, but more
substantial surfaces of cleared bed-
rock or tamped sascab (crushed lime-
stone) – the kinds of pathways that
guide tourists through many a Maya
ruin today – would be relatively easy
both to construct and maintain, and
would be effective in all but the
heaviest of rains. It was these low-
tech highways, not the extravagant
causeways, which are captured in the
multiple varieties of bih/be, “road”
described in the early lexicons (e.g. Bolles and Folan 2001; also Keller 2009).2

Their routes would have remained well trodden for centuries, but once
abandoned would have decayed rapidly, reclaimed by a voracious forest within
a few short years. In this regard, it should be noted that in the late seventeenth
century the Spanish drove a road through the heart of the Peten, linking
Campeche with Guatemala (Jones 1998: 111, passim). The ruins of a few way
stations can be used to roughly trace its route, but nothing of the road itself
now remains. Following in the footsteps of pioneering work elsewhere in the
NewWorld tropics (Sheets and Sever 1991), the kind of advanced topographic
analyses and remote sensing now coming to the fore in Maya archaeology will
doubtless allow us to chart the ancient routes and junctions at some point,
laying bare the arterial system of a civilisation.3

But roads themselves are never more than conduits, it is the human traffic
they carry where the connective essence must reside. Road systems of a

74 Bearer using a tumpline depicted in the Chiik Nahb
murals of Calakmul. (SM/Proyecto Arqueológico
Calakmul)
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practical kind connect one settlement to another like links in a chain. Since
long-distance journeys would take days, weeks, or even months to complete,
travellers would necessarily have passed through many settlements, bringing
them into contact with the locals as they traded for provisions and camped-out
overnight. The larger sites may even have had formal facilities, the equivalent
of inns and hostelries; though if so they were probably situated in the periph-
eries of sites to keep strangers at arm’s length. Important intersections would
experience heavier-than-usual traffic, with a flow of arrivals and departures
that pulsed to the rhythm of ceremonies, festivals, and market days fixed by the
calendar. Social and political implications abound here, since long-distance
travel would necessarily have crossed numerous frontiers and domains.
Though never entirely free of danger, a reasonably free flow would require
some guarantee of safety through major parts of the network, in which the
more powerful political entities surely played some role.

We have a good idea of the cast of characters that stretched along the Classic
Maya roadways. There would be tribute-bearers loaded with cloth, cacao,
and still more precious items, passing jobbing porters burdened with sundry
commodities, including pine torchwood and salt brought from afar. They
would be joined by merchants specialising in high-value exotica and crafted
wares, couriers carrying news, messages, and diplomatic gifts, parties on their
way to nuptial ceremonies, pilgrims en route to sacred sites, and little doubt
itinerant healers, bards, and troupes of actors and musicians into the bargain.
From time to time roads would clear of ordinary travellers to let pass bands of
adrenaline-fuelled warriors trying to outpace news of their advance. At less
frenzied moments, the same thoroughfares saw the stately progress of
noble emissaries, princes, and kings, borne on elaborate litters with a suitable
entourage of bodyguards, retainers, and accompanying baggage-trains.

All this traffic would produce a mixing of people and ideas, but the key
travellers for our concerns would be the bearers of learning: the itz’aat, ajtz’ihb,
taaj, and ajk’in, the scholars, scribes, artists, astrologers, and priestly keepers of
the calendar. It was primarily through them, and the books they carried, that
cultural knowledge and intellectual developments would have been dissemin-
ated, crossing not only political but linguistic boundaries, to reach the furthest
corners of the Maya realm.

What we still need to understand are the mechanisms of this knowledge
transfer. We know that some sculptors in the service of kings were “lent” to
provincial centres to produce monuments for dependent elites (e.g. Houston
1993: 135, 2016: 403), and conversely that subject domains could contribute
artisans to the core (Martin, Houston, and Zender 2015; Houston 2017). We
can imagine a similar system of royal patronage in which the learned literati
were attached to royal courts and communicated with others in a manner akin
to that of diplomatic exchange. But such a tightly controlled set of contacts,
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necessarily subordinated to political considerations, seems inadequate for the
region-wide networking that produced such affinity, which demands inter-
actions of an altogether more expansive and fluid kind.

In Medieval Europe, the Roman Church supplied a highly organised
cultural as well as religious exchange system that bonded the disparate and
often warring kingdoms of the age into a single international order. But flows
of knowledge need not be so institutionalised. In Classical Greece and Renais-
sance Italy the requisite sharing arose from the mobility of a class of intelli-
gentsia and haute artisans, a loosely defined group whose personal identities
transcended their origins and any fixed political affiliation (e.g. Raaflaub 2004:
206; Malkin 2011: 28–30; Pongratz-Leisten 2011: 3–11). Here the elite acted
not so much as owners but as consumers of advanced knowledge, and wealthy
patrons competed to host the most skilled practitioners.

We see something of this kind when Quirigua broke the bonds of its
subjection to Copan, immediately thereafter commencing a programme of
monumental art-making, within a few years producing the tallest group of
stelae in the Maya world. These were carved in a distinctive style that
made copious use of anthropomorphised “full-figure” hieroglyphs – the most
complex form of the script – produced with a skill and inventiveness that
surpassed even that of their original mentors at Copan. Was this unnamed
virtuoso of Maya art and writing already residing in this provincial backwater
awaiting such an opportunity, or is it not more likely that he was drawn there
by the newly independent and wealthy Quirigua king intent on proclaiming
his power in the most impressive manner possible?

MAPPING THE SYSTEM

If we know some of the means by which a cultural totality could be forged and
sustained, what can we say about the overall form of that entity? Can we
quantify connectivity, information flows, and power dynamics at a system-
wide scale? Some of the comings and goings described above found their
way into the epigraphic record – high-status visits and rampaging armies in
particular – but the remainder, trade ties, pilgrimages, intellectual and artistic
exchanges, and the like, leave no more than shadows in the inscriptions and are
part of our dark matter problem. What we have is a significant body of
patrimonial rhetoric, which at least allows us to paint a portrait of power.
Moreover, some of these connections might serve as proxies for absent data,
for example where hierarchical ties imply tribute-flows and asymmetrical gift
exchanges.

To gain some sense of the greater system we can take the contacts between
the most active and connected centres and represent them in diagrammatic
form (Figure 75). The advantage of graphic displays such as this is the ease with
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75 Diagram showing recorded political interactions during the Classic Period.



which one can appreciate distributions, gaining an immediate impression of
the range, intensity, and diversity of contacts. I have visualised inter-polity
relations in this way before, each time with the aim of sidestepping geographic
and territorial concerns in order to focus on network structure. The present
version has antecedents in the two editions of Chronicle of the Maya Kings and
Queens (Martin and Grube 2000: 21, 2008: 21), but has been updated to reflect
new finds and to expand the number of featured participants. It now comprises
40 polities connected by 282 links. The latter are divided into five categories:
hierarchical relationships, diplomatic and other cordial contacts, familial ties,
conflicts, and finally those that are poorly understood, only partly legible, or
for some other reason difficult to assign elsewhere.4

It is necessary to be clear about what kind of a “map” this is, and what it is
not. The diagram shares the limitations of its predecessors. It is a sample of
recorded interactions and, therefore, influenced by agendas of patrimonial
rhetoric and the physical survival of inscriptions. By only including the most
textually loquacious players, its geographic range is necessarily confined to a
band that runs through the western, central, and eastern parts of the southern
lowlands and its adjacent highlands. Its temporal conflation means that it
cannot convey historical dynamics and, for the sake of simplicity, it does not
indicate the directionality of its ties. Finally, it gives no hint to its heavy
weighting toward the Late Classic, the era when texts were most numerous
and political themes most commonly discussed. For these and other reasons,
the diagram cannot stand alone as a realisation of the data, but must be
complemented by other forms of analysis and display.

Even with these caveats and disclaimers, the sample is of sufficient size and
time-depth to expose significant patterns. What most strikes the eye are the
highly-connected nodes of the Kaanul dynasty, based first at Dzibanche and
then at Calakmul. Their joint count of links is substantial, but certainly
understates the original total due to the small number of texts thus far
uncovered at Dzibanche and the extreme erosion of surface monuments at
Calakmul. To illustrate this point, Figure 76 shows the total number of links by
polity, but distinguishes home references to other polities (in grey) from the
mentions of that polity made elsewhere (in black). This reveals that over
ninety-six per cent of the connections featuring the Snake kingdom appear
in the inscriptions of other centres. Foreign references might be seen as a less
self-interested index of the impact that one polity had on the affairs of others,
offering a better guide to the “fame” of a given kingdom.5 By this measure, the
position of the Dzibanche-Calakmul axis is especially elevated, its outside
mentions constitute over 240 per cent of that its nearest rival, Tikal.

If we investigate the thematic categories in total a similar story emerges.
Amply reflecting their political pre-eminence, Dzibanche-Calakmul features
in thirty-five per cent of all recorded hierarchical ties, while in diplomatic
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contacts – many of which are linked to hierarchy – the proportion is a still
more impressive fifty-seven per cent. Familial ties come in at twenty per cent
of the total, while conflict turns out to be a more modest thirteen per cent
(other and unknown connections also amount to thirteen per cent). These
proportions are influenced by the home–foreign imbalance, since hierarchical
and diplomatic contacts typically come from outside sources, while warfare is a
topic concentrated in home accounts (to illustrate the point, only one locally-
referenced inter-polity conflict of the Snake kingdom makes it into the
sample).

Despite these biases, we have some quantification of the Snake dynasty’s
political influence and it indicates how completely it exceeded that of its rivals.
By contrast, one would hardly imagine that Tikal was a great power at all from
its share of direct hierarchical ties, which come in at a paltry seven per cent,
while its recorded cordial encounters amount to just ten per cent. Family
connections reflect greater influence at twenty-four per cent, while episodes of
conflict come in at twenty-one per cent (others and unknowns amount to a
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76 Political interactions arranged by polity. The foreign references to each polity are shown in
black, while home references to other polities are shown in grey.
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sizeable twenty-six per cent). Whatever the actual strength of Tikal, it is plain
that its rhetorical stamp on the region was much weaker than that of its main
competitor, even when mitigating factors such as its limited production of
monuments are taken into account.

Figure 77 shows the distribution of contacts through time as a histogram,
arranged by K’atun, the unit of twenty Maya years. The Late Classic bias of the
sample is very obvious here, with no more than nineteen per cent of the links
dating to before 600. Broadly speaking, we can discern a 100-year highpoint in
the recording of interactions lasting from the mid-seventh to the mid-eighth
century. While the five different types of contact – not displayed here – vary
throughout the full sample, the major contribution to this increase is the rise in
diplomatic links – which are, as previously noted, a corollary of hierarchical
relations in most cases.

It is when we separate out the interactions of Dzibanche-Calakmul (high-
lighted here in black) that we can appreciate not only the scale of their
politicking but also its temporal profile. The Kaanul kingdom first emerges
as a force towards the end of the Early Classic Period, with its share of recorded
interactions reaching a dominant sixty-six per cent between 554 and 593. After
a brief dip to thirty-three per cent in 593–613, it maintains a fifty-five per cent
or sixty per cent share in all K’atun periods up to 692 – with neither its civil
war nor shift in capital dulling its political fortunes. However, after its
defeat in 695 its influence begins to ebb, such that its share in 692–711 falls
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77 Histogram showing the distribution of recorded political interactions through time, with
those of the Kaanul kingdom highlighted in black. This is overlaid by a plot representing the
number of southern lowland sites dedicating monuments.
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to twenty-seven per cent, slipping a little more to twenty-six per cent in
711–731. After the reverse of c.734we see a sharper drop to just fourteen per cent
by 731–751. In the next K’atun, lasting from 751 to 771, its presence on the
“international” scene disappears entirely, coinciding with a dynastic crisis
at Calakmul that saw the Snake kings lose power, at least for a time (Case Study
6). Although a crude measure, these results are nevertheless testimony to the rise,
flowering, and fall of the Snake hegemony, all completed well before the end of
the Late Classic Period.

Its decline briefly affects the overall levels of connectivity, but interactions
between other polities are still rising, reaching a new peak between 711 and
731, the K’atun ending of 9.15.0.0.0. If we compare the histogram of
connections in Figure 77 to that of the output of monuments in Figure 68

we can see how far the two are out of step. This demonstrates that the rise in
connectivity is not merely the artefact of an increased sample size. But it is
when we add an additional plot to Figure 77, this time representing the
number of different sites erecting monuments in this same southern zone,
that we see how starkly the profiles are out of sync. The two datasets track
one another relatively well until the peak of 9.15.0.0.0, after which they
significantly diverge: the number of connections dropping at the same time
as the number of sites are entering the record are climbing. The latter reaches
its zenith between 751 and 771, up to four decades after connections had
begun to fall.

A review of the forty-five southern centres active during this peak time
show that the majority were well-established places. However, these have
been joined by others emerging from a long silence, as well as those who
appear to erect monuments for the first time, a few of the which may have
been recent site foundations. In most instances, though, we can explain the
absence of earlier monuments at newly active centres only if they had been
buried or destroyed, or if these sites had hitherto been unable to commission
any. The proportion of smaller centres producing inscriptions continues to rise
into the ninth century, even as the overall total number falls away. Some of this
can be attributed to the movement or break-up of dynasties, as where the
Mutul emblem glyph of Dos Pilas is adopted by rulers at Ceibal in 770 and La
Amelia in 802, and the identical title used by Tikal appears at Ixlu in 859 and
Jimbal in 889, as we saw in Chapter 11.

As we enter the ninth century it is only natural to scan the data horizon in
search of gathering storm-clouds. The difficulty is that signs of incipient
collapse are seldom unambiguous and their identification is tainted by our
foreknowledge of what was to come. However, in this instance the offset
between histogram and plot in Figure 77 is a clear and significant data-point,
demonstrating that Classic Maya society was changing in some important
regard well before the onset of the early ninth century crisis. There are, as
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some scholars have suspected, some deeper roots or a prelude to the collapse –
even if these shifts were not appreciated by actors at the time.

The upsurge in the recording of political interaction, c.650–750, coincides
with the era in which hegemonic activity was at its most visible and conse-
quential. Indeed, I believe we can take it that the two are inherently linked and
that this type of record was driven by these kinds of activities. It follows that
this century constitutes the era of maximum political integration in the Late
Classic Period. The deterioration of Calakmul’s hegemony in the first part of
the eighth century, replaced only in weaker fashion by Tikal, can be inter-
preted as the first sign of a wider dissolution of Classic Maya political culture.
The most plausible explanation for significantly more polities coming into
view after 730 is this weakening of macro-political structure. Lords once
constrained by powerful neighbours and enveloping hierarchies could assert
their new-found liberty through a new or renewed monumental tradition,
elevating themselves to the level we take to be independent kings.

NETWORKS IN A COMPLEX WORLD

What I have engaged in above is a form of social network analysis, a relatively
common approach within archaeology and anthropology, but only one of
several methodologies that fall under the general rubric of graph theory. It had
long been assumed that the varied datasets and research questions of the many
fields interested in networks would leave them wholly unrelated. However, in
the late 1990s research made possible by greatly increased computing power
demonstrated that networks themselves have properties, even laws, that
are independent of the topic under investigation. Thus, the molecular-scale
formation of ice, the spread of epidemics, reversals in magnetic polarity,
economic bubbles, and many similarly diverse phenomena prove to have
common principles, their universality stemming from a previously unexplored
region of graph mathematics (Barabási 2002; Strogatz 2003; Watts 2003). This
approach to networks is a branch of complexity science and, as such, relates
to the phenomena of self-organisation, chaos, and emergence last encountered
in Chapter 3.

If these network principles are indeed universal, then they should apply to
social webs as much as they do any other. The prospect at hand is that we can
know something about the structure and behaviour of a system distinct from
our understanding of the historical specifics from which it is composed. Such
ideas have been seeping into the humanities, even into studies of the ancient
world (Brughmans 2013: 645–648; Knappett 2013: 7). An illustrative example is
Irad Malkin’s A Small Greek World: Networks in the Ancient Mediterranean (2011),
which points to the close analogies between the growth and interaction of
Classical Greek colonies and the principles of network theory, with its lexicon
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of hubs, spokes, and clusters. Malkin rightly cautions that the meagre quantity
of data from antiquity means that we can never have a deep statistical basis to
our research, and that a network approach must go beyond the bromide that
“everything is connected” (Malkin 2011: 25). Even so, this thinking offers a
fresh perspective on some familiar problems.

Hubs and Small Worlds

The polities in our diagram have been selected for their high levels of
connectivity, thereby excluding many links to lesser polities or secondary sites.
If we were to add the entirety of known connections it would bolster the link
totals of some already well-placed polities but, more significantly, add a
sizeable number of new ones possessing a low number of links. The most
common number of connections would be one, followed by two, three, and
so on. If we drew a plot for those data, essentially an expanded version of
Figure 76, we would have something closely resembling a “power law”
distribution, a distinctive curve in which there are far more low values than
there are high ones.

Power laws are of particular interest to network theorists since they cannot
arise from a randomised sample and are typical of many human-made systems.
Instances of the latter include the relative size of cities, the distribution of
personal wealth, the popularity of websites, and the layout of airline routes
(Barabási 2002). As the last example exemplifies, where those data can be
drawn as a network they show a few dominant hubs connected to many
peripheral nodes. Important Maya hubs such as Dzibanche-Calakmul and
Tikal certainly rose to their positions by virtue of their own efforts within a
particular historical frame. However, given that power law distributions occur
so frequently in social networks, the presence of many connected polities
might alone predict, a priori, that the system would have a small number
of high-degree hubs and many low-degree ones. Which polities fill those
positions on the scale, and how they came to do it, is of sublime indifference
to the phenomenon.

What lies behind the power law distributions that correlate to hub structures
remains unclear. One candidate is “preferential attachment”, which stipulates
that nodes gather new connections in direct proportion to how many they
already possess (Barabási 2002: 84–90). At the formation of a system,
contingency will give some nodes a small advantage and this is magnified as
the system grows, such that just a few nodes acquire most of the new links
(“the rich get richer”). As a result, early members of a network have a distinct
edge over those joining later. Certainly, centres such as Tikal and Dzibanche
had precocious early dynasties, and that could have given them an advantage
over the newer ones with which they competed. But since latecomers can and
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do rise to dominant positions in all such systems, antiquity is not a sufficient
explanation. Latecomers typically blossom because of some advantage of their
own and, in Darwinian fashion, prove to be fitter than their more established
rivals (“the fit get rich”) (Barabási 2002: 93–107). Maya polities were competi-
tive, and the most powerful actively sought to prevent others from achieving
that same status – a good illustration of the agency that no purely mathematical
node can possess.

In the natural world power laws are common only in phase transitions, those
points at which apparent disarray turns into coherence or vice versa. This ties
power laws to emergence and self-organisation (Barabási 2002: 77–78), situat-
ing their subjects within the dynamic region between order and disorder
dubbed the “edge of chaos”.6 In social terms, this marks some point of balance
between the entirely centralised and the entirely decentralised, in which the
benefits and costs of each are in some manner offset. This leads us to conclude
that a middling hub structure has some distinct advantage or practicality
compared to the alternatives at either end of the spectrum. The larger point
is that if power laws are a product of complexity, they reflect a principle of self-
organisation in which competing units fall, without deliberate planning, into a
hub-based pattern generated solely by their interactions.

If Maya polities interacted only with directly adjacent ones we would have a
serial near-neighbour network, where the spread of ideas and information
would be slow and unlikely to reach all parts equally. But the diagram makes
clear that the “wiring” of this landscape is quite different and features a high
proportion of long-distance ties. This takes us into the realm of “small world”
networks, a phenomenon in which even a limited number of extended links
exponentially increases overall connectivity (Watts and Strogatz 1998; Watts
1999, 2003; see Braswell 2005).7 The result is a huge reduction in the distance
between nodes in the system, counted not in kilometres but in the number of
intervening steps, making an emergent totality a viable proposition.

Yet, in a feature that mathematical nets need not consider, virtually all long-
distance connections in the Maya area must, as noted above, traverse the
domains of other polities. This implicates them as enablers, or at least low-
friction corridors, for the flows of people on their way to business elsewhere.
Communication between geographically distant nodes in such a case cannot
be the same kind of “shortcut” it is in a mathematical small world network,
since it necessarily engages wider parts of the system.

The ties found in social networks are not all of equal strength or of similar
kind, again in contrast to those in mathematics, and this is reflected in the
division into the five types in Figure 75. It is to be expected that “closer”
nodes – a description that need not refer to physical distance – will generally
have stronger ties than others. The point of interest here is that it is the weaker
ties that have much the greater role in creating system-wide connectivity
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(Granovetter 1973). This is because the capacity to maintain strong ties is
limited in the real world, they are “costly” in several senses, and their number
is finite as a result. Weak ties, by contrast, are much easier to form and less
effort to maintain, and as a result can be much more numerous. The diagram
we have is sure to be dominated by strong ties sufficiently important to be
reflected in patrimonial rhetoric, and so in order to envisage the whole
network one must infer a far greater number of weak ones. The knowledge
flows carried by emissaries, intellectuals, priests, artisans, and other kinds of
cultural specialist would represent exactly this type of weak connection. The
journey of the El Palmar lakam to faraway Copan might be one of the few to
be captured in the texts.

In the Classic Maya case, we have evidence that a limited group of innov-
ators broke with Preclassic norms to create a new political order during the
turbulent Protoclassic Period. Structurally autonomous and self-replicating
polities grew in number and, once they reached a certain critical mass,
effectively lost their attachment to a centre and became an interactive whole.
A sign that we have an emergent system freed from the direction of its
originators can be glimpsed where innovations take place at the periphery
rather than the core. The unique portraiture in modelled stucco and relief
carving that develops at Palenque in the seventh century, or the distinctively
baroque three-dimensional sculpture at Copan in the eighth, were sui generis
phenomena at the edges of the Maya world with no antecedents elsewhere. As
we have seen, Classic Maya political culture was a strong force for conformity,
but no social reproduction can be perfect, and the essence of recursion is that
there is always an element of transformation. Whether by unconscious error or
deliberate amendment, changes modify that culture, just as speech acts do a
governing grammar. An innovation will have a particular locus, even an
individual creator, but at a deeper level it is no more than the contingent
manifestation of a potential already inherent to the system.

Chaos and self-organisation can be thought of as the yin and yang of
complexity. One tells us why the progress of systems is subject to compounded
contingency and cannot be predicted in any detail through time, the other the
ways in which systems can, if the conditions are right, fall into coherent
synchronies absent of any guiding hand. The hierarchies that develop between
political communities can be considered a manifestation of self-organisation, in
the sense that they arise not from a grand plan or outside direction but from
their interactions alone. Those hierarchies proceed to regulate the number,
distribution, and behaviour of polities in ways that maintain their individual
existence and, therefore, the system itself. Change in the system is usually slow
and incremental, but holds within it the possibility of radical transformation,
seismic shifts that correspond in the Maya case to what we identify as distinct-
ive Preclassic, Classic, and Postclassic Periods.
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Recognising these “unseen hands” in no way negates the sentient dimen-
sion to social and political organisation. Societies and individuals constantly
adapt their behaviours within the feedback process, trying first one strategy and
then another, pursuing those that produce a desired or otherwise beneficial
result. Sociopolitical organisation might be seen as an interplay of subjective
and objective understandings, of intentionality as well as sheer accident and
necessity, in which the direction of the group rather than that of the individual
predominates.

Cascades and Traumas

In whatever other manner we might choose to characterise the ninth century
collapse, it represents a complete and irrevocable network breakdown. Net-
work theory has particular understandings of how complex systems fail and
these offer ways to think about such processes outside of their historical
specifics. One of these focuses on how the interdependencies that make
networks robust in almost all circumstances can, under unforeseen ones, turn
into a source of weakness (Barabási 2002: 110–121, 209–211; Watts 2003: 109,
189–194; Mitchell 2009: 255–257). It is precisely because complex systems are
highly connected that one failure can induce others and lead to a “cascade”.
Although its progress may be imperceptible at first, if left unchecked its
exponential accumulation will ultimately overwhelm the entire system.
Failures of this kind are not so much things “waiting to happen” as they
are things brought into being by the contextual forces acting on the system.
As an example, some seemingly insignificant fault on a powerline can be
magnified by other mishaps to the point that it spreads to cut supply across
regions or whole nations. Cascade failures have starting points, and in that
sense origins, but these need not have much importance in their own right –
it is how they contingently interact with the wider system that makes
them count.

But clearly not all network failures can be attributed to an insidious growth
of problems, others are undone by something closer to blunt trauma. When a
violent storm brings down powerlines it is a specific outside force for which
the system was insufficiently resilient to bear. Even here, however, cascades
might be at work, as the sturdiness of a network is undermined by cumulative
deficiencies that are only manifested as such when put to the test, otherwise
having no apparent consequences.

Networks with an even distribution of links are more vulnerable to failure
than those with strong hub structures, where the loss of a few links is propor-
tionately low and more easily sustained (Barabási 2002: 121, passim). However,
if a major hub does fail it has a much greater impact than the demise of an
ordinary node, immediately breaking the system into smaller and less cohesive
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islands. The power law distribution is flattened as the peak values disappear,
with the result that a network once posed between the centralised and the
decentralised veers sharply toward the latter.

We have long focussed attention on how Maya society moved from
abundant success to abject failure, but just as crucial a question is why no
meaningful recovery took place. The Maya had survived major traumas in the
past, most especially the Preclassic–Classic transition that saw sites aban-
doned across the lowlands amid the birth of a new political order. But now
there was no reconstitution. Instead, a once-teeming landscape emptied of
people, leaving settlements great and small to be reclaimed by rejuvenated
natural world. The subsequent Postclassic society, conspicuously lacking in
dynastic kingship, took root elsewhere, in the northern lowlands and the
highlands to the south – regions that played only a minor role in the Classic
florescence. Only later did the Maya build on small enduring populations in
the Peten to stage a reoccupation, although even then settlement was
concentrated around the central lakes.

That the failure advanced without meeting the resistance of a strong hub
structure could point a finger back to the demise of the Dzibanche-Calakmul
hegemony, the largest and most cohesive political organisation of the Classic
Period, a hegemonic empire that was the closest thing to a “Maya Imperium”.
The pull between centralised and decentralised configurations of power – to
be further discussed in Chapters 13 and 14 – resulted in a triumph for less
integration. This weakening in the eighth century would have left a dispersed
and fractious political landscape more susceptible to failures, whether slow
cascades or sudden traumas, in the ninth.

What lay behind this dissolution? One candidate is the soaring population.
The hegemonic strategies that worked well at one scale might well have lost
their effectiveness at another – as ever more assertive lesser kingdoms now
commanded the weight in numbers that favoured resistance over compliance.
It is possible that what we see is the low point of a cycle which would, had the
collapse not intervened, ultimately have swung back to more integrative
schemas and brought powerbrokers back to the fore. But the especially
fragmented landscape at the time of the early ninth century crisis can hardly
have favoured any coherent or united response to the threats they faced. This
low point in political integration should not be discounted as a significant
contributor to the fate of the Classic Maya.

We might attribute the conspicuous success of the Classic Maya to their
position in the dynamic zone where structural order and disorder meet, the
edge of chaos. As both the figurative and literal sense of that term suggests,
success here teeters on the brink of failure, where a seemingly minor
misfortune or misstep might tip a previously flourishing system into the abyss.
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The inference we might draw here is that the centuries of Classic-era flores-
cence, with all its economic surpluses and soaring populations, was not only
the consequence of a certain culture and sociopolitical system, it was continu-
ally dependent upon them. The organisation of society, its intellectual health,
and its ability to support a burgeoning populace were all entwined. Once rent
asunder it could not be reconstituted.
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THIRTEEN

DEFINING CLASSIC MAYA POLITICAL
CULTURE

A lthough the inscriptions contain bountiful self-representations of royal
performances, personas, and encounters, they by no means present an

exegesis on the political system as such. To build a view of five centuries and
more of societal success we must look beyond these individual expressions to
the way that they synergise with other sources, revealing patterns that can only
be appreciated in the assemblage. This chapter therefore moves to draw
together the different themes examined in Part II so as to offer a synthetic
interpretation of Classic Maya political culture, both as it was constituted in the
specific unit and the interactive whole.

KING AND COHORT

Monarchy was the central and defining feature of political authority for the
Classic Maya and can be traced through its principal manifestations as the
individual title-holder (king), the institution (kingship), and the community
(kingdom) that he or she commanded, served, and embodied. Indivisible, all
pivoted on the physical and metaphysical body of the ruling ajaw, “lord”. It
was bloodline that legitimated candidates, but it was only through ritual action
that he, or rarely she, was imbued with the quality of ajawil or ajawlel,
“lordliness” and the sacralised office of “lordship” that followed from it.

Beneath the plumed headdresses and jade ornaments we find a concept of
kingship that would be very familiar to Frazer, Hocart, and other noted
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comparativists. The occupant assumed a fixed social and cultural status, a
predetermined role that demanded a lifetime’s performance of its script and
use of appropriate props – the theatricality of kingship that led Geertz (1980:
120) to call it a “thespian art”. The clothes truly make the man or woman as
the panoply of crowns, jewels, capes, thrones, sceptres, and other regal
accoutrement serve as the visible anchors around which the abstraction of
authoritative rule coheres. Such visual distinctions facilitate the reciprocal
compact between lord and people: symbols identifying the king’s responsibility
for communal material and spiritual wellbeing and the reciprocal fealty and
flow of resources that supports the governmental hierarchy – so familiar to us
from Hobbes and Rousseau. That quid pro quo underpins the system and gives
it its ultimate legitimacy, one that generates the willingness to undertake the
group action that constitutes the king’s extended agency.

Kingship was further materialised in the built environment, the practical and
symbolic functions of which were fused and reflexive. Temples, palaces, plazas,
and monuments announced a royal space whose accretional development
turned power and prestige, history and memory, into tangible artefacts –

durable sources of legitimation to those who saw and passed through them.
Additionally, the creation and maintenance of those places by the greater
populace was an expression of the engagement between ruler and people,
highlighting their active collaboration in instantiating his or her power.

In Weber’s (1951: 66) conception of the oikos, the city is the extended
household of the monarch, its population greater or lesser service-providers to
a palace economy. The royal seat was the hub of social and courtly business as
well as the arena for rites and performances that promoted group identity and
cohesion. It was always a religious as well as a physical abode: home to the
tombs and shrines of ancestors and “sleeping places” of dynastic and local
deities.

These notions of kingly place were bound within the spatial metaphors of
kabch’een, “earth (and) cave” and chanch’een, “sky (and) cave” described in
Chapter 6, which were seen as individual possessions of the ruler. The absence
of any word in the written corpus for “polity/kingdom” only highlights the
fact that the Classic Maya political community was never conceptually
uncoupled from a personal dominion (l’état c’est moi indeed).

Those relationships between people and places were expressed in ritual
practice not least because it is through tangible public acts that proper proced-
ure could be collectively witnessed. It was the king’s performances with
spiritually charged objects that activated the higher compact between royalty
and the divine – not simply as communication with the transcendent, but in
actively bringing divine things into being.

The possession and care of specific dynastic and local deities endowed kings
with powers quite apart from their place in a greater cosmos inhabited by a
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remote pantheon. A private religion can serve no political ends, and to
successfully legitimise and empower monarchs it must also be the religion of
the community, one whose ritual maintenance is therefore a public service for
the common good (Baron 2016). Stephen Houston et al. (2003) draw these
concepts within Durkheim’s (1961: 8, 29, 90) “moral community” as a coun-
terweight to more recent academic concentrations on factionalism, exploit-
ation, and resistance. This does not imply that people were autonoma yoked
unthinkingly to the same all-pervasive ideology, but it does posit that the
greater part of society subscribed to common aims and values, in which the
justifications for inequality were “naturalised” and inscribed in a cultural logic.

As explained in Chapter 5, the sacralised properties expressed by the add-
ition of the k’uhul, “holy” prefix to emblem glyphs are not as straightforward as
they once appeared. Notably, not one text tells of an inauguration into the
status of k’uhul ajawlel, “sacred kingship”, and the independent k’uhul ajaw title
was almost exclusively very late in date. When the prefix to emblems appears
in the fourth and fifth centuries it tends to differentiate the largest and most
dominant kingdoms, with an expansion to those of lesser standing mostly
occurring between the sixth and seventh centuries. It continued to be optional
to some degree and its presence or absence signals no great qualitative distinc-
tion. Indeed, we might see its spread as the same process of title inflation that
we see in the late appearances of k’uhul kaloomte’, k’uhul baahkab, and k’uhul
ti’huun. Thus, despite the past emphasis on the concept of divine kingship
among the Classic Maya, the evidence does not point to this type of quasi-
deified status. To understand the sacralised nature of Maya kingship we would
do better to look at the intimate relationship between rulers and the gods –
examining their roles as the divinely sanctioned propitiators, interlocutors, and
“carers” of deities.

The rhetorical focus on a paramount ruler may at times mask a more
complex picture of senior and junior kingships, at least at the more powerful
polities that could claim the kaloomte’ status for their kings. Holders of the
position baahch’ok, the heir apparency, could also be of k’uhul x ajaw status and,
thus, ostensibly equivalent in rank to the senior king – save for that kaloomte’
title he alone bore. The kin relations here could be father and son or brother
and brother, the latter usually distinguished as older and younger. Something
not too dissimilar is attested centuries later for the Postclassic Maya highlands
(Las Casas 1909: 615–617).1 There the ruling structure of the K’iche’ polity,
based at Utatlan, consisted of a supreme king together with a king-elect, each
from a separate lineage, with their sons holding the ranks of major and minor
“captain”, presumably a military command. Each lord would advance in turn
from one position to the next up the hierarchical chain, ensuring that only
experienced and proven candidates reached the top – although if they were
judged insufficiently capable they could be passed over.
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The evidence at hand is consistent with an essentially two-class sociological
model (e.g. Thompson 1954: 81; Sanders and Price 1968: 160; Farriss 1984:
167; Marcus 1992a: 221), with the lords a (theoretically) endogamous caste
separate from the commoners. Although the great majority of named ajaw in
the inscriptions were rulers at one level or another, the term actually denoted
an elite class of which all nobles were members and permitted to wear its
emblematic markers.2 This collective ajawtaak, with the king in some sense the
first among equals, points to, but does not yet fully illuminate, historical
processes of great relevance to the formation of the Classic system (Freidel
and Schele 1988; Martin 2016b).

Epigraphically and iconographically, we know that the ajaw status originated
in the Preclassic, but in archaeological terms this period shows much less
evidence for status differentiation – as exemplified by palatial residences, tombs
stocked with riches, and self-glorifying monuments tying kings to the calendar
and cosmos – than we find in the subsequent Classic (see p.77). While it is too
early to call the Preclassic exclusively “pre-dynastic” – here one thinks, in
particular, about the deep history of some successor titles – at most early sites
ruling authority was materialised in much less conspicuous ways. The
Protoclassic, that tumultuous period covering the collapse of Preclassic society
and the birth of the Classic, was one in which the relations between ajaw
lineages appear to have shifted and a single bloodline gained precedence
over others. Emblem glyphs and successor titles are two reflections of that
concentration of power, although the force of circumstances meant that the
paramountcy often passed through the hands of different families or dynasties
(to use the strict sense of that term).

The studies of nobles by Zender and Sarah Jackson offer contrasting but
ultimately complementary perspectives, casting light on their religious roles
and communal power-broking, respectively. The necessary conclusion is that
the aristocracy formed a corporate group in which temporal power and sacred
responsibility were indivisible. To be a lord carried the obligation to actively
maintain the physical and spiritual wellbeing of the community through ritual
practice, as partners with – sometimes as substitutes for – the monarch.

Images of piety and courtly refinement should not, however, distract us
from their connection to violence; many lords were warriors as well as priests.
Command of armed men, which is to say control over the “means of
violence” (Sanderson 1995: 96), is the ultimate guarantee of political power
and the ajawtaak formed a key section of the king’s war-host. While we hear of
military specialists bearing the titles of baahpakal and baahtook’, whose elite
status might be assumed but is not explicitly stated, martial epithets are only
carried by sajal. The provincial bases of many sajal, effectively placing them at
the polity borders, may have kept their military duties to the fore as the first
line of defence.
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The texts are mindful to advertise the king’s sanction of advancement to all
the major elite offices, even where the qualification appears to have a heredi-
tary basis. In such societies, it would be vital to manage the aspirations and
capacities of the cohort, to both reward and placate, balancing the entire group
that none grow too powerful or resentful, bringing the most able to the fore
while accommodating ancestral rights and privileges. The ability to award or
deny status constitutes one of the key prerogatives of sovereigns, the bestowal
of multiple titles one option at his disposal. The king would have relied on his
title-holders to enact his will and was, in many varied ways, dependent on their
loyalty and cooperation. It goes without saying that the relationship between
them was marked by rank distinction, but there were also strong elements of
co-dependency.

This does not mean that relations were uncontested, especially if a weak or
ineffectual king was unable to meet the expectations of his nobles. As much of
the recent comparative discussions of palace communities have reminded us
(e.g. Houston and Stuart 2001), courts were centres of intrigue where loyalties
were suspect and the wary ruler kept almost as close an eye on his inner circle
as he did on surrounding kings. To judge from the visual evidence, Classic
Maya kings had something to fear. A good number of palace scenes on painted
cylinder vessels depict watchful bodyguards crouched behind the ruler’s
throne, literally minding his back (Miller and Martin 2004: 43, 187) (see
Figure 1). Was this a precaution against foreign assassins, or those far better
placed to strike, the embittered relative or thwarted noble? These few
sketched-in figures are enough to persuade us that there was nothing in the
sacral character of kings that rendered them safe from regicide.

The idea of a ruling cohort that fused kings and nobles has much
in common with the one described by the political theorists North, Wallis,
and Weingast (2009). In their “natural state” – essentially all pre-Modern
polities – the primary objective is the control of violence, which is monopol-
ised neither by kings nor by states (as in Weber’s famed definition) but by
an “elite coalition”. This narrow segment of society works together to
maintain its power, with the king as much, or more, their representative as
their leader: “Even when one actor within the dominant coalition is desig-
nated king or is in fact more powerful than the others, that actor is never
more powerful as an individual than the coalition of his peers. The king
or ruler only becomes powerful if he or she heads a powerful coalition”
(North et al. 2009: 31).

This is an important perspective on the issue, but we should not take the
idea of solidarity too far. We need to bear in mind that the balance of relations
within every coalition would differ, and we have enough comparative material
worldwide to convince us that the king–noble relationship could be one of
outright competition, as noted above. Who holds the upper hand at any one

324 DEFINING CLASS IC MAYA POLITICAL CULTURE



time depends on a great many variables, not least the personal talents and
charisma of the ruler.

Much interest has been directed at what happens when elite solidarity breaks
down and its inherent tensions rise to the surface, especially for the part this
could have played in the ninth century collapse. The visual prominence given
to secondary lords on the monuments of Yaxchilan, where kings are shown in
the company of their sajal not only at provincial sites but within the capital
itself, has been interpreted as a sign of diminished royal authority (Schele
1991d: 86–87). This is seemingly mirrored in larger and more elaborate
construction at the ceremonial and palatial cores of those peripheral centres
(Golden and Scherer 2013: 414). Similarly, the ornamented palaces of two
ajk’uhuun from the late history of Copan (Webster 1989) and monuments
erected at the peripheral centres such as Los Higos were taken as signs of
mounting decentralisation, with a growing population providing too many
qualified candidates for too few positions in the hierarchy (Fash 1991a:
175–176; Fash and Stuart 1991: 172–175, 178). Elsewhere, as at Caracol, Ceibal,
and Nakum, some of the very last monuments show kings sharing the political
stage with other lords.3

The late rise in the scale and decorative embellishment of lordly residences
finds its highest expression in the composition of sites in the Río Bec region.
These centres, not least Río Bec itself, flourished in the late eighth and ninth
centuries, when the power of nearby Calakmul was in precipitous decline (see
p.141). They show a large number of high-status residences dispersed across the
landscape with no discernible hierarchical arrangement between them. The
suggestion is that this reflects a new kind of community that had turned away
from singular rule toward that of a lordly collective (Michelet, Nondédéo, and
Arnauld 2005; Nondédéo, Arnauld, and Michelet 2013). These sites have
monuments, and seemingly at least some vestigial form of kingship, but this
architectural layout could nonetheless represent some intermediate step in the
dissolution of the Classic system, as kings were consigned to near-irrelevance
and the ajawtaak reclaimed their long-notional equality. The new wealth of
these secondary lords, expressed in that increased residential grandeur, is key
since this was presumably only possible by garnering income that had previ-
ously flowed into royal coffers.

It must also be noted that the sharp distinction in status between lord and
commoner we see in the texts is not wholly reflected in material terms, especially
in these later times (Jackson 2005: 36, 460–462). Although we can clearly identify
high-status residences, the archaeological record shows much finer gradations in
the sizes of other homes and signs of wealth than a strict division would imply
(Chase 1992; Sharer 1993: 94; Palka 1995: 42; Chase and Chase 1996).

The answer would appear to lie in economic disparities, a situation in which
leading commoners – court officials, leading artisans, architects, military
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specialists, successful merchants, and the like – approached or even exceeded
the living standards enjoyed by the lower levels of nobility. The Classic Maya
would not be the first society to see aristocratic privilege challenged by an
industrious bourgeoisie. Elites of modest means implies downward social
mobility, such that a burgeoning middle class could be constituted as much
by nobles on the way down as commoners on the way up (Hassig 2016: 144).
Such appears to be the case in the Central Mexican altepetl where: “The top
nobility lived in large sumptuous palaces with numerous servants and clients,
whereas the lowest nobles probably lived a life little different from many
commoners” (Smith 2000: 587).4 The possession of titles without the resources
that must once have supported them marks a breakdown in the social and
economic obligations that originally tied producer to lord and vice versa.

DYNASTY AND LANDSCAPE

The paramount lord and his immediate family, the dynastic lineage, were set
apart from the nobility not by their ajaw status but by their exclusive right to
use emblem glyphs in the forms x ajaw, “lord of x” or k’uhul x ajaw, “holy lord
of x”. Where historical processes led to the transfer or division of these ruling
lines, producing geographically distant claims to what had originally been
localised titles, it becomes clear that emblems came to refer to dynastic identities
rather than designations of territory or community. We can use the texts to
explore the varied ways in which histoire événementielle intervened to configure
and reconfigure such identities within spatial as well as temporal dimensions.
Processes of polity formation, division, transfer, conjoining, and dissolution can
all be discerned and tracked via the dynamics of emblem glyph usage.

To the material markers that show Classic Maya political culture developing
from its Preclassic antecedents – the aforementioned emphasis on elite burials
and inscribed monuments together with innovations in art, architecture, and
ceramic styles – we can now add a small but tantalising set of textual references
(p.120). Two key, if still shadowy, locales that were only active between 81–320

CE were of great importance to this development, at least in the patrimonial
rhetoric of later times. Wherever these places were situated, the founders of
prominent dynasties such as those of Kaanul and Mutul were linked to them,
while similar references by other lines seem to have much the same implication.
The focus on one particular calendrical juncture, in 159, suggests that it repre-
sented some milestone moment or convenient benchmark for the developments
that followed. One area, perhaps one lineage, seems to be credited as the source
of much Classic-style dynastic rule and thereby the genesis of new polities.

Polities are not formed from slow processes of accretion, but from decisive
acts of creation or coalescence (Houston et al. 2003: 214). The difficulties of
studying foundational episodes have already been described, but we can look
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at two cases from a later period where the archaeological and epigraphic
records combine in helpful ways. Surveys in the Lacandon region, the area
bisected by the Usumacinta River, have revealed significant Preclassic occupa-
tion dispersed among many small sites, most of which had been abandoned by
350 CE (Golden et al. 2008; Kingsley et al. 2012: 112–113) (Map 4).

This was closely followed by an aggregation of settlement around newly
formed nucleated centres at Piedras Negras and Yaxchilan, whose architecture
and ceramic styles were drawn directly from those of the central Peten.5 This is
consistent with the intrusive nature of the Classic phenomenon here and the
profound difference in social and political structure between this and what
came before. These new magnets for settlement were the result of what has
been dubbed a “royal strategy”. This was a set of policies that initiated and
embedded both the fact and the ideal of dynastic rule through materialisation
and a command of landscape: “On arrival in its new seat, a dynasty constructed
monumental architecture not only as a symbolic projection of authority, but as
a key means of organising society around a royal court and of entrenching such
beliefs and practices in fixed spaces” (Houston et al. 2003: 215). The events in
this area are reflected, if faintly, by textual references to the ceremonies of an
early Piedras Negras king in 297 and the later “settling” at the site we know as
Piedras Negras in 454.

A similar royal strategy can be discerned at the south-eastern periphery of
the Maya world, where the centres of Copan and Quirigua were established as
part of a single project. Texts describe ceremonies of investiture for both kings
at a distant locale – apparently Teotihuacan – in 426, followed by a journey
that took them to their respective centres in 427. We can find traces of these
processes archaeologically, where deep tunnelling at Copan (Sharer et al. 1999)
and trenching at Quirigua (Jones and Sharer, forthcoming) have exposed the
configurations of these original royal settlements. Indeed, both have produced
candidates for their founders’ tombs, each buried in the floor of a temple shrine
at the eastern edge of their cores. The evidence currently suggests that this act
of colonisation into a non-Maya area came from the Peten, with the royal line
of Copan having originated at Caracol (Stuart 2007b). Yet the way that both
text and image tie the project to the authority and prestige of Teotihuacan is
startling. That this was the chosen mode of legitimation, in preference to all
the deep historical and mythistorical sources available to the Maya, speaks not
simply to the cultural deference paid to these foreign conquerors but, I suspect,
to a political grasp that was still felt in the fifth century.

In these ways, Classic-style dynasties expanded out from the central area,
although, given the emergence of new royal lines and the infilling of territory
throughout the era, the process did not really cease until this proliferation of
polities more resembles disintegration. The period at which we see the largest
number of active, monument-making sites is that between 751 and 771
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(Figure 77), although there is no serious decline until 810, the benchmark for the
onset of collapse. On-going processes of political transformation were outlined
in Chapters 5 and 6, where it is often the anomalous rather than the standard
applications of emblem glyphs and other royal titles that reveal the most.

In Case Study 1 we saw how Palenque, Tortuguero, and Comalcalco used
the baakal emblem glyph simultaneously during the seventh century and into
the eighth. The appearance of this title at Comalcalco evidently came as a
result of its conquest by Tortuguero, an event that displaced its original
referent of joykaan. The situation at Dos Pilas and Tikal in Case Study 11

was more complex, as their rulers’ claims to the Mutul title split along fraternal
lines, with the breakaway Dos Pilas subject to overlords at Calakmul who
supported them in a multi-year conflict. The Mutul schism proved to be a
permanent one, lasting right up to the general dissolution of the ninth century,
by which point the title passed to smaller upstart neighbours in both cases.
Tikal and Dos Pilas kings may have contested exclusive rights to the Mutul
epithet, but cannot in any practical sense have claimed to exercise sovereignty
over the same realm. The use of the Mutul title by the Dos Pilas princess Ix
Wak Jalam Chan at Naranjo is concrete evidence that dynastic affiliation was
the sole operating principle.

