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AlateC trumpeter from
Jaina Isiand lifts a horn to his lips
and prepares to sound a biast.













1. Aloving couple from Jaina
island (Late Classic) form an
elaborate whistle. A similar
figurine (ill. 139) may have had a
body made from the same mold
and then finished with different
heads.

Preface

[ visited Tatiana Proskouriakoff in Cambridge, Massachusetts over
twenty years ago. [ had wanted to talk with her about my disserta-
tion topic, the Bonampak murals, since she had been an author of
their initial study back in 1955. But what she wanted to talk about
that November day was not Bonampak. “Oh,” she said to me, wav-
ing a cigarette off to her side, “that subject has already been writ-
ten about. What this field needs is a book about Maya art. What s
Maya art? Why is it a great art style? And what is its range?”
Coming from the woman who had written the only comprehensive
book on Maya art—Classic Maya Sculpture (1950)—her words
made a great impression on me. But I thought at the time that she
was not talking about what I should do, for I was a complete
stranger: it seemed to me that she was describing what she wished
she were working on, rather than the project on Maya history that
was laid out on a table that day and that became her last book.

A decade later Linda Schele and I spent months working
together on The Blood of Kings. We were keen to pose and answer
such questions as “What is Maya art?” but we were limited by the
constraints of the exhibition at the Kimbell Art Museum in terms
of the range of Maya art. And we found ourselves thinking and
writing thematically: what we sought was to take the fruits of
twenty-five years of Maya hieroglyphic decipherment and use
them to decode the fundamental meaning of Maya art. Our book
refocused Maya studies and brought Maya art to public attention
ina way that it had not previously been known.

But I had long wanted to write my way through the larger
corpus of Maya art, to look at so many fundamental questions that
had not been answered in any overview. What is the nature of
Maya sculptural development? How do the regional schools of
sculpture and painting emerge, and what can be made of them?
How did the Maya artist exploit the materials at hand? How did
Maya art come to focus on the human figure?

So at last I found myself writing a book that has often seemed
to me little more than a preliminary road map through barely
charted territory. The result is not Tatiana’s book, for it is less
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2. From the Temple of Inscriptions
at Palenque, the observer gains
an expansive view of the Palace,
where buildings were added for
over a century. Its signature tower
may have been the final
construction.

about the whys of Maya art and more about the whats than any

book she would have written. Noris it Linda’s book: Linda went on
to co-author three books on Maya history and ideology after our
project. This book seeks to organize Maya art afresh and to do so
in a way that will benefit students and those witha general interest
in the Maya everywhere.

Over the years | have learned constantly from my colleagues.
Simon Martin has been an excellent sounding board during the
writing of this book, and I'm grateful for his thoughtful comments
throughout the process. Steve Houston, Karl Taube, David Stuart,
Michael Coe, Justin Kerr, Adam Herring, Regan Huff, and Diana
Magalont have all shared their ideas generously. Dorie Reents-
Budet's exhibition, Painting the Maya Universe, came to the Yale
University Art Gallery in spring 1995, making it possible for me
to see and think about Maya vases every day for three months. [am
also grateful for the intelligence and insight of my Yale students,

with whom ['am always seeing works of art for the first time.
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Chapter 1:

Introduction

In their texts, the ancient Maya gave names to the things they
made. They identified the ceramic vessels they painted, distin-
guishing a low bowl, or /ak, from a cylinder vessel, uch’ib. They
named their buildings, calling, for example, the most sacred royal
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palace at Palenque the sak nuk nah, the “white big house,” or the
most important funerary pyramid at Piedras Negras the muknal,
or “burial hill.” They honored the day when they would set a new
stone monument, a lakamtun, or banner stone, at Copan, and they
called attention to the wealthy royal woman who commissioned a
series of carved stone lintels at Yaxchilan. A painter at Naranjo
signed his pots, adding for emphasis the names of his parents and
revealing that he was indeed a painter of high status: his father was
the king of the city, and the painter was apparently the younger
son, one who would not normally take the throne. The Maya had
names for these ancientartforms, and they knew who had commis-
stoned a work of art and who i turn had made it. The Maya speak
of writing and carving in the surviving texts, but like most ancient
civilizations, they had no single encompassing word for art in
their lexicon. And perhaps they had no need for such a word, for
every surface—whether a textile or a thatched roof—could be
transformed by paint and stucco and turned into a remarkable
thing, ornamented with designs or figures that were characteristi-
cally Maya. These works were all around them, at dozens of Maya
cities, and many were made to last. The ancient Maya world was a
world of Maya art.

For most of the first millennium AD, the Maya built cities and
sanctuaries in the tropical and subtropical rainforests of southern
Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras, all regions where the
Maya had settled centuries before. The art of that era, generally
from the Maya lowlands, 1s the main subject of this book, although
both Preclassic and Posteclassic materials will come to the fore
from time to time, as will works from mountainous terrain. Nor
even in regard to the period from AD 250 to 900, or what is called
the “Classic” period, can this study be comprehensive, for at

dozens of cties, large and small, Maya art and architecture




thrived, with local styles and traditions evolving over time. This
book can be httde more than a road map to the complexity of Maya

art,

Maya art and cretlization

The Maya of the first imllennium were not the first civilization of
Mesoamerica, the ancient cultural region that encompassed most
of Mexico and northern Central America: that honor goes to the
Ohmecs of the Gulf Coast, who established ceremonial precirets
and carved monumental heads and other sculptures in the first
millennium e, And by the time the Spanish arrived on Mesoamer-
ica’s shore early in the sixteenth century, the invaders quickly
sized up the Aztees as the most powerful civilization at hand. Even
during thetr own apogee, the Maya may well have suffered
political and military defeats at the hands of more powerful
neighbors, especially the Teotihuacanos, who built their capital
city near modern-day Mexico City. Cultures making complex art
surrounded the Maya on all sides, and the Maya sometimes
adopted the imagery and style of “foreign™ forms.