No dynastic split and transfer was more consequential than the one that saw
Kaanul relocate its seat of power some 126 km from Dzibanche to Calakmul
(Case Study 6). This may have arisen from another fraternal dispute but,
whatever the motivation, civil war led to the establishment of Calakmul as a
new home for a venerable dynasty. A local Dzibanche line may well have
continued to use the Snake title and be ruled by a surviving branch of
the lineage, possibly as part of an extended or discontiguous kingdom. Yet
architectural activity at that site was sharply curtailed after the split, and the
monumental core at Dzibanche is essentially an Early Classic production
(Enrique Nalda, pers. comm. 2004; Nalda and Balanzario 2014). Recognising
the ability of one polity to transform itself in this way compels us to abandon
whatever remains of the static and territorial understanding of emblem glyphs,
necessitating a move toward Classic Maya political units as “royal houses”
(Martin 2005a: 12).6

The movement of governing seats is a recurring strategy worldwide, accom-
plished either by building an entirely new site or transforming an existing one.
One type, the “disembedded capital”, describes a deliberate uprooting of the
centre of government from its traditional networks of support, often stripping
away ancillary functions such as commerce, industry, and large residential
populations in the process (Joffe 1998). The purpose was to solidify the
regime’s control by physically distancing, and thereby disenfranchising,
obstructionist factions and vested interests. The classic example here is
Akhenaten’s creation of Akhetaten (El-Amarna) in around 1343 BCE. By
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moving the capital to a virgin site Akhenaten sought to neuter the influence of
traditional priestly authority at the former capital of Thebes, and to establish a
new powerbase for his religious revolution.

While disembedded capitals look to solve internal problems, a second type
of relocation has more outward-looking and strategic objectives (Fox 1977:
70).7 The kingdoms of Early Medieval India supply some relevant instances.
There major conquests enlarging the core territorial domain of the victor,
though rare, could be consolidated by transferring the capital to a newly
redefined central position (Kulke 1995a: 253–254).8 This is seen when the
Rastrakutas founded the city of Manyakheta in 818 CE, deliberately situating it
halfway between their own homeland and that of the Calukyas they had
previously defeated and absorbed. Sometimes associated with efforts to recon-
figure the administration of the polity and exploit newly acquired resources, such
moves were restricted to only the most powerful “imperial” Indian kingdoms.

We gain another perspective on the meaning of cities, transfers, and royal
ideology from ancient China where, according to traditional accounts and
dating, the Shang dynasty shifted its capital six times between 1766 and 1384

BCE (Chang 1974). Moves were facilitated by the conceptual basis of royal
capitals: “The city was the institution, not the site, and its movements from site
to site were obviously at the king’s option. The layout and structuring of the
new capital were designed to serve him as the centre of attention” (Chang
1974: 5). Ancestral shrines and their treasures held pride of place in the new
foundations, while identical names were used for the settlement, its ruling
lineage, the members of that lineage, and occupants of the settlement. “Thus,
the immortality of the king may be said to lie in the immortality of the
group, his lineage and his clan, which moved about in space, rather than the
immortality of the architecture, which merely served a transient purpose”
(Chang 1974: 8).

Classic Maya lords moved across the landscape and established new ruling
seats, not only within an era of polity foundation but as part of on-going
processes – acts referenced in the inscriptions with the “arrival”, “formation”,
and “settling” terms examined in Chapter 6. Of these, the most telling comes
with the negating, forming, or conjuring of k’awiilil, the personification of
royal power into its purest form, lightning. The supplanting of Dzibanche by
Calakmul is made explicit in these terms. No doubt the creation or recreation
of each Classic Maya capital had its own contingent causation, whether it be
internal strife and fissions, pressure from local rivals, the expansionist ambitions
of non-ruling sons, the pursuit of enhanced resources, or some other perceived
advantage or necessity. Even so, we need to square the disjunction between
the embeddedness of kingship in concepts of locality with the ability to
expediently reconfigure the bonds between lords, lands, and populace. How
were such uprootings enacted and justified?

DYNASTY AND LANDSCAPE 329



These movements necessarily imply an entourage of supporters, a body of
ajawtaak together with a larger attachment of retainers and armed men. But
another key accompaniment was sacred paraphernalia, the ritual bundles and
effigies of dynastic deities that were central to the ideological contrivances of a
royal strategy (Houston et al. 2003: 238). It was the personal nature of bonds
between lords and gods that strikes to the heart of the conceptual possibility of
royal migration – patron gods were transportable not because they could be
invested in baggage-sized objects, but because they could now be possessed by
people rather than places.

Evidence supporting this view was assembled in Chapter 7 with the ubiqui-
tous “belonging” of gods to lords and the overall intimacy between divinity
and the generation of royal identity and authority. These data were augmented
by comparative material from Postclassic Highland Guatemala and Central
Mexico, where a defining component of migratory narratives was the need to
carry and install sources of divine power at each new settlement. In describing
the migration of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’ to Copan the retrospective Altar Q
describes a “resting” of k’awiil ochk’in kaloomte’ at the new site. This could
simply be a titular reference to the king, one consistent with his Teotihuacan
associations, but the concept of k’awiil as embodied power raises the possibility
that it is instead a deity image on this occasion (Stuart 2004a: 238).9 An
important clue of a different type comes from Comalcalco, where the patron
divinities venerated in its post-conquest baakal era include Unen K’awiil, the
infant lightning god. This character only otherwise appears at Palenque, where
it served the same tutelary role for their baakal kings – an indication of the
enduring attachment of particular gods to particular dynastic identities.

Were transfers of the elite matched by those of commoners, or were the
nobility free agents who moved to assume control over existing, sedentary
populations? Migration is a poorly understood topic in the Maya area, given
that the markers for population shifts are faint, with close similarities in
utilitarian ceramics making for great difficulty in discerning autochthonous
change from material imports or incoming producers. The isotopic analysis
of human remains offers better prospects, and the growing sophistication of
such technologies might yet advance beyond the broad regional signatures we
have at present. We do know that the site of Aguateca experienced an influx of
people when it was established as a royal centre in the early eighth century and
an exodus when it was attacked at the beginning of the ninth (Inomata 2004).
However, the material culture of those particular populations says little about
their origins, and nothing at all about whether they moved there willingly or
were compelled to do so.

The relationship between emblem referents and their locational settings has
been most thoroughly explored by Alexandre Tokovinine (2008: 162–227,
2011, 2013: 61–86), who traces their intersections with the concepts of
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kabch’een and chanch’een – work paralleled in a number of respects by that of
Peter Bíró (2007a, 2011a, 2012a).10 There is agreement with the general point
that referents identify royal houses rather than territorial units, but both
emphasise that all such terms began as toponyms, places from which dynastic
lines traced their origins, irrespective of where they might subsequently have
journeyed. One apt comparison captures the fluidity with which identities of
place can be transferred to those of families, dynasties, and regimes, and can
thereafter roam across the landscape:

Here I evoke a well-known example from the history of Europe,
namely the case of the Habsburgs. While they originated from today’s
Switzerland, and [were] named after a castle there, later they ruled in
Austria, Spain and Hungary. These new territories were never renamed
as Habsburg, though the dynasty rarely called itself otherwise. Eventually,
the Habsburgs lost their possessions in Switzerland, but not their name.
Also, the house split into more than one branch which kept using the
Habsburg name in different territories (Bíró 2012a: 60, n.11).

The distinction between emblem referents that match core toponyms and
those that do not – the two sets outlined in Chapter 5 –is therefore explained
as royal houses that have a local foundation as opposed to those that have
migrated from near or far (Bíró 2007a: 97, 99, 2012a: 59; Tokovinine 2008:
225–227, 2013: 85–86). Thus, dynasties like those of Tikal, Yaxha, and Ceibal
claimed in situ descent from ancestral founders, while those who ruled at
Calakmul, Dos Pilas, and Cancuen acknowledged that they are transplanted
lines whose roots lay elsewhere.11 Whether those places of origin were real or
grounded in myth has been a matter of some debate (Stuart and Houston 1994:
75; Tokovinine 2013: 72–74; Helmke and Kupprat 2016). Even though a few
sites took the names of mythic locations, almost all referents appear to be
earthly localities to which supernatural meaning and deep histories were
subsequently attached (Martin and Velásquez 2016: 27–28).

If we plot the geographical distribution of the two sets we see an admixture,
but also a faint but discernible concentration of the first group in the heart of
the southern lowlands (Martin 2014a: map 9). The implication is that this is a
ghost-like trace of the diaspora of elites from the core to the periphery.
Archaeological evidence that the central zone served as the crucible of
Classic-style developments comes with the outward movement of Peten-
style ceramics which coincided with the formation of new Early Classic polities
(see Forsyth 2005: 11, figure 2).12 In many cases the production of ex novo
polities outside the original heartland must have come from the fissioning of
bloodlines. Here royals who could not succeed in their homeland, or were sent
out in a deliberate policy of expansion and colonisation, founded new
dynasties that took the names of the places they settled or seized. An illustrative
case is that of K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’. Even though one of his titles identifies
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him as a native lord of Caracol, when he takes up his new seat in the far
southeast he adopts a quite different political identity.

To track the process more fully we would need both a larger sample and a
deeper understanding of naming practices, because not only dynastic names
but, from time to time, place-names seem to be transferable, producing a
complex situation for disentangling origins and derivations. There is some
evidence too that dynastic names made one further semantic shift to become
idiomatic references to polities, though seen only in relatively late times and far
from systematically employed. One thinks here of the aj kaanul who attends
the bloodletting event on Dos Pilas Panel 19 (p.105) or the baakal location
given for the third accession of the Moral-Reforma king (p.252–253). These
could be references to the origin places of the Calakmul and Palenque
dynasties, respectively, but in these particular contexts are more easily
explained as derived toponymics.13

But such exceptions provoke a necessary question: what should we infer
from the absence of polity-names in the proper sense? At this point definitional
issues come into play, with a questioning of whether the Classic Maya had
polities as we would normally understand them (Bíró 2007a: 95; Baron 2016:
170–171), or whether emblem referents are connected to the notion of polity
in any meaningful sense (Tokovinine 2013: 67). There is a clear risk here of
confusing our own, etic categories with the indigenous conceptions of political
community to which we decide to attach those terms. Classic Maya political
communities were objects whose nature must be discerned, over a millennium
after the fact, from the way that identity maps onto materiality and practice in
ways that they themselves set out for us.

To take a case raised by Tokovinine (2013: 66–67), we know that the
dynasty based at Tamarindito and Arroyo de Piedra lived in propinquity, that
is, cheek-by-jowl with the line from Tikal installed at Dos Pilas and Aguateca.
Within a very short space of time, probably immediately, the territory of the
original pair was entirely enveloped within the effective domain of the
intruders (Map 3). While this informs us that one community and its k’uhul
x ajaw could exist inside that of another, it should not trigger the conclusion
that the kings of Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra did not rule a polity.14

Political enclaves and exclaves were by no means unusual in Mesoamerica,
where they reflect a spatial consciousness deeply at odds with the bounded
territoriality integral to modern nation states. Communities subject to different
Postclassic Central Mexican altepetl could be interspersed with no regard to
contiguous territory (Gibson 1964: 44–47, figure 2), their political alignments
depending instead on personal ties between noble lines. A similar principle was
reproduced in the patchwork of altepetl composed into regional hegemonies
and, most of all, in the grander quilt of the Aztec Empire (Smith 2000: 587).
The same non-contiguous allegiances are amply attested among the Postclassic
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Maya of Yucatan (Quezada 1993, 2014; Okoshi and Quezada 2008; Graham
2011: 29–46), a pattern very similar to the overlapping lineage connections that
defined political loyalties in Bronze Age China (Chang 1983: 374).15

A telling, if extreme, illustration of enclaves in Mesoamerica is the case of
Tlatelolco, a Mexica commercial centre that occupied the same small island on
Lake Texcoco as Tenochtitlan, seat to the Aztec emperor (Barlow 1987).
Breaking from its sister city in 1337, Tlatelolco established itself as an altepetl,
even as it grew into a single conurbation with Tenochtitlan and was increas-
ingly surrounded by the vastness of the Aztec Empire. Yet its independence
was such that when Tenochtitlan decided to re-absorb Tlatelolco in 1493 it
was obliged to do so by conquest. We might note in passing that enclave
polities are no strangers to the modern world, the rare sovereign isolates of San
Marino and Lesotho to name two.

The greater point in regard to the Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra example is
not the political status of enclaves per se, but whether the term polity should be
restricted to wholly autonomous entities. We have, it may be recalled, a
statement that a king of Arroyo de Piedra was the vassal of another at Dos
Pilas – one small part of the data in Chapter 10 dispelling the idea that even
major Classic Maya kingdoms enjoyed complete independence. If a criterion
of total autonomy were to be comprehensively applied, we would quickly find
ourselves very short on polities. What is really at stake here are degrees of
sovereignty, a key issue to which we will be turning in Chapter 14.

As interesting as enclaves are exclaves, sites with a direct attachment to a
distant power. La Corona was a close semblant of one that lay beyond
Calakmul’s immediate zone of administrative control. La Corona is a fascinating
and enigmatic site, small in terms of both monumental architecture and sur-
rounding settlement, but extravagantly endowed with inscribed monuments
(Canuto and Barrientos 2013; Stuart, Canuto, and Barrientos 2015). Almost all
of the latter were anciently uprooted and reset in new locations, probably in the
ninth century. Together with previously known looted monuments, they tell us
that La Corona had its own dynastic ajaw bloodline, that its kings performed all
the standard royal rituals, and that they venerated their own patron deities.

However, at no point do they use an emblem glyph of sak nikte’ ajaw,
instead employing the k’uhul sak wahyis title carried by some other Calakmul
clients.16 This poorly understood epithet was regionally restricted and pre-
dates the move of the Kaanul kingdom to Calakmul. On balance, we should
regard La Corona as a polity, even if it barely seems to meet the minimum
requirements discussed in Chapter 5. It might be necessary to also consign it to
a separate category of subordinate exclaves, one whose shared dynastic symbols
signal an especially close colonial bond (see p.166).

The La Corona texts give an extraordinary prominence to Calakmul,
detailing the many ways in which the two centres were connected. These
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include intermarriage, joint ritual activities, royal visits in both directions, and
the installation of at least one La Corona ruler under the Calakmul king
in 675 – doubtless a regular occurrence. This outsized significance for such
a small centre suggests strategic importance, perhaps because it fell on a
communication route Calakmul had established with sites far to the south,
skirting an area of Tikal control, as discussed in Case Study 9. The late shift to a
Tikal affiliation for La Corona, noted there, is especially significant in this light,
suggesting its continued relevance to cross-regional traffic and perhaps some
symbolic importance as well.17

ENGAGEMENTS

Throughout this book, I have stressed the importance of perceiving the Classic
Maya polity not in isolation but as part of a collective body. That perspective is
built from what we know of inter-polity contacts, the cooperative as well as
the conflictive, the fleeting as well as the enduring. We must assimilate the
evidence for marriage, diplomacy, warfare, economics, and shared cultural
traits, and consider them as flows of people, materials, and information across
the landscape, blurring their separation as topics by viewing them together
under a higher-order umbrella of “engagements”. This way of thinking
encourages us to see each of these activities as a means rather than an end,
with the pursuit of objectives potentially to be achieved through alternative
methods or by synergised strategies.

In a system of multiple polities, each negotiating its position vis-à-vis its
neighbours and more distant powers, as well as managing the internal dynamics
of ranking lineages, the choice of any royal marriage partner would be a highly
calculated one. In Chapter 8 we discussed how dynastic marriage operates
within two dimensions, horizontally to generate alliance and vertically to
secure descent. The scale and relative importance of these axes vary depending
on the goals in mind and the circumstances at hand. For all the incompleteness
of the epigraphic record, its rhetorical choices – what it chooses to say and not
to say – give access to some of the main conventions and aims underlying
marriage.

In the alliance mode the effects are immediate, whereas an orientation
towards descent could take many years to bear fruit, if at all. For all the
energies and care put into matchmaking, the hopes behind any particular
union could be thwarted by all manner of exigencies, with plans abandoned
and remade before ever reaching the written record. The rarity of recorded
rites of betrothing and union clearly indicate that political alliance was not a
rhetorical priority, and only the ultimate elevation of offspring to rulership
gave them significance. The elite would also have been aware that efforts to
create political alliances or reduce hostility through intermarriage were often
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short-lived or wholly unsuccessful. As seen in the case of Naranjo and Yaxha,
common blood could be a feeble inhibition to its shedding in battle.

Polygyny is a schema that maximises the resources offered by marriage in
two respects. First, it opens the door to a mixed strategy in which the political
advantages of one kind of partnership can be blended and counterpoised with
those of another. Here endogamy meets the needs of internal cohesion –

solidifying a powerbase by keeping the bloodline within a local cabal so that
“the rulership would not go elsewhere” – while exogamy engages with the
opportunities of regional networks. The second effect of polygyny is simply to
increase the supply of legitimate offspring, which feed into the next generation
of marital manoeuvring and present opportunities for more strategic matches
within a widening web of kin ties. The inherent weakness of polygyny is that
in extending legitimacy to several women and their children it fosters destabil-
ising competition for the succession. But this problem can be mitigated by the
historically well-attested solution of establishing one wife as paramount. If her
offspring were routinely favoured, half-sibling rivalries could be kept in check –
in theory if not always in practice.

These strategies are only visible in the case of daughters, leaving the situation
with most sons much less clear. Some resided at court as princely baahch’ok in
the service of their ruling brothers and as kings-in-waiting, occasionally as
junior kings. But other “spare” males were presumably absorbed into lesser
positions within the polity, engaged in exogamous matrilocal marriages, or
went out to create new dynasties in a dispersal of princes who could not inherit
at home. All three processes were probably at work, but none of them is
strongly reflected in the record. With polygyny increasing the supply, the
percentage of princelings would have steadily grown and required some
management of their number. At some point a rule of disenfranchisement
would need to kick in, a degree of separation from the patriline at which royal
status was lost, lest the polity be overrun with entitled descendants.

We might expect exogamous marriage to be a prime integrative mechanism
across the Maya landscape, in particular that powerful polities such as Calakmul
and Tikal would extend hypogamous ties to help solidify their position. The
relative rarity of such links raises important questions about how the goals of
descent and alliance were balanced by the Classic Maya. On the one hand, we
have to consider under-reporting by offspring who did not find their mother’s
foreign origins politically beneficial and worth publicising, on the other that
endogamy was truly the preferred pattern for principal, heir-bearing wives. If
the latter scenario predominates then the sample would faithfully reflect that
fewer rulers were born to foreign women. Where a king does take a
hypogamous partner as his principal queen it could be a sign of especially
close affiliation or deep subordination. Exogamy would normally be concen-
trated at the secondary level, where incoming brides played a part in
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interdynastic manoeuvrings in the alliance dimension but were not expected to
contribute to the dimension of descent. Several of the exogamous unions we
do see may never have been intended to produce an heir and did so, and
entered the record, only after some unexpected misfortune.

Yet there is good reason to believe that the first scenario plays a significant
role and that exogamous brides are indeed under-represented in the corpus.
Not only is the origin of Ix Uh Chan of Yaxchilan left unstated on eight of the
nine occasions on which she is mentioned, but the references to foreign
maternal grandfathers for two Tikal kings reveal that the women they married
were outsiders, even though they carried no titles that identify them as such.
This means that the default assumption that spouses with no given affiliation
were local is unwarranted, and we are left unable to gauge the true percentage
of interdynastic unions.

Marital unions are one of the more visible products of diplomacy, but all
parties in a multi-polity system must put effort into personal contacts with their
neighbours and more distant powers (Schele and Mathews 1991). These
exchanges offer the chance to influence opinion and share information, settle
disputes and negotiate agreements. Such contacts were rarely the stuff of patrimo-
nial rhetoric, though the group of Yaxchilan lords attending the court of Piedras
Negras is one exception (Figure 24). Most examples are seen on painted vessels,
where we find visitors with titles of ebeet, “messenger” or muut, literally “bird” but
meaning “messenger” or “emissary” (Houston et al. 2006: 241–251) (Figure 78).

78 An ebeet messenger in the service of Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ of Calakmul delivers a gift
or bundle of tribute to a Tikal lord on the vessel K5453. (Drawing by Mark Van Stone after a
roll-out photograph by Justin Kerr)
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In this vein, the murals of Room 1 at Bonampak show a line of visiting ebeet,
seemingly tributaries from lesser kingdoms (Houston 2012: 164; Miller and
Brittenham 2013: 77–78). Most fit within the pattern of hierarchical interaction
noted in Chapter 10, in which kings or their representatives visit foreign sites to
witness the rituals of their patrons.

Perhaps the most interesting and unexpected contact comes on the hiero-
glyphic stairway at El Palmar, with the journey of a lordly lakam to faraway Copan
in 726 (p.94). The visitor would certainly have seen the first version of the Copan
Hieroglyphic Stairway, commissioned by Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil in 710.18

That inscription, already hundreds of glyph-blocks in length, was a dynastic
history of such scale and ambition it must have been the talk of the Maya world.
Indeed, upon his return the lakam built his own, considerably more modest, set of
inscribed steps detailed his own lordly lineage in a simple, but still rather telling,
example of how the periphery could inspire developments at the core.

But what was the purpose of his visit? The text does not say directly, yet
toward its conclusion there is a curious reference to the “guardianship” of
Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil (Tsukamoto and Esparza 2015: 45). Guardianship
could arise as a consequence of defeat and capture in war (p.205), or to the
poorly understood realm of protective lordly supervision (p.105).19 Damaged
and missing portions of the inscription leave the identity of the guardian open
to debate and gives no real lead as to which kind of relationship this was. It is
certainly tempting to see the lakam noble as the possessor in question, but the
relevant section is closely followed by the name of Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil of
Calakmul – without doubt the overlord of El Palmar – and he presents a more
compelling candidate.

Whatever this enigmatic tie represents, it connects the political affairs of the
far southeast to those of the central Peten. This is not unique. Copan is among
four kingdoms mentioned on two small bones recovered from the tomb of the
Tikal king Jasaw Chan K’awiil, the others being Palenque, Edzna, and Altun
Ha (Barthel 1968a: 187–189; Tokovinine 2008: 243–244, 2013: 87–89; Pallán
2012: 98–99; Helmke, Guenter, and Wanyerka 2018: 122–124). Although the
meaning of these texts remains opaque, the geographical distribution of these
kingdoms to the south, west, north, and east – reminiscent of the four
cardinally specified polities on Copan Stela A, created at much the same time
(p.25) – serve to place Tikal at a symbolic centre.20 Perhaps in the wake of its
triumph over Calakmul in 695 we are seeing a Tikal-centric view of the eighth
century Maya world. The symbolism may also coincide with a historical
reality, perhaps even identifying allies that contributed to Tikal’s victory.
Tikal’s ties to Copan might even be relevant to the suspiciously timed mention
of Calakmul’s Wamaaw K’awiil at Quirigua just two years before the rebellion
of 738, an event that took place little more than a decade after the El Palmar
mission to Copan (see p.257).
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Inter-polity contacts could also be manifested in ritualised sport. Here
several varieties of ballgame were covered by the single verb pitz, “to play”
(Miller and Houston 1987; Stuart 1987: 25). One form involved the torture
and execution of war captives, another a mythic re-enactment in which lordly
players took on the guise of the Hero Twins or their Underworld foes. Our
interest focuses on a third type, royal visits and the games that were played,
whether symbolically or in reality, between different kings. In a number of
cases these carry hierarchical overtones. For example, we have ballgame scenes
from La Corona, Zapote Bobal, Uxul, and El Peru that show Calakmul kings
interacting with their vassals (Martin 2001d: 179; Miller and Martin 2004: 91;
Tunesi 2007; Grube and Delvendahl 2011; Lee and Piehl 2014: 95–98). An
example in which a Calakmul monarch plays against his counterpart at distant
Tonina may, or may not, be less asymmetrical (Stuart 2013; Helmke et al. 2015).

A major goal for diplomacy would be to defuse the potential for conflict
among so many closely spaced polities. Warfare is an engagement of immense
complexity, whose proximate causes can be diverse and highly contingent.
The emergence of a substantial body of epigraphic data, combined with
iconographic and archaeological information, illuminates some portions of
the issue while still leaving much in shadow. We know that warfare was a
recurring feature of Classic Maya life, but the lack of detail in the texts makes it
hard to appreciate why it was initiated, how it was conducted, or precisely
what it sought to achieve.

The analysis in Chapter 9 found strong support for earlier proposals of a
seasonal distribution to conflict, as well as an absence of any discernible
cosmological determination. Variation across the year is certainly related to
the ease or difficulty of travel in its contrasting parched and sodden periods, but
we should not discount the contribution of the synchronous agricultural cycle
to motivate the theft and destruction of crops, or for its impact on the
availability of men for larger scale campaigns. The analysis also serves to
question the frequently made assertion that textual records of warfare reached
a peak at the very end of the Late Classic Period – a conclusion that relies on
just two atypical inscriptions. If both these and one mid-era outlier are
disregarded the sample instead points to a fairly consistent incidence of
recorded warfare from the beginning of the seventh until the beginning of
the ninth century. The re-examination of the data confirms the long-noted
rarity of Early Classic war accounts that, as a major thematic innovation of the
Late Classic, demands explanation.

Since warfare itself clearly has a deep history in Maya culture, attested not
least by major Preclassic fortifications, our interest must focus on why it
increasingly became a topic of the inscriptions. The move from the heroic
generalities in iconography to the specified successes in text was a deliberate
transformation in patrimonial rhetoric for which fashion seems an insufficient
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motivation. The phenomenon does not occur in isolation, since it is matched
by changes in the representation of martial themes, which were almost
exclusively associated with Teotihuacan-dressed warriors throughout the fifth
century but – later “quotations” aside – generally shifted to Maya-style
representations from the sixth century onwards.

The answer, I suspect, lies in historical processes. Society and politics were
beginning to change at this time, with strong demographic growth and an
expanding number of political players. The rise of Dzibanche, the first Kaanul
capital, is evident by the mid-sixth century and must be seen in the context of
changes at Tikal and the withdrawal of its foreign sponsors. It is probably no
coincidence that by far the earliest known narrative of campaigning – which is
to say one that specifies dates and verbs, together with the names of both an
agent and his victims – is the Captive Stairway at Dzibanche. As we saw in
Case Study 6, its dating is uncertain, but its style suggests that it could be as old
as the fourth century. Might this reflect the first stirrings of a military machine,
a kingdom with a special proficiency in war that would ultimately carry it to
regional dominance?

The developing competition between Tikal and Dzibanche would have had
rippling effects for a larger number of polities, which were forced to negotiate
or align their positions accordingly; not least because these powerful actors
pursued advantage in distant realms. What was missing from earlier views of
Classic Maya warfare was a sense that conflict could have these broader
strategic aims and lead to longer-term shifts in regional power relations. The
hegemonic model conceives of polities both willing and able to engage in this
kind of competition, and capable of realising the sustained benefits that can
accrue from violence or the threat of violence.

Even so, this does not mean that warfare in the Classic era was necessarily
rife. If we look to the polities subject to Calakmul in the seventh century there
is a marked lack of recorded conflicts between them, suggesting that one
consequence of hegemonic success could well be a curtailment rather than
an exacerbation of violence. By reducing competition between their subjects,
dominant powers would create zones of common interest that encouraged
communication and cooperative behaviours. This reduction in the security
threat would maximise economic gains, providing subject elites with some
measure of compensation for the exactions of their overlord, who naturally
benefitted most of all.

If we are looking for a motor for political violence we have to look at these
economic ramifications (p.231–232). Worldwide, expansionist political systems
that lack the coercive and bureaucratic structures to achieve integration, or
simply eschew their logistical costs, pursue tribute as their primary means of
economic exploitation (Amin 1976: 13; Wolf 1982: 76–88; Haldon 1993).
Indeed, the comparative evidence is so consistent that we might easily
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conclude that an express purpose of hierarchic orders was the upward transfer
of wealth and resources from clients to patrons.

The first signs of a Classic Maya tribute system emerged on painted vessels,
where scenes of courtly life frequently include visitors to an enthroned ruler
who present tied bundles or stacks of cloth (Schele and Miller 1986: 144, 153,
218; Reents-Budet 1994: 262). These items are often topped by symbols of
wealth and preciousness: Spondylus shells or sprays of rare quetzal feathers.
Additionally, sacks are occasionally marked by bar-and-dot numerals in units
of pik or 8,000, a feature typically reserved for loads of cacao beans, which
were widely used as a currency in historical times (Houston 1997b) (Figure 78).
One scene even includes a scribe or official who appears to be checking the
tally of received goods in a book (Schele and Miller 1986: 144). Explicit textual
evidence later emerged, including references to the words pat/patan, “tribute”
and tojol, “payment” (Stuart 1995: 352–374, 1998: 384, 410–416), as well as
yubte’, “tribute cloth” (Houston, in Stuart 1995: 359). In one vase scene three
officials of the lakam rank deliver – literally tz’ahpaj, “plant, set down” – a load
of patan at the foot of a king’s dais (Stuart 1995: 356).21 We earlier heard
about tribute deliveries to a dais or litter (p.260), in which large numbers of
ikaatz, “cargo, bundles” containing precious feathers and pelts were ak’,
“given” (Le Fort and Wald 1995).22

Tribute systems are documented throughout Mesoamerica, where they
were the basis of political economies at the local, regional, and pan-regional
scale. Exaction was the presiding objective behind the expansion of the Aztec
Triple Alliance, a rapacious conqueror intent on enriching its imperial core at
the expense of other polities, some at great distance (e.g. Berdan 1975; Calnek
1982; Hassig 1985, 1988; Voorhies 1989; Berdan et al. 1996). Individualised
demands were made of subject tributaries that took account of local resources
and travel distance, ensuring that bulk subsistence goods, raw materials, craft-
worked valuables, and labour were delivered to the capital Tenochtitlan
according to a strict schedule. This was no innovation in the region, but
an existing practice taken to new heights. The way in which tributary
polities were required to deliver non-local resources presents a particular
kind of economic control, one which stimulated regional commerce
(Berdan et al. 1996).

Aztec rulers also made significant investments in agricultural infrastructure
and water management, including dykes and aqueducts, converting tribute
income and labour into lasting economic enrichment and thereby political
leverage. It has been argued that control over water supplies, including the
building of reservoirs, was also a means of tribute conversion for the Maya,
an instrument of kingly power embedded in royal ideology through water-
focussed supernatural associations and their appropriate rituals (Lucero 1999,
2003; Lucero and Fash 2006).
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Whatever scale a Classic Maya tribute economy attained it must be con-
sidered within a more diverse mix of economic activities and obligations.
Although archaeology and ethnohistory teach us a good deal about the
fundamentals of Maya subsistence and practical living, precisely how the
agrarian base was organised in terms of land-tenure and ownership, how
produce was distributed and exchanged, the role and scale of long-distance
trade in bulk goods and preciosities, local resource exploitation and manufac-
turing specialisations, the emphasis on cash crops such as cacao and raw
materials such as cotton – all of which offered a prospective tax base to support
the royal court – remain among the darkest of our dark matters (see McAnany
1993, 2010; Jones 1999; Graham 2002, 2006, 2011; Masson and Freidel 2002;
Houston and Inomata 2009: 218–249, 250–256; Garraty and Stark 2010; Hirth
and Pillsbury 2013; Smith 2014; Baron 2018a, 2018b).

A topic of much contention has been market exchange in the Maya area,
where archaeological (Masson and Freidel 2012; Hirth and Pillsbury 2013;
King 2015) and epigraphic (Martin 2007b, 2012c: 80; Tokovinine and Beliaev
2013) data are finally beginning to lift a veil. Phosphate residues suggests that
markets were held in an open plaza space at Chunchucmil (Dahlin et al. 2007;
Dahlin 2009) and in similar locations at other sites (Terry, Blair, and Coronel
2015). Such locations were probably a common venue for such activity, where
temporary stalls composed of pole-supported awnings and unfurled mats
would be all that was necessary in terms of facilities. However, an extensive
masonry complex with covered colonnades in the East Plaza of Tikal has been
identified as a permanent marketplace (Jones 1996, 2015). Its first phase was
constructed sometime before 700, but it underwent considerable redevelop-
ment during the eighth century, expanding from a concentric central complex
to surround the larger plaza on several sides (Jones 1991: 119).

Much smaller, stall-like spaces have been found within the central plaza of
the minor site of El Pueblito (Juan Pedro Laporte, pers. comm. 2008), as if
those temporary awnings and mats had now been petrified in stone. It has been
argued that substantial facilities like those of Tikal may have impeded the
recognition of comparable, but less impressive, installations elsewhere (Becker
2015).23 Indeed, lidar surveys are beginning to suggest that dedicated market-
places might be more common than previously thought, at least in the
northern zone (Ruhl, Dunning, and Carr 2018).

At Calakmul, Ramón Carrasco has excavated a large restricted-access quad-
rangle covering some 2.5 hectares dubbed the Chiik Nahb complex (see
Figure 81). It features long rows of north–south aligned buildings, with at least
one placed east–west that is colonnaded in the style of Tikal. Situated on the
centreline is a three-tiered platform, Structure 1, that had been overbuilt and
renewed on seven occasions. Its third version was covered in an unprecedented
series of paintings showing scenes of men and women engaged in the acts of

ENGAGEMENTS 341



serving, consuming, transporting, and displaying foods and other materials,
including textiles and ceramics (Carrasco, Vázquez, and Martin 2009; Carrasco
and Cordiero 2012) (Figure 79). The proportion of women, which constitute
about a third of the participants, is the highest seen in any programme of
Maya art.

The captions applied to the “presenters” of goods are mostly labels that
identify specialisations, including aj ixiim, “maize person”, aj jaay, “clay vessel
person”, aj waaj, “tamale person”, and aj mahy, “tobacco person” (Martin
2012c). One of these scenes shows a male with a basket and spoon labelled aj
atz’aam, “salt person” – portioning out a commodity presumably transported
from the coast, given that rock salt from the highlands was considerably more
distant (Figure 80).24 These ascribed terms are similar to those used for Maya
market vendors today and the nature of the pictured scenes strongly suggests
that the Chiik Nahb complex was a dedicated marketplace (Martin 2007b,
2012c: 80, Martin, in Boucher and Quiñones 2007: 48).25 In all probability,
Structure 1 was a market temple or administrative building and the paintings a
lively evocation of the activities that took place all around it. The style of the
paintings and the depiction of particular pottery forms are broadly in line with
the ceramics excavated from that building phase and can be placed to 620–700

(Boucher and Quiñones 2007: 49).
Thus, although many Mayanists have resisted the idea of large-scale com-

mercial engagements and the significant movement of goods across the region,

79 View of the murals painted on the southeast corner of Structure Sub 1–4, the focal building
of the Chiik Nahb market complex at Calakmul. (SM/Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul)
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fresh evidence compels a reassessment of that position. It is interesting and
surely significant that it should be Calakmul and Tikal that exhibit major
market infrastructure of this type. We can venture that hegemonic powers
built these complexes as strategic efforts to centralise regional exchange net-
works under their control and were further manifestations of their political
ambitions.

Finally, if the Classic Maya polity was indeed embedded in networks and
interdependencies in the way I have described them – in which analysis needs
to be focussed on the cohesive whole as much as it is on the constituent parts –
then we will need to consider the ideational bonds that generated and main-
tained that collective sense of identity. To do so it will be useful to adopt and
adapt Durkheim’s “moral community” concept, raising it to this culture-wide
level as an encompassing “moral order” to the Classic Maya system.

By this I mean shared rules, norms, protocols, standards, and conventions
of engagement in the widest sense; the ethical values by which kingdoms
co-identified and co-existed in their world, as they were embedded in shared
understandings of the cosmos, time, and the place of kingship within both.
Indeed, the conceptual order set out in the arrangement of thirteen kingships
on the circular stone at Altar de los Reyes, a representation of space-time as
royal-ritual circuit, unified yet separate, might be seen to encapsulate that very
notion. Whatever led the Protoclassic-era ajawtaak to generate new political
practices and spread from the central southern lowlands, they did so carrying a
set of ideas about what lordship entailed and laid claim to, providing a template
from which the king and cohort-based Classic polity was propagated.

The overt expressions of that political culture are to be found in the works
of that lordly cohort. But another, much less visible, group was pivotal for the

80 Scene from the northeast corner of Chiik Nahb Structure Sub 1–4 at Calakmul, featuring an
aj atz’aam or “salt person”. (SM/Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul)
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development, preservation, and expansion of its ideals and the creation of
those expressions: the literati. Seldom nobles themselves, these professionals
serviced courtly business, keeping the records required for diplomacy, financial
accounts, and the chronicling of historical events. More than this, they con-
ducted the active scholarship necessary for astrological and calendrical
calculation and its interpretation, supplying the various needs of divination
and ritual. In this way they served as a collective cultural memory and
consciousness, both a repository for core concepts and where intellectual and
artistic innovations took place. It was the engagement and discourse of these
scholars, savants, theologians, aesthetes, and learned practitioners across the
Maya world, discussed in Chapter 12, which produced the cultural unity of a
people, society, and civilisation.

ASYMMETRIES OF POWER

The evidence presented thus far establishes that the Classic Maya were,
from beginning to end, divided into many small polities and that there
were significant disparities in power between them, with some exercising a
far-reaching ability to subordinate others. Communities which behaved as
sovereign entities in every other sense of that term were prepared to acknow-
ledge that their rulers were owned by others, or that their coronations were
sanctioned or directed by such outsiders.26 Having combined the hierarchical
statements with military records in Case Studies 11–14 we can appreciate their
close connection, serving to establish that asymmetrical relations were pre-
dominantly pragmatic and political rather than idealised and symbolic.27 But
what allowed those asymmetries of power to develop and to what degree did
coercive and voluntaristic factors draw subjects into the thrall of a suzerain?
What were the contributing social, political, and economic factors behind
those textual and material expressions?

The first point to make is that the Classic Maya system described here is
hardly out of character for the Mesoamerican region. One can take notice of
the situation prevailing in the fifteenth-century Valley of Mexico, where
80–100 distinct altepetl were linked into a dense network in which patron–
client relationships were commonplace, indeed, verged on the universal:
“Every people seems to be the vassal of another and stronger one” (Davies,
in Bray 1972: 164). The sources are littered with accounts in which high lords
installed lesser lords and vassals (e.g. Ixtlilxochitl 1952: I:119–289, II:104;
Chimalpahin 1965: 113, 218–219, 222–223, 233; Schroeder 1991: 83). To quote
only one, the sixteenth century indigenous writer Chimalpahin tells us: “The
kings of Anáhuac said, ‘The Chalca are our forebears; long ago, all the tlatoque
[plural of tlatoani] came here to be installed, and 25 altepetl were subjects of the
Chalca’” (Schroeder 1991: 152). Indeed, there is even an account of such a
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system among the Postclassic Maya. Bartolomé de Las Casas (1909: 616),
writing soon after the conquest of the highlands of modern-day Guatemala,
describes one K’iche’ ruler of the fifteenth-century as having “placed, con-
firmed, approved, and authorised all the lords, rulers and jurisdictions of the
provinces and neighbouring kingdoms, such as Tecuciztlán (Rabinal), Guate-
mala (Kaqchikel) and Atitlán (Tz’utujil)”.28 When it comes to Mesoamerican
power politics, Classic Maya practice seems not so much the exception as
the rule.

The point of formalising political relations in this way is to convert naked
power into authority, insofar as coercion can be made legitimate – creating
duties and obligations where previously there had been none. We might still
read the underlying situation as exploitative, but it has been moved from
intimidation to some higher level, and as such invokes very different processes.
With Case Study 14 providing the only exceptions, vainglorious references
to a ruler’s own political dominions are entirely lacking in the texts, with all
statements of inter-polity hierarchy recorded by clients. Running counter to
the expectations of propaganda, it is necessary to ask what motivated vassals
to record their own subordination? Some may have wanted to curry favour
with their overlords with a show of obeisance, while others may serve as
a warning to rivals, both within the kingdom and without, that the king
had a powerful protector. Where we can discern the purpose with confi-
dence it is explanatory, offering background information to help explicate or
justify a contemporary context, especially when that focuses on a shift
of allegiance.

These shifts and the interweaving of power politics and warfare are vital to
understanding the forces at work in building and breaking hegemony –

processes we see at work in the heart of the central lowlands. We are told
that the king of Caracol was installed in office by his counterpart at Tikal in
553, an event that goes unrecorded on contemporary Caracol monuments and
only fortuitously documented in two later accounts. As soon as 556 Tikal
launches an attack against a now only partially legible victim that seems to be a
lord of Caracol. This appears to supply the narrative casus belli for a more
decisive action, the star war assault on Tikal that took place in 562. That defeat
evidently had dire consequences for Tikal, initiating its 130-year monument
hiatus and an interruption to its dynastic line – perhaps even the installing of a
compliant ruler subject to its conqueror (Jones 1991: 117–118; Martin 2008c,
2017b; Martin and Beliaev 2017). Although the name of that victor is almost
illegible, the finger must point to the major beneficiary of Tikal’s downfall, the
Kaanul dynasty, which thereafter rose to pre-eminence in the lowlands. In
619 a recently elevated Caracol king, a son of the one installed by Tikal in 553,
had his rule sanctioned by the king of Dzibanche, confirming the switch from
one hegemonic sphere to that of another.
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In the second half of the fifth century Tikal and Naranjo were linked by
marriage, with one Tikal king making several references to his descent from a
Naranjo monarch through the maternal line (Martin 2005b: 8, n.15; Tokovi-
nine and Fialko 2007: 10–13). This implies a political connection, yet when we
next hear of Naranjo’s interests they lie elsewhere, with Dzibanche installing a
boy-king at the city in 546. The loyalty of this character was maintained
through the reigns of four successive Kaanul overlords, lasting until at least
612. However, the outbreak of the Kaanul civil war soon after 630 made
Naranjo a target and it was seized by one of the rival claimants in 631. Our
knowledge of this action comes via two accounts produced by Caracol, which
cites it in association with its own war successes over Naranjo in 626 and 627.
This clearly suggests that Caracol supported the Calakmul-based Kaanul fac-
tion, the winners of the internecine struggle.

What these fragmentary episodes reveal is something more than the simple
turbulence of antagonistic kingdoms. We have installation ceremonies defin-
ing hierarchical relationships that were subsequently negated and met with a
violent response. That clients chose to secede and resist is a strong argument for
the compulsory nature of patron–client relations, since purely consensual ties
could have no penalty for departure. It also suggests that the terms of these
relations were sufficiently onerous that escaping them was worth the risk of
retaliation. At least in the case of Caracol, the breakdown of its relationship
with one hegemon was directly followed by a new one with its bitter rival.

This mirrors what we see out in the west at Moral-Reforma and a sequence
of events that constitute a veritable smoking gun for the hegemonic interpret-
ation of Classic Maya politics – given that it includes features anticipated by the
model that were unseen until its contents came to light (Martin 2003c).
Whereas the switching of allegiance from one patron to another can only be
detected between two reigns at Caracol, Moral-Reforma describes such a
move within a single tenure. It offers the further revelation that transferring
kings underwent formal ceremonies of “reinstallation”; repeated crownings
that involved the bestowal of alternative names. A new fealty could evidently
require a transformation of royal identity, the persona beholden to one
overking cast aside for another.

This single account allows us to make certain deductions about the shift in
relative power between Calakmul and Palenque, but the ability to draw on
texts from other sites in Case Study 12 provides a multivocal perspective and
permits us to do much more. Collectively they portray a wider struggle
between the polities of present-day Tabasco and a trio of outside powers,
Palenque, Calakmul, and Piedras Negras. Military action against Santa Elena,
Moral-Reforma’s near-neighbour, is followed by the latter’s subordination to
Calakmul by a matter of weeks in 662, while Moral-Reforma’s realignment
to Palenque in 687 follows hard on the heels of the military renewal

346 DEFINING CLASS IC MAYA POLITICAL CULTURE



of that kingdom and within a year or two of the death of its original Calakmul
patron.

But what was Calakmul’s interest in the Tabascan plain, an area distant from
any direct security concern – one that had also featured in the Dzibanche
attacks on Palenque in 599 and 611? Deep alluvial soils make Tabasco prime
agricultural land, and it was renowned in historical times for its abundant cacao
crop. But its unique geographical feature is the confluence of Usumacinta and
San Pedro Mártir Rivers. Whereas much of the Usumacinta is fast-flowing and
impeded by rock-strewn rapids, the San Pedro Mártir is a placid watercourse
that provides the easiest passage between the central lowlands and the western
Maya world. This, in turn, offers access to the Gulf Coast and Central Mexico
and the cultural and commercial contacts they represent.

A similar interest can be discerned a few years earlier when Calakmul
orchestrated the renewal of kingship at Cancuen. Positioned on the upper
reaches of the Pasión River, at a southern gateway to the resource-rich
highlands of modern-day Guatemala, Cancuen would be an ideal location to
secure trade routes. Indeed, excavations demonstrate that this site was deeply
involved in the importation, processing, and transhipment of at least two
distinctive highland products, obsidian and jade (Demarest 2013b; Demarest
et al. 2014). The unusual design of Cancuen, with its isolated and outsized
palace, is plausibly linked to its specialised function as an economic outpost;
perhaps by housing elites who actively managed distant trade relations and/or
local production. The site came into its own and expanded its palace only after
Calakmul’s eighth century decline, presumably because it now had independ-
ent control of its commercial life. In former times Cancuen would be the last
stop on the proposed north–south “royal road” linking Calakmul to the
highlands via a series of client kingdoms (p.189–190). Such distant projections
of power make most sense as strategic interventions that put flows of resources
and communication routes under Kaanul control.

It is important to note that Calakmul’s intervention in Tabasco was con-
ducted in concert with Piedras Negras, one of the occasions in which we see
an ally or affiliate actively supporting a major power. This might reflect the
logistical difficulties of operating at a distance of some 160 km from home, and
it will be recalled that the still more distant Dzibanche might have been allied
with Santa Elena in one of its two expeditions against Palenque. Santa Elena
itself could marshal a confederated force, as we saw from the varied origins of
the captives that were seized together with its king in 659. Earlier, Caracol
went into battle “with” a Kaanul lord in 627, while the pivotal clash between
Tikal and Calakmul in 695 produced a Naranjo prisoner – a further indicator
of joint campaigning by major kingdoms.

Yet only a few other cooperative alliances can be identified in the inscrip-
tions, far fewer than we might expect to see in a multi-polity system, where a
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major hegemon such as Calakmul should have been able to muster a compos-
ite army drawn from its many clients. One explanation for this absence is
suggested by the records at Dos Pilas, discussed in Case Study 11. Its long war
against Tikal was largely synchronous with the one its Calakmul patron fought
against the same enemy, which the texts treat as entirely separate campaigns.
Here the focus of patrimonial rhetoric on the heroic efforts of a single
commissioning king could serve to separate and under-represent joint actions
and the contributions of subordinate allies. Moreover, if client kings regularly
contributed warriors to a patron’s army rather than taking to the field them-
selves, the anomaly of the missing alliances would be even easier to explain.
A third possibility to consider is that the ideology of warrior kingship placed an
emphasis on almost gladiatorial individual over allied action, thus maintaining a
certain purity of king-upon-king and deity-upon-deity encounters in at least
some instances.

Suzerains bore the title kaloomte’, the only status ranked above that of k’uhul
x ajaw kingship. Its antiquity is unknown, although it certainly could have had
an early origin, perhaps identifying rulers at Preclassic mega-centres such as El
Mirador. Alternatively, it was taken up only in the Protoclassic Period, when
the growing asymmetries between dynastic kings produced the need for some
further status differentiation. Although drawn from a supernatural concept, a
gloss of “high king” or “overking” reflects the pragmatics of its usage. It is
significant that the kings of hegemonic Tikal, Dzibanche, and Palenque are the
only ones said to have acceded into this status. When the grander hegemonies
began to break down in the eighth century what was already an honorific title
emerged at lesser centres. We might take this to be a proliferation and
debasement of a once-great epithet. However, the phenomenon matches
the decline of macro-political organisation more generally and therefore
simply indicates the higher status to which lesser polities could now aspire,
the intimidating presence of the pan-regional powers having faded away.
Moreover, its last appearances are key to understanding the rise of new power-
brokers during the stricken ninth century.

A look at the architectonics of the leading Classic Maya centres suggests
ways in which hegemonic power may have been materialised. Calakmul was a
Preclassic city with major monumental construction reaching back to at least
400 BCE, evidently becoming the seat of the Kaanul dynasty only a millen-
nium later around 636 CE (Case Study 6). During this Late Classic stage of its
history investments were made in ceremonial and mortuary buildings, includ-
ing new phases of its two massive Preclassic pyramids. Marketplace infrastruc-
ture has already been noted in the form of the Chiik Nahb complex, but the
great majority of the new construction effort went into the gargantuan court
spaces that dominate the final plan of the city – quite unlike anything else in
the Maya world (Figure 81).
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The West or Great Acropolis alone covers some 115,584 m2, six times the
area of the Central Acropolis at Tikal and fourteen times that of the Palace at
Palenque (Delvendahl 2010: 614). Adding Calakmul’s East Acropolis, South-
west Group, and another complex in the Northeast more than doubles that
space. The West Acropolis is the only part to have been investigated archaeo-
logically to date (Campaña 1998; Delvendahl 2010: 613–671). Comprised of
seventeen courtyards and as many as eighty individual structures, some on two
or even three levels, this concentrated complex could have accommodated
many hundreds of people (Figure 82). Ceramic evidence suggests that the main
body of it was built in more or less one phase during the seventh century, with
some later alternations in the eighth – placing the project in close accord with
the political transformation of the site revealed in the inscriptions.29

I have previously highlighted the disproportionate scale of these Calakmul
courts, which dwarf the combined spaces at other major centres such as
Naranjo and Caracol, and are matched only by the total at Tikal, although
there in a more dispersed arrangement (Martin 2001d). The argument was that
these disparities are too great to be explained within normal variation and that
they must in some way manifest the paramountcy of Calakmul and Tikal.
There are several options for how the expanded elite population implied by
such large facilities might reflect political power. One could be the
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81 Map of central Calakmul with its expansive court-style architecture highlighted in black.
The surrounding settlement is dispersed over some 30 km2.
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administration of tribute, a factor that created large resident bureaucracies at
the major capitals of Postclassic Central Mexico (Calnek 1982: 58–59). Yet
their size is surely too substantial to have served that purpose alone, and a
different function is hinted at in data from the Calakmul subsidiary of La
Corona. The heir to its throne bixiiy, “went” to Calakmul in 664 and stayed
for some three-and-a-half years, returning only upon the death of his father,
who he apparently succeeded twenty-five days later.30 If Calakmul routinely
hosted the offspring of its many clients it would certainly have needed
considerable residential space of a quality befitting their status.31

This invites parallels from elsewhere in Mesoamerica, where required resi-
dency at the seat of an overlord regularly served as a strategy of political
control. Young heirs were typically hosted and educated to inculcate loyalty,
while at the same time their presence sought to ensure the good behaviour of
their kin. The system established by the Aztec Triple Alliance (Tenochtitlan,
Texcoco, and Tlacopan) illustrates the point: “[M]andatory attendance of the
lesser lords or their children at the three great courts served to prevent
‘thoughts of insurrection and rebellion’” (Offner 1983: 98, quoting Ixtlilxochitl
1952: II, 165). This also invokes comparison with the Postclassic Maya capital
of Mayapan, whose dominant Cocom lineage is said to have required subject
lords to reside in the city, bringing “all their affairs and business”, to be
supported by tribute supplied by their home territories (Landa [1582], in
Tozzer 1941: 24). We see relocations of this kind and for this purpose across

82 Structure XXI, a multi-level building in the West Acropolis of Calakmul, under excavation
(note the worker at top left for scale). (SM/Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul)

350 DEFINING CLASS IC MAYA POLITICAL CULTURE



the world – Edo-period Japan for one – and they are a feature of “adminis-
trative cities” in the typology defined by Richard Fox (1977: 68–69). It is
therefore perfectly plausible that Calakmul and Tikal, if only during the peak
of their powers, sought to secure their dominions by keeping a sizeable
community of de facto hostages at their capitals (Martin 2001d: 186).

While smaller than that at Calakmul, the court-style architecture in the
heart of Dzibanche is quite extensive for the Early Classic dating of its
major architecture and it has much the same concentrated design (Nalda and
Balanzario 2014: figure 2).32 This suggests that Dzibanche had a similarly
outsized requirement for high-status space. Linear buildings to the southwest
of the site core may even be evidence for a market district that predates the one
Calakmul established with the Chihk Nahb complex. If that proves to be the
case, it would only enhance the idea that hegemonic status correlated with
being a regional exchange centre, and that this was the model from which
Calakmul took its cue.

Even though we now believe that it was internal conflict that led to
Calakmul replacing Dzibanche as the main Kaanul capital, why Calakmul in
particular emerged as its successor is unclear. There were probably a great
many contingent factors at work, most beyond recovery.33 However, some
part of the motivation might be gleaned from an examination of the political
interaction diagram that distinguishes the eras that the dynasty ruled from these
two respective centres (see Figure 75). The sample is limited and, as noted
earlier, greatly weighted to the Late Classic, but it nonetheless suggests that
Dzibanche’s strongest diplomatic and hierarchical contacts were to the east,
while its contacts to the west were mostly hostile. Calakmul had eastern
connections of its own, but was much more active in building diplomatic
links in the west and south. The more central location of Calakmul in the
southern lowlands, only 100 km from Tikal, might have facilitated access to
areas previously beyond the Kaanul dynasty’s effective range of operation.

It is certainly significant that the lofty hegemonic status the Snake dynasty
enjoyed at its original capital was transferred intact to that of its successor,
which thereafter matched or even exceeded its influence. This demonstrates
that whatever advantage had propelled the polity to dominant status in the first
place, its original location and resource base was not, or was no longer, a
determining factor. What was this advantage? It could have developed a long-
term potency in the arts of war, investing in military expertise in much the
same way as did ancient Sparta. Still, the populations under its direct control
would never have been especially large and it could therefore command no
overwhelming weight in numbers. This indicates that any such prowess would
still have relied on its ability to bind and orchestrate associates, allies, and
subjects into a force that could maintain and expand its power over the better
part of two centuries.
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This would mean that the Snake dynasty succeeded in large measure
because of the social strategies that made it the head of another kind of elite
coalition – not one that linked the elite of a single polity, but that of many.
The ajawtaak of the polity shared a specific dynastic affiliation, yet they were at
the same time members of a wider corporate group spanning the entire Classic
Maya world; the kind of class-based confraternity David Freidel (2018: 370)
characterises as a “sodality”.

It is no coincidence that the supervised accession and possession statements
pertaining to sajal, ajk’uhuun, and the rest, were repeated at the higher level
between ruling ajaw. In essence, hegemons were seeking to replicate the
internal coherence of the polity in an external context. Yet there was a radical
contrast in the kind of bonds that were possible within polities and those
without. Nobles and kings were tied together by a strong force of long-term
mutual interest predicated on the unquestioned legitimacy of blood descent.
Kings were bound to other kings within the sodality by a much weaker force
in which loyalties and commitments were more dependent on transient
interests and the exercise of a coercion that always chaffed against the idealised
autonomy of all polities. The difference in the strength of these two forces is
essentially what defines the boundaries of a polity as a polity – the strong
hierarchy of the kingdom distinct from the weak hierarchy of the hegemony.

Historically, by the middle of the seventh century Calakmul exercised
firm control over its immediate environs, grading into differing degrees of
suzerainty over a larger region, before breaking into more weakly attached,
affiliated, or discontiguous subjects at greater distances. The rulers of its most
proximate centres were unable to use the prefix k’uhul, “holy” in their ajaw
titles, or were obliged to use other non-ajaw forms to distinguish themselves.
Yet, since these rulers retained the symbolic capital of Maya dynastic rule – at
times exercising limited degrees of diplomatic action of their own – they are far
from components in an integrated state, which demands centralised adminis-
trative control.

Here it is better to imagine the gravitational pull of an immense stellar
object. Its closest satellites would be locked in fixed orbits from which they
could not deviate, whereas those further out followed more elliptical trajec-
tories in which their attachment ebbed and flowed. Errant satellites, usually but
not always the most distant, could be captured for a time, but were apt to break
free as soon as the power of the core weakened. Any of these orbiters might be
drawn away, willingly or unwillingly, to circle a rival star. Many satellites
possessed systems of their own, in the way that the Calakmul clients Dos Pilas
exercised patronage over Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra and Naranjo oversaw
Ucanal and Yopmootz.34 These, in their turn, would have controlled their
own circles of still lesser satellites. The whole system was held in place by the
commitments of self-professed clients pursuing their perceived best interests,
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although it ultimately relied on the intimidating strength and diplomatic craft
of the core. Because subjects retained their own royal lines, armed forces, and
aspirations for independence, their attachment to their overlord was inherently
feeble and might be broken when a suitable opportunity arose. I perceive the
political history of the Late Classic, in particular, as one shaped by the stresses
and strains of these opposing forces and attractions.

Calakmul’s great rival Tikal enjoyed its initial heyday in the fourth, fifth,
and first half of the sixth century, when the system of Classic-era polities was
still developing and it was in contact with the faraway power of Teotihuacan
in Central Mexico. Although we await a clearer picture of the precise meaning
and consequences of the entrada of 378, the finds of recent years have only
enhanced the impression of an intrusive power that disrupted existing Maya
political structures (Stuart 2000). The huge influence that Teotihuacan there-
after exerts on Maya representations of authority and militarism, the memory
of it reverberating as a part of the Maya symbolic repertoire long after the great
city’s fall, all speak of something more profound than simple emulation or
quotation. A more compelling model sees Teotihuacan at the head of a
hegemonic empire that subjected the Maya to its will, reconfiguring govern-
ance in the region and instituting a system of distant overlordship (Martin
2001a). We do not know how many Teotihuacanos might have made the long
trek to the central Maya lowlands, but they need not have been very numerous
if they were working with subjects or allied groups rather closer to Tikal,
perhaps including cooperative Maya polities.

Exactly how long the Teotihuacan’s influence was felt, rather than simply
recalled, in the Maya area remains unclear. Sparse clues from Piedras Negras,
which evidently received high-status gifts and rhetorically expressed some
subordination to it, suggest that Teotihuacan had political currency until at
least 514. It seems meaningful that none of the famed Tikal kings of the Early
Classic Period are ascribed a kaloomte’ title. It was not until 527 that kaloomte’
re-appears at Tikal and thereafter is employed fairly consistently for the
remainder of the Classic Period.

Another phenomenon that might be linked to the disappearance of foreign
overlordship is the emergence of rich textual records of warfare at precisely this
point – to continue the arguments initiated in the previous section. We have
depictions of trampled prisoners in the Early Classic and can be confident that
there was inter-communal violence. Yet, it might not go too far to suggest that
the New Order had a suppressive effect on major conflict, conceivably
constituting a Pax Teotihuacana, at least for a time. From the middle of the
sixth century onwards, however, things changed decisively. Tikal now had a
serious adversary and the explicit statements of hierarchy we first saw in
relation to Teotihuacan emerge in wholly Maya contexts for the first time –

at least in the record that survives to us.
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Tikal’s fortunes, as we have seen, soon took a turn for the worse, as it was
increasingly hemmed-in and defeated by the Kaanul kings and their clients.
The Tikal hiatus was not “a rehearsal for the collapse”, but a stark reflection of
its embattled position and straitened circumstances. The break with the Dos
Pilas faction was a particular thorn in its side, given their allegiance to the kings
of Calakmul. Yet despite suffering conquest in 657, and probably a short-lived
subjection thereafter, the record shows that for much of the seventh century
Tikal was far from cowed and resisted its many enemies, sufficiently confident
to campaign at distance. When it experienced a stronger revival at the very end
of the seventh century, one that would eventually transform the city architec-
turally, it was built on the back of military success – besting Calakmul twice-
over and then defeating two of its major clients, Naranjo and El Peru. In
771 and again in 790 Tikal built especially large “twin pyramid complexes” to
commemorate the K’atuns completed in those years, perhaps a scale designed
to accommodate sizeable gatherings of dependent kings and their retinues. Yet
this restored Tikal sphere, which may have endured until the collapse set in at
the start of the ninth century, shows no sign of rivalling the scale of that
achieved by the serpent kingdom.

Assembling all the evidence at our disposal, there is good reason to believe
that Classic Maya inter-polity hierarchies were, at root, coercive organisations
that employed intimidation as much, or more, than actual violence, but from
which secession could be met with a retaliatory response. The precise nature of
the relations between patron and client were doubtless highly variable, but the
traditional identities and dynastic governments of subordinated kingdoms were
consistently preserved or soon revived. Some defeated kings were killed, but
others, even those shown as humiliated captives, could be made into compliant
vassals and restored to their thrones. Powerful hegemonies typically attract
voluntary affiliates, especially if such a connection offers security or economic
benefits to the elites of weaker polities. The distant regions in which a
hegemon such as Dzibanche or Calakmul intervened suggest that great powers
were interested in more than purely local networks and sought to influence
wider resource and communication routes.

Although it cannot be assumed a priori, there is often a correlation between
the power exercised by a given political capital and its physical size (see p.50).
There could be several social and economic factors at work here. They include
the fruits of military success in the form of booty, slave-taking, or forced
inward migration – that is, an increase in human capital, including skilled
artisans – but a greater factor is likely to have been the supply of tribute and
corvée labour provided by client polities. Both the scale and architectural
typologies of sites such as Calakmul and Tikal appear to reflect their
hegemonic activities and their positions at the head of hierarchies. Where
significant political power is not represented materially, as at modestly sized
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Dos Pilas, it probably reflects not only its relatively short occupation but its
subordination to a still greater master and the upward movement of resources
that implies. Although no Classic Maya polity approached the scale or strength
of the Aztec imperium, there are enough commonalities to posit that similar
principles of political economy applied in the Maya area.

Even if I have successfully identified and justified hegemony as the presiding
character of Classic Maya macro-political organisation, we are left in want of a
robust understanding of the principles that underlie it. To advance toward that
goal we need a broader basis to our knowledge of this kind of system, casting a
wider net to learn what we can from comparable systems worldwide and then
to the theoretical work that might help us to understand them. These will be
the topics of Chapter 14.
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FOURTEEN

HEGEMONY IN PRACTICE AND THEORY

I f hegemony was indeed the overriding mode of power shaping macro-
political structure for the Classic Maya, we need to know more about its

working principles. A political landscape that was essentially heterarchical but
pervaded by great asymmetries in power is by no means unusual in world
terms. Indeed, if we maintain our focus on political relations over those of
political forms, we can identify a variety of historically known societies that
were organised and functioned in very similar ways.

In the first section of this chapter, I select four such examples for comparative
purposes. Their usefulness comes in the way in which we see certain patterns and
behaviours recur, suggesting that intricate historical phenomena are the contingent
manifestations of underlying structural logics and cognitive pathways. The second
section is a broadly-based analysis of hegemony as a mode of political power, with
a particular focus on the theoretical perspectives that might aid our enquiry.
A concluding third section applies these principles to the Classic Maya case and
examines how they were, or were not, manifested and culturally interpreted.

HEGEMONY FROM A GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE

Fiji, 1750–1874 CE

To emphasise that hegemonic power relations are not restricted to a particular
era, geographic scale, level of complexity, or topographic environment, we
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can turn to a very different case, the Pacific islands of Fiji (Williams 1859; Sayes
1984; Routledge 1985; Thomas 1986; Sahlins 1991) (Map 6). An archipelago
with a combined land area of 18,274 km2, Fiji was first sighted by Europeans in
1643, although for the next two centuries contacts were intermittent and
focused on trade and religious conversion rather than colonial appropriation.
Over that time, the islands were settled by foreign merchants and missionaries
whose journals and letters provide first-hand accounts of indigenous politics
in action, as well as recording oral histories reaching back into the pre-contact era.

Traditional Fijian society was composed of lineages or clans housed within
fortified villages of varying size, each ruled by its own hereditary lord or turaga.
Several such settlements were grouped into units called vanua, with several of
these further gathered into matanitū – units that the early European writers
called kingdoms or states – under a single lord or king. In fact, the six-to-
twelve matanitū extant at any one time were rather fragile and dynamic entities,
largely held together by force. Beyond the home vanua of their paramount
rulers subject vanua held different statuses. The highest, bati, described
those who had joined more or less voluntarily, whereas qali were often those
defeated in war, and the lowest, kaisi, occupied a status verging on slavery.
Wealth accrued to the centre by means of tributary obligations, with the
greater burden falling on qali and kaisi members. Bati were usually situated in
border regions and took more responsibility for military defence, with
the result that they enjoyed greater freedom, sometimes possessing their
own circle of tribute-paying clients (Thomas 1986: 19–27). Central control
of vassals varied in intensity, but the ruler of even a modestly important

map 6 Major vanua and matanitū in nineteenth century Fiji.
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matanitū is reported to have installed the rulers of his lesser vanua (Hocart, in
Kaplan 1995: 26–27).

Hocart, who worked on Fiji in the early twentieth century, considered the
matanitū a “ritual polity”, since the focus of the people’s veneration was the
king himself – who was called a kalou tamata, “human god” (Hocart 1933:
244–245). However, it was not that the king himself was divine so much that
his body served as the vessel for the principal deity of the polity. This entity
sacralised the king’s every action, first in bringing the community into being
and then maintaining its on-going existence. As such: “. . . his whole life is one
course of ritual” (Hocart 1933: 245). Patron gods were considered to be the
founders of lordly lineages and could be accessed through rituals conducted at
temples by priestly specialists (Kaplan 1995: 48–50).

The sea was no barrier to social or political integration and there was
frequent exchange between islands, even far-flung atolls: “Groups moved
about, mixing with one another in a way which emphasised the importance
of kinship ties and the acknowledgment of a common ancestor and tutelary
deity” (Routledge 1985: 30). When the seat of a matanitū shifted location, as it
did in the case of Cakaudrove, it could even transfer from one island to another
(Routledge 1985: 16). There were no easily defined borders to a powerful
matanitū like that of Bau, whose large fleet of war canoes established a writ
stretching across many islands and counted other matanitū among its clients.
Based on a small islet off the coast of the largest island Vitilevu, Bau imposed
levies of tribute on subjects near and far – enforced, when necessary, by
punitive raids. It required even friendly lords and tributaries to live at its
capital, and heirs to subject seats were brought up there to “imbibe a suitably
Bauan orientation of mind” (Routledge 1985: 43).

Bau played an instrumental role in the best-documented event in pre-
colonial Fijian power politics, its war with the neighbouring matanitū of Rewa,
which flared up at various points between 1843 and 1855 (Routledge 1985:
68–88; Sahlins 1991: 48–60, 2004: 13–124). Here pitched battles, sieges,
massacres, and acts of treachery, all conducted within a complex interplay of
kin networks, led to eventual victory for Bau. The Bau king, who had
benefitted from the additional alliances brought by his conversion to Chris-
tianity, ceded the islands to the greater power of the British Crown in 1874.

Ireland, 400–1169 CE

Across the world and much earlier in time, another point of comparison is
offered by Early Medieval Ireland (Byrne 1973; Charles-Edwards 2000:
522–585; Jaski 2000). Written sources reaching back to the fifth century CE
describe this island of 84,421 km2 as home to small polities called túatha.
Perhaps 150 in number, each containing a few thousand people and spanning

358 HEGEMONY IN PRACTICE AND THEORY



25 km or so, they were usually identified by lineage or clan names, many of
which had turned into place-names (Map 7). Their rulers carried the title of rí,
the Old Irish form of the Indo-European root for “king”, equivalent to the
Gaulish rix and Latin rex. The office was hereditary and originally possessed its
own tutelary deity, typically a goddess who represented the land of the túath,
to whom the rí was symbolically wedded at his installation (Jaski 2000:
57–58) – a tradition that lingered long after Ireland’s conversion to Christianity
at the end of the fifth century. Still, very few ríg (plural of rí) were their own
masters and almost all were subject in the first instance to a rí túath, the
“overking” of a number of separate túatha. These lords were in turn ranked
beneath a rí ruirech, a “king of overkings”, a category powerful enough to
engage in island-wide struggles for hegemony.

It is only at this level of organization that military power, diplomatic
ability and thus overall political success led to larger political units, that
were, for the greater part, much less stable than the localized túatha but
could become as large as to consist of half or more of the island of Ireland,
and were under the control of a single king like Brian Bóruma or at least
a single royal dynasty like the Uí Néill or the Eóganacht.

(Karl 2006: 194)

Despite the lack of formal integration, the web of hierarchical bonds ensured a
densely-connected landscape, with personal ties between patron and client

map 7 Major clan names and túatha in Early Medieval Ireland.
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initiated in official ceremonies of submission and installation (Ó Corráin 1972:
35–37; Byrne 1973: 39, 43; Jaski 2000: 207). A client’s obligations included
paying tribute, attending gatherings at the seat of his patron, and contributing
men to his war-host. To ensure loyalty hostages were held against the good
behaviour of their kin, and it was a point of pride that any important king
should hold many notables “in fetters” (Jaski 2000: 102–104). The influence of
overkings on their subject túatha varied, but some were able to exploit succes-
sion struggles to intervene and choose their own preferred candidates (Ó
Corráin 1972: 30–32).

Unlike the levels of kingship noted above, the position of ardrí, “high king”
had no legal basis and amounted to no more than an acknowledgement of
relative superiority that ultimately stood on a force of arms; it was “never an
institution, but merely a prize to be won” (Byrne 1973: 261). Even those
celebrated as a rex Hiberniae, “King of Ireland” achieved no more than
partial suzerainty. The successor to a rí ruirech did not automatically inherit
his dominions and it was usually necessary to threaten or conduct military
raids to achieve their continued submission (Jaski 2000: 102–103). As a
result, great political networks sometimes collapsed soon after the death
of their creators. Major dynasties might build durable confederacies, but at
some point all suffered military reverses that sapped their prestige and led to
the defection of clients. None of the six-to-eight ríg ruirech ascendant at any
one time went on to forge integrated regional polities, even though their
hegemonies increasingly corresponded to the separate cóiced – a term often
translated as a “fifth” but better understood as “portion” – of Ulster,
Connacht, Leinster, and Munster, and probably the central Mide. Thus,
we find that “. . . the king of Cashel is acknowledged as the sole overking of
Munster, and is even given the right to install all the kings in ‘his’ province”
(Jaski 2000: 207).

The complexities of royal inheritance and succession led to the frequent
fissioning of dynasties, causing relocations as the landless sons of powerful
families who could not inherit at home displaced weaker kings, who in turn
settled in the territories of others. This led to the transfer of political
identities from one region to another: “. . . the kings of Cenél nEogain
were still called kings of Ailech, although through the process of segmen-
tation the ruling dynasty no longer resided there” (Jaski 2000: 198). While
the fortunes of dynastic powers ebbed and flowed, and the practice of
overkingship became more formalised, there was no essential change to
this system until Irish independence was brought to an end by the Anglo-
Norman invasion of 1169. Even thereafter, the túath and its ranks of
stratified lords continued in some form, only gradually evolving into a
version of the medieval feudalism that prevailed in England and much of
Western Europe.
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India, 750–1250 CE

The Indian sub-continent, extending over some 4,400,000 km2, offers a long
and rich political history, with periods of greater or lesser integration sparked
by both autochthonous developments and intrusions of people and ideas from
outside. From the fourth century CE the Gupta dynasty made itself the apex of a
wide-ranging imperial system, but the decline of its power from the end of the
sixth gradually gave rise to a large number of kingdoms and dependent sub-
kingdoms. In the period that stretches from 750 until 1250 this landscape
consisted of a mosaic of territories and their ruling lineages, with complex and
rather fluid relations between them (Chattopadhyaya 1985; Kulke 1995a; Heitz-
man 1997; Thapar 2002: 363–370, 405–424, passim; Ali 2004: 32–37) (Map 8).1

This dynastic configuration, entailing multiple power centres in sub-
continental regions, marked the consolidation of a pattern which had
begun during Gupta times, and which would remain stable for the next
half a millennium under dynasties like the Gurjara-Pratiharas, Palas and
Rastrakutas, Calukyas, Colas and Paramaras. The battles fought between
these imperial houses rarely resulted in or even had as their goal the direct
annexation of substantial territory any great distance from the core
regions of these kingdoms. They resulted rather in the giving of gifts,
the offering of tributes and the profession of loyalty within an explicitly
acknowledged scale or hierarchy of kingships. (Ali 2004: 32)

map 8 Major dynastic groupings in Early Medieval India.
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From early times, Indian rulers carried the title rāja, one of the same set
of Indo-European cognates as rex, rix, and rí. But hierarchies of kingship
generated the higher epithets of rājarāja or mahārāja, “king over kings” and
mahārājadhirāja, “great king over kings”, or the even more elevated cakravārtin,
“overlord of the entire earth” (Inden 1981: 102; Ali 2004: 33–34). The latter
was another chimerical title that, at best, described the most powerful king at
any one time rather than a true universal ruler (Chattopadhyaya 1985: 10–11).
Manuals on Hindu rulership such as the Artha�sāstra give exacting accounts of
the etiquette of royal hierarchy, describing grand audiences at the seat of an
overlord in which each sub-king was allotted his seat according to a rigid plan
reminiscent of a mandala cosmogram. Yet these are to be understood as
idealised visions that only partly reflected the messy political realities of the
times. Hierarchical relations were established through intimidation or force,
the compulsion that lay behind the refined bathing rituals in which overkings
would install a client king (Inden 1990: 241, 260). Such a client, having
submitted, was “allowed to retain his domains more or less intact” (Inden
1981: 114; see also Kulke 1995a: 248; Thapar 2002: 423; Ali 2004: 35–36).
Subject kings were often required to send their sons to be educated at the
palaces of their overlords, with the aim of instilling loyalty while keeping a
hostage close at hand.

Kingdoms were known by the names of their ruling lineages and were not
confined to a fixed territory, made clear when dynasties transferred to new
locations or sent offshoots to establish centres of non-contiguous control
(Chattopadhyaya 1985: 10–15; Kulke 1995a: 253–254). Major political
centres began as royal courts whose expansion sparked a process of urban-
isation, first in attracting artisans and traders and then a priestly class and
devotees drawn in by newly constructed public temples (Kulke 1995a: 244).
The legitimacy of all kings relied on genealogical claims to ancestral
founders, but they also attached themselves to local deities that they
elevated to the status of dynastic patrons and absorbed into the identities
of major Hindu divinities. Over time kings acquired a more sacral character
as they took the role of earthly representatives of these gods and built
patron temple complexes that served, in part, as royal cult centres (Kulke
1993, 1995a: 244, 258–260).

Early Medieval Indian dynasties sparred with one another and occasionally
vanquished a rival, enlarging their core domain as a result, without ever
approaching the universal cakravārtin kingship to which all, in principle,
aspired. As the period wore on northern India fell under the control of
Muslim sultanates, with Hindu kingdoms increasingly restricted to the south.
Resistance to further Muslim encroachments ultimately led to the rise of the
Vijayanagara Empire, which unified southern India to a significant extent in
the 1300s.
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Greece, 750–338 BCE

Ancient Greece was an early source of parallels for the Classic Maya system and
it is fitting that we now turn our attention there, if with rather different
analogies in mind.2 The examples described thus far have all been monarchies,
but the type of government has only a marginal bearing on the structure and
operation of hegemonic systems. In Classical Greece, the quintessential polit-
ical community was the polis, a unit composed of a central urbanised place
and its rural hinterland that typically coalesced from a collection of villages
(Ehrenburg 1960; Thomas 1981; Ferguson 1991; Hansen 1998, 2006, 2007;
Vlassopoulos 2007). Emerging in recognisable form by 750 BCE, there were
ultimately as many as 1,500 poleis distributed on the Greek mainland and
Aegean archipelago, as well as along the coast of Anatolia and scattered across
the Mediterranean and Black Seas (Map 9). The territory directly controlled by
each could be as little as 10 km2, although some were much larger.3 A number
were governed by monarchies or tyrannies, though by Classical times most
poleis were either oligarchies or democracies, with many riven by competing
factions and cycling between two or more styles of government.

Warfare was not infrequent and ranged in scale from neighbourly skirmishes
to long-distance collaborative campaigns. A polis capital could be invaded,
sacked, or razed to the ground, but its resilience as a localised concept was such

map 9 Major poleis in Classical Greece.
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that it was often reconstituted at the first realistic opportunity, even if that was
after a span of centuries. The basis of the Classical Greek ethnos, their sense of
collective identity, was a shared language and culture, including a common set
of religious beliefs with a rich tradition of mythic narratives. Additionally, each
polis had one or more supernatural patrons, usually variants of those in the
wider pantheon specified with compounded names and localised origin myths
(Brackertz 1976; Sourvinou-Inwood 1990; Cole 1995). The rituals and festivals
associated with these divine protectors were major foci of polis life, with most
performed at a dedicated temple in the centre of the city, with the fortunes
of the polity interpreted, in some measure, as the favour or disfavour of
these deities.

Cultural cohesion arose from close communication between poleis – many
of which were set at easily accessible coastal locations – that took place on both
formal and informal levels (Giovannini 1994; Rutherford 2007; Malkin 2011;
Mack 2015). A class of theôrai or “sacred ambassadors” represented their poleis at
religious festivals, forming networks with some diplomatic and information-
sharing functions. There were no permanent embassies, but there was a
network of proxenoi, literally “proxies”, consisting of local notables granted
official status as representatives for foreign poleis. As with the theôrai, they
facilitated political contacts and together expressed the cultural unity of the
polis system. Still, the great majority of extramural contacts were unofficial and
involved the circulation of traders and migrants among the many open cities
such as Athens, which hosted large numbers of foreign residents (Ober 2015).

There was a persistent contrast between the ideal of polis autonomy and the
reality of wide power differentials between them: “The world of the ancient
Greek city-states was never a system of equal independent poleis, but a compli-
cated hierarchy of poleis, some independent, some not, but all with a good deal
of self-government, in internal affairs at least” (Hansen 2006: 130). Accord-
ingly, there was a distinction between independent autonomoi poleis and
dependent hypekooi poleis, with the latter obliged to pay tribute to a hegemon
either on an annual basis or as a special exaction in time of war. Larger political
groupings ranged from imperial formations, to leagues orchestrated by a
dominant polis, or to cooperative alliances and confederacies. All poleis were
subject to dynamic historical processes and shifts between different statuses and
regional configurations, often several times in a generation.

The development of political hierarchies was accelerated by successive
Persian invasions in 492, 490, and 480/479 BCE. These sparked a collective
response from the Greeks, who gave overall command of their forces to first
Sparta and then Athens, the leading powers on land and the sea, respectively.
Already emerging as a major commercial centre, Athens went on to establish
a league of mutual defence across the Aegean Sea. But in short order this
alliance was transformed into an empire dedicated to the extraction of tribute.
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The garnered wealth, from up to 330 poleis at one point, was used to fund a
large navy that further entrenched Athens’s power, as well as a splendid
refurbishment of its ceremonial core that both reflected and promoted its
imperial persona.

Sparta, on the Peloponnesian peninsula to the south, was a centre of
diametric opposites. Personal wealth was frowned upon, coinage outlawed,
and very little effort put into monumental construction. Its success was built on
an austere and rigid sociopolitical order that, by enslaving its neighbours and
using them as agricultural workers on its land, allowed it to dedicate its own
manpower to the sole purpose of maintaining a professional army. Sparta
exercised an intimidating but far less extractive hegemony over other polities
on the peninsula and some well beyond.

Athens and Sparta clashed in the famed Peloponnesian War of 431–404,
which eventually resulted in the defeat of Athens and ascendency for Sparta
(a triumph in no small measure funded by the Persian Empire).4 But a dyad of
competing hegemonies was soon restored by the rise of Thebes, which
reconstituted its former pre-eminence within the Boeotian region in central
Greece and began to challenge Spartan interests. A Theban army succeeded in
defeating Sparta in 371, liberating its slave workers and restoring them to their
own polis, thereby destroying the parasitical Spartan order. Yet, apart from this,
the wider system of poleis was maintained. Decisive change came only after the
Greek defeat and general capitulation to Philip of Macedon in 338. Poleis
continued into Hellenistic times, and even beyond the Roman conquest of
146, but the pattern of relations between them was by then decisively altered
and competitive hegemonies had come to an end.

THE LOGICS OF POLITICAL DIVISION

These brief excursions to Oceania, Europe, and Asia offer a group of well-
documented political systems with strong resonances for the present study.
Though diverse in many respects, each zone exhibits a significant degree of
shared identity, metered in closely aligned material and intellectual cultures,
linguistic ties, and religious beliefs. At the same time, they are typified by
enduring political divisions that saw the coexistence of tens, scores, or even
hundreds of discrete units. Most of these units replicated the administrative and
economic structures of their neighbours, the security and power interests of
each made possible by their own armed forces. Nevertheless, imbalances in
power meant that their independence was always to be understood in relative
terms. The recurring factor in such asymmetries was greater military strength,
which allowed suitably endowed polities to dominate and exploit their lesser
rivals, achieving a measure of control over their behaviour and resources
without absorbing them territorially. There was usually a good degree of
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regional coherence around major powers, with the greatest influence exerted
over near-neighbours – a feature the Greeks called synteleia. But beyond this
nuclear domain networks could extend outward in a non-contiguous fashion,
with distant clients, affiliates, allies, and exclaves set at varied degrees of
attachment to the core.

Political environments of this type have a dual character: on the one hand
marked by the instability of particular configurations of power – the fluctuat-
ing fortunes of their component polities – while on the other the system itself
could endure for centuries. A “dynamic equilibrium” suitably describes the
situation. Importantly, this kind of system is not simply a stage en route to
greater levels of integration. In the examples outlined above any such move
was faltering and usually reversed, with the reproduction of the system often
only brought to an end or set into irreversible decline by outside forces
possessed of greater resources and/or divergent ideologies. This can, for us,
be characterised as schemas that recognise and activate resources in innovative
or alternative ways.

This discussion raises a number of questions, but perhaps the most pressing is
what generates and preserves this equilibrium? Why, despite ample signs of
power differentials between these polities, did none out-compete their rivals,
absorbing their neighbours to forge larger and more integrated domains? The
following sections explore hegemonic relations within multi-polity landscapes
with these recurring issues in mind, moving from descriptive to analytical and
theoretical perspectives. It argues that parallels between our featured cases and
the Classic Maya are neither superficial nor coincidental but arise from
common structural logics and the responses these provoke. Although we are
now orienting ourselves towards systemic concerns, we are not in the process
abandoning historicity. Indeed, returning to Sahlins, the structures we seek are
“historical objects” fashioned by the long accumulation of actions and their
consequences that cannot be reduced to sets of rules and formulae. We can
attempt to discern underlying principles, but must acknowledge that the
precise composition and play of schemas and resources will always be
contingent and unique.

The Nature of Multi-Polity Systems

To accept that the Classic Maya were divided into numerous polities embed-
ded within wide-ranging hierarchical configurations means that we must give
up the socioevolutionary and symbolic armatures that respectively supported
the strong and weak state, thus leaving a theoretical void. To truly occupy that
space, we need to go beyond listing the characteristics of a political ecology to
try to explain why it survived, indeed thrived, for so long. Political division has
been common in many cultural zones throughout history and, of course,
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remains with us in the present day. However, the fixation on the character and
composition of the “state” in so much anthropological and archaeological
thought of the twentieth century meant that the investigation of interconnec-
tions and the higher-scale ordering of polities have been sorely neglected by
comparison.

We should begin by noting the prior work on multi-polity systems by
historians, whose interest has been spurred by familiar cases such as those of
Classical Greece and Renaissance Italy. Although most of those studies retain a
narrow and particularistic focus, a few comparative investigations of city-states
have explored what their commonalities might signify and offered some useful
insights (e.g. Griffeth and Thomas 1981). Of late, perspectives have widened to
include a sizeable number of “city-state cultures” in two volumes produced by
the Copenhagen Polis Centre (Hansen 2000b, 2002). In those the city-state
model is applied to virtually all multi-polity contexts, even where the label
seems only mildly applicable. Despite statements to the contrary, this shows
how much Greece remains the archetype behind the cross-culturalism (c.f.
Hansen 2000a: 598–611). In political theory more generally we find relevant
labels of “multi-state systems” (Walker 1953), “systems of states” (Wight 1977),
or “state systems” (Wesson 1978). In most of these the emphasis falls on
identifying antecedents for the world of modern nation-states, for which the
past offers precedents and suggests operating principles.

We can appreciate that the nation-states of today make for a multi-polity
system par excellence – filling not islands, or even continents, but the entire
globe. Though some profound differences between each of them remain, the
recurring dynamics that arise between numerous interacting polities leads to
notable consistencies as well. Chapter 1 remarked on the feeble record
of political anthropology when it comes to such environments, while the
historical studies mentioned earlier have seldom if ever offered generalisable
models. For real theoretical help we must look elsewhere. The obvious place
to start is in the contemporary domains of political science and its derivative
international relations – the latter specialising, naturally enough, in associations
and interactions between polities.

As was outlined in Chapter 3, political anthropology and political science
have traditionally occupied different cultural and temporal territories, with
surprisingly little commonality and cross-fertilisation. Yet, however narrowly
focussed on power relations in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the
field of international relations has dwelt at length with the very questions we
are concerned with here, and in the process generated a number of interesting
ideas. It is the higher-level theorising, work that explores universal themes,
underlying principles, and historical groundings where the most useful work
for our purposes is to be found. The key to gainful comparative study will be
to avoid uncritical projections of contemporary phenomena into the past,
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mistaking the familiar for the universal. If we keep our attention on the core
phenomena of power, authority, and legitimacy – features independent of
historically circumscribed forms and a substrate to the political that is neither
teleological nor deterministic – we can hope to avoid the potential pitfalls.

All multi-polity landscapes, including that of modern nation-states, are
“anarchic” in the social scientific rather than common sense of the word,
meaning simply that they lack an overarching authority or external order to
regulate conduct. It is in its analysis of anarchy, and its counterpart hierarchy,
that international relations offers some useful conceptual tools. The study of
how polities interact with one another has, of course, been of scholarly interest
since antiquity, but it only emerged as a distinct academic discipline in the
twentieth century. Like any maturing field, it has evolved into several schools
of thought and it is necessary to explore what these differing approaches have
contributed to its development.

In realist and neo-realist traditions, materialism is seen as the prime mover in
political systems, with the overriding objective for all polities being survival.
The variant of defensive neo-realism sees polities in constant pursuit of secur-
ity, best achieved by means of a “balance of power” mechanism (Waltz 1979),
while that of offensive neo-realism puts its emphasis on the sole goal of
maximising individual state power (Mearsheimer 2001). Realism is much
concerned with uncertainty: in particular, the difficulty of determining the
true intentions of rivals and potential aggressors, and therefore the necessity of
preparing for worst-case scenarios. One outcome of this is the mutual insecur-
ity we touched upon in Chapter 9, the phenomenon of escalating suspicion,
fear, and pre-emptive action known as the “security dilemma” (e.g. Jervis
1978; Waltz 1979; Ember and Ember 1992; Gat 2006: 97–100).

The constructivist school in international relations is a more recent devel-
opment that has sought to challenge many core realist assumptions. Construct-
ivism points to the ways that real-world politics are pervaded by many kinds of
social knowledge and inter-subjective understandings. To this way of thinking
political behaviour is not determined by material conditions alone, but also by
the recognition of perceived interests as well as reflective responses to the
behaviour of others.

Alexander Wendt (1992) has argued that there is no inherent logic to
anarchic landscapes leading to insecurity and conflict, but rather “anarchy is
what states make of it”. In Social Theory of International Politics, Wendt (1999:
246–312) modifies and refines that broad claim by advancing three “cultures of
anarchy”, ideal types that represent alternative environments for multi-polity
systems, namely Hobbesian (conflictive), Lockean (competitive), and Kantian
(cooperative) (after Wight 1991). Which culture predominates depends on
how deeply it has been internalised by means of outside coercion, rational self-
interest, or a belief in a system’s essential legitimacy. Following the leads of
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sociology and anthropology, constructivism in political science embraces
recursiveness, whereby the actions of participants and the structures that
surround them are co-determinative, each reciprocally shaping the other – as
described in Chapter 3. Constructivism is replete with its own body of critics,
but it is clear that this approach is a complex and culturally sensitive one with
which political anthropologists should find much common ground.

The ideas of a group of liberal realists known as the English School,
whose work presaged constructivism in a number of respects, also need to be
highlighted. Their interest lies in the interplay between realist and idealist
perspectives, and is particularly oriented towards historical precedents and
processes, making its contributors arch comparativists (Bull 1977; Wight
1977; Watson 1992, 2007; Buzan 2004). Although the concept of an “inter-
national community” can be found in the seventeenth century, it became a
particular focus of the English School. In The Anarchical Society, Hedley Bull
(1977: 9–19) developed an analytical distinction between “systems of states”
and “societies of states”.5 Both are complexes of multiple interacting polities,
but only the latter operate within communal principles and agreed codes of
conduct. As Bull and Adam Watson (1984: 1) describe it:

[A] group of states (or, more generally, a group of independent political
communities) which not merely form a system, in the sense that the
behaviour of each is a necessary factor in the calculations of the others,
but also have established by dialogue and consent common rules and
institutions for the conduct of their relations, and recognise their
common interest in maintaining these arrangements.

We can, for example, interpret the diverse yet thoroughly interconnected
polities surrounding the ancient Mediterranean as a system of states. But such
a system lacks the common institutions and cohesion typified by one among
their number, Classical Greece, which serves as something of an exemplar of
the society of states type. Here a shared cultural identity and self-constructed
ethnicity worked to generate a political solidarity linked by a set of core values.
Such close congruities may not be required, but they certainly facilitate the
intimate ethos of English School societies of states. A central tenet is that
member polities recognise the legitimacy of all other members, which has
profound consequences for their strategic behaviour.

Bull (1977: 16–17, passim) was principally concerned with identifying the
basis of “international order”. He suggested that three inter-related factors
are salient: (a) rules, in the sense of agreed principles such as the mutual
recognition of sovereignty; (b) institutions, meaning not formal organisations
but “patterned activities” that formalise and promote those rules; and (c) an
ongoing common interest in maintaining the system. He also speculated on
the motivations behind the emergence and maintenance of order, in particular
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pointing to violence and the fear of violence, which persuades polities and
their leaders to accept constraints on their liberty in exchange for reduced
threats to their wellbeing – the latter a usefully vague term that I use here to
encompass security, living standards, and collective morale. It is where Bull
notes the potential of common values as well as common interests that his
analysis hints at a cultural dimension.

On the system/society distinction turn a series of important issues, not the
least of them the aims and intensity of competition. Violence and the threat of
violence may be no less prevalent in a society of culturally bonded polities than
in a system of culturally estranged ones. However, more is at stake in the latter
because the ultimate survival of the polity rests on pragmatic concerns unmiti-
gated by ethical considerations. In a society of states conflicts can be devastat-
ing, but there are at least some norms that constrain aggressive conduct and
limit its consequences – even if these “rules” are not followed at all times.

A society of states is more than a set of proscriptive conventions, it has wider
implications for co-existence. Such societies go beyond the immediate self-
interest of rational actors, recognising, for example, the subtler political craft of
obligation and the deferment of reciprocation and reward. What is the source
of such cooperative behaviour? The ties that bind the members of a society of
states are left largely unexplained in English School thinking (e.g. Watson
2007: 110), exposing a critical gap in its capacity to enlighten us. Among
Wendt’s triad of socially-adhering factors – coercion, calculation, and belief –
the latter is identified as the most stable, but goes without much elaboration or
explication beyond “common sense” (Wendt 1999: 296). In any case, belief is
much too broad a term to be useful to us in this instance, and here I instead
employ the “moral order” introduced in Chapter 13. This is a specific set of
ideas, an intersubjective social script with a strong ethical dimension, an
ideology that codifies and justifies particular constellations of power.

While the source of morality is certainly a question for philosophers and
psychologists, that should not preclude its investigation by social scientists. It
can certainly be argued that morality was part of the emerging evolutionary
tool-kit that enabled us to cooperate within the relatively simple hunter-
gatherer societies of the deep past. Here kinship was of critical importance,
but the number of participants was sufficiently high to overstretch the genetic
imperatives of true consanguinity. Group identity and morality substitute for
close kinship, making larger societies cohesive “super-families”. Proclivities
long-engrained within us in this archetypal “state of nature” are not easily
discarded. We have brought them into complex societies where, vastly trans-
formed by cultural evolution, those posing the most disruptive potential – such
as aggression – have been put under greater control and, wherever possible,
redirected toward the communal good. Thus, we need not see ethics and a
sense of natural justice in altruistic terms, but rather ask what advantages such
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beliefs might offer and infer from them the way that cooperation and recipro-
cation are deeply embedded in our psyche, intrinsic to our success as a social
species.