The earliest works of Maya art were no doubt ephemeral, as
arc some works that the Maya make today. When the ancient Maya
placed an unusual rock in a spring or cut flowers for an offermg
they may have perceived these acts to be as much art-making as
the carving of a sculpture or the shaping of a ceramic vessel. From
at least 500 BC, the Maya manipulated their enviromment, making
of it monuments and buildings, and imbuing certain materials,
particularly rare greenstones, and cspecially jade, with great
value. During the Late Preclassic, Maya populations grew
exponenrtially, and by the reign of Caesar Augustus m Rome, they
had built one of their largest cities, El Mirador, in the northern
Petén, but long before Rome’s fall, by AD 250, it had fallen into
disrepair and decline.

Millions of Maya imhabited the Maya lowlands, many of them
living in or near substantial cities, some ot them quite large,
mcluding Tikal, Copan, Calakmul, and Uaxactin, where settle-
ment was ancient and where they set up monuments during the
Early Classic (AD 250-550). Others, among them Palenque, Dos
Pilas, and Xpuhil, flourished later, during the Late Classic (AD
550-900). Particular Maya practices took root almost everywhere
during the Classic era, including the carving of tall stone shafts, or
stelae, and their placement with low cylindrical stones called
altars today. The cessation of this monument-making has served

as one of the sharpest markers of the Classic Maya “collapse,” often



3. Discovered near Tikal's Temple
l'in the 1990s, Stela 40 depicts a
late fifth-century king. For his
monument, he recalled Stela 31,
which celebrated his famous
father, Siyah Chan K'awil (ill. 76).

posed as one of the great unsolved cultural declines of the past. But
for resources, the Maya drew on the rainforest, and over the course
of the first millenniuin, they may well have harvested most of'it, so
that by the eighth century, they probably inhabited a severely
degraded environment, one unable to support the populations and
offering little to exchange in trade with other regions. Yet despite
the obvious collapse of civilization that follows this stresstul eighth
century, the era is also the richest source of Maya art, with large
populations able to lay claim to elegant ceramics, and with kings
eager to record their contentious relationships with neighbors and
competing lineages prior to utter decline and abandonment.

Classic Maya civilization was not washed away in a single
wave. During the ninth century, Classic Maya culture and art
making continued apace in the north, first in the Puuc region, par-
ticularly at Uxmal and its neighbors, and then at Chichen Itz4, a
place which in 900 was the most powerful city of Mesoamerica.
Even with Chichen’s decline after AD 1000, Maya culture did not
falter altogether, and the finely painted books of the Maya that
survive were painted within a hundred years or so of the Spanish
arrivalin Yucatanin 1511. Butin large part, once Chichen Itza had
become only a place of pilgrimage, rather than a vibrant urban
center, few materials that survive today—jade, bone, shell, fine-
grained limestone—were being given a permanent form whose
meaning and life as a work of art can still be retrieved.

Mayaartis anartof the courtandits retinue, in large part cele-
brating kings, nobles, and wealthy merchants, and the women,
musicians, and artists who lived with them or served them. The
Maya elites lived well, and their world was one of both perishable
and permanent art: works of art could link them to the past by
recalling the deeds or forms of ancestors or they could make room
for innovation and imagination in somewhat new formulations.
Living in the rainforest, the Maya struggled against rot and decay;
new works and repaintings were constantly called for. Very little
of what was once made survives, and yet it demonstrates a greater
range of subject matter than any other New World tradition.
Accordingly, no one can predict or even anticipate the next work of
Maya art to be revealed from the ground: it could be a stone
monument, or stela, that makes complete sense within some
existing sequence, like the recently recovered Stela 40 at Tikal, or
it might be a painted vessel that offers new insights into
iconography and ritual, worked by a master hand—and not
necessarily one previously known in the world of Maya art. In two

such discoveries is revealed the tension between making a work

10




4. The so-called Box of Eleven

Gods, The unmistakable image

of the cigar-smoking God L
;ommands a full side of this

unusual box. On the other three

sides, ten lesser gads pay him
fealty. Closely related to a group
of painted ceramics from the
Naranjo region, this box may
have come from the very same

workshop

according to a traditional recipe and making a work of imagina-
tion: in the world of Maya art, both were possible.

Additionally, much Maya art is site-specific, both in the eur-
rent sense of being designed for a particular architectural space,
but also in the sense of being made within a particular regional
school. Thus the three-dimensional qualities of single-figure
Copan sculptures last for generations; Palenque sculptors sorted
out problems of two-dimensional group compositions, all the
while designing works for interior rather than exterior display.

In 1ts complexity and subtlety, m its sheer volume and
innovation, Maya art is the greatest of New World art styles. No
other tradition survived through so many generations or across
such a geographical range, despite the tropical environment and
mindless modern depredations. And no other works of art of the
ancient New World bear texts that can tell therr own stories.
Although an Aztec date might indicate that a work had been made
to commemorate a ruler’s accession to office, only a Maya text can
provide ancient narrative. The ancient Maya have left an
mcomparable wealth, and this book attempts to frame ways to see

this remarkable trove.

Discovering Mava art

Modern viewers often claim that they know art when they sce it,
or, alternatively, that they know nothing of art but that they know
what they like. From the beginning of the nineteenth century,
explorers of the Mexican rainforest sensed both that they had
seen ancient traces that they recognized as art and also that, con-

trary to experience with many other cultures of ancient Mexico,
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5. Frederick Catherwood drew
Stela F at Copan in 1839. Some
years later he prepared a series of
color lithographs in London from
his sketches, often embellishing
the luxuriant rainforest as he has
done here, but without losing the
detail of the monument that
characterized his careful
draftsmanship.