Sovereignty, Autonomy, and Hegemony

The legitimacy of modern nation-states is predicated on a concept of
sovereignty established by the Peace of Westphalia, a series of treaties that
brought Europe’s Thirty Years War to a close in 1648. Traditionally defined as
supreme authority over a given territory and community, sovereignty has long
been a concern among a variety of disciplines, including philosophy, history,
and political science (Hinsley 1966). It has more recently come to the attention
of a political anthropology seeking to shed its colonialist heritage and define a
poststructuralist concept of politics (e.g. Hansen and Stepputat 2006; Smith
2011).

Even the most cursory of examinations shows that this seemingly straight-
forward concept is riddled with inconsistencies and gulfs between principle
and practice. Even in consensual agreements polities bargain sovereign rights
away to outsiders, surrendering control over parts of their operations while
maintaining that over others. As a result, contemporary scholars are inclined
to see sovereignty as “divisible” (Agnew 2005: 441), a “composite concept”
(Hui 2004: 83), or even an “organized hypocrisy” (Krasner 1999, 2001: 19).
One cause of this conceptual ambiguity is that political leaders are compelled
to satisfy different constituencies – both internally and externally – even
though the interests of those groups may sharply diverge. Sovereignty survives
as a single idea only so long as it can mean different things to different
audiences and, whatever its absolutist claims, is in most cases variable,
context-specific, and gradated.

Although we have concentrated on the modern world here, these issues are
no less relevant as we reach back into the ancient. It is the malleable and
ambiguous nature of sovereignty that casts anarchy into a more complex light.
While anarchy accurately describes the demarcation of distinct polities absent
of overarching control, it says little or nothing about the distribution of power
between them and, therefore, the degrees of sovereignty they exercise. We
need to understand how sovereign status is curtailed or enhanced by asym-
metries in power, as reflected in the terms autonomy and its counterpart
hegemony (Lentner 2005).

In ancient Greek hegemonia referred to a form of “leadership” which was
distinct from arkhe, whose sense was closer to “control” or “dominion”
(Perlman 1991; Wickersham 1994; Lebow and Kelly 2001: 594–603). Initially,
hegemonia had a consensual basis, in which those assuming the position of
hegemon did so on perceived merit as the best able to serve the interests of
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the collective. Yet hegemons soon came to exercise arkhe – as we saw in
Athens converting its league into an empire – and this had become common
enough by the Roman Period for hegemonia to be freely translated as imperium
(Lebow and Kelly 2001: 595).

Another Greek term, autonomia, defined as the state of “living within one’s
own laws”, started as a reference to the full self-determination of a polity under
its own government. However, this too underwent a migration of meaning as
it acquired the more restricted sense of jurisdiction over internal affairs alone
(Hansen 1995; Low 2007: 188–199; c.f. Ostwald 1982). The shift is evident in
the otherwise oxymoronic “autonomy-under-hegemony” that prevailed
throughout Classical Greece, in which powerful polities made certain demands
of weaker ones, but seldom interfered with their internal structure or oper-
ation.6 Autonomy lays claim to a specific meaning but, like sovereignty, in
practice its accuracy and appropriateness varies depending on what domain of
the political is in question.

In short order, therefore, the use of both terms shifted from the idealistic to
the pragmatic and from an absolute meaning to a relative one. In the modern
world, where relations between nation-states are rife with disparities of wealth
and power, hegemony retains this plasticity, describing a range of relations
from the nominal and consensual to the coercive and exploitative. Even where
we can observe these relations directly they remain hard to quantify, not only
because they affect different constituencies in different ways, but because many
of the most important effects are not material but psychological.

The neo-realist Kenneth Waltz (1979: 114–116) envisaged just two structural
modes, anarchy and hierarchy, which all political systems mix to differing
degrees. The English School’s AdamWatson (1992: 120–125) preferred to see a
spectrum, ranging from complete independence at one end to total incorpor-
ation within a pure imperial order at the other (Buzan and Little 2000:
figure 8.2) (Figure 83). Between these two extremes he distinguished forms
of dominion, suzerainty, and hegemony based on how deeply superordinants
interfered in the affairs of their subordinants. Aware of historical precedents,
Watson looked to the ways that dominant polities combine different strategic
relationships, for example exerting firm control close to home but a weaker
grasp at distance (Buzan and Little 2000: 125–128).

Whereas Waltz (1979: 91–92, 126) argued that the paramount objective of
all polities is survival, since nothing is possible without it, Watson (1992: 14)
added a desire for order and the pursuit of peace and prosperity.7 In this, he
sought to identify a motor behind the pendulum swings between anarchic and
hierarchic poles. Anarchy offers maximum self-determination, but at the price
of an insecure existence in which self-reliance is the only survival strategy.
The kind of strict hierarchies we find in territorial empires offer greater stability
and security, but at the cost of vexing constraints on liberty and economic
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exploitation. It is the push and pull between these extremes that makes a
middling “propensity to hegemony” a common compromise in Watson’s
model (Watson 1992: 123–125). It might be noticed that this zone of balanced
priorities is much like the position between order and disorder discussed in
Chapter 12, where maximum social benefits can be found sitting astride the
tenuous “edge of chaos”.

Similar reasoning to Watson’s informs the approach of David Lake (2007,
2009), who rejects the assumption that the international order is essentially
anarchic, arguing that multi-polity systems are always structured by hierarchies,
whether they are acknowledged or not.8 In his view, the legalistic framework
within which modern state sovereignty was formulated unrealistically excludes
hierarchy, which as an artefact of contingent power variables will inevitably
emerge. Although Lake’s focus falls on consensual ties, it usefully points to
the way that hierarchy in the absence of laws amounts to a “contractual”
arrangement between superordinants and subordinants, one that formalises and
legitimises an asymmetrical status quo. Other political theorists have explored
the means by which dominant polities maintain their position by means of
unequal reciprocation or inducement, as well as processes of socialisation. In
the latter, polities seek to shape the perceptions of their clients, persuading
them to accept the righteousness of their subordination as well as that of the
hegemonic system as a whole (Ikenberry and Kupchan 1990). This approach
concentrates on subject elites rather than populations en toto and, it is argued,
can succeed only when incentives mask or distract from the coercion at work.

Under
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Under
suzerainty
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dominion
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States absorbed by
the imperial core

Imperial
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Area where imperial
core performs
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83 Adam Watson’s model of political hegemony. (After a visualisation in Buzan and Little
2000: figure 8.2)
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In hegemonic power we are, therefore, looking at a complex and amorph-
ous phenomenon that has different goals, employs varied strategies, and draws
on resources specific to the case in hand. Each example needs to be understood
within its own cultural, social, and economic context because these domains
affect what kinds of power over others are possible. Although hegemonic
power is one ultimately rooted in violence, its ramifying effects also generate
voluntaristic arrangements – so long as these are to the advantage of the
hegemon. Whereas formalised empires can be materialised in various ways,
some of which might be recovered archaeologically, the structure of
hegemony is such that the resources marshalled by its schemas will leave little,
if any, direct trace and it more closely resembles a psychological artefact
composed of perceptions, promises, and threats.

Areas that international relations theory has difficulty in addressing, evenwithin
constructivist work, are the conceptual factors that enable, support, or promote
hierarchy, including the ways in which they act to normalise and naturalise
relations of power. Particular shortcomings are the discipline’s tepid treatments
of ideology, culture, and an understanding of historical process, not simply
historical precedent. This is where political anthropology, with its micro as well
macro outlook, can make a distinctive contribution; one that looks to bridge
materialism and idealism, structure and practice, society and the individual.

A Balance of Power

We have so far defined some structural characteristics of hegemonic power
within a multi-polity system without addressing the mechanisms that limited
its scope, leaving the persistence of small polities still to be explained. Where
their endurance has been recognised as a specific problem, historians (Griffeth
and Thomas 1981: 197), anthropologists (Sahlins 1991: 78–79), and political
theorists (Walker 1953: 59–68; Kaplan 1957; Waltz 1979) have essentially
reached the same solution, namely a balance of power mechanism. As Wesson
(1978: 31–32) explains it:

[W]hen multiple sovereignties oppose one another within the frame-
work of shared culture, their power relations acquire a limited stability
commonly summarized under the concept of the balance of power. [. . .]
Generally speaking, the larger the number of fairly equal independent
units and the more widely power within the system is divided, the less
improvement one actor can expect by getting the better of another and the
more potential resistance will be evoked by efforts toward hegemony. The
basis of the balance of power is the fear of loss of independence, hence
most members are hostile toward any that threaten to gain the ascendency.

In this classic understanding of the mechanism, the rising power of a dominant
polity raises the spectre of a momentum that might ultimately absorb all
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members of the system. This drives weaker polities to increase their own
capabilities (“internal balancing”) and/or to form alliances in order to collect-
ively thwart the ambitions of their common foe (“external balancing”). The
result is that an emerging threat breeds its own countermeasures, and balance is
maintained or restored. It is thought by some that the expectation of such a
response would alone place some check on the ambition of an aspiring power.
It is further argued that balance will emerge even without a conscious effort or
strategy to do so, arising as the structural effect of each polity striving to
maintain its own independence (Waltz 1979: 121).

Although this version of a balance of power dominated realist thinking for
over three decades it later came under sustained criticism. Opponents high-
lighted the lack of fit between the theory and the historical cases on which it
professed to be based (Vasquez 2003), and emphasised those parts of the world
where balancing did not take place and hegemonic powers went on to achieve
complete mastery (Kaufman, Little, and Wohlforth 2007; Wohlforth et al.
2007). What was under assault here was not balancing processes per se, only
the claim of their ubiquitous success in the past, present, and future – which
now seems an untenable position.

To understand why equilibrium might be maintained it is necessary to study
cases where it was not, meaning that we must understand how dominant
powers come to triumph over their former peers. Here it is illuminating to
look at ancient China and compare the Spring and Autumn Period (771–481
BCE) with the subsequent Warring States Period (481–221 BCE). The former
resembles the global case studies we examined earlier. Although notionally
gathered under the authority of the Zhou king, in reality power was devolved
among 200 or more separate units called guo, of which 15 or so of the larger
and more powerful held others in subjection and jostled for pre-eminence
(Walker 1953; Hsu 1990; Lewis 2000). For some three centuries, these polities
engaged in a familiar catalogue of treaties, tributary networks, interdynastic
marriages (where polygyny gave rise to succession disputes), the taking of
hostages, and the harbouring of elite exiles. Developing from fortified settle-
ments, throughout their history they continued to be defined more by their
capitals than by their rather elastic territories.

All guo co-identified as a fraternity, following codes of conduct and main-
taining collective institutional structures, which together amounted to a “sur-
rogate for international law” (Pines 2012: 14). This system included diplomatic
conferences that arbitrated disputes and coordinated military campaigns against
outsiders. At a deeper level, these structures reflected the concept of li.
Originating in ritual practice, li was centred on the belief that things on earth
should reflect an ideal cosmic order, in which each person pursues balance and
occupies his or her place within formal conventions of status and permitted
behaviour. This even applied to political action.
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Harmonious co-operation and co-existence could only be achieved by
close observation of propriety. Li therefore governed not only the
conduct of individuals, but also that of states. Serious violation or even
incompetent observation of li in interstate relations could have put the
moral authority and legitimacy of a ruler into question, and may even
have brought collective condemnation of, or war against, the perpetrator
state (Zhang 2001: 50).

Although warfare was endemic, the major powers clashed only occasionally
and the fighting principally concerned their efforts to impose control over
lesser guo (Lewis 2000: 365–367). If one of the leading players approached
ascendency it was checked by alliances between its rivals in a conscious effort
to prevent the consolidation of its power (Walker 1953: 52). The number, size,
and behaviour of polities was, therefore, regulated as much or more by the
success of a balance of power mechanism as it was the proscriptions of a li
moral order or any vestigial authority held by the Zhou king.

At an assembly in 667 the then-dominant ruler of Qi was elected to a
position of leadership, a status the Zhou king conceded by conferring upon
him the title of ba “senior one”. Initially the ba status stood as a defender of the
ancien régime, but in creating new loyalties and inter-polity agreements it
soon superseded royal authority and was assumed by a succession of hegemons
drawn from the guo of Jin, Wu, and Yue: “. . . the entire history of the ba
system was a process of realigning states . . . for the sake of establishing a new
multistate order. The purpose of this system was originally supposed to be to
restore royal authority; however, rather than restoring it, the ba system
replaced it” (Hsu 1990: 551–562). By the fifth century political culture was
changing in decisive ways. The collection and redistribution of resources
through gift-giving, tribute, and corvée labour formalised under the Zhou
was steadily transformed into a market economy. The ba system disappeared as
guo rulers now refused to concede leadership, however symbolic, to one of
their competitors within a pseudo-fraternal scheme. The political landscape
transitioned into one of bitterly opposed alliances and hegemonies.

As the Spring and Autumn Period gradated into that of the Warring States
the power of monarchs increased at the expense of the nobility. Yet rulership
was itself in the process of changing, with an underlying dynamic that
decoupled sovereignty from the body of the ruler and shifted it to the body
politic instead (Hui 2005: 175). Warfare became more brutal and destructive, as
the goal of reducing rivals to client status was abandoned in favour of large-
scale conquest and annexation. Although several polities came close to com-
plete ascendancy, it was Qin that eventually overcame all its remaining
competitors to create a universal empire, in reality a single polity, in 221 BCE.

Victoria Tin-bor Hui (2005) examines the reasons why balancing failed in
the Warring States Period, contrasting this with the apparent success of that
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mechanism in early modern Europe (1495–1815 CE). She proposes a “dynamic
of competing logics”, consisting of a re-envisaged “logic of balancing” and an
opposed “logic of domination”. As Hui explains it: “To understand the
simultaneous interplay of domination and balancing, we should see politics
as strategic interaction between domination-seekers and targets of domination
who employ competing strategies and who are simultaneously assisted and
obstructed by competing causal mechanisms” (Hui 2005: 11). The logic of
balancing includes all means by which concentrations of power might be
countered, together with the limits to such power posed by the rising costs
and diminishing returns of incorporating ever more distant territories (Gilpin
1981). The logic of domination includes “Machiavellian” manoeuvres and
ruthless stratagems, such as the mass slaughter of captives to forestall any revival
of defeated polities, but the most telling are “self-strengthening reforms” (Hui
2005: 26–34). These are agent-led transformations of internal structure that
increase capabilities in profound ways, giving reformed polities an offensive
advantage. In the case of Qin this involved creating a standing army through
universal conscription, the centralisation of its tax system, and replacing an
aristocratic administration with a meritocratic one – all recognised as critical
contributions to its eventual success.

Whereas domination won out in China, which of the two logics will
succeed cannot be predicted in advance, since it depends on all manner of
contingencies, Hui’s scheme offering “similarity in processes and differences in
outcomes” (Hui 2005: 177). Although she does not frame the issue in this way,
it is clear that these capability-enhancing innovations are more than a prescrip-
tion for gaining advantage within the system. They transgress the norms of
existing practice and represent moves to undermine and destroy that order by a
reconfiguration of schemas and resources.

Like most political theorists, Hui does not delve into the deeper psycho-
logical motives for seeking domination, leaving us to turn to Hobbes’s (1985
[1651]) “drive to dominate”, Morgenthau’s (1948) animus dominandi, or to the
social power philosophies of Marx and Weber. We come a little closer to a
Darwinian rationale in more recent arguments that the urge to dominate can
simply be seen as self-preservation taken to its logical extreme (Mearsheimer
2001). A runaway security dilemma, for example, can force actors to conclude
that only the elimination of all potential competitors will guarantee their
survival.

Yet the sole emphasis on survival is distorting because, as Watson suggests,
while it is a necessary condition of political life it is not, in reality, a sufficient
one. We do not seek survival without the inherent goal of wellbeing in the
form of personal and group contentment, which is central to the social contract
that binds communities of all kinds. The desire to achieve it and fear of losing it
are major engines of political action. If one or more polities adopt an expansive
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solution to insecurity – which cannot be separated from material factors such as
demographic and environmental stress – or seeks to enhance its wellbeing at
the expense of others, then violent competition is likely to occur and escalate.
Where survival and wellbeing are put in serious jeopardy political leaders can,
and do, forsake the ethical consensus that makes coexistence possible.

Hui faithfully follows a realist paradigm in which balance of power calcula-
tions alone determine the fates of polities. But the Spring and Autumn Period
was more than a balance of competitive forces, it was a society of states in
which political order was also shaped by moral ideals and institutionalised
means of constraining violence. To distinguish the separate roles of these
factors would be unproductive because they were mutually sustaining within
a single political reality. The change in strategic imperatives in China cannot be
considered apart from the accompanying ideological shifts, which makes this
transformation a social and cultural as much as it is a material one. It was a set of
revolutionary ambitions, a reconfiguration of schemas and resources, and a
determined ethical defiance that disrupted the existing order and led into a
decisive, if gradual, phase transition. A Lockean culture of rivalry within limits
was forsaken for a Hobbesian culture in which violence had practical, but no
moral, bounds.

It would therefore be a mistake to believe that we need to choose between
realist and idealist factors to explain the relative stability and persistence of a
multi-polity ecosystem. Politics can be both principled and pragmatic, the two
interwoven in ways that can be difficult or impossible to tease apart, not least
because both are subordinate to the greater interest of protecting and promot-
ing subjective and objective wellbeing. Left to its own devices, the isolation
and uncertainties of an anarchic political landscape, its division into multiple
sovereign polities, does indeed breed a logic of suspicion, aggression, and the
ultimate Hobbesian choice of “kill or be killed”. This is the appropriate
response to an unameliorated state of nature. Here order can only be main-
tained through self-reliance and a balance of power mechanism.

Yet, a balance of power strategy by itself is politically demanding, wasteful
of executive time and resources, and insufficiently stable to guarantee well-
being in the long term. Thus, whether through enlightened thinking or grim
experience, the brutal prospect of a Hobbesian world – which promises few
winners but many losers – inspires countervailing social logics that encourage
restraint, dialogue, and mutuality. In a stable multi-polity system, these factors
stymie the ambitions of would-be consolidators through not one but several
mechanisms, building a self-reinforcing cultural, intellectual, and economic
dynamic that produces tangible benefits to coexistence. The greater point is
that realism and idealism are not opposed principles in politics, since their push
and pull constitute attempts to manipulate a brute set of material exigencies
into more congenial forms of social life.
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HEGEMONIC THEORY AND THE CLASSIC MAYA

The foregoing two sections have put us in a much better position to assess the
workings of the Classic Maya political system. The theoretical difficulty of a
hegemonic model comes not in understanding how some polities accrue more
power than others, but in explaining what prevents them continuing to
expand and consolidate that power to create a macro-state or territorial
empire. We can posit certain structural impediments: for example, the absence
of bureaucratic institutions to administer subjugated territories, or to an espe-
cially indelible concept of legitimate rule based on an adherence to local
deities. However, like several other rationales, neither of these escapes the
potential circularity that they could as easily be the consequences as the causes
of political division. Distinguishing cause from effect in a non-linear world can
be challenging, and a persuasive argument will be one in which distinct actions
and interests consciously or unconsciously serve to block the development of
larger formations.

It is no small matter that Classic Maya kings publicly conceded their
subordination to other kings, and it is worth noting that all three of the
monarchies in our global case studies instituted such relationships in ceremo-
nial and ritualistic form. Informal hierarchies exist without any such trappings
and we can only conclude that we are looking at palpable structures rather than
ad hoc arrangements. Sponsored installations were acts of formal subjection that
can be compared to contracts in the sense used by Lake. They formalise a
hierarchical relationship by converting the instability and illegitimacy of coercion
into the stability and legitimacy of a rightful compact or covenant. In these terms
the subject is not forced but obliged to fulfil the expectations of an overlord; a
distinction that establishes the rule of that patron as authoritative. We do not
have data on the terms of these contracts, and usually cannot know when and to
what degree they were coerced or voluntaristic.

A flow of tribute from client to patron, matched by an asymmetrical
reciprocation that saw benefits accrue to subject elites, can be assumed in most
cases but not quantified. In all the comparative cases we have examined it was
tribute, and to a lesser degree booty, that was the primary means by which
resources were redistributed from weak to strong polities. The spoils for Maya
hegemons were modest by the standards of the Athenian treasury or the trove
of goods that the Aztec Triple Alliance extracted at its height. In relative terms,
however, the supply of both necessities and preciosities from near and far
would have fuelled both political and ritual economies among Maya power-
brokers, instilling a reliance that cost them dear when fate dimmed these stars
and their gravitational fields waned.

Is there any evidence for “competing logics” determining the fate of Maya
power politics? When it comes to balancing, we can certainly identify logistical
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constraints to the scale of hegemonic expansion, but alliances against a rising
power are harder to detect. They are either a truly weak feature or, due to the
limits of patrimonial rhetoric, part of our dark matter problem. If client kings
fought under the command of a patron monarch such contributions may not
have been considered sufficiently heroic to merit their own commemoration.
This would definitely be so if client kings sent forces in support of their patron
absent of their own leadership. Either way, visibility in the record would only
come on those occasions where notable allied fighters fell captive – for which
we have a small number of examples.

Where balancing can be detected is in episodes of secession and defection.
Whether individual polities were conscious of engaging in grand strategy or
not, these events are important because they offer a means to thwart the
accumulation of overbearing power and thus preserve an anarchic system.
Under hegemony, subjects must cooperate in their own domination by
acquiescing to their contract. However, since the relative position of subordi-
nant and superordinant can never be static, it is always likely that original terms
no longer match a current reality, meaning that its costs and rewards are no
longer commensurate with the real or perceived power differential between
the two polities as they now stand.

The essence of an anarchical system is a desire and capacity for self-
determination, and secession remains an option because of the weak domin-
ation exercised by hegemons, which habitually retain client regimes and with
them their ability to raise an armed force. In the pursuit of wellbeing and
liberty, or just to maximise their rents, clients may calculate that the potential
benefits of reneging on a contract outweigh the risks. A sudden opportunity,
the defeat of their overlord in a faraway battle or his or her natural death –

remembering the personal nature of their bonds – may be enough, although
internal events, the demise of their own compliant ruler, or the boost of a local
military success might also tip the scales.9

This “balance by secession” represents a direct means to counter the con-
centration of power. A seceding polity may have performed internal balancing
to improve its capacity to resist retaliation, or may be acting with others in
external balancing – processes that are not directly visible to us. Switching
allegiance from one overlord to another would be a variation on the theme,
one that not only weakens one hegemon but strengthens its rival. The new
overlord may offer better terms or may be exerting its own coercive power by
“turning” a rival’s client. Caracol was a defector of this general sort, Moral-
Reforma another, but there were doubtless more. We saw in Case Study 13 how
the small polities along the Usumacinta River and Lacandon regions operated in a
volatile environment where loyalties switched as a result of military adventurism.

To review: subjects could be motivated to renege on their contracts if (a) the
power of the hegemon approached a point where future resistance might
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prove impossible and its ambition wholly unchecked, (b) when better terms
can be gained from an alternative hegemon, or (c) when their own rising
fortunes and power seems sufficient to restore full autonomy, and even to
dominate others. In these ways hegemonies can be checked by anti-
hegemonial strategies, whether conducted on an individual or group basis.
The limits imposed by a balance of power mechanism are joined by the
diminishing effectiveness of a low-cost, low-return system at ever greater
distance from the core. The persistence of the multi-polity system would be
broken only if the logic of domination could gain the upper hand.

We do see certain infrastructural developments at Calakmul and Tikal that
could well reflect moves to exploit or solidify their positions. For example, we
have seen how the oversized court complexes at these centres may have been
involved in socialising subjects as part of a strategy directed at inculcating
loyalty and collective elite identity, a schema that would simultaneously
provide a group of implicit or explicit hostages. The housing of hostages recurs
in several of our comparative studies, where its logic flows from the need to
close the distance between patron and client – reducing scores or even
hundreds of kilometres to the gap between one palace compound and the
next. Additionally, that both Tikal and Calakmul built large permanent
marketplaces may well represent efforts to exercise regional control over
exchange systems. Though commercial networks were, again, modest in
relative terms compared to those of Tenochtitlan and Athens, Mesoamerican
precedents suggests a close, symbiotic relationship between tribute, trade, and
political power.

What we lack in almost all of our examples of hegemonic societies, includ-
ing that of the Classic Maya, is evidence for the kind of self-strengthening
reforms that enabled Qin to turn itself into a territorial conqueror. To succeed
in that, a polity must undertake internal transformations of structure, as well as
moving to fully deny to others the ideal of sovereignty and self-determination
it claims for itself. Polities capable of reshaping an entrenched concept from
inside the system can do so only by developing a new ideological basis, one
that explicitly departs from the moral order that sustains a society of states.

The Classic Maya had the kind of coherence we associate with such a
society, in which member polities subscribed to a common value system and
recognised the legitimacy of each other’s claims to sovereign status. It was
anarchical in principle but hierarchical in practice and, importantly, this
worked to preserve and expand the mosaic of multiple polities rather than to
undermine and merge them. The Classic Maya case, therefore, resembles the
dynamic equilibrium of the Chinese Spring and Autumn Period, but not the
more intensely competitive era of the Warring States – which preserved the
unity of an intellectual culture but abandoned the political culture that insisted
on at least notional sovereignty for all players. In this phase transition from a
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Lockean to a Hobbesian environment, self-preservation could now only be
guaranteed through universal domination.

A moral order enlists the unimpeachable authority of the divine in pursuit of
highly rational and pragmatic aims, a form of political management in which
violence is constrained and the pursuit of wellbeing maximised within com-
monly accepted bounds. The enduring division of the Classic Maya political
landscape, and the lack of effort that even the most powerful polities put into
permanent territorial expansion, is testament to the success of that model rather
than to a failure of centralisation.

Part of my argument here is that the kind of overkingship exercised
by Calakmul and Tikal was a practical realpolitik that never developed a
distinctive ideological charter. At heart, the status of ajaw adhered to an ideal
of lordly solidarity rooted in the founding tenets of Classic Maya political
culture. The honorific kaloomte’ title came to be used in much the same
way as the various overking statuses we see in other hegemonic systems,
demonstrating that a measure of hierarchy was both practical and ethical.
However, the lack of higher ranks – most of all a titular claim to universal
rule – shows that the degree of wide mastery periodically attained by Classic
Maya hegemons was “never an institution, but merely a prize to be won”.
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FIFTEEN

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS:
A SOCIETY OF KINGS

The Classic Maya represent a newly important topic for political
anthropology and the study of pre-Modern societies. The decipherment

of their script offers a trove of primary sources that allow us, uniquely in the
ancient Americas, to compare and contrast a rich material record with a
significant historical one. Whether our goal is to comprehend social power
in its broadest sense, or to understand the nature of specific institutions such as
monarchy, complex societies isolated from the cross-fertilisations of the Old
World have clear comparative value. As such, what we can learn about the
Maya casts useful light on universal themes and will be of wider relevance to
the field.

The challenge taken up in this volume has been to explicate the political
system of the Classic Maya by means of those written texts, which were
utilised diachronically in terms of process and synchronically in terms of
structure. The analysis has been one that draws on both anthropological and
historical approaches, with contributions from strands within political and
complexity theory. In this concluding chapter, I bring together the different
facets of the argument and set out my core propositions.

What the combined data make clear is that neither the strong regional state
nor the weak peer polity, nor indeed an ideology governed by calendrical
cycles, are sustainable interpretations of Classic Maya archaeopolitics. Instead,
the evidence consistently supports a hegemonic system, one in which an
enduring multitude of polities were arranged within waxing and waning
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hierarchical orders. Although they were in active competition with one
another, there was little or no territorial consolidation or the permanent
eradication of rivals – indeed the number of identifiable polities only increased
as time wore on.

However, what has been missing from this understanding has been an
appreciation of why the system took the form that it did and how it functioned
through time. It has been described but not truly analysed, still less explained.
The proposals I offer here are therefore not recapitulations of those I have
previously advanced, but rather an effort to reconceive and extend those
ideas to posit a set of underlying mechanisms. By investigating a larger and
better-understood pool of data, examined in reference to a broader range of
comparative material and cross-disciplinary political theory, the hegemonic
model is here given a conceptual ground on which to stand.

Recognising at the outset that we are dealing with patrimonial rhetoric
means that we appreciate that the content and style of the texts are intimately
connected to the political effects they sought to achieve. Yet, if we are
prepared to look at them not only individually but in the aggregate, they
prove to be far from epiphenomenal to the project of understanding the
political system of the Classic Period. The particularities of identities, events,
and relationships found in the inscriptions are, I have maintained throughout,
inherently reflective of the structures that produced them – each a potential
outcome of the rules, norms, and conventions that shape, though never
determine, the course of political life. But that process cannot be a one-way
street since roles, behaviours, and interactions were not simply expressive
but, in recursive fashion, constitutive of those structures. The repetition of
particular acts, the adoption of specific identities, and the forging of certain
engagements were instrumental to their own maintenance and reproduction.
Text and image preserve invaluable traces of these processes, yet were not
themselves outside them. Not only the content of public monuments but their
physical presence and endurance in the world meant that they too played a
role and, through a classic conflation of signified and signifier, contributed to
the perpetuation of the system.

The issues at the heart of this book are how and why a large number of
ostensibly independent polities could coexist, indeed flourish, for centuries without
descending into crippling levels of conflict, ultimately to be consumed by expansive
empires or macro-states. The reasons Classic Maya polities did not increase in size
or structural complexity, and how the system maintained and reproduced itself, can
ultimately be discerned in a balance of material and social logics.

The first point to emphasise is that the Classic Maya are by no means an
exotic or aberrant case but one with parallels across the world and through
time. Global comparisons, here drawn from periods in the histories of Fiji,
Ireland, India, and Greece (though others could have been chosen in their
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place) differ in a great many respects, but the degree to which they correspond
offer telling clues to the workings of political tessellation amidst cultural
congruity. However, those similarities are apparent only when we cast aside
the classificatory mindset and its fixation on form – especially what is, and is
not, a state – to focus instead on the ideas and relationships that generate a
political ecology.

In each case, we have a self-replicating system in which asymmetrical power
relations were manifested not in the appropriation of territory but in the
extension of political patronage. Motives might vary as to their priority, but
economic gain and enhanced security were consistently at the forefront.
Struggles that created, preserved, or resisted patron–client bonds produce
turbulence at the unit level, but amount to no more than surface perturbations
at the level of the system. The political ecology itself was never in question and
it mattered not who filled the dominant and subordinant roles at any one time.
While this kind of dynamic equilibrium could be resilient and long-lived, it
does not endure indefinitely. In all four of our primary examples the system
was brought to an end by the arrival of more powerful foreign actors, who
either forced local integration or were themselves system-wide conquerors.
But we have also seen how equilibrium could be undone from within. Our
fifth comparative case, covering the transition between two eras in Chinese
history, shows how internal reforms and the abrogation of long-honoured
norms paved the way for one polity to devour all its rivals.

A divided political landscape has, due to the restricted information-
gathering and isolated self-reliance of its units, a predisposition toward a
Hobbesian culture of mutual suspicion, fear, and violence. Here self-help
strategies and the balance of power mechanism are all that separates its
members from the ultimate dystopia of “all against all”. But polities that
co-evolve and maintain intimate social contact possess strategies that mitigate
that threat. These expand on the codes of conduct that facilitate intra-
communal life, projecting a version of them outward to condition relations
between communities. The resulting Lockean culture is still a highly competi-
tive one – it does not reach a Kantian ideal of near-harmonious, law-bound
coexistence – but it does place some checks on how that competition is
conducted and what its outcomes can be.

One feature that unites the Classic Maya with our global case studies is their
acknowledgment of multiple sovereignties as a legitimate social fact. It is this
recognition and respect for rights beyond their own that makes each of them
more than a system of interacting polities but a more cohesive “society of
states”. Members of such societies share a resource that others lack, namely an
ideological commonwealth that is the wellspring of their shared values and
identity. At the same time, competition leads to the development of expansive
hegemonies that contradict the concept of local sovereignty. Indeed, we might
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define hegemony as a mode of dominion that preserves the principle of
multiple sovereignties only by converting an absolute definition into a relative
one. What seems whole is actually “divisible”, and functions by obfuscating
the ideal and the real in an “organised hypocrisy”. Hegemonies dilute the
concept of sovereignty, but in doing so distinguish themselves from territorial
empires which, no matter how much administrative authority they leave in
local hands, must destroy any semblance of their sovereign status.

With these points in mind I now move to a focussed treatment of the Classic
Maya case by means of two interpretive formulations or models based on the
evidence currently to hand. The first addresses the issues from a structural and
synchronic perspective, the second from a historical and diachronic one.
Irreducibly bound, the presence of one necessarily implies the other.

SYNCHRONY

The core unit in Classic Maya political organisation was the individual king-
ship, around which cohered a personalised polity that was deemed sovereign
and structurally autonomous. The legitimacy of kings stemmed in the first
instance from claimed descent from a named dynastic progenitor. But while
bloodline might qualify particular candidates, it was their possession and care of
specific patron deities that sacralised their role and placed them at the heart as
well as at the head of the community. Importantly, the royal lineage was only
one among a group of elite families that formed an endogamous caste at the
core of the polity, both king and noble sharing the single status of ajaw, “lord”.
The distinction between them was one of degree rather than kind, with the
paramount ruler best seen as the highest ranking within a scale of lordship. The
privileged position of this collective cohort ultimately rested on their control
of violence, but it was their sacerdotal responsibilities on behalf of the com-
munity at large that justified and naturalised their distinction from the
commoners, those who tilled the land in their service.

The pattern of behaviours producing this distribution of units across the
landscape did not arise from some material or environmental exigency – there
are clearly other ways in which Maya society might have been constituted in
organisational and spatial terms. It was the dispositions of its originators that
were the key initial conditions of the system. Whether fictive or real, the idea
of kinship between the elite produced an affinity that defined their separation
from the population at large.

Successful and self-perpetuating, that founding ethos was manifested in the
propagation and spread of Classic Maya polities across a landscape newly avail-
able due to the collapse of the previous political order. The division into
multiple polities was no barrier to interaction and the flow of ideas, which were
achieved by effective, if now largely invisible, means of intellectual exchange.
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Some sites were cosmopolitan hubs, others backwaters, but all were linked to an
information network that disseminated and promoted their collective identity.

That cultural bundle preserved the coherence and homogeneity of the new
society and set out ordering principles. No polity, no kingship, sought to
define itself in a novel or idiosyncratic way, but instead replicated the current
template down to the smallest detail of regal paraphernalia or phrasing of
commemorative text. Each ruler was seen as the localised manifestation of a
single archetypal kingship, at the same moment many and one. Through
prescribed rituals each king sustained their gods, in return receiving benefaction
for themselves and their communities. But they also contributed to the greater
task of world order – no matter how many neighbours were performing the
exact same rites, on precisely the same days, only a day or two’s walk away.

These are all powerful reasons to consider Classic Maya polities collectively.
In the same way that events and structures are innately bound to one another,
so must the form and functioning of individual polities be seen as the
contingent manifestations of potentials offered by the system. And, just as
the structure and behaviour of each polity was fashioned by the larger collect-
ive, so it reciprocally shaped that collective through time. In its formative
stages a political network expands via the agency of its originators. But as it
matures its course is no longer centrally directed and instead works holistically
from the on-going interactions of all its constituent parts. By that emergent
point, the rules, norms, and conventions that shape political practice have no
single source or author, they are a possession of the system as a whole.

Classic Maya political ecology meets the criteria for a “society of states”,
although the personalised nature of its authority makes a “society of kings” the
more apt description. It shows three defining attributes of the form: a mutual
recognition of sovereignty as an engrained ideal, a common set of patterned
interactions, and a collective desire to maintain the system that the persistence
of both imply. Yet, no matter how much rational self-interest incentivises
cooperation, or what ethnic, linguistic, cultural, or religious commonalities
might facilitate it, a more specific essence is required to bind and police such a
society. What makes norms ethical, rather than simply pragmatic is the ideo-
logical commonwealth I have here called the “moral order”. This
Durkheimesque social fact embedded coexistence within the deep structure
of Classic Maya political culture, rooted in the aforementioned belief that
kingship was a localised iteration of a cosmically determined template and part
of the fabric of time. Crucially, moral order provides the kind of regulatory
authority and centre to political life that a truly anarchical distribution of
power would lack. This guiding authority resided in no particular place, but
was internalised by its members and in this way distributed across the network.

The bellicose self-representations carved into the monuments speak to the
enduring importance of the warrior ideal to royal ideology in general and
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personal authority in particular. But this patrimonial rhetoric tells us precious
little about the actual incidence or character of warfare. The monuments
describe conflicts that differed in scale and intensity, but their formulaic
presentations in both text and image barely, if at all, distinguish transformative,
once-in-a-generation pan-regional contests from the pettiest of border raids.
The significance of any given encounter can only be understood within its
individual historical matrix. If these were fully known, we might well judge a
dozen or so clashes more consequential than all others combined. Make no
mistake, competition in a Lockean society of states can be as frequent, disrup-
tive, and deadly as it is in a Hobbesian system of states. But the survival of
defeated Classic Maya polities, even the restoration of some captured kings,
demonstrates that there were boundaries within which political violence was
considered legitimate. Once established, the presence of powerful hegemonies
worked to reduce overall levels of conflict by creating zones of common
association. This is probably reflected, in part, in the low investment in
Classic-era urban fortifications.

The supervision of accession ceremonies and the declarations of lordly
ownership we see on the monuments are not mere expressions of relative
status, they reference the contracts that converted illegitimate parasitical rela-
tionships into legitimate patrimonial ones. Though coercion always plays some
role, volunteerism should not be underestimated, as subject polities give up a
portion of their liberty and economic rents in exchange for security gains and a
share in the benefits of a larger and wealthier elite network. Tribute was the fuel
that powered the political machine. Perhaps at times expressed as corvée labour,
it was the primary means by which the weak were economically exploited by
the strong; a low-cost low-return exaction which offered strong situational
advantages over the high-cost high-return strategy of direct territorial control.

The upwardly channelled wealth found its way into the palace economies of
the dominant dynasties, where it supported their elevated lifestyles, financed
the gifts that maintained client networks, and funded construction projects –
not only those of temples and palaces but roads, reservoirs, and perhaps some
of the larger agricultural infrastructure. More ephemerally, those same rev-
enues likely funded lavish ceremonies and rituals that promoted hegemonic
status at collective gatherings hosted at the capital, as well as supported the
military specialists required to intimidate or confront rivals and rebels alike.
Finally, it furnished the riches, the jades, pelts, and plumes, that materialised
kingly status in life, but were also regularly removed from circulation in the
stocking of royal tombs. Although out-of-sight, that interred finery was not
entirely out-of-mind and could be seen as a constituent part of the cumulative
power and prestige of the ancestral dynasty.

There were several interdependent factors that prevented hegemons from
escalating their control to the point at which larger and more integrated
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formations became possible. First, hegemonic power is self-limiting because it
relies on the cooperative acquiescence of its subjects, which were not helpless
pawns but accessories in their own domination. Each tolerates its inferior rank,
keeps to its contract, only so long as the cost–benefit calculation falls in favour
of maintaining that status quo. Each preserves the ambition for greater self-
determination inherent to sovereign status, which maximises decision-making
liberties and material benefits for its governing elite, and they retain the armed
forces that makes resistance feasible.

Moreover, as a patron’s zone of authority expands its capacity to enforce its
will on an increasing number of clients at ever greater distance correspondingly
weakens. The particular time-distance logistics of a world dominated by foot
travel would appear to make the low-cost low-return strategy an especially
attractive route to political expansion. Hence the expediency and value of
contracts which, by adding the moral dimension of obligation, seek to cement
attachments without the need for continuous active coercion. Here what most
distinguishes hegemony from empire is the absence of the institutional appar-
atus necessary to stabilise domination.

Next, no long-term, competitive multi-polity system seems to have lacked a
balance of power mechanism that regulates relative strength in ways that
favour the enduring preservation of that system. Observed switches of alle-
giance and military alliances are the shadowy remnants of the moves necessary
to thwart the consolidation of irresistible power in the Classic era.

Finally, to truly break an entrenched multi-polity society a suitably ambi-
tious contender must gain not only the practical means but the alternative
ideology that makes such defiance possible. As long as hegemons subscribe to the
same ideals as their clients they cannot overcome the high practical difficulties of
converting weak bonds of patronage into strong bonds of domination, the kind
necessary to forge true empires or macro-states. Only the abandonment of those
ideals, an ethical reinvention together with a corresponding programme of self-
strengthening reforms, makes that kind of transformation practical. Though
Calakmul and Tikal may have harboured ambitions for universal dominion,
there is no evidence that they attempted the moves that would have been
necessary to achieve it. The lack of a universal title in the lexicon of the Classic
Period – even of an aspirational variety – confirms that such a status would be a
transgression of moral order, which could tolerate a ranking of kings, but would
be antithetical to the rule of just one.

DIACHRONY

No social system exists in a temporal void, it is always a “historical object”. In
the terms I have been employing, political structures are sculpted by the
interactions of their components through time, such that the relationship

DIACHRONY 389



between schemas and resources are constantly renewed or re-applied in new
contexts. Change takes place as actors respond reflexively to each other’s
actions and pursue their perceived best advantage within any given set of
circumstances.

That a number of the most important Classic-era dynasties ascribed their
origins to a single source is an important pointer to their self-perception as a
linked movement. Since events at this place are set in the second century CE,
squarely within the Protoclassic transition between the Preclassic and Classic,
we have good reason to believe that it was a historical location rather than a
mythic construct. The Classic Period saw the development of a particular
concept of legitimate authority, one clearly springing from Late Preclassic
antecedents yet separate and distinct from them. Lordly status was centred on
the rank of ajaw in both epochs, but the Classic reconfigured its meaning,
apparently by fixing power in the hands of one lineage. The position of a
paramount ruler was surely no innovation, but in its “dynastic DNA” the Classic
system does distinguish itself and offers material corollaries pointing to a mean-
ingful shift in ideology and practice. The early dynastic foundations took place at
existing Preclassic sites in the central southern lowlands. These new regimes
simply assumed the identities of the places they ruled, as if none had done so
before, such that their kings were specified as the “lord of such-and-such place”.

The Maya had long been in contact with the great metropolis of
Teotihuacan in Central Mexico, but relations took a decisive turn in 378.
The authochronous development of Classic Maya kingdoms was interrupted
by an intrusive event that unseated and usurped the incumbent Mutul dynasty
of Tikal, introducing a patriline directly linked to that of the foreigners. Similar
substitutions and subjugations appear to have been enacted across the region,
forming a discernible New Order. Its ultimate motivation was presumably
economic, offering Teotihuacan greater access to and control over the varied
resources of the lowlands, most likely via the tribute that might be extracted
from new subjects. However, fourth century Teotihuacan did not tutor the
Maya on social and political organisation – the template was already in place –
and far from stunting the expansion of the dynastic ideal it seems only to have
accelerated it.

As royal groups divided or shifted base they spread outward from the central
region, many of their original toponymic titles now evolving into dynastic
names. Thus, a good number of the kingdoms established after 378, including
Piedras Negras, Palenque, Copan, and Quirigua, were not in situ develop-
ments but the result of royal migrations. In a not dissimilar manner, the patron
gods that formed such a vital part of royal identity and legitimacy were, in all
probability, initially localised and place-specific. Yet by the time we gain clear
sight of them at least some had become attached to dynastic lines and moved
across the landscape with them.
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In the first years of the New Order there was a flurry of imported styles from
Central Mexico, but traditional Maya forms reasserted themselves within a
generation. It is by no means certain, however, that this reflects an early end to
foreign overlordship. That no Tikal ruler carries the uppermost kaloomte’ title
during the fifth century could indicate that it was reserved for a still higher
authority. A separate sign of continuing oversight comes in the initiation of the
Copan and Quirigua polities in 426, whose legitimising rites seemingly took
place at Teotihuacan. Although the sanctioning role of this “Place of Reeds”
was to become a potent symbol in later times, here it seems grounded in a
practical political reality. The demise of Teotihuacan as a force in the sixth
century aligns, likely in causal fashion, with important changes in the Maya
lowlands. The recording of military exploits in text as well as image is one such
innovation, and this seems to have a direct connection to a newly competitive
climate focussed on establishing or resisting regional Classic Maya hierarchies.
These developments are especially associated with a budding rival for Tikal in
the shape of the Kaanul dynasty of Dzibanche.

By the mid-sixth century Dzibanche overkingship had expanded over a
wide area and included former allies or subjects of Tikal. Attacked and
overwhelmed in 562, Tikal was subordinated or otherwise subdued and did
not return to contention for almost a century. The strength and ambition of
the early Snake dynasty can be further gauged by its long-range military
expeditions against Palenque in 599 and 611. However, its position must have
been seriously jeopardised by the civil conflict that broke out shortly after 630,
leading to a defeat for its ruling king in 636 and his demise in 640. This resulted
in a lasting transfer of the main royal seat from Dzibanche to Calakmul. Its
resolve and capabilities undiminished, the relocated regime succeeded in
seizing Tikal in 657 and, in the wake of that victory, acquired a string of
new or renewed clients in the 660s – including some that brought it back to
the western lowlands of modern-day Tabasco. A period of sustained authority
for Calakmul endured until at least 695, when a resurgent Tikal finally bested
their great adversary in battle. Calakmul survived that setback and initially held
on to its most important possessions, but a second reverse at Tikal’s hands
around 734 coincides with a sharper decline. The Kaanul dynasty at Calakmul
seems to have largely unravelled within the next generation.

Ever linked in binary fashion, Tikal filled some of the power vacuum
this produced by seizing two of Calakmul’s leading clients, Naranjo and El
Peru, and by mid-century had established the last Classic-era hegemony
of any note. Even so, the epigraphic signature of this renewed sphere of
influence is negligible. Its scale is more a matter of inference from the gaps
in monument commissions at those defeated sites and the wealth implied by
immense construction projects at Tikal, whose site core was transformed at
this time.
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Although the powerful polities of the central lowlands demand most of our
attention, it would be a mistake to focus on that region exclusively since
important hegemonies also operated elsewhere. The west saw Palenque pitted
against Piedras Negras on the one hand and Tonina on the other, often with
control of the Tabascan plain or sites along the Usumacinta River at stake. In
the north, similar rivalries presumably developed between Coba, Edzna, and
Oxkintok, succeeded by Ek Balam, Uxmal, and ultimately Chichen Itza,
although our sources on this are very meagre. In all places competition
between major powers took place at the regional and pan-regional scale, but
always overlaid a great many local rivalries and sub-regional hierarchies.

The rise in prominence of secondary lords during the eighth century,
though far from uniform, suggests that some recalibration of status within
the Classic cohort might have been underway. If the levelling of position we
see at Copan, Yaxchilan, Oxkintok, and across the Río Bec region was part of
a wider phenomenon, then the equality innate to the ajaw rank seems to have
been re-asserting itself at the expense of kings. This would segue neatly into
the political realities of the Postclassic era. Hereditary rulership persisted in a
number of Postclassic societies, but in others the highest position rotated
among elite families. The ajaw class survived, but only a much weaker concept
of monarchy which was, critically, stripped of the sacralised character it had
previously enjoyed.

The great powerbrokers were a key element of Classic political culture at its
apogee, and the decline of the most successful, the Kaanul dynasty of Dzi-
banche-Calakmul, marked an early sign of its dissolution. In network terms, a
hub-dominated structure transitioned to a more diffused one, increasing its
susceptibility to failures, whether sudden traumas or slow cascades. From about
730 onwards the total number of recorded interactions begins to drop, even
though the number of sites erecting monuments rises steeply for up to four
decades more. This brief burst marks not strength but weakness, as subject kings
once fettered to more powerful ones asserted new liberties. Hyper-localism and
its greater reliance on self-help strategies would have both stoked the security
dilemma and undermined the collaborative strategies possible under hegemony.

Neither of the ways in which multi-polity systems were extinguished in our
full five comparative cases – that is, by the arrival of an external force that
successfully unites the entire cultural zone, or by one or more polities enacting
the internal reforms that allow them to triumph over all others – apply to the
Classic Maya case. Although a good number of causes for the ninth century
collapse have been proposed, none by themselves fully explains why their
effects proved so devastating, or why no recovery took place. The widespread
depopulation of an area once sustaining millions, completed within a few
generations, lacks the close historical analogies that might otherwise help us
to comprehend it.
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Even if much of the collapse story remains opaque, we can chart the key
stages in its development. The majority of Classic Maya polities stopped
erecting monuments at or not too long before 810, pointing to some signifi-
cant but unrecorded crisis. Certain polities survived and maintained conserva-
tive practices, yet a number of these acknowledge the presence and oversight
of lords who used familiar high titles, but carried names and expressed religious
ideas that distanced them from conventional Classic Maya kingship. These
lords created their own loci of power, basing themselves at hitherto unremark-
able capitals such as Ceibal, Ucanal, and Nakum, which were redeveloped and
grew in population. The precise manner in which they achieved this position,
and how their identities map onto ethnicities or geographic origins, has still to
be fully ascertained. However, where such associations can be made they lie
with people and cultures far to the west.

Despite their differences, these new powerbrokers were full participants in
Classic Maya political culture and can be seen to emulate, assimilate, or even
revitalise its traditions. But as the ninth century went on this strategy weakened
and non-Maya identities emerged more assertively, shedding light on this
group’s continuing ties to western societies. All these changes took place in
the midst of widespread demographic decline and the progressive extinction of
all remaining polities – the cascade that followed a trauma. Evidence for
episodic dry periods has emerged from several different sources and current
projections suggest that they were sufficiently severe to cause societal distress.
How the timing of these events engaged with political, social, cultural, and
economic processes to produce direct, compounded, or tangential effects is
something only more and better data can establish.

The Classic Maya would not be the first society undone by their own success.
Their integrated social, cultural, and economic network generated food sur-
pluses and a population boom, nurtured by political ideals that ensured high
levels of division. Such florescence can be seen as taking place, both literally and
figuratively, at the “edge of chaos”: with this burgeoning populace increasingly
vulnerable to any capricious change in climate and an increasingly devolved
political landscape that could not rally or unite against any unforeseen threats.

FINAL THOUGHTS

I have presented a view of Classic Maya politics in its full flower that gives
primary significance to a set of socially constructed ideals that preserved a
divided political landscape by allowing material ambitions and security goals to
be pursued without wider consolidation. The kind of dynamic equilibrium
that results is not specific to the Maya case but a recurring global pattern, one
in which commonly agreed notions of sovereignty guide behaviour and
determine what is ethical as well as what is practical in political terms.
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In the heyday of nomothetic thinking in the social sciences, the resolution
of how and why questions was essentially a matter of collecting sufficient
data to trace the linear path from cause to effect. But this kind of thinking
cannot adequately explain complex social systems which, being sentient,
intersubjective, and reflexive, follow a course that is non-linear and probabil-
istic. Causality in such systems is dependent on a constellation of variables, each
of which has significance only in the presence of others. The divided political
landscape and its society of kings, together with the moral order that guided
and sustained them, co-evolved. In that sense, no part can be meaningfully
prioritised or placed ahead in sequence precisely because each entailed the
other in a mutually dependent process.

Thus, even if I have appropriately described a set of entwined material and
social logics that shaped the form and trajectory of Classic Maya political life,
this always needs to be understood as the result of contingent human action.
Although participants have goals in mind, the consequences of their acts are
never entirely foreseeable and, while we might retroduce their progress, they
were not inevitable. This, in essence, is what a historical perspective and
complexity bring to the study of social structures: the acknowledgement of
how self-organisation and chaos, as generated by the near-limitless possibilities
of agents acting upon each other and the physical world, together bring
“similarity in processes and differences in outcomes”.

It will surprise no reader to learn that I reject any suggestion that Maya
scholarship is succumbing to a “tyranny of the epigraphic record”. We are
instead, I believe, advancing a new partnership between the textual and
material that puts us ever more firmly into the purview of historical
archaeologies worldwide; with all the beguiling opportunities and gnawing
frustrations that represents. Exploiting these two ways of knowing means
recognising their relative strengths and weaknesses depending on the issue at
hand – each will disappoint if directed toward questions it is ill-equipped to
answer – even as we continue to strive for genuine synergies. While the
inscriptions offer a vital resource, it goes without saying that they can only
ever tell us a portion of what we would like to know and, even then, only lead
us to deeper levels of analysis and interpretation. Still, if we are interested in the
way politics is driven not just by material forces but by ideas, things that are not
simply ephemeral but might never find direct physical form, then we must take
on the challenge of the texts and listen to the stones that now speak.
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NOTES

2 MODELLING THE MAYA

1 Sources referring to a practice of multepal, lit-
erally “joint rule”, have led many to believe in
a system of shared, heterarchical governance at
Late Postclassic Mayapan. However, under
close scrutiny the term more plausibly refers
to a hierarchical ranking between powerful
families, an interpretation more in keeping
with other documentary sources (Ringle and
Bey 2001: 273–275).

2 The most accessible introduction to the work-
ings of the Maya calendar is David Stuart’s
(2011a) The Order of Days, while a more
exhaustive, if in places dated, description can
be found in J. Eric S. Thompson’s (1950)Maya
Hieroglyphic Writing: Introduction. The elements
referenced in this book include the Long
Count, a accumulative system whose five
lowest units are the Bak’tun (144,000 days),
K’atun (7,200 days), Tun (360 days), Winal
(20 days), and K’in (days). The completion of
major stations of the Long Count, dubbed
“period endings”, were regularly commemor-
ated by the dedication of inscribed monu-
ments. An illustrative example of a K’atun
ending would be 9.15.0.0.0, which took place
in 731 CE. The Classic Period saw the com-
pletion of only two Bak’tun cycles: 9.0.0.0.0 in
435 and 10.0.0.0.0 in 830. The Long Count
meshes with two other cycles, a 260-day cal-
endar called the tzolk’in and a 365-day calendar
called the haab. In combination, these two
systems form the Calendar Round, a cycle that
repeats every 18,980 days or 52 years. This
means that every Long Count position has a
corresponding Calendar Round which, in the
case of 9.15.0.0.0, is 4 Ajaw 13 Yax. The
particular meshing of the tzolk’in and Long
Count ensures that all period endings fall on
the tzolk’in day of Ajaw “Lord”.

3 This book converts Maya Long Count dates
into the proleptic Gregorian Calendar using a
version of the GMT correlation, 584286,
which differs from other versions by one to
three days (Martin and Skidmore 2012). It is
derived from the account of a solar eclipse that
took place in 790 on Poco Uinic Stela 3,
which may be the only single-day celestial
event referenced in Classic Maya inscriptions.
This correlation awaits confirmation or refuta-
tion from the discovery of a second such
account, since only that will guarantee that
the date of that eclipse was recorded correctly.

4 Berlin identified eight emblem glyphs, those
of Tikal, Palenque, Copan, Naranjo, Piedras
Negras, Yaxchilan, Ceibal (Seibal), and
Quirigua, while noting the presence of seven
more – including that of the “Snake” – which
he could not assign to particular sites. The three-
part construction does not include optional
phonetic complements or lexical suffixes.

5 One might suppose that the discovery of the
expansive battle scene at Bonampak in
1946 would have sparked an immediate chal-
lenge to the pacific model (see Figure 44).
However, as we will see in Chapter 9, it con-
tributed to the debate in a meaningful way
only twenty years later, after the discovery of
earthworks at Tikal.

6 The best introduction to Maya decipherment
remains Coe (1992) (and its updated editions),
while a concise but more specialised descrip-
tion can be found in Zender (2018a). Maya
texts in this volume will be represented largely
according to the style guide established by
George Stuart (1988).

7 This was not true of all work from system
theorists, since, somewhat against the grain of
the times, Flannery (1972: 399) had argued that
ideological factors must be taken into account
in social reconstructions.
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8 At the time, understanding of this connecting
term was rudimentary and glossed as “in the
land of”. It is now thought to be a transitive
verb reading ukabjiiy, “he/she supervised it”,
or instead a relational noun, “his/her doing”
(see Chapter 10).

9 Calakmul’s heavily eroded inscriptions (see
Morley 1933; Ruppert and Denison 1943;
Marcus 1987) initially provided no clear
examples of the emblem glyph to confirm
the attribution and, as will be explained in
Case Study 6, the Snake kingdom was long
associated with the neutral nickname “Site
Q”. This introduced further confusion, since
the home of most unprovenanced monuments
ascribed to Site Q was not Calakmul but La
Corona, as explained in Schuster (1997).

10 My original proposal was set out in these
terms: “Although such data only seems clear
for Site Q, I expect that Kan was only the
most interactive and successful of a range of
‘super-polities’. The outlines of this arrange-
ment are hard to discern since the ‘system’ was
not fixed and admitted many fine distinctions
and scales of importance. [. . .] I see macro-
political organisation not as a concrete system,
but simply as a status quo that evolved
amongst a limited number of rival polities.
The basic political unit was indeed defined
by the use of the Emblem Glyph, yet these
small kingdoms were also arranged within a
semi-fluid map of overlapping spheres of
influence, centred on a few (changeable) pre-
eminent states” (Martin 1993: 15).
These sentiments elaborated on those in a
letter sent to T. Patrick Culbert (26 May
1992), which was my first use of the term
“superpower blocs” for the Classic Maya. It
should be noted that the discovery of a yajaw
statement at Dos Pilas led Stephen Houston
and colleagues to detect “the machinations
and complexities of superpower politics” in an
unpublished paper (Houston et al. 1992: 10).

11 See also Hassig (1988: 18–22). The relevance
of the work by Luttwak and Hassig was first
brought to our attention by Hanns Prem (pers.
comm. 1993).

12 Some colleagues have misconstrued my views
on this point. Much of the confusion appears
to stem from the title of Martin and Grube
(1995) as “Maya Super States”, which was
devised by the editors of Archaeology Magazine
in place of the submitted title “Maya

Superpowers”. The superpowers in question
included not only the unusually powerful pol-
ities of Tikal and Calakmul, but also lesser
rivals such as Palenque, Copan, Tonina, and
Piedras Negras (Martin and Grube 1995: 44).
I have at no point argued that Tikal and
Calakmul shared control of the entire south-
ern lowlands or subsumed all other polities
(c.f. Chase and Chase 1998: 13; Chase et al.
2009: 176, 180; Munson and Macri 2009: 425).

13 This limit is derived from a very precise esti-
mation of the weight of maize a warrior and
his accompanying retainers could carry in
order to sustain themselves over the duration
of a campaign, given a marching pace of 2.4
km per hour over an eight-hour day (Hassig
1992: 21, 53; Chase and Chase 1998: 17–18,
23–25). Yet, even if this assessment were to be
correct, it does not consider living off the
land – a very common form of expropriation
in which armies that cannot otherwise be sup-
plied sustain themselves – or for the potential
of allied or subject polities to provision a force
en route to a distant target.

14 The full list of “primary capitals” in this
reconstruction are Calakmul, Caracol, Chi-
chen Itza, Comalcalco, Coba, Copan, Dos
Pilas, Dzibilchaltun, Edzna, La Corona, Tikal,
Palenque, Piedras Negras, and Uxmal, while
“border centres” consist of Izamal, Naranjo,
Pomona, Quirigua, Tonina, Santa Rosa
Xtampak, and Yaxchilan (Chase and Chase
1998: figure 1).

15 This argument is developed from an MA thesis
focusing on an iconographic rather than epi-
graphic analysis (Savage 2007).

16 Rice’s original explanation for the lack of
commemoration for a 256-year cycle was that
such records appear on monuments still to be
discovered, were once to be found in now-
eroded and illegible passages, or lie concealed
in texts that have yet to be deciphered (Rice
2004: 9, 243). Her suggested translation on the
Palace Tablet at Palenque of “since he ended
the may” (Rice 2004: 245) involves a misiden-
tification of the relevant verb and a different
sense of the word may (Stuart 2005a: 154,
n. 45). I will not address Rice’s proposals
directly in this book, since comprehensive
critiques can already be found in the com-
ments appended to Rice (2013) – especially
those of Aldana, Chinchilla, Ciudad and Laca-
dena, and Grube.
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3 ON ARCHAEOPOLITICS

1 Many of the ideas in the chapter were among
those explored in a wider theoretical discus-
sion in Martin (2016a).

2 Confusingly, it should be noted that
“processualism” has come to describe some-
what different things in archaeology and
anthropology. Here, I will keep to the arch-
aeological usage at all times.

3 Service (1971: 157) accepted Fried’s (1967)
implicit critique of his original categories:
“They may be useful for a classification of
modern ethnography but not useful if they
are to be used in extrapolating from extant
stages to extinct ages”.

4 See Hodder (1982, 1986), Tilley (1982), and
Miller and Tilley (1984).

5 “Nonhuman resources are objects, animate or
inanimate, naturally occurring or manufac-
tured, that can be used to enhance or maintain
power; human resources are physical strength,
dexterity, knowledge, and emotional commit-
ments that can be used to enhance or maintain
power, including knowledge of the means of
gaining, retaining, controlling, and propagat-
ing either human or nonhuman resources”
(Sewell 1992: 9).

6 For the appropriateness of linking complexity
to practice and agency models see Layton
(2003), Bintliff (2007: 46–47), and Beekman
(2005). One should note that, here and else-
where, “complexity” has a very different sense
from the “(social) complexity” we find in
much anthropological and archaeological lit-
erature, as in Archaeologies of Complexity (Chap-
man 2003).

7 In this way, complexity offers a retort to the
collapse of faith in objectivity that lies at the
heart of poststructuralism and postmodernism,
accounting for why phenomena can be under-
stood at large scales but not at smaller ones
(Bentley and Maschner 2003: 3–5). Those
movements mistook the certainty that there
are limits to what we can know for evidence
that nothing can be known with certainty.

4 WORLDS IN WORDS

1 Searle (1995: 59–78) ascribes sociocultural
meaning, in the form of his “institutional
facts”, to the existence of “status-functions”.

In order to ascribe meaning to a given object
X we must first give it the status-function
Y. While X can be any kind of thing, those
which we generate or enmesh in our sociocul-
tural world are always constituted as a com-
bined X-Y. Since the value Y can exist only
by collective agreement within a particular
human culture, and we have no way of doing
so outside a semiotic system of which by far
the most important is language, it follows that
X can become an institutional fact only to the
extent that it is partly constituted by and in
that system.

2 For a historian’s rebuttal of archaeological pro-
cessualism see Finley (1975: 87–93). Other
scholars have argued that the processualist cri-
tique of culture-history misconceived the
methods and goals of historical research (Trigger
1978: 37–41; Snodgrass 1991: 63), and that by
focussing only on archaeologically recoverable
data they neglected the role of ephemeral events
in trains of causation (Kohl 1984: 130–132).

3 The contrast goes beyond mapping and
survey, since the excavation of Athens and
Sparta would also produce starkly different
results. Archaeologists at Classical Athens can,
and do, uncover the diverse material goods,
many of them imported, that enriched the
city. Also recoverable is evidence for the ware-
houses and docks from which those goods
came and went, as well as the boat-pens that
speak to its maritime power, whether com-
mercial or military. The nearby hills of the
surrounding Attic peninsula show evidence
for the silver-mining that contributed so much
to the city’s coffers and were the source for the
huge quantity of minted coins Athens pro-
duced and distributed across the Greek world.
Compare that to the excavation of land-
locked Classical Sparta, where imports were
few, coinage banned, and construction very
modest indeed. One might encounter the
appropriately dated all-male mess halls that
constituted a core feature of the Spartan mili-
tary system – but how could we deduce their
function and meaning absent of textual
descriptions?

4 The Copan archaeological project developed
long-term working relations with epigraphers
David Stuart and Linda Schele, iconographers
Karl Taube and Barbara Fash, and a range of
related specialists to forge a new approach to
collaborative research in the Maya area.
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5 I reserve some caution when it comes to high
K’atun-count ages. Most seem to have a his-
torical basis, but a count of 7 K’atuns (118+
years) on one unprovenanced stela now in the
Art Institute of Chicago – perhaps from the
Lakamtuun polity – leaves open the possibility
that some of these titles may have developed
an embellished and honorific function.

6 This can be seen as wider critique of the sup-
posed credulity of ancient people. Were the
fantastical claims of Ramesses II in single-
handedly rescuing the Egyptian army at
Qadesh meant to be taken literally, or was it
a rhetorical overstatement understood by a
contemporary audience at a symbolic rather
than a factual level?

7 Some may even have responded to overblown
claims, see Case Study 5.

8 I would not want to give the impression that
Classic Maya historiography presents no prob-
lems at all. One of the issues involves the
chronological “errors” seen in a number of
inscriptions. Some might be explained as
scribal mistakes, but if so they are blunders that
survived review and the more considered pro-
cess of carving in stone.
In a few cases texts disagree; as in the account
of the Lady of Tikal’s birth at the peripheral
site of Tres Cabezas, placed one day later than
the position recorded on Tikal Stela 23
(Martin and Fialko n.d.). However, seeming
anomalies are sometimes no more than a prod-
uct of our limited knowledge. For example,
the death-date for king Itzam K’an Ahk III of
Piedras Negras on a looted panel originating
an unidentified dependent centre falls a day
earlier than the one inscribed on Piedras
Negras Stela 7 and 8. Yet the verbal events
differ (chamiiy, “died” as opposed to ka’ayiiy
usaak sak ik’il, “his spirit-breath flew(?)”) and
this might well suggest that the moment of
death and the departure of the inner life force
are not necessarily same-day events.
Unambiguous discrepancies can be seen on the
remarkable Komkom Vase – excavated at
Baking Pot, but perhaps originally from Bue-
navista del Cayo – which carries a 202-glyph
painted text (Helmke, Hoggarth, and Awe
2018). Dated to 812 or later, its narrative covers
some of the same ground as that on Naranjo
Stela 12 from 800, describing stages in a mili-
tary campaign against Yaxha in 799. The
unstated implication is that Komkom was an

ally or client supporting the more important
Naranjo kingdom. While the events on the
vase are much the same as those on the monu-
ment, their order and dates differ in most cases
(Helmke et al. 2018: 82–88, passim).
Such divergences could point to localised
scriptoria that kept their own records, made
calculations, and composed texts. We should
not assume that our patchwork of small king-
doms, each proud of its own traditions and
institutions, were so well-connected that they
shared a fully harmonised record.

9 See Houston (2004: 235) for a call from David
Webster to introduce such a term.

10 In line with the arguments made earlier in this
chapter, texts are themselves a potential source
of power: “Indeed, texts – whether novels, or
statute books, or folktales, or contracts – are
resources from the point of view of this
theory. They, too, are instantiations of sche-
mas in time-space that can be used by actors to
generate power” (Sewell 1992: 13).

11 This is comparatively mild stuff. The Annaliste
Jacques Le Goff referred to event history as a
“cadaver” (quoted in Clark 2004: 89).

12 Many will have been capable and decisive
leaders long prepared for the role, but some,
especially children, were no more than figure-
heads for the ambitions of agents that had a
surer hand on power, if not the title that
should accompany it.

5 IDENTITY

1 E.g. Slotkin (1950); Nadel (1957); Goode-
nough (1965).

2 See Roys (1957: 6); Edmonson (1965: 7);
Scholes and Roys (1968: 55, 384, 390–391
396); Coto (1983 [c.1650]: 440); Laughlin
(1988: I:151); Jones (1998: 92–93, 308); also
Lacadena and Ciudad (1998: 39–40).

3 Barthel (1968b: 120) identified this sign (T168
in Thompson 1962) as meaning “head man”,
while Thompson (1972: 151) conjectured that
it referred to a “lord” without proposing a
specific decipherment.

4 Stuart (1995: 92–193, figure 6.3a) makes a per-
suasive case that the abstract form originated in
a representation of jade jewels.

5 In unpublished work, Stuart has suggested that
the sign identified as T533 in the Thompson
(1962) catalogue might be logographic SAAK
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“seed” due to its iconographic association with
corn kernels and the consistent phonetic com-
plementation of ki.

6 The -taak pluralising suffix was first identified
in a syllabic spelling of ch’o-ki-ta-ki ch’ok-
taak, “youths/princes” at Oxkintok (Lacadena
1992: 183–184), while substitutional patterns
demonstrated that there was also a logographic
form, seen in spellings of AJAW-TAAK ajaw-
taak, “lords” at several sites (Stuart 2004b: 1,
2005c: 55–56).

7 The extensive literature on emblem glyphs
since Berlin’s original paper includes, but is
not limited to: Barthel (1968a, 1968b); Marcus
(1976); Mathews (1985, 1991); Houston (1986,
1992, 1993); Stuart and Houston (1994); Voss
and Eberl (1999); Martin and Grube (2000);
Grube (2005); Martin (2005a, 2014a); Graña-
Behrens (2006, 2018); Bíró (2007a, 2012a);
Tokovinine (2008, 2011, 2013); Wanyerka
(2009); Gronemeyer (2012); Helmke and
Awe (2012); Helmke and Kupprat (2016);
Safronov and Beliaev (2017); Beliaev and
Vepretskii (2018); Helmke, Guenter, and
Wanyerka (2018).

8 Although an emblem glyph usually fills a single
glyph-block, its elements can be divided over
two or more blocks, and these instances were
key to establishing its correct reading order.

9 Notable dynasties at Altar de Sacrificios,
Lacanja-Tzeltal (Sak Tz’i’), Santa Elena, and
Xultun are never seen to employ the k’uhul
prefix on their emblem titles, while the
Hixwitz emblem connected to Zapote Bobal,
La Joyanca, and Pajaral does so only in a few
late contexts.

10 The Appendix features 109 titles that function
as emblems, of which fifty-five regularly carry
the K’UH k’uh(ul), “holy” prefix. A total of
seventy-six can be identified with one or more
archaeological sites, while the remaining
thirty-three are as yet unattributed. The list is
not entirely comprehensive, and omits cases
that might arguably be names rather than
titles, as well as examples too damaged to
properly identify. Note that the additional
two-part sign often seen at the right-side or
base of emblems (for example, Acanceh and
Comalcalco, respectively) is the phonetic sign
wa that serves as a terminal complement to
AJAW.

11 It is this method of sign formation that
causes disruptions in the normal left–right

and top–bottom reading order. Superimpos-
ition is one of a number of core script conven-
tions discovered by David Stuart (1995: 38).

12 The toponyms for Tikal and Tamarindito are
often prefixed by an additional sign yax –

likely meaning “first” or “new” in this con-
text – possibly an indication that there were
earlier or later places with those same names.

13 Tikal makes reference to Dos Pilas on a small
bone from Tikal Burial 116, which records the
death of the Dos Pilas king “Itzamnaaj”
K’awiil in 726 (Houston 1993: 100). Here
he is simply called “Dos Pilas Person” (using
its still undeciphered “Shell-Wing Dragon
Water” toponym) and denied the Mutul title
under dispute.

14 See also Arnauld, Breuil-Martínez, and Pon-
ciano (2004: 49–51); Breuil-Martínez et al.
(2004, 2005: 304–307); Gámez, Fitzsimmons,
and Forné (2007); and Stuart (2008a).

15 See also Palka (1996); Sachse (1996); Beliaev
and Safronov (2004); Bíró (2007b, 2012a); and
Tokovinine (2008, 2013).

16 This was apparently the consequence of a
conflict that took place shortly before 795
(Demarest, Barrientos, and Fahsen 2006:
832). Yet we also know that these two polities
had deep historical connections and an add-
itional legitimatising blood tie should not be
discounted (Lacadena 2011: 216–217).

17 Based on a spelling on Yaxchilan Lintel 37 (at
B6) of yo-yo-ki-bi, Christophe Helmke
(pers. comm. 2017) suggests that the original
reading of the Piedras Negras emblem glyph
was yoykib, subsequently elided into yokib.
Given the propensity of Maya scribes to
abbreviate in such contexts we might hold
open the possibility that all such collocations
were in fact read yoykib.

18 It is significant that the transition appears to
have taken place between kings that were
father and son, Yajawte’ K’inich I and K’an
I, as seen on their monuments Caracol Stelae
13 (514) and Stela 15 (544?). It was therefore
not the consequence of some intrusive dyn-
asty. Interestingly, the first evidence for the
emblem glyph of Naranjo also appears around
this same time.

19 Given its wide distribution in the region sur-
rounding El Mirador there has long been a
suspicion that chatahn was a political entity that
reaches back into Preclassic times (Boot 1999a,
2005: 505–516; Grube 2004a: 122). Chatahn
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was the source area for the majority of codex-
style ceramics (of which we will hear more
later), where they were produced under the
auspices of its late seventh century ruler
Yopaat Bahlam. The same name features on
a red-on-cream ware vessel excavated at
Tintal and this Preclassic site with a significant
Late Classic population could be the place in
question (Hansen et al. 2006).

20 The referent here is that of the Snake kingdom,
in combination spelling IX-ka-KAAN-AJAW
ix kaan(ul) ajaw, “Lady Snake[-Place] Lord”.

21 For the JALAM reading see Grube (2016).
22 Sometimes called the Woman of Tikal, the

elements of her personal name were described
in Martin (2003b: n.26) but first collectively
read as Ix Uunk’in in Zender (2004: 335).

23 The name of this co-ruler combines that of
the Stingray Paddler deity with bahlam
“jaguar” (Martin 2003b: 20, 2014b). The
kaloomte’ used in his current nickname is
simply his prefixed title, an ordering some-
times used in the Early Classic Period.

24 Despite these fantastical dates, the reference to
Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich as the “35th in
sequence” of the Square-nosed Serpent and
similarly to K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk as the
“38th in sequence” would imply a “historical”
founding of the dynasty at about 200 BCE.

25 The kaloomte’ title has suffered a number of
faulty readings and mistranslations. These
include batab (Berlin 1958: 114), bate (Kelley
1976: 231), batel (Closs 1984), makuch (Riese
1988: table 6), and chakte’ (Fahsen and Schele
1991: 4, n.5). The latter could have some
validity as a re-analysis of the hieroglyph that
first appears in the Late Classic and survived in
some Colonial Period literature (possibly
implied by a -ki suffix on one version seen
on a plate found at Dos Pilas). Very late
instances of kaloomte’ can carry a ka phonetic
prefix, as if to emphasise a traditional reading.

26 The earliest historical example we have of
kaloomte’ belongs to Foliated Jaguar, who is
mentioned on Tikal Stela 31 (see p.120, also
Martin 2003b: 6–7). The date does not survive
but it certainly fell before 317, and he is expli-
citly associated with the Ur-Classic site
Maguey Metate or Chicha’ (Stuart 2014a).
The earliest near-contemporary appearances
of kaloomte’ are those ascribed to Sihyaj K’ahk’
on a group of monuments at Tikal and
Uaxactun after 378.

27 This case appears on Quirigua Stela U,
although it surely refers to the king of Copan.
Its date has been placed to 480 (Schele
1990b: 2).

28 Examples of verbs represented by a hand-in-
action pictograph include CHOK, “to scat-
ter”, K’AM/CH’AM, “to take/receive”,
JATZ’, “to strike”, and TZAK, “to grasp/
conjure”.

29 It was the presence of the axe that linked this
sign to baat, “axe” and thence to batab, a title
for military-governors in Postclassic Yucatan
(Tozzer 1941: 62–64; Berlin 1958: 114). Even
though this long-lived reading is now defunct,
an association with warrior status has continued
to influence some scholars (e.g. Reese-Taylor
et al. 2009: 58). Today we might focus our
attention on a religious allusion that came to
signify the power exercised by great lords.

30 During the Classic Period we see a develop-
ment in the word for “west” from ochk’in to
chik’in, with glyphic chi-K’IN-ni (shown in
Figure 6) appearing in addition to, rather than
entirely replacing, the spellingOCH-K’IN-ni.

31 Given the very incomplete monumental
record we have, this listing can only be
considered a provisional sketch. At Pusilha a
“founder”-type figure is retrospectively
ascribed ochk’in kaloomte’ status for the year
573. Moral-Reforma Stela 5 names two
unidentifiable kaloomte’, which are surely out-
siders, perhaps even foreigners, around 633.

32 On some occasions Shield Jaguar III of Yax-
chilan calls himself the naah or “first”
kaloomte’. It is tempting to see this as the
introduction of this title after the dramatic
revival of the kingdom he engineered. The
picture is muddied, however, by his attribu-
tion of the kaloomte’ epithet to his own father,
Bird Jaguar III.

33 The elk’in kaloomte’ title is ascribed to the Dzi-
banche king K’ahk’ Ti’Ch’ich’ on a bone found
at Calakmul (Martin and Beliaev 2017: 4).

34 We know that Proto-Mayan *kab underwent
a sound-shift to chab in Ch’olan-Tzeltalan
branch of Mayan language at some point,
although exactly when is unclear (Law et al.
2014). However, the spelling of cha-ba for
“earth” on Halakal Lintel 1 indicates that the
shift was occurring during the Classic era. Chab
may well be the correct value, but in this book
I continue to use kab for the “earth” sign for
the sake of consistency with earlier literature.
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35 An early spelling of BAAH-ka-ba appears on
two vessels from El Zotz, but there it is part of
a personal name, Baahkab K’inich, not a title.

36 The only exceptions appear in references pro-
duced by their rivals. However, a queen on
Calakmul Stela 9 is referred to as ix baahkab.

37 By the Postclassic Period the name bakab
referred to Atlantean bearers of the four world
corners (Roys 1933), but during the Classic
these figures went under different names
(Martin 2015a).

38 The initial reading of this title was cahal,
following Lounsbury’s suggestions on variants
of the ka syllabogram (Lounsbury 1989). This
was amended to sahal after the “dotted comb”
sa sign was distinguished from true ka forms
in unpublished work by Stuart and the recog-
nition of velar-glottal fricative distinctions in
the script, set out by Grube (2004b), led to the
current rendering of sajal.

39 This small but important list of sajal-ruled
satellites include: Miraflores under the control
of Palenque; El Cayo, and the sites repre-
sented by the New Orleans and Dumbarton
Oaks panels under Piedras Negras; and El
Chicozapote and La Pasadita as well as the
unidentified Laxtunich and Site R under
Yaxchilan.

40 Not to be confused with the Lacanha associ-
ated with Bonampak.

41 For earlier translations see the detailed sum-
mary in Zender (2004: table 2).

42 The text leaves us in no doubt that the
ajk’uhuun is pictured on this stone, but we
must note that the bottom half of the monu-
ment is missing and it may have contained
additional information.

43 The same possessed term uti’huun frequently
appears in a more esoteric context as Glyph F,
a familiar part of calendrical notation. There it
relates to one of nine cycling entities (called
Lords of the Night) and specifies their titular
relationship to the day at hand (Jackson
2005: 133).

44 Tikal Stela 8 remains an enigmatic monument
in more than one respect. See Zender (2004:
334–337) for a detailed description of the
chronological problems presented by its text
and the reasoning behind his placement on
9.4.2.4.0, 7 Ajaw *G8 8 K’ank’in in 516 (see
also Martin 2003b: 42, n.31). The uti’huun
term appears after a damaged section of text
and we should be alert to the possibility that

this obscures some greater complexity to the
dynastic relationships there.

45 Since the vessel was owned by a queen from
Xultun, who is probably to be identified as the
lady who shares the dais, the three visiting
lakam might hail from that polity.

46 Only the fourth and fifth figures on this vase
scene have stated lakam titles, but I take it that
one for the sixth is omitted for lack of space.

47 The quickest route from El Palmar to Copan
would likely be to walk to the Bravo River
and take a dugout canoe downstream to the
Caribbean. Then one would track the coast-
line southwards, ultimately reaching the
mouth of the Motagua River for a passage
upstream toward Quirigua and from there
overland to Copan.

48 As further treated in Chapter 6, the first two
rulers of the dynasty are ascribed the title
k’uhul toktahn ajaw in reference to an early
capital named toktahn. Given that the second
king is given a conventional baakal emblem in
a near-contemporary reference – a carved
bowl now in the Dumbarton Oaks collec-
tion – it is very likely that the toktahn emblem
was retrospectively applied to signal the
change of royal seat and was not actually used
at the time.

49 A lone joykaan emblem glyph was identified
on an incised clay brick at Comalcalco, and
this played a key role in the assignation of this
title (Peter Mathews, pers. comm. 1992). The
cursive ka prefix there suggests a reading of
KAAN over CHAN for the “sky” sign
(Christophe Helmke, pers. comm. 2016).

50 The knot-eye device is not related to the tied
band read joy, but rather to a tied trophy skull
that appears in its full form only on a stela now
in the Royal Brussels Museum (Martin 2004a:
4, n.10).

51 The chronology of the text lacks an anchor in
the Long Count and the placement I use here
is that proposed by Schele and Grube (1995:
21) and Ringle and Smith-Stark (1996: 24–25),
which is one Calendar Round (52 years) later
than those in Zender (2004: 158, 292–294,
306–309, table 8), Stuart (2005a: 124, n.41),
and Jackson (2005: 183–187, 306–308). The
main evidence for the earlier placement – of
which I was once an advocate – is that the lack
of a K’inich prefix to the first instance of
Janaab Pakal’s name seems to identify the
earlier, non-ruling lord mentioned on the
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sides of the sarcophagus within Palenque’s
Temple of Inscriptions. However, three
factors override this in significance. The first
are the three references to the sajal Yuhk
Mak’abajte’ on the sarcophagus of K’inich
Janaab Pakal, which strongly imply that this
lord was alive between 683 and 689 (Zender
2004: 308–309). In the early scheme it would
be 73–79 years since this lord’s rise to
yajawk’ahk’ status on the censer-stand, but a
more plausible 21–27 years in the later
scheme. Next, the royal name at position
F1b on the censer-stand seems clearly to be
that of K’inich Kaan Bahlam II rather than
K’inich Janaab Pakal. The head does have a
bird-like appearance appropriate for JAN
(AB), but it has the spiral-eye typical of
KAAN “snake” while lacking any PAKAL
“shield” sign. Finally, at the end of the text the
protagonist Baahis Uchih is described as the
sajal of the long-deceased K’inich Janaab
Pakal, a clear sign that he is the overseer at
the beginning of the text, where his
K’INICH name has been deleted on space
grounds alone.

6 CONSTITUTION

1 This is a sub-set of cases where both birth and
accession dates are known and, as the sample
increases with fresh discoveries, this and other
figures will need re-evaluation. The current
average from a sample of thirty-five cases
differs only slightly from Grube (2006: 150),
who obtained a figure of 28.43 years.

2 Among the polities of Postclassic northern
lowlands Landa tells us: “If when the lord died,
his sons were not fit to govern, and if he had
brothers, the oldest or the most forward of his
brothers ruled and they taught the heir their
customs and their feasts, looking to the time
when he should be a man himself. And though
the heir was fit to rule, these brothers still held
command to the end of their lives, and if there
were no brothers, the priests and important
people elected a man capable of ruling”
(Tozzer 1941: 100).

3 See also Fitzsimmons (2009, table 2) and
Grube (2006: 160), which work with slightly
smaller samples.

4 The complete logogram for K’AL depicts a
jade celt lying on a hand, although the

principle of superimposition often leads to
the object concerned (in this case the huun
headband) lying over and obscuring the celt.
The evidence for k’al as “to hold, keep” comes
from an entry in one of the word lists of
Ch’orti’, the closest surviving living language
to that represented in the script (Zender
2018b). This works well in most contexts,
but in certain scenes the salient feature is that
the subject is held above the head. One unique
substitution on a vase excavated at Altar de
Sacrificios (K3120; www.mayavase.com)
shows a small figure holding the celt aloft.
The pose is similar to that of two bearers
who hold two lords aloft on a composite
“sky crocodile” beast, captioned K’AL-[*la]-
ja *ti-CHAN-x-x k’alaj ti chan. . . “raised?
into (the) sky . . .” (Mayer 1995: pl.121).
Following this argument, the accession act
could therefore read “he raises (the) paper
(headband) to his head”.

5 The decipherment of pehk stems from a recog-
nition of the pe syllablogram in Landa’s
“alphabet” within the form pe-ka-ja, first
made by Werner Nahm.

6 Thanks to Matthew Looper I was able to
check my collection of dated accession events
against that of the Maya Hieroglyphic Data-
base Project.

7 A similar list appears on Tikal MT.28, an
inscribed bone found in Burial 116, which
describes the deaths of six or seven high-
ranking or royal men and women between
720 and 727 (Jones 1987: table 1, figure 11;
Houston 1993: 100, figure 4-3) (see Chapter 5,
Note 13).

8 It was David Stuart (pers. comm.) who first
recognised the name of Chak Tok Ich’aak II
on this monument.

9 It is Alexandre Tokovinine (2013: 9–10) who
argues that nal, usually translated simply as
“place”, should more specifically be associated
with cultivated crops and the land they grow
on – an allusion as much symbolic as it was
descriptive.

10 The CH’EEN decipherment remains provi-
sional since we lack phonetic data beyond a
terminal -n supplied by a near-ubiquitous na
suffix. The best evidence for this sign-set as
“cave” comes from the cave of Jolja’, where a
painted text makes the early variant of the sign
the subject of a hul, “to arrive” verb (Vogt
and Stuart 2005: 160, figure 7.9). Stuart
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(2005a: 90) believes that a number of examples
of ch’een, especially when introduced by tahn,
“before, the midst”, refer to genuine water
features such as springs instead of metaphorical
allusions. Similarly, Helmke (2009: 85) has
argued that isolated instances of ch’een refer
exclusively to caves.

11 I have argued elsewhere (Martin 2004b:
107–109) that the frequent direction of warfare
against the isolated possessed ch’een of an
opposing king – including pul, “burning”
events – argues against the literal reading
“cave” in those contexts (see Chapter 9).

12 For more detailed discussions of these
toponymic expressions see Stuart and Houston
(1994: 12–13) and Tokovinine (2013: 19–43),
also Houston (2000: 173); Hull (2003:
425–438); Martin (2004b: 106–109); Velásquez
(2004a: 85); Vogt and Stuart (2005: 160–162);
Bíró (2007a: 96, 2011a: 52–66); Tokovinine
(2008: 126–154); and Helmke (2009: 83–86).

13 When possessed, as in ukab uch’een, “his earth,
his cave” or tukab tuch’een, “in his earth, in his
cave”, it is clear that each term remains distinct
within the couplet. Both appear in the Post-
classic codices of Yucatan, and the survival
of the core concept into the Colonial era is
suggested in the Yukatek Maya documents
called the Chilam Balams (Roys 1933;
Edmonson 1982), where the important
regional capital of Mani is referred to as cabal
chen mani, “earthy cave Mani” (Alfonso Laca-
dena, pers. comm. 2002). Another potential
analogy comes from the highlands, where the
K’iche’ document of the Popol Vuh uses the
couplet siwan tinamit, “canyon-citadel” to
describe any built-up area of whitewashed
structures (Tokovinine 2008: 151).

14 Moon Zero Bird (originally misidentified as a
personal name) is mentioned on Tikal Stela 31
(before 317 CE) and on the unprovenanced
Leiden Plaque (in 320), while other references
appear at Calakmul and Copan. Maguey
Metate, spelled chi-?CHA’-a, is mentioned
at Pusilha (in 81 and 159), Copan (in 159), and
appears within titular formulae at Yaxchilan,
Tikal, La Florida, and Palenque (though there
in reference to a kaanul lord). It also appears in
iconic form on two codex-style pots, K1384
and K1882, together with names that might
well be that of Foliated Ajaw, who addition-
ally appears on K2572 (Grube 2004a: 128).
The earliest date associated with this character

comes in 141, recounted at Pol Box, although
the featured event is now illegible (Esparza
and Pérez 2009: 14). A vessel in the Schaff-
hausen Museum in Switzerland calls a client of
Calakmul’s Yuknoom Ch’een II aj chicha’(?),
“Maguey Metate Person”. Maguey Metate
also appears on Dzibanche Fragments 2 and
3, the latter refers to a “capture” event, per-
haps the only later historical event it can be
linked to (Martin and Velásquez 2016). This
could chime with poorly preserved spellings at
El Resbalon, close to Dzibanche, that might
offer evidence for a chicha’(?) kaloomte’ in a past
timeframe (Guenter 2005a). A substantial Pre-
classic city, Ichkabal, lies a mere 11 km from
Dzibanche and offers itself as one of the con-
tenders for ancient Maguey Metate (Martin
and Velásquez 2016: 30, n.26), of which the
most prominent is the largest of all Maya cities,
El Mirador (Guenter 2005a).

15 Three of these mentions associate Maguey
Metate with the term yajawte’, “Lord of the
Tree”, which is a personal title of some sort.
Sometimes it seems to work as a statement of
lineage, in which “tree” could refer to a des-
cent line using the same metaphor we use in
“family tree”. However, a variety of other
interpretations are equally viable.

16 Nikolai Grube independently reached several
of the same conclusions about huli (see
MacLeod 1990: n.13).

17 Susan Schroeder (1991: 123) tell us: “The
importance of arriving was such that the verbal
noun axiliztli, ‘arrival’ comes to have almost
the sense of ‘foundation’, and Chimalpahin
stresses it as a major factor in substantiating
the legitimacy of an altepetl”.

18 A much later text on a bone from Tikal Burial
116, MT.34, tells us that Sihyaj K’ahk’ ehm,
“comes down” on 8.17.0.15.7 in 377, a date
135 days before his “arrival” at Tikal. A second
bone text from the same tomb, MT.35,
describes the coming down of Yax Nuun
Ahiin from Wiinte’naah on 8.17.2.3.16 in
378, 261 days before his accession. These are
most likely the dates on which these characters
departed from Teotihuacan and, in the first
case especially, denote the time it took for
them to reach the Maya lowlands. That said,
isotopic analysis suggests that the occupant of
Tikal Burial 10, thought to be Yax Nuun
Ahiin, was raised in the Peten (Wright 2005).
If correct, we should consider if the origins,
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ancestry, and early life of Yax Nuun Ahiin
were more complex than once believed.
I have previously suggested that his mother
was a high-ranking woman from Tikal, but
in truth the relevant text is eroded and beyond
sure reading (Martin 2002: 67, n.14, figure 13).

19 His caption on this vessel reads sihyaj k’ahk’
ch’ahoom wiinte’naah, “Fire-Born, Censer (or
Young Lord) of Wiinte’naah”.

20 The Hombre de Tikal sculpture carries a dam-
aged text that seemingly refers to a new
“arrival” at Tikal in 406 (Fahsen 1988:figure
4 at C4). This concerns a kaloomte’ called
Sihyaj “Dart”, someone who is probably dis-
tinct from Sihyaj K’ahk’ (Stephen Houston
pers. comm. 2019). This is followed by an
unread sign prefixed by “2” that is followed
by the sequence kaloomte’ mutul (at E7-F7).
Could this whole section describe the arrival
of a “second” kaloomte’ at Tikal, indicating
that Sihyaj “Dart” was a successor to Sihyaj
K’ahk’ in the New Order? There is evidence
for at least one other character involved in the
entrada project (Dmitri Beliaev pers. comm.
2019), which proves to be a more collective
endeavour than previously thought.

21 The breadth of interest in Sihyaj K’ahk’
beyond Tikal and Uaxactun might also be
measured by the overlord status he is ascribed
at Bejucal and Naachtun (see Chapter 10), and
less well understood mentions of his name at
Palenque (Martin, in Stuart 2005a: 181, n.60),
Río Azul (Martin and Grube 2000: 30), and
perhaps Río Amarillo, close to Copan, where
Altar 1 includes the nominal sequence SIH-x
AJ-WIIN-TE’ OCH[K’IN]-ni KALOOM
(TE’) sih(yaj) *k’ahk’ aj wiinte’naah ochk’in
kaloomte’. It has previously been suggested that
Sihyaj K’ahk’ is named at Copan on the early
Xukpi Stone (Schele, Grube, and Fahsen 1994).

22 The location of the original, and still unread,
Bat toponym used as an emblem referent by
Copan is unknown. Stuart (2004a: 216–219)
notes a reference to this place on Copan Stela
I, attached to a now-missing event that took
place in 159 CE, 208 days after a mention of
Maguey Metate on the period ending
8.6.0.0.0. There is a Bat referent used in the
texts of Calakmul (in 435 and 761), Uxul (in
632), and Naachtun (date lost), though no
examples are sufficiently well-preserved to
know if it includes the distinctive parts of the
Copan compound (Martin 2005a: 9–10).

23 Intriguingly, a person of the same Wak Chan
K’awiil name appears on a ceramic vessel
where he is identified as a k’uhul sa’al ajaw, a
ruler of Naranjo (Stanley Guenter, pers.
comm. 2004, see Martin 2005b: 7–8). We
would normally take this to be a simple name-
sake, but this centre had close ties to the Tikal
dynasty and Wak Chan K’awiil was the great-
grandson of a Naranjo king. As a result, we
might wonder if Wak Chan K’awiil held high
office at Naranjo, perhaps as an exported male
heir, before returning to claim the throne of
his homeland in 537, a few years before the
accession of Aj Numsaaj Chan K’inich at Nar-
anjo in 546. The Tepeu 1 style of the vessel is
usually placed no earlier than 550, and we may
have one of its earliest examples here.

24 It is possible that the damaged central steps of
Dos Pilas Hieroglyphic Stairway 2 describe this
“arrival” event (Fahsen 2002; Guenter 2003).

25 The reading LOK’, “to emerge, leave” is an
unpublished decipherment first made by
Alfonso Lacadena.

26 See Zender (2004: 159, n.54) for the grammatical
status of such name-lists, which do not employ
conjunctions. For the grammatical construction
of yi-ta HUL-*li see MacLeod (2004: 301),
who suggests a translation of “fellow-arrivers”.