6. Remarkably, Frederick
Catherwood was the first to have
made records of the dress and
habits of nineteenth-century
Maya, even if he did so only to
add focus to his renderings of
Maya architecture, as he has done
here for the Nunnery at Uxmal.
Stephens and Catherwood were
particularly engaged by Uxmal’s
elaborate facades and
streamlined, low-slung forms.

they liked what they saw. When a colleague sent Alexander von
Humboldt a sketch of a Palenque stucco, he immediately published
it in his vast compendium of geological wonders of the New
World. A German scholar who saw the sketch then republished it
in the first comprehensive study of world art, and he marveled at
the ability of its makers to render the human form proportionally,
unlike the Aztecs. He crankily called the etfort ausartung, however,

with a Neoclassi-

or baroque—a deeply pejorative term in 1842
cal disdai for the detail he saw in the Maya sculpture.

With the voyages of John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick
Catherwood to the tropical rainforests of Honduras, Guatemala,
what is now called Belize, and the southern states of Mexico, the
vast range of ancient Maya art and architecture suddenly came to
the attention of the modern world. At Copan in 1839, Stephens’
first encounter with ancient Maya ruins, he commented on the
works around him with awe, and his infectious enthusiasm leaps
off the page to charm one generation after another. A man of his
era, aman before Marx, Stephens wasted no time worrying about

whether he should be discussing “visual production” or “art,” as

might an art historian today. By analogy with the Old World,




where he had traveled extensively and swritten an important study
of Egypt. Palesune, and Petra, Stephens called monnments
“seulptures” and recognized Maya wrrting for what it would ulu
mately prove to be, when deciphered 120 years Tater: a servipt that
could rephicate speech, a writing system that had been used exten
sively on public monuments to glortfy subject and  patron
Stephens called the avchitectural wonders that he saw “temples’
and “palaces,” terminology that has survived attempts at reclassifi-
cation as “structures” or “range-type buldings,” and m general he
was right, spotting royal dwellings and shrines for worship of gods
and ancestors long before archacology could prove them to be so.
Furthermore, Stephens can be seen as the first serious student
of Maya art. Now recognized as having regional traditions that

can override tume, pohtical factions, or international trade, Maya

artand architecture is more local than not—as were many aspects
of ancient Maya life. Stephens called attention to regional
differences, noting the rich, near three-dimensionality of Copan
sculpture, distinet from all other Maya canons, and the near-
absence of freestanding sculpture at Palenque. Where Stephens

grasped the imdividuality and personality of individual subjects




shaped into three dimensions at Copén, at Chichen Itza he saw
instead a grey militaristic uniformity that he likened to the Aztecs,
a sculptural expression of his sense of decadent society. But while
he identified such local characteristics, he also saw the unifying
parameters of Maya art and writing. He linked the texts from the
Dresden Codex, a Conquest-era Maya book published in 1810 by
Lord Kingsborough, with the writings he had seen all across the
Maya region, simultaneously distinguishing them from writings
in Oaxaca or Central Mexico. By his identification as well of the
ancient art with the living people, Stephens truly brought focus to
ancient Maya art.

But there were things Stephens could not guess, including the
age of Maya antiquities. Inaworld set topsy-turvy by the writings
of Charles Darwin, the age of the planet or humans themselves
seemed impossible to determine, let alone the age of Maya ruins.
Not until the turn of the century would scholars figure out that
the Maya ruins had preceded the Aztec, rather than co-existed.
Stephens had concerned himself with Maya art and the questions
that could be drawn from the works themselves, but he also
thought he had put to rest speculations about Amerindian origins
in asserting the veracity of the sixteenth-century Jesuit Acosta,
who had proposed aland crossing from Asia as the explanation for
human populations in the New World.

Soon nineteenth-century writers and explorers provoked by
the ancient Maya made claims and investigations that ranged from
the frivolous to the scholarly, with some at least straddling both
camps. Despite being wild-eyed in his claims that the Maya
civilization was the intellectual wreckage of the sunken continent
Atlantis, Brasseur de Bourbourg rediscovered and published key
documents that would lead to important decipherments of Maya
art and writing. In rediscovering the first account of Yucatén
written down by its suspicious bishop, Diego de Landa, Brasseur
recognized that Landa’s “alphabet” of Maya writing might some
day hold a useful key. As an academic discipline of any sort, art
history did not yet exist, but collectors of art abounded, along
with collectors of rocks, gems, and the curious cultural remmnant.
Some of the greatest Maya treasures were swept off to foreign
museums, where they fueled interest in deciphering the mysteries
of this ancient civilization, an interest that in turn came to support
archacology both materially and intellectually.  Some early
anthropologists, in the belief that race constrained the potential
for achievement, could not accept the very idea of civilization

among indigenous Americans, and thought that at best, the Maya
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7. Alfred Maudslay hired Annie
Hunter, a young London artist, to
draw the Maya monuments that
he had both photographed and
made casts of in the field. Looking
at her drawings, he discerned
some key patterns of Maya
writing and iconography,
including what he called the
“Initial Series,” presented in his
first volume. Here, the period
glyphs for the uinal of twenty days
and the day each bear a
coefficient of zero, indicated by
the hand on the cheek. The day
sign and a glyph from the
supplementary series follow.

were “barbarous” as opposed 1o “savage.” ronically, the addlepat-
ed Brasseur's contributions were to be of greater value than such
sober mquiry mto the nature of Amerindian humanity.

But even before such racist nonsense could fall by the wayside
altogether, the nature of ancient Maya art proved its fallacy. When
Alfred P Maudslay began to study Maya art, he systematically
retraced the steps of Stephens, ultimately (1598-1901) publishing
the art and architecture roughly m the order Stephens lad
ordained, begmning with Copan and Quirigud, and moving on to
Palenque. Like Stephens, he looked for patterns, and he saw them
i tconography and hieroglyphic mscriptions. Laying out the
analogous inscriptions from the various sites, he set the stage for
the pursuit of Maya hieroglyphic decipherment, and the quest
Stephens had once prophesied for a Maya Rosetta Stone was on.
The presence of such a complex writing system distinguished the
Maya from all other New World peoples, and scholars came to
place the Maya at the apex of New World cultural development.

Maudslay saw the relationships between art and writing, and
he was one of the first observers of “full-figure™ hieroglyphs,
logographs—word pictures—and phonetic signs converted to
animated figures, interacting with one another in the text. He also
began to recognize repeated subject matter across generations in
Maya art, particularly at individual sites, and he scrutinized the
extraordinary lintels of Yaxchilan, seeing the richness of detail
that is limited to a handtul of Maya monuments.

With Maudslay’s carveful publication of Maya texts in hand,
other scholars applied themselves to the decipherment of the pub-

lished texts. But decipherment of the content languished while the




rich calendrical framework, including the texts laid out by Maud-
slay, quickly came to be understood, providing evidence that the
Classic Maya had thrived in the first millennium AD. Based on its
different representation of the human figure, Chichen Itzd was
assigned to alater period. Almost immediately the Maya were pro-
claimed the Greeks of the New World, the originators, the mas-
ters, with the Aztecs only recognized as their “Roman” followers!

As an antidote to studies of calendar and writing—and wisely
sidestepping the bombast of “Greeks™ and “Romans”—Herbert
Spinden wrote . Study of Maya Art for his 1908 doctorate in
anthropology at Harvard, a book almost continuously i print
ever since, and a work that opened new ways of thinking about
Maya art. Although Spinden was searching for a unifying reli-
gious principle—the serpent and its transtormation—in all Maya
art, the result was the first systematic study of Maya iconography,
or what we might think of'as the building blocks of religion. Using
Paul Schellhas’s study of Maya god representations in the same
Dresden Codex that Stephens had pored over, Spinden dramati-
cally introduced the names of Maya gods to their monumental
counterparts and much of the common Schellhas nomenclature is
still used today, including God A, a skeletal death god, or God K, a
god with oneleg that terminates in a serpent’s head. Spinden drew
on the collections of the Peabody Museum and recognized the
value of studying Maya ceramics, even those without provenience.

And then Spinden did what no previous student of Maya art
had done: he argued that both style and evolution were intrinsical-
ly presentin Maya art, and that based on dated monuments, undat-
ed or unprovenanced monuments could be convincingly placed in
sequence. Spinden wrote in the age of Bernard Berenson and
Sigmund Freud: across the surfaces of carved stones he saw the
traces of an unconscious to be recognized by outsiders, and in so
doing, removed the Maya from consideration as a non-western
people whose art would be timeless and unchanging, as Europeans
and Anglo-Americans have often perceived artistic traditions
they do not understand. In other words, Spinden’s work made
Maya chronology as inexorable and inescapable as Frank Lloyd
Wright's Guggenheim Museum. Spinden’s study drew the
attention of art critics and the nascent field of art history. Roger
Fry took notice, publishing Maya art in the pages of the presti-
gious Burlington Magazine, where no art outside the European
tradition had ever appeared.

While World War I raged, Spinden tried to use his system to

demonstrate that such monunents in sequence would have intrin-
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8. Herbert Spinden used the
Maudslay drawings and the
Teobert Maler corpus to analyze
tne iconography of Maya art, but
he also studied objects in the
Peabody Museum that he then
used as evidence. His “Peto” pot
can now be assigned to the
Chochola style

ste content, and it 1s probably not comcidental that the content he
thought would be present would be the questions of succession
and wartfare. Based on his earlier sertations, he proposed that the
sculptural program at Piedras Negras presented first, an innage of
accession to the throne, followed, normally five years later, by that
of a warrior. He noted the isolated groupings that these fell into
around the site, and saw in them lineage and dynasty. Although
Spinden never discussed his theory in retation to the politics of his
time, he cannot but have thought about the European kings and
princes who had donned the warrior’s armor.

But Spinden’s efforts to study art, and particularly its mean-
ing, were not heard. One way or another, Maya studies have been
driven by pursuit of ancient Maya writing, and Spinden, unlike
any other member of his generation, let it stmply be a tool, an indi-
cator of date, rather than an engine. In general, whatever scholars
have thought about the writing has determined how not only the
art butindeed, the entire culture, was interpreted. When Stephens
oftered his belief that the writing probably provided the names of
the kings and queens who had ruled Copén, the sculptures were
accordingly thought to represent these kings and queens. But as
time went on, attempts to decipher Maya writing yielded only
dates and calculations: reading into the inscriptions the machina-
tions of calendar priests, scholars decided that these calendar
priests also were the subjects of the art. Unlike royalty, these cal-
endar priests were thought to be anonymous, self-effacing, and
uniformly male, even when wearing skirts. Dedicated to a life of
stargazing, such priests eschewed war. Spinden’s identification of
warrior kings fell into disrepute, and for a generation, from World
War [ to World War 11, scholars seem to have stopped looking
carefully at Maya art, in order to convince themselves of the truth
of their dogma. Studies of the Maya shmply eliminated most

considerations of Maya art.



9. Lintel 24, Yaxchilan. Sylvanus
G. Morley designated this lintel
“the most beautiful example of
sculptured stone door lintel” on
his list of “Fifty Maya
Superlatives,” but he and other
scholars of the first half of the
twentieth century could only
puzzle over its meaning. Blinded
by their devotion to a belief that
the Maya monuments depicted
lendar priests, they did not
gnize the troubling imagery
what it Is: a woman running a
led with thorns through
Jue. on her knees before a

3Zing torch

Whichis not to say that Maya art was not admired and collect-
ed, nor the world that had made it not extolled. Highland
Guatemala, at Nebaj and Chama, had previously yielded painted
ceramics with elegantscenes at court; at Uaxactin, archaeologists
pulled painted pots of a caliber previously unknown from the
ground, and they puzzled over the imagery and texts before
deducing that illiterate artisans had painted Maya pots, thus
devaluing them for the intellectually elevated glyphic study and
reducing them to little more than potsherds of chronology.
Elegant figurines, some from highland Guatemala, and others
from Jaina Island, in the Gulf of Mexico, introduced lively three-
dimensional, hand-held works to the repertory, and quietly raised
questions of manufacture, mass production, and the status of those
whomightown art.