27 Maya toponyms often conclude with a la
suffix indicating -Vl, although the vowel (V)
is unknown (Martin and Velásquez 2016: 23,
n.3). The full Kaanul reading is therefore inse-
cure and the same can be said of Mutul as well.

28 An isolated block from the Itzan Hieroglyphic
Stairway provides a very similar passage of
PAT-ta-li 3-TE’-TUUN pahtaal uxte’tuun,
“Three Stones is formed”. Conceivably, this is
a reference to the same historical episode and is
further evidence for its significance for the
whole region. That it is directly preceded by
the emblem glyph of El Reinado might also
suggest their relevance or interest in the matter.

29 The value KAJ is suggested by prefixed ka
signs at Coba and suffixed ja signs at Piedras
Negras, which are best explained as phonetic
complements, the latter confirmed by a spell-
ing of KAJ-ja-yi at La Corona. The yi com-
ponent links it to a group of verbs concerned
with motion and change that employ yi to
form -VVyi suffixes. Comparable examples
include the aforementioned LOK’-yi lok’ooyi,
“emerges, goes out” and ?T’AB-yi t’abaayi(?),
“ascends, goes up” (for the ?T’AB proposal
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see Stuart 1998: 409–417). The verb kaj can be
found in a variety of Mayan languages and
appears in the Paxbolon-Maldonado Papers
of Acalan, where it refers to Chontal rulers
residing in the town of Tixchel (see Smailus
1975).

30 Stuart (2004c: 5) writes: “Emblem glyphs and
localized toponyms do overlap at some sites,
but the presence of two different glyphs at
Piedras Negras reflects a more normal pattern
wherein the two locational terms have
different scopes of reference. The yo-ki-bi
emblem seems an archaic and more general-
ised name, associated even with mythological
dates on the fascinating inscription from
Piedras Negras Altar 1. By contrast, the
opening passage from Throne 1, discussed
above, suggests that Paw Stone might be a
true local toponym for the site ‘founded’ in
the Early Classic”.

31 A matching construction appears on Piedras
Negras Panel 4 in reference to nearby La
Mar: kajaayi tahn ch’een pe(pe)’tuun, “settles in
the midst of La Mar”. That event took place
around 631 and its agent was the Piedras
Negras king K’inich Yo’nal Ahk I (Tokovi-
nine 2013: 81, figure 46d). This phrase could
amount to its historical founding but, even if
not, references Piedras Negras’s dominance
over this lesser lordship.

32 As noted in Chapter 5, this could well be a
retrospective formula designed to distinguish
the kings who ruled at toktahn from their
descendants. The only Early Classic text we
have for Palenque, a small travertine bowl,
identifies the second king with a baakal refer-
ent (K4332 in Kerr 1992: 471; Martin and
Grube 2000: 57). Note that K-prefixed
numbers throughout this volume refer to
roll-out vessel photographs produced by Justin
Kerr and posted on the Kerr Archive: www
.mayavase.com).

33 The military event recorded here took place
on the Long Count date 9.8.17.15.0, just four
days before the Dzibanche attack on Palenque
on 9.8.17.15.4 (see Chapter 9).

34 It should be noted that the Cancuen emblem
glyph is much older, making its first appear-
ance (along with that of Machaquila) further
down the Pasión River at Tres Islas (Map 3).
However, Tres Islas is barely a site at all,
consisting of only a few low platforms (Toma-
sic and Fahsen 2004), and it has been argued

that the seat of the Early Classic dynasty prob-
ably lay at the much more substantial site of El
Raudal, 5 km to the east (Tomasic, Quinta-
nilla, and Barrios 2005: 8–10). Interestingly,
two of the three stelae found at Tres Islas,
dated to 455 and 475 (Mathews 1985: table
3), depict lords dressed as Teotihuacan-style
warriors and have texts that back-reference
period endings in 396 and 416 CE, soon after
the entrada at Tikal. One even refers to a
“fourth successor” of the wiinte’naah ajaw, a
title very similar to the one carried by “Spear-
thrower Owl” on the Tikal Marcador (Laca-
dena 2011: 210–211) (see p.242–243).

35 Further evidence comes from a designation
ritual performed for Kaan Bahlam in 641,
which refers to the ux tikil ch’oktaak, “three
princes” (Houston 2009: 159, figure 7b).

36 The identifying caption for the first figure in
the pictured group on Panel 3 is erased, but
the main text makes clear that the visitor is
Yopaat Bahlam II of Yaxchilan. I first recog-
nised the relevance of the Yopaat Bahlam
name on this monument in 1995 (Martin and
Grube 2000: 127).

37 One candidate for the emblem glyph was
found on Calakmul Stela 51, from 731 CE,
which now stands in the Museo Nacional de
Antropología in Mexico City (Marcus 1987:
figure 65a). It proved to be a fused compound
that shows the abbreviated name of Yuknoom
Took’ K’awiil emerging from the gaping
mouth of a serpent, a variant form of the
Kaanul title (Martin 1996d: 4).

38 Blocks of the Dzibanche Captive Stairway
carry at least five full Calendar Round dates,
as well as three lone tzolk’in positions, the
latter a feature that implies conflicts separated
only by a few days. Only one Calendar
Round, 5 Chikchan 3 Yaxk’in, is truly legible,
but without a link to the Long Count it floats
in time. Stylistically, the portraits of prisoners
most closely resemble the one on Uaxactun
Stela 19 from 357 CE (see Graham 1986:
177–178). There we see not only the distinct-
ively early back-mounted belt mask (whose
headdress spells the victim’s name) but the
same early treatment of wild wavy hair. On
this basis, a fourth century date for the stairway
seems likely, and if so this would place 5 Chik-
chan 3 Yaxk’in to either 8.14.17.5.5 in 334 or
8.17.10.0.5 in 386. If we examine Tikal Stela
39 from 8.17.0.0.0 in 376 (Laporte and Fialko
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1990: figure 3.10; Martin and Grube 2008: 28)
we see a rather more sophisticated rendering
of a prisoner and this arguably makes the
earlier position preferable. If correct, we
would have not only the earliest recorded
warfare, but one of the earliest legible monu-
mental inscriptions from the Classic era.

39 The other three excavated examples appear
on: a small carved bone found in a major
burial (Velásquez 2008b), a loose block of
modelled stucco (Nalda and Balanzario 2014:
figure 18), and a sherd from an incised vessel
(Velásquez and Balanzario 2016).

40 The conclusion that Dzibanche had been the
Early Classic seat of the same Snake kingdom
as Calakmul, initially the subject of inference
and conjecture (Martin and Grube 2000: 103:
Grube 2004a: 117–118; Nalda 2004: 29; Velás-
quez 2004a: 101–102), progressively took a
firm hold (Velásquez 2004b, 2008a, 2008b;
Martin 2005a).

41 William Folan of the Universidad Autónoma
de Campeche conducted the first archaeo-
logical project at Calakmul, with fieldwork
in the site core running from 1982 to 1994.
The initial write-up of Stela 114 (Pincemin
et al. 1998) identifies a bat head sign (at D4),
but this is not the emblem glyph in question
(at E5). The D4 sign is quite damaged, but
could be the avian version of MAM, “grand-
father/grandson/ancestor”. A bat sign serves as
a toponym on at least one Calakmul stela,
Stela 51 from 731, and this place could refer
to the origin of the Bat dynasty (this is seen in
an archival photograph of a now-lost portion
of the text, recognised and shared with me by
Carlos Pallán, pers. comm. 2008).

42 The influence of the intrusive Snake regime
can be detected at Uxul. There the Bat
emblem appears on one of the last monuments
to be erected in the site’s original ceremonial
core dating to 632. Thereafter Uxul’s archi-
tectural focus switches to a new complex some
500 m to the east, where two stelae from
662make references to the oversight of Calak-
mul’s Yuknoom Ch’een II (Grube 2008:
217–220, 224–226). Portraits of Kaanul kings
on a series on ballplaying panels from the site’s
palace emphasise how closely Uxul was affili-
ated with its giant neighbour (Grube and Del-
vendahl 2011; Grube et al. 2012). Indeed, a
Calakmul stela from 731 was in part carved by
an artisan native to Uxul, which may have

been anciently known as Naah Kuuma’
(Martin, Houston, and Zender 2015).

43 Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan took his name
from that of the Teotihuacan war serpent
deity, as described in Chapter 7. David Stuart
(pers. comm. 2017) noted the name of this
king on K6809, a cylinder vessel appropriately
decorated with Teotihuacan-inspired imagery.

44 Certain ever-present idiosyncrasies demon-
strate that all the vessel texts were copied from
a common source (see Carter 2014b: 350–351).
Yet, while the names of days and months are
consistent, the treatment of their coefficients is
cavalier to say the least. We can see this best
when comparing K1371 to K6751, both the
work of Painter A (Martin 1997a: 849). They
share the first ten dated inauguration state-
ments, but of these only two agree as to both
their day and month coefficients, and out of
twenty coefficients in total only half corres-
pond (even though both vases have some
restored portions, very few of the discrepan-
cies can be attributed to those reconstruc-
tions). Even more problematically, some of
the later dates on K6751 do not coincide with
those we know from carved monuments and
either we lack some relevant information or
there were errors even in the common source
text. Yet it should be borne in mind that these
texts were not created as historical documents,
rather as prestige-imbuing decoration. True
codex-style ware was an import to Calakmul
from the then-client kingdom of Chatahn to
the south, where it was produced in the late
600s and early 700s.

45 The elevation of Ruler 16, K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’,
is assigned to the Calendar Round position
7 Lamat 6 Uo on the dynastic vase K6751.
On Lintel 3 of Dzibanche Building 6 we
encounter a backward day-count from the
period ending 9.6.0.0.0 that takes us to an
accession that took place on a matching
7 Lamat 6 Uo, a notation that would have
appeared on a preceding lintel, now des-
troyed. Here it can be firmly equated to
9.5.16.0.8, which fell on 18 April 550 (Martin
2017b). The probability that any two Calendar
Rounds match by sheer happenstance is
18,980 to one.

46 A rock carving at Calakmul that can be stylis-
tically placed to the eighth century shows a
pair of highly eroded emblems, and it is
engaging to wonder if this once showed the
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snake and bat titles in tandem, capturing a
period of coexistence between them (Martin
2008a).

47 Calakmul Stela 33 tells us that Scroll Serpent
celebrated the 9.8.0.0.0 period ending of
593 at a place whose hieroglyph is now much
eroded (Martin 2005a: 7, figure 3). Under
renewed examination parts of it seem consist-
ent with the snake-head KAAN appropriate
to Dzibanche, but without a positive identifi-
cation we must entertain the possibility that it
refers to some other place, further complicat-
ing the Early Classic history of this dynasty.

7 TRANSCENDENCE

1 For example, after his death in 685 or 686,
Yuknoom Ch’een II of Calakmul was simply
referred to as K’awiil (Martin 2005a: 8;
Helmke and Awe 2016b: 17). Similarly, Sihyaj
K’ahk’, the nemesis of the pre-378 Tikal dyn-
asty, is called West K’awiil in several texts
(Stuart 2000: 478).

2 The recording of a few “off-dated” cere-
monies (e.g. Houston 1993: figure 4.9, table
4.1; Zender 2004: 336) leads one to suspect
that these rites were far more common than
usually supposed, the textual references we
normally have being only those falling on the
major junctures of the Long Count.

3 The emblem glyph of Edzna was first identi-
fied by David Stuart in Grube (2004a: 182), for
more examples and Edzna epigraphy more gen-
erally see Pallán (2012: 99, figure 7). For a full
discussion of the probable Altun Ha emblem
see Helmke, Guenter, and Wanyerka (2018).

4 Although horribly eroded, another such
grouping of emblem glyphs may appear on
the back of Altar de Sacrificios Stela 8, dating
to 628, where only that of Copan is recognis-
able today (see Graham 1972, figure 22).

5 Baron (2013: 172, 204) additionally compares
the u-BAAH-u-CH’AHB[AK’AB]-li ubaah
uch’ahb yak’abil expression that describes the
relationship between the Triad Progenitor and
the Triad gods as an act of “creation” with a
matching case at La Corona between the his-
torical ruler K’inich ?-Yook and a deity called
Ikiiy. This demonstrates that the term is not
restricted to parentage statements and is analo-
gous to the use of u-BAAH-u-1-TAHN-na
ubaah ujuuntahn, which is used to mean “child

of mother”, but also defines metaphysical ties
between lords and gods.

6 For an alternative perspective on this issue see
Baron (2013: 171–173, 2016: 59–61).

7 As we saw in Chapter 6, altepetl was also an
entity that was in certain respects comparable
to the Maya kabch’een.

8 Although distinct beings, here they are often
fused together in a visual conflation that I have
dubbed “theosynthesis” (Martin 2007a, 2015a).

9 The wayib were sufficiently important that
they could be built even in the most testing
of times. Constructed just before the collapse,
Yaxchilan Structure 3 from 808 is the last
dated building at the site and one of its smallest
(see Chapter 11). Its indifferently carved lintel
shows that it was a new wayib for several of the
kingdom’s patron deities.

10 For the specific topic of Classic Maya war gods
see Freidel, Schele, and Parker (1993), Martin
(1996a), LeFort (1998), and Eberl and Prager
(2005).

11 Translated in Houston, Chinchilla, and Stuart
(2001: 285–290).

12 David Stuart (2019) recognised the name of
the Ucanal victim, Xub(?) Chahk on Yaxha
Stela 31 and noted that this was the same
person who appears as a prisoner on Caracol
Altar 23, commissioned in 800. This unique
repetition is hard to explain, but it could
reflect a king who was seized by one rival
and restored to his throne, but later captured
again in a separate conflict with the other.

13 Although it first found publication elsewhere,
the relationship between Naranjo Stela 35 and
the Yaxha war described on Naranjo Stela
12 is one I recognised in 1992 and first pre-
sented in a symposium held in Provo, Utah
(Martin 1997b).

14 The relevant passage in the text runs:CH’AK-ka-
u-BAAH ti-yo-OTOOT “JGU” u-K’UH-li
MA’-CHAHB’[AK’AB]-li K’INICH-
LAKAM-TUUN-ni *YAX-*-a-*AJAW-
wa ch’ak ubaah ti yotoot “JGU” uk’uhuul
ma’ch’ahb (ma’)ak’abil k’inich lakamtuun yaxa’
ajaw, “Is beheaded in the house of the JGU,
the god of (he) without genesis (he) without
darkness, K’inich Lakamtuun, lord of Yaxha”.
Stephen Houston (pers. comm. 2012) made this
observation based on an unpublished sketch by
Marc Zender, whose matching independent
analysis appears in Baron (2013: 207, n.22).
The ma’ ch’ahb ma’ ak’ab, “without genesis,
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without darkness” couplet is discussed again in
Chapter 9. For a detailed treatment of this war
see Helmke, Hoggarth, and Awe (2018).

15 The deity names at Dos Pilas-Tikal and
Tamarindito are very similar, both consisting
of a square-nosed serpent or centipede being, a
macaw, and a star. At Dos Pilas and Tikal, but
not at Tamarindito, these are joined by a skel-
etal head that elsewhere represents a firefly (see
Stone and Zender 2011: 188–189). Tikal kings
impersonate this character on Tikal Stela 16,
19(?), 20, 22(?), and on Temple 4 Lintel 3.

16 This raises a question about the backrack worn
by Yihk’in Chan K’awiil on Tikal Temple
4 Lintel 2, which shows a similar reptilian head
(Figure 36). It is certainly tempting to see this
as the same kind of “captured” supernatural
that Case Study 7 examines. However, in this
case it is more probably the head of the
crocodile-based Cosmic Monster, the full-
bodied sky-band, whose damaged tail arches
above (Martin 2015a: 192–194) (compare also
to K703).

17 In truth, there is greater complexity here
because the anthropomorphised serpent is
not associated with the conceptual home of
the Snake dynasty in this case but rather the
Moon Zero Bird location discussed in Chap-
ter 6. This doubtless stems from the common
origin Classic Maya dynasties, including that of
Kaanul, claimed to this place of importance in
the Protoclassic Period (Tokovinine 2013: 119).

18 The unknown verb is a positional root, pos-
sibly hach, here potentially in the derived tran-
sitive form HACH-ta-ja hachtaj, “raised
upon” (Stuart 2005a: 97, n.37).

19 Its platform base is decorated with motifs very
much like those that serve as toponymic regis-
ters on El Peru monuments, although whether
this palanquin was also captured, or specially
built for the ceremonial triumph, is less clear
(Martin 2000c: 116–121).

20 Nakum, which later became a major site and
polity capital, forces itself upon us by virtue of
its position on a near-direct line between the
two antagonists, and all the more so for lying
on the easiest route through the valley cut
by the Holmul River. Since no conflict is
associated with this arrival we might infer that
Tuubal was unresisting of the Tikal advance or
perhaps already a client.

21 This sign was first associated with palanquins
in Martin (1996a: 227–230), but it was Dmitri

Beliaev (pers. comm. 2000) who suggested
PEET and then PIIT/PI’T as its value.

22 This is presumably a variant of the main
local patron deity called baluun piit, “JGU”

(“The many littered(?) Jaguar God of the Under-
world”), which oversees ritual events on Naranjo
Stelae 6, 12, 19, and 30 (Martin 2005c).

8 MATRIMONY

1 Daniel Stewart’s MA thesis of 2009 collects a
sizeable number of genealogical ties, however
his list includes misidentifications that produce
an overstated total.

2 Confirmation of this value comes where the
same crossed-band logograph appears in the
month names CHAK-AT chakat and IHK’-
AT ihk’at, as well as the god name YOP-a-
AT-ta yopaat in a single spelling at Copan.

3 It has been suggested that the core term is at/
aat, “penis” and signifies the procreative
potential of the union (Stephen Houston, pers.
comm. 2010), although a contrasting view sees
the root as at, “companion” (Marc Zender,
pers. comm. 2010).

4 A damaged but plausible ya-AL yal, “the child
of” appears between their names on Naranjo
Stela 1 (Looper 1992).

5 The identification of La Florida as Namaan
comes from both Stanley Guenter and
Alexander Safronov (in Zender 2002: 167).
Variant spellings of the Namaan referent sug-
gest that it might already have been reduced to
Maan, and later still Man, in the Classic
Period. Marc Zender (in Houston 2009: 169)
first suggested the reading of chooj/kooj,
“puma” for the sign in which a cat holds the
sign for winik, “person” in its jaws.

6 The full phrase is ye-ta-K’ABA’-a IX a-ku-
la pa-ta-ha IX sa[ja]-la ya-na-? ya-AJAW-
CHANMUWAAN yeet k’aba’ ix ahkul patah ?
yajaw chan muwaan, “(the) namesake of Ix Ahkul
Patah, Ix Sajal, (the) mother of Yajaw Chan
Muwaan”. This mother is separately attested
on Bonampak Stela 1 (Mathews 1980: 64).

7 A poorly understood series of events in
626 marked by the term t’abaayi, “to go up”
concern Ix Tz’akab Ajaw, the only known
wife of K’inich Janaab Pakal of Palenque.
Though reminiscent of “arrival” – we know
that she was a foreigner from a site called
uxte’k’uh, “Three Gods” – t’abaayi is always
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used in the sense of going elsewhere and we
cannot, as yet, link it to marriage (see Bíró
2011b: 3).

8 Tuszyńska (2009) makes a case that these
women are concubines rather than wives, but
their royal status renders that interpretation
unpersuasive to me.

9 The title ix uxte’tuun kaloomte’ involves the
female version of the Calakmul toponym
uxte’tuun, “Three Stones”.

10 This is not something that can be assumed in
the other scenes, where attention to accom-
panying inscriptions is required, since these
can be mother–son rather than husband–
wife pairs.

11 In some cases, sequential rulers share the same
father but different mothers, raising the pro-
spect of polygyny, although no case has the
temporal resolution required to exclude serial
monogamy.

12 A further text, this one unprovenanced, bears
a different name but also refers to a “fourth
wife” with IX-YAX?-K’UH u-4-AT-li? ix
yax k’uh uchan atanil, “Lady First? God, the
fourth wife of . . .” (Mayer 1995: pl.137) (this
could yet be Lady Bone carrying an
additional title).

13 See Houston (2014b) for an expansive discus-
sion of concubines (also Note 8, above).

14 My interpretation of Classic Maya polygyny
was initially set out in Martin (2010a) and
composed in this form in Martin (2014a:
142–144).

15 Diego de Landa describes marriage practices
among the Postclassic Maya of Yucatan, but
gives conflicting accounts: at one point saying
that men took only a single wife, at another
that some had more (Landa 1941: 100–101).
The distinction may concern commoners as
opposed to the highborn.

16 Altar de Sacrificios Stela 8 was erected by the
local king Baluun K’uh Ook in 628 (see
Graham 1972: figure 18b) and might conceiv-
ably name his father as the Tikal king Animal
Skull (Houston et al. 1992), or at least a close
namesake. He is introduced at C1-D1a by the
form U-BAAH-CH’AHB ubaah ch’ahb, a
“child of (father)” expression of the same form
as that on Stela 4 at the same site (see Graham
1972: figure 12). Additionally, D4a seems
clearly to be a damaged ya-AL y-al, “child
of (mother)” and is followed by a female
name. As noted by Stephen Houston (1986:

2–3), the emblem glyph of Altar de Sacrificios
changes at about this point. Another example
of a local ruler with an outside king as his
father evidently comes at Zacpeten (Stuart
2009: 322).

17 Bell (1992: 121) suggests the neologisms of
hypergyny, hypogyny, and isogyny better
reflect that it is the status of the women that
is at issue in these relationships, but I will keep
to the traditional transgendered terms.

18 Of the 166 marriages currently known
through genealogical statements, only ten per
cent or so (n = 17) are clearly exogamous,
although the percentage rises when we take
into account other kinds of data.

19 The identification of this woman’s Palenque
origin relies on her emblem glyph title
K’UH-MAT-AJAW-wa k’uhul matwiil ajaw,
which refers to a supernatural location prom-
inent in the mythology of that site. Given its
unconventional use here we might still regard
the link to Palenque with some caution.

20 That the Snake kingdom could choose to send
three princesses to La Corona – admittedly
over a 200-year span – may seem surprising.
While strategic importance might well explain
the generous treatment of a small and
unsophisticated dependency, there could also
be some hint here of the sizeable production
of royal offspring through polygyny.

21 This building was dedicated in the same year
that Piedras Negras captured a Yaxchilan sajal.
This demonstrates Yaxchilan’s independence
from its great rival, which, as Mary Miller has
suggested, is the main suspect for Yaxchilan’s
long and ignominious silence (Miller 1991;
Martin and Grube 2000: 123).

22 One of these monuments, Yaxchilan Lintel
53, was the work of her grandson Shield
Jaguar IV.

23 Her “east” kaloomte’ title is almost unique
among Snake dynasts – who are either
unspecified or ascribed the common “west”
designation – and one wonders if this could
link her to the old royal seat at easterly
Dzibanche rather than the now-dominant
capital of Calakmul (Martin 2014a: 350, n.17;
Carter 2015: 11).

24 Stela 1 at Dos Caobas, an outlier of Yaxchilan,
calls this royal spouse a ho winikhaab ix ajaw, “5
K’atun Lady”, which means that she could
have been born no later than 672 and would
have been minimally 37 years old when she
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bore Bird Jaguar. If true, this makes it highly
probable the marriage was enjoined during
the heyday of Calakmul influence rather than
after its defeat by Tikal in 695. However, the
frequency with which the 5-K’atun Ajaw
status appears in the Late Classic makes one
suspect that it had, by that time, become
something of a titular formula no longer
firmly rooted in age-specifics.

25 Tikal-Yaxchilan relations may have been at
least cordial. Shield Jaguar III seems to be
named on a Tikal vessel (noted by Tatiana
Proskouriakoff in the Tikal Archive) – perhaps
as a tributary lord (Stuart 1998: 411).

26 For the we reading in che-le-we chelew see
Zender, Beliaev, and Davletshin (2016:
36–43).

27 To choose an ethnographic example of
polygyny, one leading man of the Brazilian
Yanomamo people had 43 children, while
his father had 14 children, 143 grandchildren,
335 great-grandchildren and 401 great-great-
grandchildren at the time of the research (cited
in Gat 2006: 71 – see p.690, n.32 for the
original reference).

9 CONFLICT

1 For this point see also Webster (1993: 423,
1998: 350–351).

2 The outer wall of the site depicted in the
mural is painted red, while the inner one
encircling its sacred precinct is decorated with
trapezoid designs. At Ek Balam the inner wall
is finely made, stuccoed, and red-painted,
while the outer one is undecorated and more
crudely constructed (George Bey, pers.
comm. 2018). The meaning and depicted
locations in the Chichen Itza murals remain
a topic of debate. It does not seem beyond the
bounds of possibility that the Las Monjas
mural impressionistically depicts an assault
on Ek Balam, which was certainly eclipsed
and replaced by Chichen Itza as a regional
power.

3 Some of these fortifications may, of course,
have been earlier works that were renewed
and re-occupied in later periods.

4 Knorozov’s published works do very little to
explain his methodology and the route that led
him to the chuhkaj reading (rendered in his day
as chucah). It is to be assumed that this was via

the codical images, but this is not something
he spells out.

5 Ubaak can also serve as the stative expression
“(he/she is) the captive”.

6 This is the Long Count position 9.17.12.13.14,
falling on the Calendar Round 5 Ix 8 Sak.

7 These images are to be found on Tonina
Monument 99, Calakmul Stela 9, and the
conch shell K4499 illustrated here. The second
capture is probably linked to Santa Elena (see
p.265) and, coincidentally, the same can be
said of the third. The shell has a short surviving
text on its other side that presumably identifies
the male prisoner depicted close by. He is said
to be a sajal belonging to Paay Lakam Chahk, a
king of Santa Elena who lost a sajal to
Yaxchilan in 752.

8 The placing of the female figure on the conch
shell of Figure 48, close to its opening, may
be a sexual allusion intended as a further
indignity.

9 Schele and Freidel (1990: 444–446, n.47) iden-
tified 42 examples of this “Tlaloc-Venus com-
plex”, 39 of them aligned to some kind of
planetary phenomenon (although up to 17 days
of deviation was allowed). Of these, only seven
are said to be wars (their numbers 1, 11, 12, 34,
36, 39, 41) and only two actually were (34, 36).

10 The star war verb has not suffered for a lack of
suggested translations, however, each focussed
on a particular semantic or iconographic clue.
Briefly, these are: jub, “to take down”
(Stephen Houston, pers. comm. 1992; Stuart
1995: 311–313), em/ek’em/ek’may, “to des-
cend” (David Stuart, pers. comm. 1996;
Aldana 2005: 313), hay, “to destroy” (Erik
Boot, pers. comm. 2002), tz’ay/tz’oy, “to sur-
render” (Alfonso Lacadena, pers. comm. 2001),
ch’ay/ch’aykab, “to be destroyed” (Marc Zen-
der, pers. comm. 2004) and uk’, “to weep,
lament” (Chinchilla 2006).

11 There is a clear pattern to these phrases, in
which the “full” verb of star and falling rain
atop the sign for earth is applied to people,
whereas the version that includes the suffix -yi
is applied to places and possessed flint and
shield combinations. The distinction is likely
to be a grammatical one, but as yet remains
unexplained.

12 It is even possible that “flints” and “shields”
were in some way analogous to military orders
elsewhere in Mesoamerica, specifically the
“eagles” and “jaguars” of the Mexica.
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13 In Nahautl, the Mexica language, we find a
number of paired metaphors that refer to mili-
tary matters, including mitlchimalli, “arrow-
shield” with the meaning “war”. But we also
find chimalli tlacochtli, “shield-dart” for “He has
a shield, he has a dart” denoting a single war-
rior (see Francis Karttunen, in Freidel, Schele,
and Parker 1993: 472).

14 The protagonist of the attack on Lakamha’ in
611 was initially identified as a lord of Pipa’, a
place closely associated with Pomona (Looper
and Schele 1991). Later, however, it was pos-
sible to identify the Snake dynasty’s Scroll
Serpent as the true agent of 611, as well as
recognising Lakamha’ as the target of the
attack in 599 (Martin 1997a: 862, 2000c: 109).

15 Another long-range conflict is revealed by
Tonina Monument 153, a panel that shows a
captive identified as aj chiiknahb or “Calakmul
Person”. It credits the success to Ruler 4 and
therefore occurred at some point between
708 and 723, during the reign of Calakmul
king Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil (Martin and
Grube 2008: 184). It is very likely that this
action took place at neither centre, but rather
in some intervening area that brought their
interests into conflict and may have involved
allied engagements rather than a direct clash
between the two. Tonina-Calakmul relations
seem rather different in the still problematic
text on Monument 171, which might place
Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil in a ballgame with
a former Tonina king in 727 (Stuart 2013) (see
p.338).

16 Yet even this is retrospectively recorded, being
set in stone a half-century or so after the event
itself.

17 Houses will burn even when their rooves are
wet, so this distribution marks only a prefer-
ence toward dry weather. It should be noted
that over sixty per cent (n = 11) of the pul
examples come from the single polity of
Naranjo, with many of them (n = 6) appearing
on a single monument. It is implausible that
“burning” was some peculiar regional spe-
cialty, and its preponderance here suggests a
rhetorical emphasis on physical destruction. It
is interesting that the otherwise popular star
war is absent at Naranjo.

18 It could be argued that since the Mutul
emblem is shared between Tikal and Dos Pilas
we cannot know which of these two polities is
indicated here. However, given the Dos Pilas

affiliations of the attackers it is much more
probable that Tikal is intended. Incidentally,
we know that a second Yaxha king was
married to a Mutul woman, also presumably
from Tikal (Teufel 2000: 150–151, figure 107).

19 Similar “exile” episodes involving t’ab, “to
ascend” (see Stuart 1998: 417) later appear on
Naranjo Stela 12, seemingly as the defeated
king of Yaxha, K’inich Lakamtuun, retreats
to different locations in 799.

20 A similar form, och(i) ch’een, appears in super-
natural scenes showing armed deities wading
waist-high in water, presumably referring in this
instance to ch’een, “(watery) cave”. This may
indicate a certain metaphorical level to our och
uch’een war statements, but it is important to
note that none of the mythic examples feature
the grammatical possession seen in war events
(see K1224, K1248, K1333, K1338, K1343,
K1346, K1365, K1366, K1395, K1489, K1562,
K1648, K2011, K2096, K2710, K3428, K4117,
K5002, K6979, K8201 at www.mayavase.com).

21 It is very likely that an early reference to
OCH-(u)-CH’EEN appears on the Tikal
Marcador (at C6) (Stuart 2014b). This might
the only direct evidence for the use of force in
the entrada.

22 This “Yopmootz” name is no more than a
provisional reading. This referent appears in
several different spellings, most centred on a
rare and undeciphered “inverted basket”
logogram (Boot 1999b). The reading is prob-
lematic because their sign sequences are not
consistent, apparently disordered for aesthetic
reasons. We have versions featuring the logo-
gram of yo-?-tzi on K4669 and yo-? on a
plate not in the Kerr archive, but also ?-mo-
yo on K8728 and a version without the logo-
gram of mo-yo-tzi on K7786. The issue is
complicated further because the yo sign can
also be YOP, and its regular position ahead of
the mystery logogram might suggest that it is
an independent word rather than a phonetic
complement. Since logograms usually repre-
sent CVC units then the “inverted basket”
sign is potentially MOOTZ. Whatever this
site was called and wherever it was situated,
it was evidently a player of some note, perhaps
somewhere on the scale of El Pilar, the largest
site in the area to remain unidentified.

23 See Tokovinine (2008: 301–302) for the asso-
ciation between the chak tok wayib title and
Holmul.
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24 The different analyses to which the data are to
be applied use different slices of the sample.
For example, a case where we cannot decide
between two Long Count positions for a
given war event means that it cannot be used
in Figure 50. However, if both options fall in
November in the GMT correlation then it
could appear in Figures 52 and 53.

25 Hassig’s “conquests” consist mostly of star war
events, although single chuk and jub events are
also mixed in. Of the twenty-five in his tabu-
lation, thirteen are verified star wars for a fifty-
two per cent accuracy and this rises to sixty per
cent when that from the second group is
included. The second group of “captures”
are, as one would expect, mostly chuk events,
but are joined by a single star war, pul, and jub
event. Of his original forty-three conflicts,
thirty-four would count today, for an accur-
acy of seventy-nine per cent.

26 This does not take account of the Dzibanche
Captive Stairway (see Case Study 6), to which
we will return presently.

27 Analyses courtesy of Emad Khazraee and Joanne
Baron (pers. comms. 2019) lead one to conclude
that more rigorous and specialised statistical
methods are required to settle this issue.

28 The year-bearers examined are the “Ik’ set” of
the Classic era (Stuart 2004b) rather than the
“K’an set” that prevailed in Landa’s time.

29 Some events in this analysis should be
excluded as sequential parts of single cam-
paigns, as when a chuk capture directly follows
a jub event, and the total number in the sample
would fall slightly as a result.

30 The rainfall profile is that given for the
Department of Petén, Guatemala, by Hotaling
(1995: figures 4 and 5), which he compiled
from data in Urrutia (1964) and the World
Weather Disc (1988).

31 Maize is the best candidate for this putative
wintertime cultivation because other staples,
such as root crops, grow throughout the year
and require no special tending or management
(see Bronson 1966: 271). Maize takes at least
three months to mature and intervals between
the P4, T1, P1, T2, and P2 would imply
overlapping planting and harvesting cycles, or
even time-consuming activities such as
watering or mulching.

32 It should be noted that almost seventy per cent
of the chuk events in July and August took
place after 720. This type of canícula warfare

therefore seems to have become more popular
over time, and we might consider the possi-
bility that this was due to a drying climate (see
Chapter 11).

33 It would be ironic indeed if data on life-taking
conflict would offer a clue to the complexity
of life-giving cultivation in the densely
inhabited southern lowlands. It goes without
saying that any seasonal analysis is dependent
on the accuracy of a given correlation. Yet,
since the relative dating is fixed – the profiles
cannot themselves be changed, only be shifted
back or forward en masse to different parts
of the year – any close variant of the GMT
correlation offers a persuasive fit to the clima-
tological and agricultural constraints.

34 For Classical Greek cases of crop theft see
Hanson (1998: 32–40).

35 Figures dressed as armed Teotihuacanos in the
late-fourth to sixth centuries include those
on Uaxactun Stela 5 (396), Tikal Stela 31
(445), Tres Islas Stelae 1 and 3 (455 and 475),
Piedras Negras Panel 12 (514), and Lacanha
Stela 7 (593).

36 For example: “[W]e might also consider the
economic dimension of the prize, that a
prisoner of note represented a much wider
set of obligations and resources – be it a
ransom that could be extorted or lands and
labor, brides and concubines, that might be
made tributary to the captor” (Miller and
Martin 2004: 166).

37 See Stuart (1995: 352–374, 1998: 410–414),
Houston et al. (2006: 242–247) and, especially,
McAnany (2010: 269–304) for extensive dis-
cussions of tribute and royal finances (see
p.339–343).

38 Nuun Bahlam is ascribed the same uxlajuun
tzuk, “Division 13” designation as Nuun Ujol
Chahk. This still-opaque territorial designa-
tion encompasses several polities, one of a set
of such numbered titles in the eastern half of
the southern lowlands that is an important
topic for future research (see Tokovinine
2013: 98–110).

10 HIERARCHY

1 The first efforts at interpreting this glyphic
term offered “under the auspices of” (Schele
1982: 73; Stuart 1985d: 178), but by the time its
role in accession statements was noted in
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A Forest of Kings: The Untold Story of the Ancient
Maya by Linda Schele and David Freidel
(1990: 155, 175), a prepositional form of “in
the land of”, initially suggested by Peter Math-
ews, was favoured. However, there was good
reason to prefer a more active verbal gloss “by
the doing of” (Martin 1993: 3, 8; Martin and
Grube 1994a: 7).

2 The chi value in yi-chi-NAL usually takes
the form of a human hand, but there is also a
rare acrophonic usage of CHIH as chi (which
can be seen in Figure 61a, b). The CHIH sign
consists of the maguey plant personified in the
form of the rain deity Chahk and refers to the
fermented maguey drink called pulque today.

3 A spelling on Uxul Stela 12 (B7) (Grube 2008:
figure 8.59) is abraded, but could consist of yi-?
ICHON-no-NAL and supply the otherwise
unexpressed medial vowel in yichonal.

4 For this reason, Figure 75 – a diagram of polit-
ical connections – puts examples of the ila’
relationship under the “Diplomacy” rather
than “Hierarchy” category.

5 There are a few examples of possessed forms of
the third AJAW logogram, a vulture wearing a
royal headband. One appears on Naranjo Stela
1 and another on Motul de San José Stela 1.

6 Dmitri Beliaev (2017) offers the 392 date of
Río Azul Stela 1 as a correction to previous
placements in 393, as well as confirming the
presence of the Sihyaj K’ahk’ name.

7 The tripod vessel K7528 emerged together with
an almost identical counterpart, K7529, that
describes its contents as a variety of chocolate
called sa’al kakaw. Sa’al means “maize-gruel” in
certain texts, but in this context it more likely
refers to the Naranjo referent. Another vessel,
K1446, may link the known Naranjo ruler
Naatz Chan Ahk to the New Order via the
abbreviated statement of subordination yajaw
kaloomte’, “lord of the kaloomte’”. Donald Hales
(pers. comm. 2018) pointed out the relationship
of the name on K7528 to that on an unprove-
nanced earflare, where it was followed by Río
Azul’s de facto emblem.

8 Although the relevant inscription is eroded
and unclear, there is some suggestion in the
strange text on Tikal Stela 1 that Jatz’oom Kuy
had at least one Maya wife, implying that Yax
Nuun Ahiin had mixed ancestry (Martin
2002: 67) (see Chapter 6, Note 18).

9 Both Jatz’oom Kuy and Sihyaj K’ahk’ are
Mayan forms, but the proposition is that they

are translations from the language of Teoti-
huacan. The reading of the former is by David
Stuart and, independently, Albert Davletshin.
Stuart has suggested that the masked Teoti-
huacano on Tikal Stela 32 may be a portrait
of Jatz’oom Kuy.

10 A less complete version of this accession event
appears on a block of the Copan Hieroglyphic
Stairway (Martin and Grube 2000: 217).

11 Lacanha Stela 7 (O’Neil 2012: figure E.6c)
shows a ruler in 593 wearing an identical
helmet, and one wonders if this is the very
same regalia obtained from Teotihuacan via
Piedras Negras some four decades earlier.

12 It is those places where Central Mexican sym-
bolism is most common, Tikal, Copan, Pie-
dras Negras, and to a lesser degree Palenque,
that we find some stated historical connection
to Teotihuacan or its agents.

13 See some of the chapters in the edited volume
Braswell (2003b) for a more sceptical view of
Teotihuacan militarism.

14 This damaged compound appears on
Tamarindito Stela 2 at C6 (for a drawing see
Gronemeyer 2013: pl.5). Consisting of YAX-
EHB-IX?[?], this unusual superimposed form
resembles the Tikal founder’s name, which
the Lady of Tikal carries on at least one other
occasion. Another potential instance – but no
more than a hypothetical one due to its dam-
aged state – appears on Caracol Stela 15 at F4.
Here a potential female supervises the acces-
sion of the Caracol king K’an I in 531.

15 This ruler has gone under several previous
nicknames (Ruler I, Double-Comb, Aj
Wosal) and the current AJ-NUM-sa-ji
CHAN-K’INICH reading by Alexandre
Tokovinine relies on a NUM reading for the
small snake logogram (in Martin et al. 2015).

16 For the identification of K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’
and his other name Aj Saakil, see Martin and
Beliaev (2017). There is no surviving yajaw
statement linked to Scroll Serpent, but he is
named at Caracol as the supervisor of some
now-destroyed event (Martin 1997a: 862).
The list on Stela 47 passes over a Kaanul king
known to us as Yax Yopaat on Dzibanche
Monument 16 in 573, while on the dynastic
vase K6751 this position is occupied by one
Yuknoom Ti’ Chan – who are possibly, but
not necessarily, the same person (Martin
2017b). We know that there is only a small
time-window for this character because Sky
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Witness was evidently alive in 572 and Scroll
Serpent crowned in 579. Conceivably, the
intervening king was too short-lived to be
considered worth mentioning, or even that
the personal relationship with the Naranjo
king had not been established. Even so, this
presents us with another of the remaining
questions about the Dzibanche attribution.
The hope is that additional finds will clarify
the dynastic sequence at Dzibanche and ensure
that some still more complex scenario is not
at work.

17 Even though the victor of 562 cannot be the
Caracol king, there are signs that Caracol was
involved in the aftermath of this conflict,
given various stylistic analogies between the
two sites (Coggins 1975). Moreover, the
twenty-second king of Tikal, dubbed Animal
Skull, was entombed in Burial 195 along with
a stucco-covered wooden vessel, now much
decayed, that names a Caracol lord, probably
as its original owner (Martin 2008c).

18 The connecting term between their names is
badly damaged, but it has a ya suffix that
would be consistent with *u-*KAB-ya.

19 This appears in a syntactically unconventional
section at the close of Caracol Stela 3 (Beetz
and Satterthwaite 1981: figure 4), where the
Caracol emblem glyph has been displaced
from K’an II’s name phrase so that it can
conclude the inscription.

20 The relevant yajaw statement appears on
Dos Pilas HS.4, where it is retrospectively
appended to an event in 648 (Houston et al.
1992; Houston 1993: 108).

21 Other cases where this term marks childhood
accessions are those of K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan
Chahk of Naranjo, who was also five years
old, and K’inich Janaab Pakal of Palenque,
who was twelve.

22 Here on Bonampak Panel 5, the verb
involved, K’AL, is prefixed by a damaged
number, which might be two, three, or four.
Given the precedent of Moral-Reforma Stela
4, this figure would appear to indicate the
number of (re)installation rites this lord had
undergone. If so, it would tell us that the
allegiance of Bonampak/Lacanha was switch-
ing between Yaxchilan and some other
leading power in the first half of the seventh
century. Another reference to Bird Jaguar III
that could date to within his reign comes on
an unprovenanced block, almost certainly part

of a hieroglyphic stairway. It is anomalous
because there he carries the only known
example of a third emblem glyph for
Yaxchilan, whose referent is muwaan “hawk”,
and the carving has stylistic features that are
typical of the eighth century.

23 El Peru Stela 20 records the birth of Yuknoom
Ch’een II in 600 (Martin 1998), while the
accessions of Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ in
686 and Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil in
698 appear on El Peru Stela 34 and 43,
respectively (Miller 1974; Navarro-Farr and
Guenter 2013).

24 This would feature the otherwise unseen
possessed form ya-AJAW-li for yajawil. In
another part of this El Reinado text we find
a reference to Calakmul in the sequence AJ-
ta-*li 3-TE’-TUUN aj tali uxte’tuun, perhaps
meaning “Person who comes from Three
Stones”. Incongruously, this is the sole subject
of the period ending of 9.13.0.0.0 in 692.

25 I am grateful to Arthur Demarest (pers.
comm. 2018) for pointing me to this
publication.

26 The opening Long Count date on Nim Li
Punit Stela 2 is rather weathered, but the
key to reconstructing it is the compound of
7-HAAB (suffixed by -tu) seen at F3. This is
a “rounded” distance number that counts for-
ward to the period ending 9.15.0.0.0 in 731,
the dedicatory date of the monument. It indi-
cates that the accession event took place in 724
and, based on the remains of the month as *10
Mol, the best reconstruction for it would be
9.14.12.14.2 6 Ik’ 10 Mol. This not inconsist-
ent with the opening date. If the distance
number had been written out in full it would
have been 7.3.18.

27 Another possibility is that the “Black Copan
Lord” refers to a different kingdom in this
instance.

28 Wamaaw K’awiil’s title on Quirigua Stela I is
given as chi[ku]-NAHB K’UH[a?]-AJAW-
wa for chiiknahb k’uhul ajaw. This is notable as
one of the earliest appearances of the true
k’uhul ajaw, “holy lord” epithet, as well as for
the seemingly unique conflation between
K’UH and the phonetic prefix a.

29 It is significant that Wamaaw K’awiil is iden-
tified as a k’uhul kaanul ajaw dynast in what
appears to be a near-contemporary context
originating at Zapote Bobal (Tunesi 2007).
The reference at Quirigua describes events in
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736, but was carved a half century or more
later, and the shift to the less prestigious chii-
knahb k’uhul ajaw title presumably better
reflects the political reality of that time.

30 The earlier installation of this same noble
by the king, an anaab who becomes an
ajk’uhuun – unusually using the t’abaayi,
“ascends” verb – is recorded on another block
(Matteo 2010).

31 The opening date for Altar 13 is very likely
9.19.6.14.4, 9 K’an 7 Sip, which would be the
earliest mark we have for this Caracol king. It
is followed by the transitive verb u-CH’AM-
wa uch’amaw, “he grasps/receives”. This is
used in accession events with k’awiil, but the
mostly effaced object here may be something
else. While neither of the terms connecting
the two lords is well-preserved, their outlines
closely resemble yi-*chi-*NAL-*la for
yichonal.

32 Guenter (1999: 105–106) suggests that their
forces were allied in an attack on Tikal that
brought down the great city in 817. Certain
features of the text on Altar 12 make this an
appealing idea, especially with the potential
mention of a Nuun Ujol Chahk name, but
the critical passages are damaged and remain
very hard to understand.

33 El Palma is a small site and it is quite possible
that the Lakamtuun kingdom had other, earlier
capitals. The large and little-explored site of Ben-
emérito de las Américas must be one candidate
(an idea independently reached by Whittaker
Schroeder, pers. comm. 2019).

34 In addition, there is a further example of the
Santa Elena emblem glyph at Palenque on a
now lost stucco fragment illustrated by Jean-
Frédéric Waldeck (Pasztory 2011).

35 Here the name of Nuun Hix Lakam Chahk
appears in a phrase beginning ipahsaj, “then
he/she/it opens”, which takes place in the
company of Shield Jaguar II of Yaxchilan.
Although the former carries no identifying
title, the Lakam Chahk portion of his name
recurs in the names of Santa Elena lords men-
tioned at Piedras Negras in 706 and Yaxchilan
in 752. That combination, seen nowhere else,
conforms to the well-known practice in
which dynasties make recurring use of particu-
lar theonyms. Moreover, a personal inspection
of Santa Elena Monument 1 suggests the local
ruler who acts under the authority of Palen-
que’s Ajen Yohl Mat between 605 and 611 had

a very similar name: x-HIX/BAHLAM x-
CHAHK. Whether this is the accession of a
new ruler or not, this text indicates that Palen-
que quickly reasserted itself in the region after
the defeat of 599.