When Sylvanus G. Morley, the dean of Maya studies between
the wars, looked at Maya art, he knew that he recognized great art
when he saw it. In his 1946 magnumopus, The Ancient Maya, one of
the most interesting books ever to be written about the Maya,
Morley unhesitatingly (and undoubtedly to the embarrassment of
some of his more intellectual colleagues) named his “Fifty Maya
Superlatives,” enumerating (#27) the “most beautiful example of
stone sculpture” (Wall Panel 3, Piedras Negras) and (#30) “most
beautiful example of sculptured stone door lintel” (Lintel 24, Yax-
childn). Such enthusiasms irritated Tatiana Proskouriakoff, whose
landmark book, A Study of Classic Maya Sculpture (1950), began
with an assault on Morley’s unscientific thinking. “In its crudest
form [his_ thesis maintains that the ‘better’ a monument is the
later it is, until the development reaches a peak of perfection and a
period of decadence sets in,” she wrote. For the first time in several
generations, a scholar once again began to look at Maya art care-
fully and ask the works what they could say to the modern viewer.

And of Maya art and its nature? Proskouriakoftintroduced the
term “Classic” to widespread usage, indicating the presence of
what she termed the “Classic motif,” referring to the “single
human figure...at the center of the composition,” a figure that
might be a “deity, a priest, or ruler, or an abstract conception sym-
bolically portrayed,” and essentially falling within the chronologi-
cal framework of the first millennium AD. Adopted for usage to
delineate cultural periods throughout Mesoamerica, the Preclas-
sic-Classic-Postclassic classification carries heavy freight today, in
an era reluctant to privilege the cultural achievements of one era
over another. But the terminology nevertheless persists and will

be used here.
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From 1940 to 1960, many American archaeologists turned
away from the sort of center-city excavations that had yielded fab-
ulous discoveries of sculpture and ceramics. Stung by criticism
that the previous manner of work had been little more than intel-
lectual stamp collecting, archaeology gave its attention to science,
and to new techniques of scientific analysis. But this shift of
inquiry created an opening for historians of art, both in Mexico
and the United States, who began to look at the Maya corpus. Like
their nineteenth-century predecessors, some were drawn to the
naturalism and pictorial presentation, particularly on painted
ceramics, and they saw humor, domestic life, and a lively
engagement with the human form.

At the same time, widespread travel and amateur archaeology,
as well as the tragedy of looting, allowed for more enthusiastic
study of other Precolumbian arts of Mesoamerica, as the region
encompassing northern Central America and most of Mexico
came to be called, and Maya art could at last be recognized as only
oneof several pinnacles of artistic achievement, along with Olmec,
Mixtec, and Aztec arts, among others. Miguel Covarrubias, a
great student of Precolumbian art and a major figure in Mexican
modern art himself, was in fact uncomfortable with the high estate
in which Maya art was commonly held and preferred the seeming
simplicity of Olmec art; in his writings he successfully deflated the
cant that often surrounded the promotion of the “peaceful” Maya
and their art.

Although the story of Maya hieroglyphic decipherment since
1960 has been told elsewhere, it is worth mentioning here that
Tatiana Proskouriakoft played a key role in terms of both the deci-
pherment and in transferring its implications to Maya art. Prosk-
ouriakoff” recognized that the glyphs she deciphered as verbs

«

indicating “ascension” to office and the “capture” of captives were
assoctated with appropriate subject matter, sweeping away the veil
of'anonymity that had cloaked Maya art with the publication of her
1960 study of Piedras Negras inscriptions, its rulers and their
sculptures. In one fell swoop, calendar priests became petty kings
of warring states, promoting their cults for personal aggrandize-
ment. Many of the personages Stephens had once supposed to be
women were not robed priests, it turned out, but women indeed.
As the decipherment of the writing system transformed Maya
studies and invigorated the study of Maya art, so did the personal
energy and drive of Linda Schele. Her work in decipherment led
her to frame nesv questions to be asked of ancient Maya art and

society and to look into the very nature of ritual in ancient life. Her
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work achieved a recognition unknown for Maya studies sinee the
days of Morley, and she also bridged the disciphines of art Instory
and archacology, formulating a synthetic ustory of the ancient
Maya. She reinvigorated interpretive work with the modern
Maya, in whose thought, word, and deeds she found the imprint of
the past. Her death in 1995 left Maya studies bereft.

One immediate result of the decipherment was that scholars
began to scrutinize iconography carefully. When Michacl Coe sat
down to study the range of painted and carved pots in the carly
19705, he realized that they presented a world of supernatural,
religious characters, accompanied by texts that were certainly not
the seribbles of illiterate seribes. The role of ancient religion inart
and its representation came to the fore: in both monumental and
small-scale form, the Maya had taken note of their gods, rendernng
Kingsn their guise and illustrating ancient myths, some of which
were recounted centuries later in the sixteenth-century holy book,
The Popol Vuh.

Major exhibitions, Die J{elt der Maya in Lurope, The Blood of
Rings and Maya: Treasures of an Ancient Crvilization in the United
States, brought public attention to Maya art, as did the flurry of
quincentenary exhibitions in 1992-93 that included the Maya
among their offerings. The teatured subject of a traveling exhibi-
tion in 1993-95, Pamnting the Maya Universe, Maya vase painting
has taken its place as one of the great ceranic painting traditions
known to mankind. Clearly one of the world's great art traditions,
Maya art has been receiving its due. The most casual student of art
history opens most survey studies of world art and finds the Maya
at hand for the first time since 1842,

Like other modern readers, I often pore over Stephens for his
fresh insights, but perhaps his most important contribution was
simply to recognize that the indigenous peoples ot Chiapas,
Yucatdn, Guatemala, and Belize were all Maya and spoke Maya,
and that they were the descendants of the ancients who had built
cities, carved sculptures of their gods and kings, and written in a
seript that probably recorded their language. By the end of the
nineteenth century, Maya art could be seen in London, or Paris, or
Cambridge, Massachusetts. Driven by wars and mobilized by the
world economy since the 1970s, the Maya now live in New Haven,
Connecticut; Toronto, Canada; and Bonn, Germany. Like other
peoples of the modern world, they are now in diaspora, as is the art
of their ancestors. In this modern world, the ancient Maya need no
longer be thought of as a parallel universe, those “Greeks of the New

World,” but simply as the makers of their own world of Maya art.
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Chapter 2:

Maya Architecture

General considerations

From the first millennium B¢ onwards, as the Maya began to build
public buildings, they created vast facades against which to stage
great spectacles and plazas in which to congregate. Sixteenth-
century Europeans described the winding processions that had
moved from city and town to shrine all across Mesoamerica,
brightly adorned warriors and supplicants poised against the
man-made marvels of roads and pyramids. We can today imagine
that among the Maya, many travelers would have been en route to
make offerings to the Sacred Cenote or great natural sinkhole of
Chichen Ttza, one of the natural marvels that focused human
attention in ways like architecture itself.

With its very emphasis on mass and the relatively small atten-
tion given to interior spaces, Maya architecture is composed of a
few relatively simple elements: the house, the volume of platform
or pyramid, and the path or steps that animated the first two. At
heart lies the one-room Maya house, and the sort of house built
today has been built since the beginning of Maya settlement.
Ancient Maya builders replicated the forms in stone and then mul-
tiplied them to compose great rambling palaces or isolated them
atop huge platforms to create temples. Most characteristic of the
house is its hip roof; translated into stone the result is the corbel
vault, in which courses of stone approach each other until they can
be spanned by a single stone. Despite being inherently unstable,
the vault's relationship to the hip roof gave it such value that it was
never challenged by any other vaulting, although the Maya also
used flat, trabiated roofs using wooden beams and stucco.

The mass of pyramids and platforms itself is an astounding
feat, for the Maya builders assembled tons of recycled rubble or
freshly quarried rough limestone to construct huge pyramidal
structures or to extend natural land forms. Builders framed oft
sections to fill with rubble; workers carvied the rubble up tier
after tier, often scaling a steep, unfinished staircase that was then
covered by a more finely finished one when the structure was

complete.
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To us the mass always appears to be a solid, but the ancient
Maya may well have understood the mass to be penetrated by the

caches, tombs, and scaled

hidden voids of one sort or another
rooms—that archaeologists uncover.

The counterweight to mass is void, and the Maya valued the
plazas as much as the volumes. Larger buildings demand larger
plazas, and so the largest constructions, whether at Late
Preclassic El Mirador or Classic-period Tikal, received the grand-
est attendant spaces. A huge plaza like Quirigua’s often seems out
of kilter with the modest volumetric mass. Like the massive
constructions, plazas often overlie hidden efforts, usually drains in
this case that kept the plazas from flooding. At Tikal, gently
sloping plazas delivered water toreservoirs.

To connect these most inportant aspects—plaza, house, and
platform—the Maya depended on two other essential forms, steps
and pathways. Steps move humans vertically whereas pathways

connect horizontally, and the Maya used both with careful
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11. Tatiana Proskouriakoff
developed this convincing
reconstruction of Groups A and B
at Uaxactun to demonstrate how
the sak behs (elevated roads)
connected the elegant clusters of
buildings separated by ravines
and swamps. She called it a city
and noted that much of the area
was “occupied by residential
buildings and minor plazas and
courts,” but could not render it for
lack of archaeological data. The
resulting image probably helped
foster the notion of the so-called
“vacant ceremonial center.”

thought. Shallow, high, and steep staircases may have limited real
movement, although providing visual access; deep and massive
steps may have been most desirable for performances and rituals.
At all periods of time, the Maya built elevated roads they called sak
behs or “white ways,” from the gleaming plaster finish of their sur-
faces. Atacity like Uaxactan, the path became a ceremonial road to
connect different clusters of temples and palaces to one another; in
other cases, sak behs connected two cities, or city to town, as
between Uxmal and Kabah.

From the earliest times, the Maya built a single axial architec-
tural form, the ballcourt, for a game played with a solid rubber ball.
In its simplest form merely two parallel mounds with sloping
sides, the court also evolved more elaborate forms, with steps at
one end or the other for seating or sacrificial display in one stan-
dard variation, or laid out in the shape of a capital letter I in anoth-
er. Frequently found adjacent to palaces in their most elaborate
forms, ballcourts also turn up at some distance from the hearts of
ceremonial precincts, usually as simple stone-faced mounds.
Sloping sides at southern lowland sites gave way to vertical walls
at Uxmal and Chichen Itza before the courts generally vanished
from lowland Maya ceremonial precincts in the Postclassic,
although Postclassic highland Iximche featured multiple courts.
‘What modern scholars know of the play of the game derives both
from Spanish descriptions and from the representations common
in Classic art. Opposing sides fielded teams of three to five players
to be on the court at once, and heavily padded players struck the
ball to a goal—a ring, a marker, or the endzone—without touch-
ing the ball with their hands.

For modern observers, one of the difficulties in making sense
of Maya architecture has been simmply to see the architectural con-

figurations through the sea of forest, whether the scrub jungle

that grows with the 70 cm (28 in) of annual rainfall in northern
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Yucatan or the high canopy rainforest of Chiapas that results from
8 m (10 ft) of rain a year. Accordingly, viewers have often thought
that there is no city plan nor even a city. Late twenticth-century
depredations of the forest laid bare the Maya countryside, howev-
er, for the first time since the eighth century, making it possible to
see the larger context of Maya settlement.

Unlike their counterparts at Teotihuacan in Central Mexico,
the Maya found no attraction in rectilinear city streets or the city
grid pattern. Rather, most Maya cities grew organically, from the
core outward, and from the bottom up, with accretions that both
expanded the city's radius and took its highest buildings ever
upward. Maya architecture accommodated local topography and
took advantage of its features: high, solid, limestone outcroppings
served best for massive constructions; low, swampy areas could be
turned mto urban reservoirs. The Maya very rarely leveled a hill
to rationalize topography, but they frequently hauled massive
amounts of fill to expand and accentuate local features.