36 The Calendar Round is 13 Ak’bal 16 Yax,
which equates to 9.11.7.0.3 based on the dedi-
cation date of Stela 9 as 9.11.10.0.0 (662).

37 Contact between Piedras Negras and
Calakmul is recorded again in 685, when an
unprovenanced panel now in the Los Angeles
County Art Museum describes the nahwaj pre-
sentation of a ko’haw war helmet and nuk pelt
(?) to Itzam K’an Ahk III, the same Piedras
Negras king who had seized Santa Elena in
662 (Martin and Grube 2000: 144). This event
was performed by an aj baak, a “prisoner-
taker” or war captain, who is said to belong
to Yuknoom Ch’een (Grube 1996: 8, figure
8a). This sets up a clear parallel with Itzam
K’an Ahk’s Panel 2 from 667, which describes
his (u)ch’amaw receiving/taking of five ko’haw
helmets in 658 – only four years prior to the
war – and Yat Ahk’s earlier acquisition of
similar items under the oversight of Tajom
Uk’ab Tuun, the lord associated with
Teotihuacan, in 510 (see p.243). This provokes
a question: was the ceremony of 658 itself
under the oversight of, or involved gifts from,
a foreign power, namely Calakmul?

38 When first photographed by Maudslay most
of these gaps were already filled with stone
blocks, and at least one adjoining slab that
intrudes into the space has not been fully
trimmed. It seems likely that an initial plan for
captive sculptures was abandoned quite early on.

39 It is not impossible that the entire programme
of House C was conceived together. How-
ever, the integrated nature of the eastern
sculptural programme argues that the dedica-
tion date of 661 finalised that part of the
building.

40 This, and a similar sculpture, were excavated
by Juan Yadeun and published in various print
and online outlets in 2011 (see Stuart 2011b,
2011c).

41 Tonina Monument 157 (Graham et al. 2006:
91), also known as the “Lexington Panel”,
may well provide the anchor for this series
with a count of 12.10.15* from a capture event
on 9.12.19.16.5 (692) leading to the eighth-of-
a-K’atun period ending on 9.13.12.9.0 (704)
(Mathews 2001b: table 2).
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42 At Tonina the spelling of this toponym always
features three elements: a rabbit head, the
head of frog or toad that normally represents
e, and the sign for stone consisting of TUUN
together with its regular phonetic comple-
ment of ni. The rabbit head can be read
T’UL, “rabbit”, but much more commonly
represents the syllable pe (see Dmitri Beliaev
and Albert Davletshin, in Houston 2014a).
That this is the case here is confirmed by the
amphibian head, which works to mark a glot-
tal stop following the e vowel, suggesting a
reading of pe’tuun. However, an example on
Piedras Negras Throne 1 shows the rabbit
head with a clear “doubler” diacritic, which
indicates that the value is to be sounded twice
as pe-pe. Such markers are regularly omitted
in Maya writing, here leaving a single pe sign
to do the work of two (we see this most
clearly on ceramic vessels where kakaw,
“cacao” is almost always spelled ka-wa as a
reduction from 2ka-wa, the standard abbrevi-
ation of ka-ka-wa). The entire reading of the
“Rabbit Stone” toponym is therefore most
probably pepe’tuun.

43 The possessed title of Buk’ Saak was first
noted by Yuriy Polyukhovich in a video pub-
lished online, and description of it appended as
a comment to Stuart (2011a).

44 Parts of a fifth shield, Tonina Monument 72,
have been found but its text is incomplete.
One suspects that a mention of K’awiil Mo’
will eventually be found as one of a set of six.

45 An alternative reconstruction could yield k’ah-
laj tuun, “the stone is held/presented”, possibly
spread over glyphs E10 and D11 of Stela 2.
However, although the day is the appropriate
Ajaw position, the Long Count of 9.14.0.10.0
is not a regular period ending (though see p.92
and Zender 2004: 336–337). Given the con-
text of the subsequent accession statement,
k’ahlaj huun at E10 is preferred here.

11 CODA

1 The era leading up to the collapse is one
Mayanists traditionally describe as the Ter-
minal Classic Period. Unfortunately, this label
has been assigned different start- and end-dates
in different regions by different authors and
become increasingly ill-defined as a result. To
avoid the difficulties it presents, this volume

keeps to common era chronology, where
“ninth century” covers most or all of what
other scholars refer to when discussing the
Terminal Classic.

2 A good number of scholars question the
appropriateness of the word “collapse” for
the transformations of the ninth century,
believing that this privileges the achievements
of the Classic and demeans the continuities
and innovations of Postclassic society. I have
no privileging agenda, but do believe that the
termination of a political culture, the aban-
donment of hundreds of settlements, and the
disappearance of millions of people, all in a
short timeframe, is one adequately covered
by that term.

3 Although some have argued that the
populations of certain sites endured beyond
the collapse of central authority, the great
majority of studies suggest that desertion was
closely aligned with the fall of ruling regimes.
An illustrative debate is the one regarding the
longevity of Copan’s occupation and the con-
troversy over the accuracy of obsidian hydra-
tion dating (compare Webster and Freter 1990
and Webster 2005 with Andrews and Fash
2005: 420–423).

4 This database includes legible and reconstruc-
tible dates, together with a small number of
placements made on the basis of clear context-
ual information. No placements are based
exclusively on style. The sole use of style is
to assign some dated but unprovenanced
monuments to either the northern or southern
zone. All records are from free-standing
monuments or architectural contexts, except
for a few portable objects associated with iden-
tifiable sites. If a single building features several
dates then only the latest of them is included,
while inscribed stela and altar pairs are treated
as one record.

5 Scholars working in the Petexbatun region
would begin this sequence with Dos Pilas,
abandoned in or around 761, since in their
view this marks the beginning of an escalation
in warfare, ultimately leading to the wider
collapse (e.g. Demarest et al. 1997). However,
this temporally isolated event more resembles
one of the periodic depopulations and resur-
gences that had always been a feature of Classic
Maya political history (see p.229). The crude
defences at Dos Pilas enclose a small settlement
built within its central plaza and, together with
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nearby fortified communities, almost certainly
dates to the deeper crisis of some five decades
later (Guenter 2014: 173–175).

6 Even later dates are reported for parts of the
northern lowlands, reaching well into the
tenth century, although almost all of these
require some degree of reconstruction
(Graña-Behrens 2002: 249–254, table 88).
However, few if any scholars would include
such aesthetically impoverished commissions
as part of the Classic tradition. A secure carved
date of 998 is recorded at Chichen Itza, but this
is associated with Central Mexican iconog-
raphy and part of a decidedly intrusive phe-
nomenon. The last stela dedications were part
of a revivalist movement at Mayapan in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

7 The last known monument at La Milpa, Stela
7 was erected in 780 (Grube 1994a). Although
the date of the great building cessation is
uncertain, a layer of soil covering one structure
contained a sherd of Pabellon pottery (to be
discussed momentarily), indicating that the
halt occurred in the early rather than the late
ninth century (Hammond and Tourtellot
2004: 60).

8 As the post-810 world was described in an
earlier paper: “While some centers did perse-
vere for a while, and some former outliers
took up kingly traditions, these were very
much the shell-shocked survivors of an earlier
cataclysm, stalwarts desperately clinging on to
a social order whose time was past” (Martin
2003b: 35).

9 The political importance of Coba is inferred
from its enormous size and the 98 km long
linear causeway it constructed to Yaxuna. The
only firm interactions we have for it are the aj
koba’, “Coba Person” mentioned as a captive
on Edzna Stela 18 from 692 (Grube 2003b:
360). In addition, there is a previously unrec-
ognised seizure of someone ascribed the
Oxkintok royal title on Coba Stela 6 (at
H1–2) from 623. If this were to be the
Oxkintok king himself it would count as
the most important political interaction we
have for the northern lowlands (Martin
2019b).

10 The history of Chichen Itza in the late-ninth
and tenth centuries it a critical topic for under-
standing the northern transition to the Post-
classic, but remains frustratingly unclear. The
998 date from the High Priest’s Grave is

associated with overt signs of Central Mexican
presence and is distinct from the Puuc-Chenes
regime of the late 800s. A recent Bayesian
analysis of radiocarbon dates has helped to
re-establish a separation between “Old Chi-
chen” (Chenes-Puuc) and “New Chichen”
(“Toltec”) periods (Volta and Braswell 2014).
There is therefore much to say for a return to
traditional, but long disfavoured, readings of
the evidence that point to a transformative
incursion from the west in the tenth century
(see Martin and Grube 2000: 229).

11 Compare Źrałka et al. (2018: figure 15) with
Graham (1996: 45).

12 Nicholas Carter (2014a: 197) believes that two
pre-Wat’ul K’atel lords, Chan Peet Ajaw and
Waxak Peet, together bear one Ceibal
emblem glyph on Stela 11 (D2–E1), while
I prefer to see Chan Peet Ajaw Waxak Peet
as the two-part name of a single lord.

13 I borrow the term “code-switching” from
Carter (2014a: 179, 326). A closer look at the
physical orientation of the “non-Maya” por-
traits suggest still deeper levels to the symbol-
ism of this programme. David Stuart (2016)
posits that these differing personas are mean-
ingfully aligned toward the particular Maya
polities mentioned on the cardinally arranged
stelae and reflect how Wat’ul K’atel wants to
be seen by them.

14 Unlike Adams, Sabloff, and Willey,
Thompson (1970: 42–43) did not see this
intrusion as a factor in the collapse, continuing
to ascribe that to a peasant’s revolt.

15 A similar shift in name-style occurs in the far
southeast, where the last lord of Copan in 822,
Ukit Took’, not only has a name distinct from
any of his predecessors but one more typical of
those seen in the north (e.g. Guenter 2014:
224). This is only one of a range of late
imports to Copan and Quirigua that appear
to have a northern origin (e.g. Awe and
Helmke 2017). Ukit Took’ appears on Copan
Altar L, an ideal physical symbol of the
collapse since it was left unfinished, with only
one of its four sides completed and another
started (Barbara Fash, in Fash and Stuart 1991:
175, figure 7.6).

16 Both Guenter (1999: 108) and Carter (2014a:
202) see the name of Olom on Uaxactun Stela
7 (at B11b), dated to 810. However, this is
instead the remains of a K’UH sign and part
of the construction yichonal uk’uhuul, “before
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his gods” (my thanks go to Dmitri Beliaev
who supplied the photograph that con-
firmed this reading). This leaves the earliest
dated record of Olom as the one on Stela 13
at 830.

17 The reading ye-ta-ja on Uaxactun Stela 12 (at
A4) can be compared with the same spelling
on Jimbal Stela 1 (at Y1) (compare Graham
1986: 161 to Jones and Satterthwaite 1982:
figure 78) – to be discussed presently. The
same relationship appears as ye-ta on Ucanal
Stela 4 (at D1a) and on Ceibal Stela 9 (at D3)
in this same era. The root et is widely distrib-
uted in Mayan languages and is used to mean
“companion” or simply “with” – and here it
takes a verbal form we can gloss as “he is
accompanied (by)”. In earlier times the root
it served the same or a very similar purpose.
The name of the ochk’in kaloomte’ on
Uaxactun Stela 12 is not well preserved. As
Guenter (1999: 161–163) notes, in beginning
with the syllabogram k’a it resembles that of a
successor to Wat’ul K’atel on Ceibal Stela
20 from this same 889 date. There may well
be some relationship here to a name in the rim
text of the mould-made vessel K1979.

18 Morley (1937–1938: I:443) dated Ixlu Altar
1 to 10.2.10.0.0 in 879. However, this relied
on reading the damaged day coefficient as
2 and the month sign as Ch’en, neither of
which can be the case. The coefficient is either
“3” or “4”, while the month can only realis-
tically be K’ank’in/Uniiw. The only solution
that fits these features, plus its half-K’atun
statement, is 10.1.10.0.0 4 Ajaw 13 K’ank’in,
falling in 859.

19 It has been argued that square cartouches have
a long history in the Maya region, with one
numbered version seen on Stela 5 at El
Zapote, a Tikal satellite, in 435 (Proskouriak-
off 1993: 186). Yet here too the association is
with the west, being combined with a “ray-
and-trapezoid” year sign (Justeson et al. 1985:
69). The name within is the same as that used
by a high-ranking woman and a former queen
of Tikal (Martin 2002: 57–68). Interestingly,
we do see rare Gulf Coast-style day-names
before the ninth century. One appears on
Moral-Reforma Stela 5 and there may be
another on K868.

20 Although some have interpreted the opening
numbered square day-sign (“7 Water?”) as a
date, the lack of a corresponding verb suggests

that the whole text is a name caption to the
standing figure – a lord engaged in a mythic
re-enactment – probably produced sometime
after the last Maya dated monument at Ceibal
in 889 (see also Carter 2014a: 176).

21 In several, but not all cases, the square name
days and their coefficients are sequential. The
significance of this is unknown, although in
the Classic Maya system such pairings can refer
to events that span two tzolk’in positions but
fall within a single haab day (see Martin and
Skidmore 2012: 5). The first Maya sign, a
rabbit head, is both syllabic pe and logo-
graphic T’UL “rabbit”. While we cannot,
with certainty, choose between them, con-
textual reasons make me prefer the syllabic
option.

22 Given the density of Ahk’utu’ finds at
Nakum, Jarosław Źrałka (2008: 118) has sug-
gested that these pots could have been manu-
factured at the site. If true, this would further
implicate Nakum as a major political centre at
this time, and perhaps even the base of Olom,
who seems sure to be an outsider at Uaxactun.

23 I diverge with Wyllie (2002: 301–302) on this
point, who believes that the Pabellon motifs
are examples of an unknown logographic
script.

24 I am grateful to Dmitri Beliaev for sharing an
image of this vessel.

25 The exceptions are the previously noted
kaloomte’ at Machaquila in 815 and another at
Oxpemul in 830 (see Grube 2008: figures 8.31,
8.33, and 8.40).

26 The nominal phrase of the Mutul lord begins
with the title aj winik baak, “He of 20 Cap-
tives”. Although it could be coincidental, the
same title recurs at Mountain Cow (close to
Caracol) on Altar 1 in 835. Note that the first
kaloomte’ mentioned on the Ixlu altar (at E2) is
not attached to a person, but is an independ-
ent god name/title.

27 Herein lies the incentive to separate the two
opening syllables in the spelling pa-pa-ma-
li-li into a single short vowel morphemic unit,
thus preferring Papmalil over Papamalil.

28 Due to the presence of likely fragments of
Stela 24 and its accompanying Altar 7 in a
cache together with Eznab ceramics, the last-
but-one ceramic phase at Tikal, Jones and
Satterthwaite (1982: 52) concluded that the
destruction of these monuments took place
in the ninth century.
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12 CLASSIC MAYA NETWORKS

1 I refer here to long-distance inter-site roads
rather than the shorter intra-site versions,
which often take the form of wide proces-
sional causeways – as we see at Tikal, Coba,
and Caracol, among others (e.g. Folan, Kintz,
and Fletcher 1983; Chase and Chase 2001:
Shaw 2001, 2008). The unique Coba-Yaxuna
roadway has the form and linear routing of
those solidly built structures (Folan, Kintz,
and Fletcher 1983). Thanks to remote sensing,
there has been a rising interest in overland
communication routes and the likely courses
of ancient Maya roads, together with a con-
cern for their strategic and trade connections
(see Freidel et al. 2007; Canuto et al. 2011; also
Canuto et al. 2018) (Case Study 9).

2 Stuart (2006c) offers epigraphic evidence from
panels found on the Coba-Yaxuna causeway
that it was referred to as a sak bih, “white road”
(c.f. Bolles and Folan 2001: 304 for the argu-
ment that this term only gained prominence in
the nineteenth century).

3 Lidar scanning has thus far tracked 106 km of
paved causeways (Canuto et al. 2018). Most of
these emanate from major Preclassic centres,
but clearly many would continue to have been
used in later times. More detailed surveys will
be required to trace the routes of the filigree of
lesser roadways that constituted the great bulk
of the network.

4 A special case is presented by La Corona, a
secondary centre which detailed its inter-
actions with its political masters at Calakmul
at length and recorded significant events in
Calakmul’s history. Under the current arch-
aeological project at La Corona (Canuto and
Barrientos 2013) the number of these contacts
has risen to at least 25. An anomaly with clear
potential to distort the analysis, I have miti-
gated the problem somewhat by including
only the twelve examples known at the incep-
tion of that project in 2008. Even so, the limits
of space mean that it is not possible to show all
the diplomatic ties to Calakmul and, as is also
the case with El Peru and Uxul, each of those
lines in the diagram serve to indicate two
connections.

5 A further caveat is required in cases such as that
of Yaxchilan, whose lofty third place in both
home and foreign measures is less an artefact of
its political importance than of the high textual

output of that site and the Usumacinta River
region more generally. The opposite problem
is posed by major powers at the periphery of
the Maya realm. Palenque, Tonina, and
Copan lack the number of immediate neigh-
bours that more centrally located polities have,
and their counts suffer as a consequence. The
case of Caracol is a complete contrast to that of
Dzibanche-Calakmul, since it gains its ranking
almost exclusively from connections recorded
on its own inscriptions at fully ninety-two per
cent. Caracol goes unmentioned in the texts of
any other site: an emblem glyph on a pot
found at Tikal and the supervision of one of
its rulers by a lord of Ixkun recorded in the
cave texts of Naj Tunich are currently the only
exceptions. The idea of a “fame” register is
borrowed from Ober (2015: 34). Since it is
possible to have a misleading fame value, for
example simply because the site in question is a
frequent victim of attack, the types of contact
always need to be taken into account.

6 The term “edge of chaos” was devised by
computer scientist and complexity theorist
Charles Langton (see Waldrop 1992:
198–240). It suffers, like the concept of chaos
itself, from some loose and sometimes mis-
placed usage. Nevertheless, I employ it here
because it usefully captures the evidently tenu-
ous state of Classic Maya society.

7 Geoffrey Braswell (2005) analysed the original
version of my diagram (Martin and Grube
2000: 21) – which then featured thirty-five
centres and 194 links – and was the first to
note its “small world” properties. Work in the
vein of social network analysis, as opposed to
network theory, has been conducted by Mun-
son and Macri (2009) and Scholnick, Munson,
and Macri (2013). These two works are
detailed studies that offer statistical support
for understandings that had already been
gleaned from the texts themselves.

13 DEFINING CLASSIC MAYA

POLITICAL CULTURE

1 I am indebted to Frauke Sachse (pers.
comm. 2017) for pointing out this comparison.

2 The white paper headband huun was the mark
of the ajaw status (see p.70) and we see it
adorning the foreheads of sajal, ajk’uhuun, and
ti’sakhuun nobles, identifying all as ajawtaak.
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3 However, this picture needs to be balanced
with the recognition of time-depth to some
of these features, especially the hotspot of
noble visibility in the western region around
Yaxchilan, where such royal–noble represen-
tations begin as early as the fifth century and
number among the earliest monuments
known from the region (Zender 2004:
391–392; Bíró 2012b: 92–93).

4 As Hassig (2016: 144) notes, the over-
production of elites through polygyny could
have had an instrumental role in the ever-
greater burden put on the producers that
remained, putting new stresses on the system.

5 I am indebted to Charles Golden (pers.
comm. 2014) for an update on the ceramic
chronology for the region, which ongoing
work aims to refine.

6 I have previously summarised the issue in this
way: “It may be our notion of the Maya
‘polity’ that is at fault. We need a definition
that sits comfortably with dramatic – if rare –

shifts in location, and the transfer of identity
and affiliation that affects not only places but
whole populations. In essence, these emblem
names seem to label royal houses whose con-
nections to specific territories are less intrinsic
than habitual” (Martin 2005a: 12).

7 Several of the cases examined by Joffe (1998)
do not fulfil his disembedded model and are
better explained as strategic relocations.

8 “With the conquest and annexation of neigh-
bouring kingdoms, the original ancestral land
and its capital often lost its central position
in the framework of the extended imperial
kingdom. It was necessary to overcome this
marginality by the founding of a new, more
centrally situated capital” (Kulke 1995a:
253–254).

9 Classic Maya texts are more reticent on these
matters than we would like, with the temple
ritual performed by Ix Wak Jalam Chan three
days after her arrival at Naranjo a mere hint of
the rites necessary to secure an appropriate
position within a new dynastic group (and
which were only recorded retrospectively to
enhance her claims to de facto rulership). This
is a special case in more than one respect, since
hers became a caretaker regime that asserted its
legitimacy by means of her royal Dos Pilas, and
therefore Tikal ancestry, but only so as to
nurture the continuation of a native line bear-
ing the traditional sa’al emblem of Naranjo.

10 Tokovinine (2011) is the published version of
a paper delivered in 2005.

11 This division can also be discerned in the
contrast between sites with lengthy counts-
of-kings and those without (Houston et al.
2003: 237).

12 There has been a long-running debate about
the relationship and direction of cultural influ-
ence between the lowlands to the piedmont
zone of the Pacific coast, where we see a
number of early developments at sites such as
Izapa, Takalik Abaj, and El Baúl. The last two
of these have Long Count dates falling in the
first and second centuries.

13 One instance I have in mind here appears on
Moral-Reforma Stela 4, where the third
investiture of the local king under the auspices
of his counterpart at Palenque is said to have
occurred at baakal (Martin 2003c: 47). Nor-
mally seen only as a dynastic name, this must
either indicate that the event, uniquely, took
place at the original home of this royal line, or
else baakal is used derivatively to refer to the
Palenque polity as a general locale. Another
appears on Dos Pilas Panel 19, where a
“guardian” of the young prince undergoing a
bloodletting ritual is call aj kaanul, “Snake
Person”. While this person could conceivably
hail from Dzibanche, the likelihood that Dos
Pilas’s overlords at Calakmul are referenced is
much greater.

14 “Therefore, the ‘T856-la lord’ emblem glyph
[of Tamarindito] does not indicate one’s pol-
itical control of the region and there is no such
thing as a T856-la [Tamarindito] polity, at
least not in the Late Classic historical record
documented in the available inscriptions”
(Tokovinine 2013: 67).

15 Chang (1983: 374) stresses the importance of
historical data in determining how clan and
political affiliations were arranged in ancient
China: “What one cannot do under any cir-
cumstances is to look at the location of the
towns and then figure out in any quantitative
or other way, a geometrical latticework to
which the towns should conform”.

16 It is associated with dynasts from Uxul (Grube
et al. 2012: 22), as well as those from the still
unidentified sites of Maasal and Chatahn
(Tintal?).

17 The potential for even closer connections to
Calakmul emerges on a hieroglyphic stairway
found jumbled with others and reset in a series
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of new steps in the later history of La Corona
(Barrientos, Canuto, and Ponce 2013). This
monument – well known from other blocks
looted from this same context – is unusual
because its protagonist was a noble of the
ajk’uhuun rank directly subject to the Calak-
mul king Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil. This is
what we would expect to find at Calakmul,
or if not a secondary site close to it, not a
“royal” centre some 88 km distant. The name
used for Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil is, addition-
ally, the one favoured at Calakmul. This
monument may not have been intended for
La Corona but instead produced there for ship-
ment to Calakmul – political troubles interven-
ing before the project could be completed.

18 See Stuart (2005b: 379–383) for the two con-
struction phases of the Copan Hieroglyphic
Stairway in 710 and 755.

19 After the defeat of 738 the Copan king appears
in exactly this construction, with K’ahk’ Tiliw
Chan Yopaat of Quirigua describing himself as
his “guardian/master” of Waxaklajuun Ubaah
K’awiil on Quirigua Stela A (at C10–D10) and
Stela E (at B19–A20a).

20 Each of these kingdoms is associated with a
particular kind of baak – presumably “bone”
rather than its homonym “captive” in this
context.

21 The king in question ruled Motul de San José,
yet the vessel belonged to a royal woman from
Xultun – indicative of some otherwise
unattested relationship between these two
polities.

22 This inscription includes two passages in
which k’uk’ bahlam, “quetzal (and) jaguar”
refer to literal or metaphorical tribute items.
First we have: yak’aw cha k’al ti ikaatz k’uk’
bahlam, “he gives forty bundles of quetzal
(feathers) and jaguar (pelts)”. Then a few
months later: k’uk’ bahlam ho k’al ti yak’aw ti
ikaatz, “quetzal (feathers) and jaguar (pelts)
(numbering) one hundred is given in
bundles”. These readings and the identifica-
tion of k’al, “twenty” in its combinations of
cha k’al, “forty”, and ho k’al, “100” were ones
I contributed to the seminar discussion that
formed the basis for the published article.

23 Other notable candidates include an enclosed
complex in the heart of Yaxha (Christopher
Jones, pers. comm. 2007) and low-lying
linear features at Sayil (Jeremy Sabloff, pers.
comm. 2007).

24 Before the aj atz’aam sits a woman holding a
green-coloured sphere marked with wavy
lines. This is either salt within some form of
wrapping or a vegetable, perhaps a squash. If
the latter it is presumably offered as an item for
barter. In later times we know that cacao
beans served as a means of exchange, and
bagged presentations of them delivered as trib-
ute during the Classic era could well suggest
that this practice had greater antiquity.

25 It should be noted that William Folan’s pro-
ject has informally referred to this compound
as the Mercado, “market”, based entirely on its
atypical and suggestive form.

26 The initial papers setting out this hegemonic
thesis were Martin (1993), and Martin and
Grube (1994a, 1994b, 1995, 2000). Martin
and Grube (1994b) is a paper I wrote and
presented at the Primer Seminario de las
Mesas Redondas de Palenque of that year that,
for unaccounted for reasons, found publica-
tion as Grube and Martin (1998). Scholars
might think it proper to include another paper
(Grube, in Hansen 2000a: 547–565), but this is
a highly problematic source that should be
cited in this regard only after first checking
for matching sections that have priority in
Martin and Grube (1997).

27 Some colleagues have questioned whether
these relations were truly political and might
not reflect supervision of a different kind.
They suggest that rulers are actually claiming
the symbolic support of sites of greater
antiquity or prestige, in much the same way
that ritual specialists are sanctioned by their
peers in highland Guatemala today (e.g. Den-
nis Tedlock, pers. comm. 2009). But this is
where a fuller context is critical to compre-
hension. The abundant data pointing to a
strong correspondence between hierarchy
and acts of war makes clear that Classic Maya
hegemonies were established, maintained, and
undone by force and the threat of force. There
were certainly ritual and symbolic dimensions
to these relationships –we saw some of this in
Chapter 7 – as there was with all Classic Maya
political life, but this does not negate their
pragmatic significance.

28 Robert Carmack (1981: 177–179), the dean of
K’iche’ studies, took this to be a mischaracter-
isation, preferring other sources that describe a
radically different, decentralised system con-
sistent with the weak state. Yet the description
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in Las Casas is so close to the kind of hege-
monic political authority now attested in the
Classic lowland regions centuries earlier that
we might now prefer to take his testimony at
face value.

29 A test-pit dug into the southern portion of the
adjacent West Plaza encountered only two
stuccoed floors before hitting bedrock,
another indicator of the limited antiquity of
this part of the site (Ramón Carrasco, pers.
comm. 1995).

30 Nikolai Grube (pers. comm. 1999) was the
first to recognise the paired bix (read as xan
at the time) and hul events.

31 I have earlier noted the presence of subject
youths at Piedras Negras from Yaxchilan,
Lacanha, and Bonampak in 510 (p.243) and,
like the El Cayo heir who goes to Paw Stone
in 763 (p.259), these might not be temporary
visitors but resident “guests” at Piedras Negras.

32 This is still more apparent in the lidar map of
Dzibanche, parts of which have been posted
online at the time of writing.

33 There is reason to wonder if some portion of
the dynasty was already present at Calakmul
by 631. The phrase on Naranjo (actually
Caracol) Hieroglyphic Stairway Step VI that
describes Yuknoom Head as a lord ta
uxte’tuun, “at Calakmul” also describes him
as aj chiiknahb, “Coati(?)-Place Person”, imply-
ing that he originated from, or was then-
resident at, Calakmul (see Case Study 6),
although it is also possible that this back-
projects a situation relevant at the time of
writing in 642. Additionally, Carter (2015)
describes a Late Classic painted vessel found
at Uaxactun that features a k’uhul kaanul elk’in
kaloomte’ in a scene set in a deeply retrospect-
ive and probably legendary 256 BCE. One of
the lords who faces the Snake king is called
yax ajaw aj chiiknahb, “First Lord, Coati(?)-
Place Person”. One purpose of this scene
could be to establish a deep time connection
between Dzibanche and Calakmul, reaching
back as much as a millennium.

34 It is unclear exactly when Dos Pilas parted
ways with Calakmul, but their ties were still
being celebrated in text during the reign of
Ucha’an K’in Bahlam (Ruler 3) at least as late
as 727. That king married into the royal line at
Cancuen, conquered Ceibal in 735, and must
have continued the longstanding domination

of nearby Arroyo de Piedra and Tamarindito.
Importantly, he began to use the kaloomte’ title
on home monuments in 731, a reflection of
his new position at the head of a regional
hegemony.

14 HEGEMONY IN PRACTICE AND

THEORY

1 As with the Maya, there has been a lengthy
debate about the nature of the ancient Indian
polity and an interpretive progression through
“traditional”, “feudal”, and “segmentary”
paradigms (for reviews see Kulke 1995b and
Heitzman 1997: 11–20).

2 There is a long history of comparing the Clas-
sic Maya to the Classical Greeks, examples of
which can be found in Cowgill (1979) and
Lowe (1985) (following Wesson 1978).

3 The largest polis is usually said to be Sparta at
as much as 8,300 km2, but this ignores the fifty
or so subject poleis contained in this area, and
other scholars prefer to describe this domain
as a regional empire (Hall 2000; Hansen 2000a:
613–614).

4 Thucydides decried the steady corruption
of morality during this protracted conflict,
which involved massacres and enslavements
that violated longstanding norms of conduct.

5 Bull’s division of anarchical, multi-polity land-
scapes into just two ideal types is clearly sche-
matic, yet despite later efforts to introduce
transitional steps (Buzan 2004), its usefulness
lies in its pared-down clarity.

6 The modern label “autonomous region”
captures this same idea of nested authority in
a somewhat oxymoronic compound.

7 Compare Waltz (1979: 126): “In anarchy,
security is the highest end. Only if survival is
assured can states safely seek other goals such as
tranquility, profit, and power”, with Watson
(1992: 252): “Indeed, it is possible to regard
all societies of states, with their laws and insti-
tutions and codes of conduct, as attempts to
ensure order”.

8 See also Watson (1992: 261, 314) after Wight
(1977).

9 See Webb (1975: 163–164) on the “condi-
tional” nature of such ties, cited in Houston
(1993: 146).
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temple shrines, 162
transfer of seat to Aguateca, 213
transplanted dynasty, 331
war against
Calakmul, 222, 235
Ceibal, 207, 209, 258, 426n34
Tikal, 222, 233–235

Dresden Codex, 19, 78
droughts, 278–279, 393, See also climate, collapse,

the
Durkheim, Emile, 43, 387
“dynamic equilibrium”, 366, 375, 381, 385, 393
dynasties, 150, 323

antiquity of, 76
dominant, 388
fissioning
in Ireland, 360

fissioning of, 312
founding, 73, 77, 118, 120, 146, 326–327, 331,

335, 390, 412n17
intermarriage, 181, 183–184
patron gods of, 150, 164, 166, 330
some founders identified only by emblem glyphs,

77

transfers, 74, 97, 161, 284, 330–331
in China, 329
in Fiji, 358
in India, 329, 362
in Ireland, 360

Dzibanche, 137–141
as dominant hub, 314
as initial seat of the Snake dynasty, 79, 139, 410n40
as patron of
Caracol, 83, 129, 247, 249, 345
El Peru, 247
Holmul, 248
Naranjo, 245, 346
Tikal, 248

as patron of Caracol, 129
civil war, 129, 139, 250, 351, 391
court complexes, 351
gifting of effigy, 153
hegemony of, 312, 318, 351, 391–392
interest in long-range routes, 354
kaanul emblem glyph, 131, 137, 248, 410n39
kaanul toponym, 128, 129, 131, 131, 139, 332,

411n47, 424n13
kaloomte’ at, 79, 81, 413n23
links to Ur-Classic sites, 120, 407n14, 412n17
marriage with
La Corona, 187
Yaxchilan, 89

monuments
Captive Stairway, 138, 140, 207, 213, 339,

409n38, 416n26
Fragment 2, 407n14
Fragment 3, 407n14

Lintel 3, 140, 410n45
Monument 5, 137, 423n5
Monument 16, 417n16

opposition to Tikal, 339
potential alliance with Santa Elena, 265, 347
potential market, 351
potential marriage with Yaxchilan, 192
relationship to Ichkabal, 142
rise to prominence, 314, 339, 354, 391
structures
Building 6, 410n45

Teotihuacan style at, 188
transfer to Calakmul, 129, 129, 131, 139, 328–329,

351, 391
war against
Palenque, 90, 210, 409n33
Tikal, 248, 345
Yaxchilan, 161

Dzibilchaltun
as “regional state”, 400n14
kaloomte’ at, 81

Dzibilnocac, 141

ebeet “messenger”, 260, 336, 336
Edzna, 81, 304

as regional hegemon, 392
as “regional state”, 400n14
at Altar de los Reyes, 148
emblem glyph, 411n3
kaloomte’ at, 81
mentioned at Tikal, 337
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 281
Stela 18, 421n9
terminal date at, 279

effigies, 111, 147, 152–154, 157, 160, 162–163,
166–172, 228, 330, See also gods

carried, 152–154
dressing, 154
of K’awiil, 152–154
of Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan, 159, 186

Ek Balam, 304
as regional hegemon, 284, 392, 414n2
dynastic founding, 127–128
ek’ bahlam toponym, 127
fortifications at, 201, 202, 414n2
kaloomte’ at, 80–81
late renaissance of, 283
talol emblem glyph, 128

ek’ bahlam. See Ek Balam
El Baúl, 424n12
El Cayo, 95, 281

as client of
Sak Tz’i’, 259

dependency of Piedras Negras, 259, 426n31
heir travels to Piedras Negras, 259, 405n39
Panel 1, 259
sajal at, 88
yaxniil toponym, 88
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El Chal
as client of
Ucanal, 259

El Chicozapote, 405n39
El Mirador, 348

fortifications at, 201, 407n14
potential link to chatahn, 403n19

El Pajaral
hixwitz emblem glyph, 403n9

El Palma
as Lakamtuun, 260, 419n33
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 281

El Palmar, 141
as client of
Calakmul, 94, 337

Hieroglyphic Stairway, 94, 163
journey to Copan, 94, 163, 316, 337, 405n47
lakam at, 94
terminal date at, 279

El Peru, 233
arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, 122
as client of
Calakmul, 184, 254, 256
Dzibanche, 247

as potential client of Tikal, 247
as “Site Q”, 137
ballgame with Calakmul king, 338
marriage to Calakmul, 254
monuments 423n4
Stela 20, 418n23
Stela 27, 256
Stela 33, 184
Stela 34, 184, 418n23
Stela 43, 418n23
Stela 44, 247,

on “royal road”, 189
portrait of Sihyaj K’ahk’, 123
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 281
successor title at, 77
terminal date at, 279
toponymic registers, 412n19
waka’ emblem glyph, 74
waka’ toponym, 119, 168
war against
Tikal, 168, 256, 354, 391

El Pilar, 415n22
El Pueblito, 341
El Raudal, 409n34
El Reinado, 233

ch’ajulte’ emblem glyph, 408n28, 418n24
on “royal road”, 190

El Resbalon
Block BX25, 137
early Snake emblems, 137
links to Ur-Classic sites, 407n14

El Salvador, 1
El Tajin

square day-signs at, 291

El Zapote
Stela 5, 422n19

El Zotz, 203
kaaj(?) emblem glyph, 74
link to Ur-Classic sites, 120, 405n35
pa’chan emblem glyph, 74

emblem glyphs, 23, 27, 71–75, 323
acquiring additional examples, 259
as assertions of autonomy, 28, 30, 32
as carried by supernatural rulers, 151–152
as dynastic identities, 326, 328, 331
as evidence for dynastic fission, 312
as markers of “divine status”, 146
as personal titles, 28, 71
Berlin’s list, 74, 136, 399n4
circular programme at Altar de los Reyes, 148
competing claims to, 126
composition of, 71, 403n8
different examples used by the same polity,

74, 76
in regional state models, 25–26, 34
incorporating place-names, 29
k’uhul “holy” prefix, 71, 71, 322
lack of k’uhul “holy” prefix, 403n9
late kings without, 260, 290, 403n10, 411n4
optional “holy” prefix, 71
referents, 72, 209, 252, 331–332
replacement with alternative example, 74, 413n16
revival of disused, 260
shared by “co-rulers”, 73, 134
shared by different polities, 73, 96, 96, 162, 328
used by sequential capitals, 74, 129, 131
versions without ajaw, 74

emergence, 45, 313, 315, 387, See also complexity
theory

English School. See international relations
Enlightenment, the, 18, 44
enslavement. See warfare
entrada of 378 CE, 80, 126, 231, 241–242, 245, 353,

409n34, 415n21, See also New Order, the
epistemology, 5, 62

of written sources, 48, 55
ethics, 199, 343, 370, 378, 382, 387, 389, 393
evolution (sociocultural), 37, 39
exceptionalism, 8, 20, 200
execution, 108, 163, 211, 231, 257, 338
exile, 122, 126, 235–236, 248, 250, 375,

415n19
exoticism, 9

farmers, 21, 120
Fash, Barbara, 401n4
Fash, William, 57
Ferguson, Yale, 39
Fialko, Vilma, 246
Fiji, pre-colonial, 356, 384

destruction of crops, 227
political units, 357
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fine paste ceramics. See also Pabellon ceramics,
Río Blanco ceramics

as ninth century innovation, 285
at Ceibal, 288
at successful late sites, 286, 294
origin on Gulf Coast, 289
rarity at some late sites, 286, 294

Flannery, Kent, 26
Folan, William, 138, 410n41, 425n25
Foliated Ajaw, 120, 407n14
Foliated Jaguar, 120, 121, 404n26
Förstemann, Ernst, 19
fortifications, 200–204, 230, See also warfare

absence of, 231, 388
at Aguateca, 203
at Becan, 199, 201
at Dos Pilas, 203, 420n5
at Ek Balam, 201, 202, 414n2
at El Mirador, 201
at Mayapan, 201
at Punta Chimino, 203
at Tulum, 201
at Yaxchilan border, 203
at Zacpeten, 203
depicted at Chichen Itza, 202
in the Preclassic, 204, 338
modified landscapes, 3
near Tikal, 24, 201, 203, 227, 399n5
ninth century, 231, 283

Foucault, Michel, 61
foundation events, 118–132

at Bonampak, 131
at Calakmul, 129
at Cancuen, 132
at Copan, 125
at El Peru, 122
at Palenque, 130
at Piedras Negras, 130
at Tikal, 122
hul “to arrive”, 121–128, 124, 127, 132, 241, 260,

288

“fellow-arrivers”, 407n18, 408n26
possible founding of Dos Pilas, 408n24

kaj “to settle, inhabit”, 129–132, 131, 408n29,
409n31

pat “to make, form”, 128–129, 129
four world quarters, 149

in kaloomte’, 78–79
Fox, Richard, 29, 351
fraternal conflict, 73, 328
fraternal succession. See kingship
Frazer, Sir James, 144
Freidel, David, 28, 189, 352
Fried, Morton, 26
functionalism, 41

Galactic Polity model, the, 31
Gann, Thomas, 20, 25

Geertz, Clifford, 31, 38
genealogy, 54, 104, 174–176, 182, 190, 195

in India, 362, 412n1, 413n18
Genet, Jean, 157
Giddens, Anthony, 41–42
gift-giving, 153, 162, 166, 205, 243, 248, 273,

306–307, 336, 353, 388
in China, 376, 419n37

GMT correlation, 19, 112, 220, 222, 223, 399n3,
416n24

gods, 21, 24, 69, 145, 148, 164, 197, 200, See also
effigies

Akan (death god), 168
ancestral divine kings, 150–152, 162, 170
Baluun K’awiil, 163
Chahk (storm god), 110, 263
in kaloomte’ glyph, 78, 417n2

Chan Te’ Ch’oktaak, 163
conjuring, 146–147, 151, 157
Ehecatl-Quetzalcoatl, 297
GI, 113, 150
GII, 151, 162
GIII, 151, 155
God D (supreme sky god), 113
God L (Underworld god), 113, 115, 153, 248, 296
Huitzilopochtli, 154
Huunal/Jester God (personification of paper),

70–71

Ikiiy, 411n5
impersonation of, 113, 147, 159, 292
Jaguar God of the Underworld (JGU), 161, 171,

212, 271, 412n22
Juun Ajaw, 70, 70, 246, 246
K’awiil (embodied lightning), 110, 124, 128, 129,

147, 152–154, 193, 257, 269, 296, 330, 411n1
unen “infant” form, 162, 330
unen “infant” form, 151

K’inich Ajaw (sun god), 151, 164
K’uy Saak Ajaw, 163
Maize, 165
Maize God juun ixiim, 147, 164–166, 208, 248
life cycle, 149
localised variants, 162, 164–165

Maize Goddess, 186
Mo’ Witz Ajaw, 163
Moon Goddess, 176
Muwaan Mat, 151
needing care, 154, 322
of war, 411n10
Paddler Gods, 92, 147, 165, 208, 296, 298, 404n23
patron gods, 147, 150–172, 330, 390
at Aguateca, 162
at Calakmul, 132, 163, 166–167, 250
at Caracol, 249
at Ceibal, 162
at Comalcalco, 162, 330
at Copan, 155, 163, 257
at Dos Pilas, 162, 165, 412n15
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at Ixlu, 152, 162
at La Corona, 156, 166, 333, 411n5
at Naranjo, 161, 169, 170, 412n22
at Palenque, 106, 113, 150, 155, 162, 210, 330,

411n5
at Tamarindito, 162, 412n15
at Tikal, 151, 162, 165, 412n15
at Tortuguero, 162
at Yaxchilan, 157–158, 161
at Yaxha, 161
in Fiji, 358
in Ireland, 359
of the Itzaj, 168
of the K’iche’, 154, 168
of war, 157–161, 166–172, 169–170

Quetzalcoatl/Kukulkan, 297
Sak Hix Muut, 151, 155, 162
Square-nosed Serpent, 151, 170, 404n24
supervising accessions, 249
sustained by blood, 161
Tlaloc (storm god), 208, 286, 292, 414n9
Tohil, 168
universal, 150, 164, 322
Water Lily Serpent, 286
Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan (Teotihuacan war

god), 159, 186, 245, 410n43
Yajaw Maan, 167, 211
Yopaat (storm god), 412n2

Golden, Charles, 88, 424n5
Goodman, Joseph, 19
Greece, Archaic

as weak state, 39
Greece, Classical, 22, 307, 363–365, 367, 369, 371,

384

destruction of crops, 227, 401n3, 416n34, 426n2
networks, 313

Gregorian Calendar, 112, 217, 223, 399n3
Grube, Nikolai, 32, 96, 407n16, 426n30
guardianship, 92, 105, 117, 178, 194, 337, 424n13
Guatemala, 1, 16, 243, 305, 345, 347
Guenter, Stanley, 297, 412n5, 419n32
Gulf Coast, 289, 296, 298, 347

as origin of fine paste technique, 285, 289
Chontal and Nahua languages, 296
Chontal Maya people, 289
ninth century influence, 284–285, 289, 295, 299,

393

Río Blanco ceramics, 285
source of square day-signs,

290, 422n19
Wasteko, 187

Gulf of Honduras, 298

ha’/a’ “water”, 118
Halakal, 404n34
haluum. See Cancuen
Hammond, Norman, 26
Hanks, William, 239

Hanseatic League, 22
Hassig, Ross, 33, 216, 400n11
Hauberg Stela, 105
hegemonic empires, 33
hegemonic model, the, 4, 32–34, 339, 346,

383–384

hegemony, 356, 363, 366, 371–374, 381
acquiescence to, 373, 380, 389
amorphous qualities, 374
and court complexes, 348, 381
and markets, 343, 351
and sovereignty, 386
and the Classic Maya, 379–382
and violence, 345, 374
as weak domination, 352, 380
cooperation under, 392
distinction from empire, 389
eighth century decline, 259
immateriality, 374
in Greece, 365, 371
in Ireland, 359
internal ranking, 382
lack of ideology, 382
of Calakmul, 190, 312–313, 318, 351, 392
of Dos Pilas, 256
of Dzibanche, 312, 318, 348, 351,

391–392

of Palenque, 268, 348, 392
of Piedras Negras, 392
of Teotihuacan, 353
of Tikal, 245, 348, 391
of Tonina, 392
peak of activity, 313
promotion of, 388
propensity toward, 373
role in curtailling conflict, 339, 388
secession, 380
self-limiting, 389
site scale and typology, 354
stage toward empire, 375
strategies, 318
switching allegiance, 232, 247, 253, 268, 334,

345–346, 380, 389, 418n22
volunteerism, 374

Helmke
Christophe, 128

Hempel, Carl, 46
heterarchy, 29, 32, 356, 399n1
historical archaeology, 5, 48–54, 394
hixwitz. See Zapote Bobal, La Joyanca, Pajaral
Hobbes, Thomas, 321, 377
Hobbesian culture, 368, 378, 382,

385, 388
Holmul

ancestral king, 151
as client of
Dzibanche, 248

emblem glyph, 415n23
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Holmul (cont.)
maize dancer, 166
war against
Tikal, 215

Holmul River, 286, 412n20
homogeneity, cultural, 8, 304, 387
Hondo River, 298
Honduras, 1, 16, 97, 243
hostages, 351, 375, 381

in Fiji, 358
in India, 362
in Ireland, 360

Hotaling, Lorren, 216–217
Houston, Stephen, 30, 118, 144, 240, 400n10,

411n14, 413n16
Hui

Victoria Tin-bor, 376
hul “to arrive”, 153, 168, 263, 406n10, 407n16, See

also marriage, foundation events
Hume, David, 199

Ichkabal, 142, 407n14
ik’a’. See Motul de San José
il “to see, witness”, 90, 238, 240, 258, 262,

275, 290
India, Early Medieval, 361–363, 384
interactive whole, 303–304, 308, 343
international relations, 367

constructivism, 368–369, 374
English School, 369–370, 372
idealism, 369, 378
realism, 368–369, 372, 375, 378

“inverted-vase” title, 191
Ireland, Early Medieval, 358–361, 384
Italy, Renaissance, 22, 307, 367
Itsimte, 148

kaloomte’ at, 81
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 281
successor title at, 77

itz’aat. See literati, the
itz’inwinik “younger brother”, 176
Itza, 17
Itzaj, 181

patron gods of, 168
Itzam K’an Ahk III

as patron of
Yaxchilan, 134, 254

death date anomaly, 402n8
lack of kaloomte’, 83
war against
Santa Elena, 266, 419n37