A city without streets has often seemed a confusing agglomer-
ation of structures, but that point of view may be one informed by
the modern plan or map reader. In fact, for a pedestrian at Tikal,
finding one’s way around the city might well have been quite

strai orward, since the open plazas an > pyramids create,
traightf I, since th n plazas and huge pyramids created
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both landmarks and vistas for on-the-ground orientation. Despite
the ease its plan provides for the modern viewer, the meticulous
grid of contemporary Teotihuacan in Central Mexico could have
scemed labyrinthine, its narrow and congested streets (with the
exception of 1ts single great north—south axis) monotonous and
confusing and preventing most long-distance views of its pyra-
mids, the distinctive landmarks. Strikingly, those Central
Mexican cities that were most closely allied with their Maya coun-
terparts—Xochicalco, Tula—are most Maya-like in their city
plan, whereas those that develop without regard to the Maya—
Teotihuacan, Tenochtitlan—prefer the grid.

Were these great Maya centers “cities”? Not in any twentieth-
century sense of the word, surely, but within the context of the
premodern world and the ancient New World they were indeed.
Interestingly enough, John Lloyd Stephens sized up Copédn and
Palenque as cities in 1839, and although he was not writing from
the point of view of modern sociology or urban studies, the com-
parison he probably had in mind was his own New York City,
where the population at that time was about 300,000. To hima city
was a center of social extremes and a place of differentiated archi-
tecture: a cathedral and a palace could be distinguished just by
their appearance; subtler differences separated city hall from the
financial markets. Stephens himself did not hesitate to distinguish
between a palace and temple, and he had reasonable expectations
of what those terms meant.

Maya cities provided the greatest social differentiation of the
ancient Maya world, for they were home to both the richest and
the poorest of their times, with populations of 100,000 or so proba-
bly resident at Tikal or Calakmul or Caracol. Even a population of
under 20,000 at Copan or Yaxchilan allowed for sharp separation
of social classes. The rich were well off by any standards and the
entire circle of king and court may have been as much as ten per-
cent (and some scholars might hazard more) of the entire popula-
tion. Over time, architectural forms differentiated themselves
more and more, perhaps reaching a Maya apogee at Chichen Itz4,
where the external forms of architecture are more distinct from
one another than at any southern lowland site. Chichen Itza may
also have had the most heterogeneous population of any Maya city,
and that mix may have enhanced architectural differentiation.

The earliest Maya cities of the central region established the
pattern of fashioning highly elaborate exteriors of pliable stucco
and the

built over tenoned supports on their buildings. Usually

best-known examples today are those from Late Preclassic El
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Mirador and Uaxactiin—the facades of the largest buildings fea-
ture huge heads of gods, and these may have functioned directly as
idols for adoration and oftering. By the Classic period, the scale of
facade decoration diminished and may have been replaced by the
use of portable braziers and urns, for example, that would have
been set up on facades as called for. However, during the Late
Classic massive decoration was set on the roofcombs or on upper
facades. The roofcomb of Temple I at Tikal took on the appearance
of a giant enthroned ruler, little more than the skeleton of which
appears today. The upper facades at Uxmal bear elaborate iconog-
raphy that ofters clues to building function.

Therationale for building and rebuilding Maya cities was long
linked by scholars to the calendar cycles of Mesoamerica. But were
any buildings really constructed to celebrate the completion of 52-
year cycles, when the solar calendars of 365 days and ritual calen-
dars of 260 days intersected? Indeed, such a hypothesis now seemns
unlikely for any Mesoamerican city, for excavations throughout
the region have demonstrated connections between building
campaigns and the ambitions of individual rulers.

Because Maya society had no single central authority, individ-
ual rulers and different ruling families solved their architectural
problems differently. Although cities of the Petén generally look
more like one another than they look like the Usumacinta cities, no
template explicates either regional variety and scholars have been

stymied in their attempts to develop a formula that satisfies inore
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than a single center. Yet regional and temporal distinctions can be
recognized: Early Classic Piedras Negras clearly resembles the
Petén, whereas its eighth-century flowering follows the pattern
established at Palenque in the seventh century. One might antici-
pate that the relatively similar physical environments of Piedras
Negras and Yaxchilan, the former only aday’s canoe trip downriv-
er on the Usumacinta from the latter, would have resulted in simi-
lar architectural configurations, but they could hardly be more
differentin their architectural solutions.

Among the Maya the agendas of both ruling families and indi-
vidual lords are sharply reflected in architectural programs. One
of the most obvious concerns was to honor one’s ancestors, to
enshrine their tombs within huge architectural constructions and
to make shrines at the top of those temples the site of veneration.
At some cities these developed into huge ancestor complexes. At
the same time, the city also served as the seat of visceral, mortal
power. What may once have been fairly small and simple throne
rooms became potent palace chambers, in some cases insulated
from the view of the populace, and in others designed to command

the public’s attention.

Around the Petén: Uaxactin, Tikal, Calakmul, and Aguateca

The first cities of the Classic era arose in the region known today
as the Petén, in northern Guatemala, where cities of the Late
Preclassic had previously flourished, particularly at E1 Mirador.
Most grew up around swampy areas, which may have been more
favorable for agriculture than lakes and rivers. On most maps
today, or even from the air, the Petén looks almost flat, but the bro-
ken terrain of karst limestone is in fact rolling and choppy, with
underpinnings of solid stone serving best for supporting massive
structures. The elevated roads called sak beks often span swampy
areas to link complexes built on solid ground; for comparison, we
need think only of New York City, where the rock under Midtown
and Lower Manhattan supports massive buildings, connected by
the “sak behs” of New York’s avenues.

Early in the first millennium AD, the lords of Uaxactiin con-
structed alarge radial pyramid known today as EVII, with a stair-
case flowing down each side and directed toward one of the
cardinal directions. Huge postholes atop the platform may have
supported symbolic “world trees,” rather than any sort of conven-
tional structure. The lord or priest who stood at the center of the
platform would then have stood at the earth’s navel, the center,

where the fifth direction of up-and-down would have come alive.

28




14. Archaeologists stripped away
ayer after layer of Structure EVII
at Uaxactun during the 1920s,
finally reaching an original
construction (“sub”) that was
completed in the first 200 years
of the first millennium.

though modest in comparison
with contemporary efforts at

El Mirador, EVII-sub was an
mportant building in its day,

a giant chronographic marker
that confirmed the movements
of the sun.

Al

15. When observed from EVII, the
three small structures facing the
larger pyramid marked the
equinoxes and solstices, so that
the “E-Group” functioned as a
giant chronographic marker.

Massive plaster ornament featured giant heads of the Maize God
borne by the upper halves of the heads of great serpents.

EVII-sub privileged the east facade, where in later phases a
stela would be placed at the base of the stairs. On the east, the pyra-
mid formed a particular arrangement with three smatter build-
mgs, creating what has been nicknamed an “E-group,” a
configuration now widely recognized at sites with a strong Early
Classic presence. Funetionally, the Uaxactin E-group is a simple
observatory. From a point on the eastern stairs, lines of sight can
be drawn to the three small buildings which identify the sunrise on
the days of the solstices and equinoxes. Rebuilt time and again
throughout the first millennium, EVII's ahgnment remained
mtact.

Excavations m Group A revealed a very different sort of build-
ing program that flourished simultaneously. Before ab 250,
Uaxactin lords had razed a perishable longhouse and built a
three-temple complex, a triadic grouping even more widespread
that the E-groups. As kings died, their suceessors buried them in
fancy tombs topped by new temples in their honor. But in the sev-
enth century, a new style of building took over the A-V complex:
long, ranging palaces first blocked off the main stairs and then
proceeded to turn the old eluster into a sequence of private courts.
Royal burial moved to new sites along with their temple shrines,
but lesser members of the court—women, children, along with
retainers—continued to be buried simply under palace oors.

From Uaxactin’s highest temples, an observer could have

seen the rootcombs of Tikal some 24 ki (15 miles) to the south.
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16. (below) Teotihuacan-style
building at Tikal (Structure 49).
Despite the arrival of
Teotihuacanos in the fourth
century Ap, few Maya buildings
took on any visibly foreign
characteristics. However,
Structure 49, near the Lost World
pyramid, featured balustrades
virtually unknown in Maya
architecture but characteristic at
Teotihuacan, along with unusual
proportions for a Maya building.

Tikal shares many architectural characteristics with Early Classic

Uaxactin, but on a much grander scale. The Lost World pyramid

forms the focus of an E-group. An adjacent fourth-century struc-

ture features the talud-tablero exterior construction characteris-

tic of distant Teotihuacan, architectural testimony to the political

allegiances of the era. Interestingly enough, the workmanship

must have been entirely local, for its proportions do not conform

to Teotihuacan standards. But the interest in confronting the dif-

ferences between the two cities’ architectural program was

reflected on the small scale as well, evidenced by the three temple

facades carved onto the surface of a pot cached at Tikal.

At Tikal, the North Acropolis effectively became a vast ances-

tral shrine over the 600 years that rulers buried their predecessors

within the complex. For example, early in the fifth century, when
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18. (right) Tikal's Temple |
(foreground) faces Temple ||
across the Great Plaza, with
Temple IV in the distance; the
North Acropolis lies to the right.

17. (below) At Uaxactin, Group A
buildings evolved in eight major
stages over at least 500 years
from a three-temple complex of
the Early Classic to multi-
chambered galleries in the Late
Classic.
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19. The pot from Problematic
Deposit 52 at Tikal may show
the arrival of Teotihuacanos at

Tikal. Moving in a long column,

the foreigners carry tripod
cylinders and Central Mexican
dartthrowers from a
Teotihuacan-style structure,
at far right, to a Maya one.

Siyah Chan K'awil oversaw the interment of his father, Nun Yax

Ayin, he ordered a bedrock chamber be carved into the front of the
North Acropolis; over the top workmen probably built a tempo-
rary structure so that the funerary rituals could proceed. Into the
tomb went the abundance of Tikal—pots, foodstufts, perhaps his
namesake caiman, or “ayin"—alongside the dead king. Priests sac-
rificed nine young attendants to serve with himin the afterlife, and
workmen constructed a corbel vault to seal the tomb. Then, over
the next few months a pyramid known today as Structure 34 rose
over the tomb, to be topped by a three-chamber shrine, the rooms
linked together from front to back, railroad style. Siyah Chan
K’awil had then completed the shrine to his father, and the build-
ing personified the late king. Eclipsed politically in the sixth cen-
tury, Tikal simultancously experienced sharp economic decline,
and for nearly 150 years few buildings went up at the city.

Freestanding pyramids seem in general to have been shrines
to powerful ancestors like Nun Yax Ayin, not only at Tikal but
throughout the Maya realm. A king fulfilled his duty to his prede-
cessor when he so honored him, but such constructions obviously
reflected on the living as well. When Yik'in Chan K'awil had died,
his heir and successor probably entombed him—although no
excavations have ever pierced the structure—within the huge
pyramid known today as Temple I'V, the single most massive tem-
ple constructed anywhere during the eighth century. Was it all an
act of filial piety, or did the heir also wish to demonstrate that
Yik'in Chan K’awil had outshone Hasaw Chan K’awil, whose bur-
tal in Temple I had initiated the passion for such constructions in
the eighth century? Or was the power of Yik'in Chan K'awil so
great that his heir felt the need to wall him in as thoroughly as any
living person could? Or, in building such a temple, did he also
nupress upon the neighboring cities his own absolute power, and
did he force them t