Itzam K’an Ahk IV
hosts party from Yaxchilan, 134, 135, 253

Itzamnaaj Bahlam
as captive, 273
probable gift from Naranjo, 273
war against
Naranjo, 273

Itzamnaaj K’awiil (Dos Pilas)
as patron of
Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra, 256

death recorded at Tikal, 403n13
kaloomte’ only in foreign contexts, 83
patron gods of, 162

Itzamnaaj K’awiil (Naranjo)
war against
Yaxha, 185

Itzan
Hieroglyphic Stairway, 408n28

Ix Ahiin K’uk’, 180
Ix Bulu’, 83
Ix Chak Joloom, 193, 193
Ix K’abal Xook, 136, 158, 191–192,

194

Ix Mut Bahlam, 179
Ix Pakal, 190
Ix Sak Biyaan, 191
Ix Tz’akab Ajaw, 412n7
Ix Uh Chan, 192, 194, 336

age at the birth of Bird Jaguar IV,
414n24

Ix Unen Bahlam, 185
Ix Uunk’in. See Lady of Tikal
Ix Wak Jalam Chan

arrival at Naranjo, 127, 176
as kaloomte’, 83
military action, 185, 273
mutul emblem glyph, 328
queen regent, 75, 117, 127, 177
temple ritual, 424n9
trampling motif, 177

Ix Winikhaab Ajaw, 178
Ix Yohl Ik’nal

not in dynastic count, 76
queen regnant, 75

Ixkun, 423n5
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 281

Ixlu
former Tikal satellite, 285
kaloomte’ at, 81
monuments
Altar 1, 151, 294, 422n18
Stela 1, 294

mutul emblem glyph, 151, 162, 294,
312

Papmalil at, 290
patron gods of, 152, 162
possible portrait of foreign lord, 294

Ixtonton
late eastern and northern links, 298
ninth century florescence, 286

Ixtutz
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282

Izamal
as “border centre”, 400n14

Izapa, 424n12
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jade, 91, 109, 113, 120, 186, 248, 257, 320, 347, 388,
402n4, 406n4

Janaab Ajaw, 113, 115
Janaab Pakal, 73
Janaab Ti’ O’

as client of
Calakmul, 254

juvenile ruler, 254
named on codex-style vessel, 254

Japan, 351
Jasaw Chan K’awiil (Uaxactun), 290
Jasaw Chan K’awiil I (Tikal)

as patron of
Motul de San José, 255

bones in tomb, 337
father of Yihk’in Chan K’awiil, 168
war against
Calakmul, 167, 255

Jasaw Chan K’awiil II (Tikal), 298
as captor of Petol, 293, 299

Jester God. See gods
Jimbal

former Tikal satellite, 285
king as son of Olom, 291
monuments
Stela 1, 92, 291, 291, 293, 295, 422n17
Stela 2, 291

mutul emblem glyph, 285, 291, 312
square day-name of king, 291, 291
square day-name of king’s mother, 293
ti’huun at, 92

Jolja’, 406n10
Jones, Christopher, 175
Joyaj Chahk, 212
joykaan. See Comalcalco
jub. See warfare terms
Julian calendar, 217
Justeson, John, 216
Juun Ixiim. See gods

K’ahk’ Jol Chan Yopaat, 257
K’ahk’ Kal Chan Chahk

Yaxha spouse, 185
K’ahk’ Ti’ Ch’ich’

accession as kaloomte’, 140
accession date, 410n45
Aj Saakil name, 246–247, 417n16
as elk’in kaloomte’, 404n33
as patron of
El Peru, 247
Naranjo, 246
Tikal, 248

on Caracol Altar 21, 248
on K6751, 140

K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chahk
accession as child, 177, 418n21
anniversary of accession, 273
as 38th successor, 404n24

as child ruler, 106
as client of
Calakmul, 177, 255, 275

as heir, 127
as patron of
Ucanal, 256, 274
Yopmootz, 256, 274, 275

exhumation of Yaxha king, 213
gift to Buenavista del Cayo, 166
in Teotihuacan dress, 274–275
lack of kaloomte’, 83
ongoing contacts with Calakmul andDos Pilas, 258
probable gift to Ucanal, 273
probable sons, 107, 170, 275
war against
Tuubal, 185
Ucanal, 273
Yaxha, 185, 212
Yopmootz, 213, 214

wife from Tuubal, 185
K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Yopaat

accession verbs, 111
as client of
Copan, 257

as guardian of Copan king, 425n19
city’s floresence after rebellion, 257
rebellion, 211, 257

K’ahk’ Ujol K’inich II, 109, 126
k’al “twenty”, 425n22
K’an I, 403n18, 417n14
K’an II

as client of
Dzibanche, 129, 249

as heir, 105
bloodletting ritual, 105
death, 109
half-brother, 109
Hieroglyphic Stairway, 128
patron gods of, 249
promotes mother, 105
war against
Naranjo, 249

K’an Kitam, 80
flanking portraits of parents, 180
wife from Naranjo, 184

k’anwitznal. See Ucanal
K’awiil Chan K’inich, 105

as patron of
Cancuen, 258
Ceibal and Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra, 258

ejection from Dos Pilas, 213
K’awiil Mo’, 269–270, 420n44
k’awiilil “power”, 128, 159
K’elen Hix, 92, 117

ownership by gods, 150
K’iche’, 16, 149, 155, 181, 322, 407n13

patron gods of, 154, 168
K’iib Ajaw, 132, 250
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K’inich Ahkal Mo’ Nahb III, 73
accession, 113, 114
fraternal succession, 132–134, 133
successor title, 76

K’inich Baaknal Chahk
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 255, 255, 272

as regional hegemon, 272
ballcourt programme, 271
florescence of Tonina, 270
successor of, 272
war against
Anaite, 271
La Mar, 271
Palenque, 269–270

K’inich Bahlam Chapaat
as child ruler, 90, 106

K’inich Bahlam II
as client of
Calakmul, 184, 254

wife from Calakmul, 184
K’inich Ich’aak Chapaat

as child ruler, 106
K’inich Janaab Pakal I

accession as child, 91, 418n21
as child of non-ruler, 104, 106, 210
as deceased patriarch, 133
as descendent of Janaab Pakal, 73
as father of Tiwol Chan Mat, 132
as grandfather, 133, 133
as long-lived, 57, 132
claim to military prowess, 263
his sajal, 100
his ti’sakhuun, 100
memorial shrine, 210, 412n7
nominates his successors, 133
sarcophagus, 406n51
submission of Santa Elena, 263

K’inich Janaab Pakal II, 134
fraternal succession, 133

K’inich K’an Joy Kitam II
as heir, 132
fraternal succession, 133
oldest at accession, 106

K’inich Kaan Bahlam II
as builder, 155, 210
as heir, 106
as patron of
Anaite, 271
La Mar, 272
Moral-Reforma, 252, 252, 268

as regional hegemon, 268, 271
directs funeral, 100
fraternal succession, 132–133, 409n35
on Group J censer, 406n51
successor title, 76
war against
Tonina, 268–270

K’inich Kaan Bahlam III, 92
K’inich Lakamtuun, 161

in exile, 411n14, 415n19
K’inich Lamaw Ek’, 94
K’inich Muwaan Jol II, 235
k’inich pa’witz. See Aguateca
K’inich Tatbu Joloom IV, 190, 194
K’inich Toobil Yopaat, 259
K’inich Yat Ahk III, 134
K’inich Yax K’uk’ Mo’, 245

accession at Wiinte’naah, 124
adopts new political identity, 331
as Copan founder, 57, 124, 164, 243
as patron of
Quirigua, 125, 243

in Teotihuacan dress, 124, 125
journey from Wiinte’naah, 243
memorial shrine, 125

K’inich Yo’nal Ahk I
patron of La Mar, 409n31

K’inich Yo’nal Ahk II
late marriage, 178
wife from La Florida, 178

K’inich Yook
as client of Calakmul, 188
patron god of, 411n5
temple dedication, 156
wife from Calakmul, 188

k’uh “god, divine thing”, 71, 145, 150, 152, 155
possessed form, 150

k’uhul “holy, sacred”, 71, 95, 139, 146, 270, 322, 352
k’uhul sak wahyis, 187, 333, 424n16
k’uhul x ajaw. See emblem glyphs
K’uk’ Ajaw, 108, 156
K’uk’ Bahlam I, 96
kaaj(?). See Yaxchilan, El Zotz
kaanul. See Dzibanche, Calakmul
kab/chab “to supervise, govern”, 32, 95, 100, 113,

127, 205, 238–239, 238, 239, 241, 243, 246,
250, 400n8, See also accession

Kabah, 284
kaloomte’. See royal titles
Kaloomte’ Bahlam, 117, 126, 178

co-rulership, 105, 404n23
successor title, 76

Kantian culture, 368, 385
Kaqchikel, 16
Kerr archive

K868, 422n19
K1371, 410n44
K1384, 407n14
K1453, 68
K1882, 407n14
K1979, 422n17
K2572, 407n14
K3120, 406n4
K4499, 414n7
K4669, 415n22
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K4679, 76
K5453, 336
K6437, 292–293
K6751, 140, 410n44, 417n16
K6809, 410n43
K7528, 242, 417n7
K7529, 417n7
K7716, 170
K7786, 415n22
K8728, 415n22

Kerr, Justin, 409n32
kingship, 103–118, 383, See also accession events

age at accession, 106
ancestral divine kings, 96, 150–152
and the gods, 144–172, 386
archetypal, 387
child rulers, 84, 90, 106, 110, 115, 117,

126, 245, 252, 265, 275, 402n12, 418n21
conceptual links to time and cosmos, 55,

147–149, 343, 387
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204, 414n25
Proto-Ch’olan language, 210
Protoclassic Period

accession ceremonies, 110
dynastic markers, 77
kaloomte’ in, 348
transitional era, 8, 316, 323
Ur-Classic sites in, 120, 343, 390, 412n17
warfare in, 218

Proto-Mayan language, 128–129, 145, 404n34
Puh

king attends Ceibal congress of 849 CE,
260

puh “cattail reed”, 125
pul. See warfare terms
Pulil, 126, 236
Punta de Chimino

fortifications at, 203
Pusilha

kaloomte’ at, 404n31
links to Ur-Classic sites, 120, 407n14
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282

“Putun” hypothesis, 289, 296–297
Puuc region, 180

architectural style, 283–284
evidence for polygyny, 181
late renaissance of, 284

Puuc-Chenes
as “regional state”, 28

Q’umarkaj (Utatlan), 16
quantitative methods, 27, 50
queens, 24, 79, 105, 185, 190, 194, 335

dowager, 176, 240, 405n36, 422n19
regent, 75, 117, 177
regnant, 75–76, 117, 178
secondary, 104, 136, 194

Quintana Roo, 17

Quirigua, 391
as “border centre”, 400n14
as client of
Copan, 125, 211, 257

contact with Calakmul, 257, 337, 418n28
dynastic founding, 125, 327
dynastic research, 24
El Palmar-Copan route, 405n47
emblem glyph, 257, 399n4
florescence after rebellion, 307
kaloomte’ at, 80–81
lack of parentage statements, 175
monuments
Stela A, 425n19
Stela E, 111, 425n19
Stela F, 111
Stela I, 163, 257, 418n28
Stela J, 111
Stela U, 404n27
Zoomorph G, 111
Zoomorph P, 125

rebellion against Copan, 59, 163, 211, 231, 257,
307

silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
terminal date at, 279

Radcliffe-Brown, Arthur, 37
Ramesses II, 402n6
Rands, Robert, 197
recursion, 5, 40–44, 47, 62, 384
referents. See emblem glyphs
regional state models, 4, 25–27, 27, 28, 32, 34, 383,

400n14
Renfrew, Colin, 28
reservoirs, 340, 388
Rice, Prudence, 34–35, 400n16
Riese, Berthold, 215
Ringle, William, 145
Río Amarillo

Altar 1, 408n21
potential mention of Sihyaj K’ahk’, 408n21

Río Azul, 242
emblem glyph, 74, 417n7
Sihyaj K’ahk’ named at, 241, 408n21, 417n6
Stela 1, 417n6

Río Bec, 141, 325
Río Bec region

architectural style, 141, 284
as “regional state”, 28
rise of the nobility, 325, 392

Río Blanco ceramics, 285, 291, See also
mould-made ceramics

ritual, 20, 31, 54–55, 60, 64, 91, 95, 109,
136, 147, 161, 178, 192, 194, 207,
210, 212, 240, 258–259, 295, 333,
340, 344, 388

accession, 113, 243, 320
as binding public acts, 43, 321
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ballgame, 249, 338
bloodletting, 105, 179, 191
bundle, 232, 330
calendrical, 92, 97, 117, 162, 184, 189, 210, 239,

241, 254, 277, 293
combat, 200
conjuring, 146
economy, 379
exhumation, 213
fire, 125
impersonation, 147
in China, 375
in Fiji, 358
in Greece, 364
in India, 362
in regal-ritual city, 29
in the “may” political model, 35
in the Segmentary State, 31
in the Theatre State, 39
killing, 21
location, 132
maintenance, 322–323
militaristic, 159
objects, 122, 143
overseen by gods, 240
performance, 30, 90, 115, 146–147, 194, 219, 231,

277, 284, 337
preparation for office, 106–107, 109
regicide, 144
scheduling, 221
specialist, 92, 95, 105
sustaining the gods, 387
terminations, 200

roads and causeways, 305–306, 388
guarantee of safety, 306, 423n1

Rome, 33, 58, 365, 372
Rousseau, Jean-Jacques, 321
“royal road”, 190, 305, 334, 347
royal titles, 69–85, 70–71, 76, 78, 80,

82, 84
ajaw, 69–77, 70, 266, 352, 382
as single elite status, 70–71, 87, 90, 93, 386,

423n2
baah “head” form, 70, 87, 209
ch’ok “youth” form, 70, 75, 105
in K’atun age counts, 109, 234, 402n5,

414n24
in the Postclassic, 392
in the Preclassic, 77
ix “female” form, 404n20
ix”female” form, 70, 75, 187
k’uhul “holy” form, 70, 73, 418n28,

419n29
plural form, 71, 241, 284, 323, 325, 330, 343,

352, 403n6, 423n2
possessed form, 32, 205, 206, 235, 238, 240–243,

248, 254–256, 269, 271, 275, 400n10, 417n5,
418n20

baahkab, 84–85, 84–85, 271
ch’ok”youth” form, 84, 106
ix “female” form, 84, 84, 180, 405n36
k’uhul “holy” form, 84, 85, 322
with kaloomte’, 88

kaloomte’, 77–84, 121, 122, 138, 242, 242,
257, 259, 288, 293–294, 322, 353,
382, 391

accession ceremonies, 79, 348
as paramount status, 79, 83, 348
as used by gods, 165, 422n26
distinguishing senior kings, 94
earliest, 404n26
elk’in “east” form, 80, 93, 192, 257, 290,

404n33, 413n23, 426n33
four world quarters, 80
in the Protoclassic, 120
ix”female” form, 76, 78, 79, 184, 188–189, 192,

245

k’uhul “holy” form, 81, 322, 426n33
nohol “south” form, 80
ochk’in “west” form, 79, 81, 243, 260, 287,

290–291, 293, 330, 404n30, 408n21, 422n17
spelling, 78, 78, 404n25
wider use over time, 81, 83, 348, 426n34
with sajal, 88
xaman “north” form, 80, 127, 290, 294

Roys, Ralph, 227
Ruler 4 (Tonina), 117

as child ruler, 106, 415n15
Ruler 8 (Tonina)

loses kaloomte’ status, 294
Ruz, Alberto, 23, 57, 210
sa’al. See Naranjo

Sabloff, Jeremy, 28, 289, 421n14
Sachse, Frauke, 423n1
Sacul

as client of
Ucanal, 259

silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
Safronov, Alexandr, 232, 412n5
Sahlins, Marshall, 62–63, 69, 366
sajal. See noble titles
Sak Bahlam, 271
Sak Maas, 108
sak nikte’. See La Corona
Sak Tz’i’

as client of
Piedras Negras, 259

as Lacanja-Tzeltal, 88
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 259
El Cayo, 259

as potential client of Palenque, 263
sajal at, 88
sak tz’i’ emblem glyph, 403n9
war against
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Sak Tz’i’ (cont.)
Bonampak/Lacanha, 232
Piedras Negras, 263
Tonina, 209
Yaxchilan and Bonampak/Lacanha, 259

Salpeten, Lake, 203
salt, 306, 342, 425n24
San Bartolo, 113

murals, 152–153
San Marino, 333
San Pedro Mártir River, 263, 347
Sanders, William, 25, 29
Santa Elena

and allies, 347
as client of
Palenque, 249, 263, 419n35

emblem glyph, 403n9, 419n34
female captive, 414n7
Lakam Chahk name, 419n35
lords named on Palenque House C, 266
Monument 1, 249, 419n35
possible conflict with Calakmul, 265
potential alliance with Dzibanche,

265, 347
riverine access, 263
struggle for eastern Tabasco, 268
war against
Palenque, 100, 263, 266, 267
Piedras Negras, 93, 243, 263, 346, 419n37
Yaxchilan, 414n7

Santa Rosa Xtampak, 141
as “border centre”, 400n14

Saussure, Ferdinand, 41
Sayil, 284

potential market, 425n23
Schele, Linda, 215–216, 401n4
schemas and resources, 42, 51, 62, 64, 143, 366, 374,

377–378, 390, 402n10
Scherer, Andrew, 88
Schroeder, Susan, 407n17
Scott, James, 35
scriptoria, 402n8
Scroll Serpent, 138

as patron of 411n47, 418n16
Naranjo, 246,

on K6751, 140
potential father of Yuknoom Ch’een II,

140

war against Palenque, 415n14
security dilemma, 233, 368, 377, 392
Segmentary State, 30
Seibal. See Ceibal
self-organisation, 45, 313, 315–316, 394, See also

complexity theory
semiosis, 60
Service, Elman, 25–26, 37
Sewell, William, 42, 63
shamanism, 144

Shield Jaguar II
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 115, 248

named at Palenque, 419n35
Shield Jaguar III, 134, 190

as builder of Structure 23, 190
as father of Bird Jaguar IV, 136, 191
as father of Yopaat Bahlam II, 136
as kaloomte’, 404n32
emphasis on this wife Ix K’abal Xook, 194
in the guise of Teotihuacan storm god, 159
named at Tikal, 414n25
son of Bird Jaguar III, 190
war against
Zapote Bobal, 192

wives of, 191
Shield Jaguar IV, 190, 194

as “He of Sixteen Captives”, 230
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 259

monumental programme, 194
retrospective monuments, 413n22
war against
Sak Tz’i’, 259

with sajal, 205, 206
Sibun River, 298
Sihyaj Chan K’awiil II, 80, 91, 180, 245
Sihyaj K’ahk’, 123

and the New Order, 123, 241
and Wiinte’naah, 123, 408n19
arrival at El Peru, 122
arrival at Tikal, 122, 241
as kaloomte’, 122, 404n26
as patron of
lord named on Marcador, 123
Tikal, 122, 241, 245

as regional hegemon, 241
at Río Azul, 417n6
at Uaxactun, 123
in Teotihuacan dress, 123, 241
K’awiil name, 411n1
Mayan name, 408n20, 417n9
mentions across the lowlands, 407n18, 408n21
one-year anniversary of his arrival, 123

“Site Q”, 137
as Calakmul, 400n9
as El Peru, 137
as La Corona, 155, 400n9

“Site R”, 89, 405n39
Sky Witness

as patron of 418n16
Los Alacranes, 248
Naranjo, 246,

on K6751, 140
Smith, Adam T., 40
Snake dynasty. See Calakmul, Dzibanche
social-historical individuals, 63, 69
“societies of states”, 369–370, 378, 381, 385, 387–388
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“society of kings”, 387, 394
sons, 73, 83, 88, 94, 99, 104–107, 109, 117, 122,

126–127, 132–134, 136, 140, 162, 168, 170,
176–177, 182, 185, 188, 190–192, 194, 230,
235, 239–240, 246, 249, 255, 268, 275, 282,
291, 322, 329, 335, 345, 360, 403n18

in India, 362, 406n2
Southall, Aidan, 30–31
southern lowlands, the, 25, 28, 32, 222, 225–227,

250, 294, 299, 311, 331, 343, 351, See also
Peten region, the

Cortés expedition across, 16
cultivation cycles, 416n33
interaction within, 309
invasion of, 289, 296
monument dedications in, 279, 400n12
ninth century crisis in, 281
source of Classic dynasties, 8, 390
terminal dates in, 281
tzuk divisions, 416n38

sovereignty, 4, 40, 69, 72, 88, 120, 159, 328, 344,
369, 371–372, 376, 378, 381, 385–386, 389,
393

degrees of, 333, 371
ideal of, 381, 387
modern, 333, 371, 373

Spanish Conquest, the, 15–18
Spanish Empire, 18
Sparta, 50, 351, 365, 401n3, 426n3
spearthrower (atlatl), 94, 208
“Spearthrower Owl”/Jatz’oom Kuy, 122

as father of Yax Nuun Ahiin I, 242
as kaloomte’, 242, 242
as regional hegemon, 242
motif at Teotihuacan, 242, 409n34
potential portrait at Tikal, 417n9

Spinden, Herbert, 19
Šprajc, Ivan, 148
square day-names. See anomalous kings’ names
star wars. See warfare terms
state, 37–40, 42

“archaic state”, 37
synonymous with civilisation, 38

Stephens, John Lloyd, 18–19
Steward, Julian, 25
structuralism, 38, 41, 61
Stuart, David, 29, 118, 144–145, 178, 189, 399n2,

401n4, 402n5, 403n11, 405n38, 406n8,
410n43, 411n12, 417n9, 421n13

Stuart, George, 399n6
successor titles, 75–77, 76, 138–139, 151, 248, 323,

424n11
sukunwinik “older brother”, 81, 176
t’ab(?) “to ascend”, 130, 165, 213, 415n19, 419n30
“systems of states”, 367, 369, 388

T’ul Chiik, 134
taaj. See literati, the

Tabasco, eastern, 95, 243, 263, 266, 268, 346–347,
391–392

Tajal Chan Ahk, 131, 258
as client of
Dos Pilas, 258

union with Cancuen, 259
Tajom Uk’ab Tuun

as patron of
Piedras Negras, 243, 419n37

as wiinte’naah ajaw, 243
Tajoom Uk’ab K’ahk’

ballgame ritual, 249
Takalik Abaj, 424n12
tal (numeral classifier), 75
tal “to come from”, 125
Tamarindito, 73, 83, 258, 332, See also

Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra
as “breadbasket”, 256
monuments
Hieroglyphic Stairway 2, 213
Stela 2, 417n14

patron gods of, 162, 412n15
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
toponym, 403n12

Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra
as client of
Dos Pilas, 256, 258, 333, 352,

426n34
Tikal, 245, 417n14

emblem glyph, 72, 424n14
Tambiah, Stanley, 31
Taube, Karl, 171, 401n4
Tayasal

transfer to defensible site, 285
Tecolote, 203
temple pyramids and shrines, 21, 143, 150, 154–157,

321, 388, See circular platforms
at Aguateca, 282
at Calakmul, 342, 348
at Cancuen, 132
at Caracol, 128
at Ceibal, 260
at Comalcalco, 97
at Copan, 164, 327
at Dos Pilas, 162, 203, 234
at Dzibanche, 140, 188
at La Corona, 155, 186
at La Milpa, 282
at Naranjo, 127
at Palenque, 23, 57, 93, 95, 113, 130, 133, 150,

154–155, 156, 162, 209–210, 268
at Quirigua, 327
at Tikal, 24, 151, 155, 167, 354
at Ucanal, 286
at Yaxha, 161, 213
in Central Mexico, 120, 212, 297
in the Preclassic, 77
mountain symbolism, 149
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temples
in Fiji, 358
in Greece, 364
in India, 362

Tenochtitlan, 168, 333, 381
Teotihuacan, 295, 327, 390–391, See also New

Order, the
and ochk’in kaloomte’, 80, 243, 330
and the New Order, 243
and Wiinte’naah, 125, 242–243, 245, 407n18
as hegemonic empire, 353, 390
as military exemplar, 159, 339
destruction of, 81, 245, 391
dress, 122–123, 124, 125, 158–159, 186, 231, 241,

243, 274–275, 339, 409n34, 416n35
ko’haw war helmets, 243, 419n37
Pax Teotihuacana, 353
political currency until early sixth century, 353
source of legitimation, 159
storm god, 158
style, 57, 122, 125, 188, 242, 245
symbolism, 408n20
takeover of Tikal, 241

Terminal Classic Period, 420n1
territorial empires, 33, 372, 379, 386, 388
Texcoco, Lake, 333
Theatre State model, 31, 39
Thebes, 365
theoretical pluralism, 44, 303
“theosynthesis”, 411n8
Thiessen polygons, 26, 28
Thomas, Cyrus, 209
Thompson, Edward, 19
Thompson, J. Eric S., Sir, 20–21, 23–24, 197, 200,

205, 296, 299
critique of phoneticism, 24, 399n2, 402n5,

421n14
theocratic model, 20, 23

Thucydides, 50, 426n4
ti’huun/ti’sakhuun. See noble titles
Tikal, 332, 345

ambition for dominion, 389
ancestral divine king, 151
architectural typologies, 354
arrival of Sihyaj K’ahk’, 122–123
as capital of “empire”, 20
as client of
Dzibanche, 248
Sihyaj K’ahk’, 122–123, 241, 245, 408n21

as dominant hub, 314
as “may” capital, 35
as one of Morley’s four capitals, 22
as patron of
Caracol, 83, 246, 345
Motul de San José, 192, 255
Tamarindito-Arroyo de Piedra, 245

as potential patron of El Peru, 247
as “regional state”, 27, 34, 400n14

as “state-level”, 25
as “superpower”, 400n12
at Altar de los Reyes, 148
Burial 10, 407n18
Burial 116, 165, 403n13, 406n7, 407n18
Burial 195, 76, 154, 418n17
conquered in 562 CE, 30, 247, 354, 391, 418n17
court complexes, 349
dearth of monuments, 139
dynastic research, 24
early kaloomte’, 404n26
early link to Ucanal, 245
early ninth century hiatus, 281
East Plaza market, 343
eighth century redevelopment, 155
fills power vacuum, 391
first local kaloomte’, 245
fortifications near, 24, 201, 203, 227, 399n5
growth after conflict, 232
house mounds, 19
in situ dynastic foundation, 331
in the cosmological model, 25, 149
kaloomte’ at, 79, 81
king attends Ceibal congress of 849 CE, 260
lack of kaloomte’, 80, 353, 391
links to Teotihuacan, 80, 123
links to Ur-Classic sites, 120, 407n14
male–female flanking portraits, 180
map, 24
marriage strategies, 335
marriage with
La Corona, 189
Naranjo, 175, 184
Uaxactun, 183
Xultun, 184

mentions
Altun Ha, 337
Copan, 337
Edzna, 337
Palenque, 337

monuments
Altar 2, 171
Altar 7, 298, 422n28
Hombre de Tikal, 408n20
Marcador, 123, 242, 242, 409n34
Rock Sculpture, 215
Stela 1, 417n8
Stela 5, 171
Stela 8, 91–92, 405n44
Stela 10, 105, 210
Stela 11, 292, 298
Stela 12, 117
Stela 16, 412n15
Stela 19, 412n15n15
Stela 20, 412n15
Stela 22, 412n15
Stela 23, 402n8
Stela 24, 298, 422n28
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Stela 29, 151
Stela 31, 121, 151, 161, 241, 243, 404n26,

407n14, 416n35, 479
Stela 32, 417n9
Stela 39, 409n38
Stela 40, 180
Temple 1 Lintel 2, 159
Temple 1 Lintel 3, 167
Temple 4 Lintel 2, 169, 170, 412n16
Temple 4 Lintel 3, 168, 412n15

mutul emblem glyph, 72–73, 76, 152, 161, 189,
212, 248, 312, 399n4, 415n18

mutul toponym, 119, 122–123, 161, 165, 168, 183,
403n12

ninth century decline, 285
opposition to Dzibanche-Calakmul, 33, 339
Paddler Gods at, 296
patrilineal inheritance, 104
patron gods of, 151, 162, 165, 412n15
records the death of Dos Pilas king, 403n13
rise to prominence, 314
sixth century setbacks, 354
structures
East Plaza market, 341, 381
Structure 5D-65, 170
Temple 1, 167
Temple 4, 167
Temple 6, 151, 155

successor titles at, 77, 248
terminal date at, 280
ti’huun at, 117, 126, 178
war against
Calakmul, 167–168, 183, 211, 222, 235–236,

337, 347, 391
Caracol, 247, 345
Dos Pilas, 222, 233–235
El Peru, 168, 256, 354, 391
Holmul, 215
Maasal, 211
Naranjo, 169, 177, 354, 391

Tintal, 404n19
Tiwol Chan Mat, 132

fraternal succession, 133
Tlatelolco, 333
Tokovinine, Alexandre, 330, 406n9, 417n15
toktahn. See Palenque
Tollan “place of reeds”, 125
Tonina

ajk’uhuun in leading role, 89
as “border centre”, 34, 400n14
as client of
Waakchin, 294

as one of Morley’s four capitals, 22
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 255, 255, 272

as “superpower”, 400n12
ballgame with Calakmul king, 338
early ninth century hiatus, 281, 294

kaloomte’ at, 81
lack of parentage statements, 104, 175
loses kaloomte’ status, 294
monuments
Monument 27, 270
Monument 72, 420n44
Monument 95, 294
Monument 99, 414n7, 423n5
Monument 153, 415n15
Monument 157, 419n41
Monument 160, 117
Monument 165, 92
Monument 171, 415n15
Monument 172, 270
Monument 173, 90

noble ranks at, 101
popo’ emblem glyph, 74
puhtz’am emblem glyph, 74
rivalry with Palenque, 256
sibikte’(?) emblem glyph, 74
successor titles at, 77
terminal date at, 280
ti’sakhuun in leading role, 92
war against
Anaite, 271
La Mar, 271
Palenque, 268, 270
Sak Tz’i’, 209

took’ (title). See warfare terms
took’pakal. See warfare terms
toponyms, 118–120, 119, 129–130, 209–210, 232,

263, 331
discovery, 29, 137, 407n12

Tortuguero
baakal emblem glyph, 73, 96, 96, 162, 328
baakal toponym, 96
Banded Bird at, 95
patron gods of, 162
war against
Comalcalco, 97

wooden box, 95
Totonac language, 120
trade, 5, 153, 289, 296, 299, 307, 341, 347, 381,

423n1
trampling motif, 177, 213, 214, 265
Tres Cabezas, 178, 402n8
Tres Islas

monuments 409n34
Stela 1, 409n34, 416n35
Stela 3, 409n34, 416n35,

successor title at, 77
tribe, 37–38
tribute, 5, 68, 121, 205, 260, 339–341, 379, 381, 388

administration of, 350
by road, 306
cause of war, 232
depictions of, 232, 336, 340
from client to patron, 33, 307, 379
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tribute (cont.)
in China, 375–376
in Fiji, 357–358
in Greece, 364
in India, 361
in Ireland, 360
means of growth, 354

Tulan “place of reeds”, 154
Tulum, 201
Turner, Victor, 38
Tuubal

marriage with Naranjo, 185
on route between Tikal and Naranjo, 170
possible Nakum toponym, 412n20
vase painter, 94
war against
Naranjo, 185

Tuun K’ab Hix, 138
as patron of
Naranjo, 245

daughter sent to La Corona, 188
twin-pyramid complexes

at Tikal, 354
at Yaxha, 213

“tyranny of the epigraphic record”, 34, 394
tz’ak “step, count, sequence”, 75, 76
tz’ak “to set in order”, 88, 133, 188, 246
tzak “to conjure”, 146, 159
Tzotzil language, 79, 178, 215, 238

Uaxactun
as client of
Olom, 293
Sihyaj K’ahk’, 408n21

Burial A41, 292
early kaloomte’, 404n26
emblem glyph, 290
links to Teotihuacan, 80
marriage to Tikal, 183
monuments
Stela 4, 123
Stela 5, 123, 416n35
Stela 7, 421n16, 426n33
Stela 12, 290, 422n17
Stela 13, 292, 422n16
Stela 14, 183
Stela 19, 409n38

ninth century decline, 285
Pabellon ceramics at, 287, 292, 293, 295
successor title at, 77
terminal date at, 280

Ucanal
as client of
Naranjo, 273, 352

as patron of
Caracol, 293
El Chal, 259
Sacul, 259

as probable patron of Naranjo, 293
circular platform, 286
early link to Tikal, 245
fine paste eceramics at, 286
fragment of Caracol Hieroglyphic Stairway, 128
k’anwitznal emblem glyph, 72, 273
k’anwitznal toponym, 127, 260
kaloomte’ at, 81
late contact with Ceibal, 106, 293, 298
late eastern and northern links, 298
monuments
Stela 4, 422n17

ninth century florescence, 286, 298, 393
reign of Papmalil, 259–260, 293
square day-names, 291
Stela 4, 81, 82, 286
war against
Caracol, 411n12
Naranjo, 177
Yaxha, 161, 411n12

ucha’an. See warfare terms
ucha’an ch’ok “guardian of the youth”, 105
Ucha’an K’in Bahlam, 258, 426n34
ukabjiiy. See kab/chab “to supervise, govern”
Ukit Kan Le’k, 127
Ukit Took’, 421n15
University of Pennsylvania, 24
Upakal K’inich. See K’inich Janaab Pakal II
usiijwitz. See Bonampak
Usumacinta River, 7, 74, 262, 268, 289, 296, 298,

347, 380, 392
emphasis on noble titles, 86

Utatlan, 322
Uxmal

as regional hegemon, 284, 392
as “regional state”, 400n14
Ch’olan royal name, 284
late renaissance of, 284
terminal date at, 280

uxte’tuun. See Calakmul
Uxul, 233

and Bat dynasty, 138
as client of
Calakmul, 254

ballgames with Calakmul kings, 338
Bat emblem glyph, 408n22, 410n42
k’uhul sak wahyis, 423n4, 424n16
naah kuuma’ toponym, 410n42
on “royal road”, 189
Stela 12, 417n3

uxwintik. See Copan
uxwitza’. See Caracol

Velásquez, Erik, 137
Venus, 217, 221

influence on the timing of warfare, 216–217, 220,
222

star war glyph, 208
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synodical year, 216, 220
Tlaloc-Venus complex, 208, 414n9

Vijayanagara
as weak state, 39
Empire, 362

Waakchin, 294
wahy, 146
Wak Chan K’awiil

arrival at Tikal, 126
as patron of
Caracol, 246

name with Naranjo emblem, 408n23
Naranjo ancestry, 408n23
son of Chak Tok Ich’aak II (Tikal), 126

waka’. See El Peru
Waldeck, Jean-Frédéric, 419n34
Waltz, Kenneth, 372
Wamaaw K’awiil

ballgame at Zapote Bobal, 257, 418n29
contact with Quirigua, 257, 337, 418n28

warfare, 334, 338–339, See also fortifications
aims, 231, 388
as status rivalry, 199
booty, plunder, 227, 232, 354, 379
captives, 19, 21, 24, 68, 87, 89, 107, 119, 122, 137,

138, 170–171, 192, 197, 200, 204–208, 206,
211, 213, 215, 218, 226, 229–232, 236, 239,
243, 249, 251, 263, 266, 269–271, 273, 275,
292, 338, 347, 353, 380

economic significance of, 206, 232, 416n36
female, 207, 207, 409n38, 411n12, 414n5,

415n15
restored to their thrones, 207, 273, 354, 411n12

conceptual factors, 220
crop destruction, 227, 338
crop theft, 227, 232, 338
in Greece, 416n34

enslavement, 232, 354
in Fiji, 357
in Greece, 365

enslavement in Greece, 426n4
explosive site growth, 231
frequency, 229, 388
minor conflicts, 229
patron gods of, 157–161
peak at 800 CE, 217, 218, 338
practical factors, 222
rarity in Early Classic, 338
resource scarcity, 230
restricted to elite participation, 199
rhetorical emphasis, 229, 231
scale, 228–229
seasonal distribution, 216, 224, 224, 226, 338
statistical approaches, 215, 218
success of superordinate polities, 33
textual evidence, 58
transfer of tribute obligations, 232

uncontrolled, 278
weaponry, 231

warfare terms
aj baak “prisoner-taker”, 419n37
baak “captive”, 205
baakwaj/baaknaj “is captured”,

167–168, 215
ch’ak “to damage, attack”, 204, 209–211, 223, 224,

247, 265
chuk “to seize, tie up”, 204, 204–208, 213,

215–216, 223, 224, 226, 263, 265, 416n25
count of captives, 88, 205, 230
jub “to take/knock down”, 167, 204, 211, 223,

224, 416n25
nak “to battle, conquer”, 215
nakom “conqueror”, 215
och uch’een “enters the domain/settlement of”,

100, 204, 214, 266, 415n21
pakal (title)
baah “head” form, 84, 209, 323, 414n12

pul “to burn”, 119, 161, 204, 211–213,
215, 223, 224, 236, 273, 407n11, 415n17,
416n25

“star wars”, 97, 126, 168, 170, 204, 208–209,
216–217, 220–221, 220, 223, 224,
236, 247, 249, 266, 269, 345, 414n10,
415n17, 416n25

took’ (title)
baah “head” form, 84, 209, 323, 414n12

took’pakal “flint (and) shield”
military icon, 157, 209
military metaphor, 157, 209
possessed form, 167, 211, 236

ucha’an “master/guardian of”, 88, 205, 337
Wasteko (Huastec) language, 187
Wat’ul K’atel

anomalous name, 290, 297
arrival at Ceibal, 127, 260, 288
as hegemon, 261
as kaloomte’, 262
Classic revitalisation, 297
code-switching, 288
congress of kings in 849 CE, 293
facial features, 288, 297, 421n13
religious acts, 296
Structure A-3 and stelae, 260, 297
successor of, 422n17

Watson, Adam, 372, 377
degrees of political autonomy, 373

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil (Copan)
as patron of
Quirigua, 257

execution, 163, 211, 231, 257
guardianship of, 337, 425n19
Hieroglyphic Stairway, 337
patron gods of, 163, 257
rebellion of Quirigua, 59, 163, 211, 231

Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil (Naranjo), 260
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Waxaklajuun Ubaah Kaan (king), 139
defeated by Yuknoom Head, 250, 410n43

wayib “sleeping place”, 155–157, 411n9
weak state models, 4, 28, 30–32, 38, 200, 366, 383,

425n28
Weber, Max, 43, 59, 321
Webster, David, 29, 199, 402n9
Wendt, Alexander, 368, 370
western highlands, the, 117, 280
western lowlands, the, 250
Wiinte’naah. See also Teotihuacan

ajaw, 81, 243, 409n34
and Copan, 124, 125
and Teotihuacan authority, 125, 242, 245, 408n19
and Tikal, 241, 407n18

Willey, Gordon, 289, 421n14
witz “hill/mountain”, 118
Wobst, Martin, 34

Xcalumkin, 304
monuments
Jambs 8 & 9, 180

sajal at, 88
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282

Xiu, 17
Xub(?) Chahk, 411n12
Xultun

baaxwitz emblem glyph, 403n9
kaloomte’ at, 81
marriage with Tikal, 184, 425n21
ninth century continuity, 286
queen with links to Motul de San José, 405n45
successor title at, 77
terminal date at, 280

Xunantunich
fragments of Caracol Hieroglyphic Stairway, 128
monuments
Panel 3, 128, 139
Panel 4, 128, 129, 139, 159

terminal date at, 280
transfer to defensible site, 285

Xupa, 152–153

Yadeun, Juan, 419n40
Yajaw Chan Muwaan II, 99, 178, 412n6
yajawk’ahk’. See noble titles
yajawte’, 89, 99, 407n15
Yajawte’ K’inich (La Corona), 188
Yajawte’ K’inich (Motul de San José), 94
Yajawte’ K’inich I (Caracol), 403n18
Yajawte’ K’inich II (Caracol), 109

adopted son as co-ruler, 109
as client of
Tikal, 246

father of K’an II, 105, 249
not the victor over Tikal, 247

Yat Ahk II, 243
as patron of

Bonampak/Lacanha, 243
Yaxchilan, 243

in Teotihuacan dress, 243, 419n37
Yax Ahk, 271
yax ch’ahbaj “first penance”, 105
Yax Ehb Xook

founder of Tikal, 126
Yax Mayuy Chan Chahk, 107, 171

patron gods of, 170
Yax Nuun Ahiin I, 80

as client of
Sihyaj K’ahk’, 122, 241

as son of “Spearthrower Owl”/Jatz’oom Kuy, 242
ascends Wiinte’naah, 241
descends Wiinte’naah, 407n18
in Teotihuacan dress, 241
merged with sun god, 151
mixed ancestry, 407n18, 417n8

Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat
on Altar Q, 124
patron gods of, 163

yaxa’. See Yaxha
Yaxchilan

as “border centre”, 34, 400n14
as “conquest state”, 230
as client of
Piedras Negras, 134, 243, 254, 426n31

as one of Morley’s four capitals, 22
as patron of
Bonampak/Lacanha, 115, 115, 131, 248, 253,

259

“dark age”, 413n21
as “regional state”, 27, 28
“dark age” at, 190, 194
“interregnum” at, 134, 191
collapse of, 282
Dos Caobas sub-centre, 413n24
dynastic founding, 327
fortified border zone with Piedras Negras, 203
genealogy, 190
kaaj(?) emblem glyph, 74
kaloomte’ at, 81
link to Ur-Classic sites, 120, 407n14
marriage strategies, 190–195
marriage with
Bonampak/Lacanha, 178
Dzibanche-Calakmul, 89, 192
Motul de San José, 192
Zapote Bobal, 192

military alliance with Bonampak/Lacanha, 259
monuments
Hieroglyphic Stairway 1, 136
Hieroglyphic Stairway 5, 219, 282
Lintel 1, 193, 193
Lintel 2, 193
Lintel 8, 205
Lintel 9, 194
Lintel 10, 194, 282
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Lintel 17, 179
Lintel 25, 157, 158
Lintel 35, 161
Lintel 37, 403n17
Lintel 53, 413n22
Stela 10, 192

muwaan emblem glyph, 405n39, 418n22, 419n35,
423n5

pa’chan emblem glyph, 74, 76, 399n4
pa’chan toponym, 130
patron gods of, 157, 159, 161
polygyny, 179, 190–195
rise of the nobility, 325, 392
riverine location, 262
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
structures
Structure 3, 282, 411n9
Structure 11, 191
Structure 20, 282
Structure 21, 192
Structure 23, 190
Structure 24, 191
Structure 33, 193

successor titles at, 76
terminal date at, 279
visit to Piedras Negras, 134, 135, 253, 336,

409n36
war against
Dzibanche, 161
Piedras Negras, 134, 243, 413n21
Sak Tz’i’, 259
Santa Elena, 414n7
Zapote Bobal, 192
young lord at Piedras Negras, 244

Yaxha
in situ dynastic foundation, 331
links to Tikal, 213
marriage with Naranjo, 185
patron gods of, 161
potential market, 425n23
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
Stela 31, 161, 411n12
war against
Naranjo, 177, 185, 212, 219, 232, 335, 402n8,

411n13
Ucanal, 161, 411n12

yaxa’ emblem glyph, 72
yaxa’ toponym, 72, 119, 235

yaxniil. See El Cayo
Yaxuna

causeway to Coba, 305, 421n9
Yich’aak Bahlam, 258

captured by Dos Pilas, 207
yichaan “mother’s brother”, 176, 194
yichonal “oversight”, 184, 188, 238, 243, 250,

252, 254, 257, 259, 263, 268, 273, 294,
417n3, 422n16, See also accession
events

Yihk’in Chan K’awiil
carried on palanquin, 168, 170
costume, 412n16
Temple 6, 155–156
war against
Calakmul, 168
El Peru, 167
Naranjo, 169

Yo’okop
early Snake emblems, 137

Yok Ch’ich’ Tal, 93
Yopaat Bahlam (Chatahn), 404n19
Yopaat Bahlam II (Yaxchilan), 134

visit to Piedras Negras, 135, 191, 253,
409n36

Yopmootz
as client of
Naranjo, 274, 275, 352

as provisional name, 85, 415n22
noble of baahkab rank, 85
war against
Naranjo, 213, 214, 275

yoykib/yokib. See Piedras Negras
Yucatan, 34
Yuhk Mak’abajte’, 406n51
Yukatek language, 79, 122, 153, 176, 205, 211, 215,

239

Yuknoom Ch’een I, 137, 138
on K6751, 140

Yuknoom Ch’een II, 107
accession date, 139
as patron of
Cancuen, 132, 163, 250
Dos Pilas, 126, 250
El Peru, 184, 250
Moral-Reforma, 252, 252, 266
Uxul, 188, 254, 410n42
Zapote Bobal, 126, 254

birth date, 140, 254, 418n23
daughter sent to El Peru, 254
daughter sent to La Corona, 184, 188
hegemony of, 139, 275
hosts Dos Pilas king, 254
K’awiil name, 407n14, 411n1, 419n37
possible pre-accession name, 139
reconstitution at Calakmul,

138, 250
sons of, 107, 182
war against
Dos Pilas, 126, 235
Tikal, 235–236

wives of, 182, 188
Yuknoom Head

allied with Caracol, 249, 426n33
rebel against Dzibanche king,

138–139, 250
war against
Naranjo, 249
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Yuknoom Ti’ Chan
as patron of
Caracol, 249

as Yax Yopaat, 417n16
Yuknoom Took’ K’awiil

accession date, 254, 418n23
as patron of
El Palmar, 337
El Peru, 256

daughter sent to La Corona, 188
death date, 257, 409n37, 415n15, 425n17
observes building dedication, 258
observes Naranjo princes, 275
successor title, 138

Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk’ II
accession date, 137, 254, 258, 418n23
as heir, 107, 182, 235
as patron of
Naranjo, 255, 275

birth date, 107, 137
death, 275
messenger, 336
reign, 254

sister of, 184
successor title, 138
war against
Tikal, 167, 211, 255

Zacpeten
fortifications at, 203, 413n16

Zapote Bobal, 233
as client of
Calakmul, 254, 257

ballgame with Calakmul king, 338
hixwitz emblem glyph, 74, 403n9
host to exiled Dos Pilas king, 126, 236
marriage with Yaxchilan, 179, 192, 418n29
on “royal road”, 190
silent after 810 CE or earlier, 282
Stela 1, 254
successor titles at, 77
war against
Yaxchilan, 192

Zapotec, 181
Zender, Marc, 86, 91, 239, 411n14, 412n5
Źrałka, Jarosław, 422n22
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