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The ancient Maya began to build vast cities in 

northern Guatemala during the first 

millennium BCE, mastering a harsh tropical 

environment with shallow soils and annual 

cycles of deluge and drought. These cities were 

the foundation of what would be the greatest 

civilization of the ancient New World. By 700 

CE their towering pyramids and dramatic 

public monuments could be seen at tens of Maya 

cities, across what is now Honduras, Belize, 

southern Mexico and Guatemala.  

 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of 

ancient Maya civilization is its hieroglyphic 

script. Alone among New World writing 

systems, Maya hieroglyphs faithfully reflect 

spoken language and reproduce its vocabulary, 

syntax and grammar. The script is a “mixed 

system” that combines signs for whole words, 

syllables and pure vowels. At any one time as 

many as 500 individual signs were in common 

use. 



The ancient Maya city of Tikal is located 

deep in the heart of Guatemala's El Petén 

rainforest with a towering canopy that floats 

thirty meters above the ground. The ancient 

city site is one of the largest ancient Maya 

sites, and today exists as a 222 square mile 

protected national park that is sanctuary 

not only for archaeological monuments, but 

also for endangered wildlife such as ocelots, 

peccaries, monkeys, toucans, parrots, and 

the elusive jaguar among many more rare 

creatures.  

 

Tikal is bounded by rivers to the east and 

west that drain respectively to the 

Caribbean and to the Gulf of Mexico. This 

geographical condition strategically poised 

Tikal to become a great trade, religious, and 

political center that dominated the region at 

times during the Classic Period, ca. 200CE 

to 850CE.  



Temple I (Temple of the Giant Jaguar), Tikal, El 

Petén, Guatemala, Late Classic period, 8th century 

 

It also is known as the Temple of the Great Jaguar 

because of a lintel that represents a king sitting upon 

a jaguar throne.  Another name is the Temple of Au 

Cacao, for the ruler buried in the temple.  

 

The structure is a funerary temple associated with 

Jasaw Chan K’awiil I, a Classic Period ruler of Tikal, 

who ruled from AD 682–734. The tomb of this ruler 

has been located by archaeologists deep within the 

structure. The tomb was built first and then the 

temple. The monumental core spreads out over 16 sq 

km (6 sq mi). The building date is unknown as it is 

unclear if Jasaw built it before his death or if his son, 

Yik'in, constructed it in honor of his deceased father. 



Tikal is the largest city of the ancient Maya civilization's Classic period. It is estimated 

to have had a peak population of 100,000 to 200,000 with an urban density of 600 to 

700 people per square kilometer. This major population, cultural, and trade center 

dates from the 4th century BCE. It reached its height during the Classic Period, 

extending from 200 to 850CE.  

 

During that time Tikal was the pre-eminent political, economic, and military power in 

the Mayan region. It had trade and cultural relations as far away as Teotihuacán in 

central Mexico. In the 4th century, Tikal was seemingly subjugated by Teotihuacán for 

a brief period. However, Tikal's predominant influence, relations, and animosities were 

with the neighboring Maya lowland states of the Yucatan peninsula and beyond: 

Uaxactun, Dos Pilas, Naranjo, Calakmul and Caracol. An alliance between these last 

two polities defeated Tikal militarily in 562CE, deposing Tikal as political center for 

the region.  



Left: Stela 31, with the sculpted image of Siyaj 

Chan K'awiil II  

 

With their astonishingly accurate calendars, the 

Maya established the genealogical lines of their 

rulers, which certified their claim to rule, and 

created the only true written history in ancient 

America.  

 

Tikal is one of the oldest and largest Maya 

cities. It was not laid out on a grid like 

Teotihuacan. Instead causeways connected 

irregular groupings. The site’s nucleus, what 

archeologists call the “site core”, is the Great 

Plaza, an open area studded with stelae and 

bordered by large stone structures. 



Central to the site is the Great Plaza 

bounded by the North Acropolis to the 

north, with the Central Acropolis to the 

south and Temple I and Temple II to the 

east and west. Temples I and II were 

both built during the time of Jasaw Chan 

K'awiil I, or Ah Cacao 682-734 CE. 

 

Though monumental architecture at the 

site dates back as far as the 4th century 

BC, Tikal reached its apogee during the 

Classic Period, ca. 200 to 900 CE. During 

this time, the city dominated much of the 

Maya region politically, economically, 

and militarily, while interacting with 

areas throughout Mesoamerica such as 

the great metropolis of Teotihuacan in 

the distant Valley of Mexico. There is 

evidence that Tikal was conquered by 

Teotihuacan in the 4th century CE.  



Left: A vessel with jade inlays from the tomb of Jasaw Chan K'awiil I beneath 

Temple I and bearing an effigy, probably that of the king.  

 

Tikal developed into a funerary complex for the ruling dynasty of the Classic 

Period, with each additional royal burial adding new temples on top of the older 

structures. Temple I has three chambers reached by a narrow stairway. The 

stairway of each pyramid was flanked by masks of the gods, rising nine stepped 

levels, which may be symbolic of the nine levels of Xibalba, the underworld. 



The main plaza during winter solstice celebrations  



Left: Incense holder depicting a priest or a god holding a 

skull, found in a tomb at Tikal 

 

Below: The shrine bears a high roof comb decorated with 

a sculpture of the seated king, Jasaw Chan K'awiil, 

although it now is difficult to discern  



Temple I (above left) entombed the ruler Jasaw Chan 

K'awiil I (a.k.a. Ah Cacao, 682-734CE) who was 

celebrated for his military triumph over Calakmul in 711. 

Temple II (above right) entombed his wife, Queen Twelve 

Macaw, following her death in 704. Temple IV (right) far 

to the west commemorates the reign of Yik'in Chan 

K'awiil, son of Jasaw Chan Kawiil I. An inscription on the 

lintel of Temple IV notes the date 750 CE. 



Though its roof comb is now eroded, Temple 

II has also been known as the Temple of the 

Masks because its upper frieze was once 

adorned with gigantic stone and stucco 

masks. Roof combs were used as grand 

billboards for the display of religious and 

political imagery.   In contrast to Egyptian 

pyramids, to which they are often erroneously 

compared, Maya 'step pyramids' served 

numerous functions besides mortuary ones, 

and were constructed not from large, solid 

stone blocks but from smaller, cut stone 

blocks on top of a rubble-fill core.  As Tikal 

today receives a great number of visitors 

annually, preservation of the original 

structures has become a priority for site 

authorities. The fragility of the original stairs 

of Temple II, which have also seen a number 

of accidents over the years due to their 

steepness and lack of handrails, have caused 

site management to close them off to visitors. 



Temple IV is the tallest structure at Tikal, around 70 meters in height. It stands 70 

meters in height and is second in height in the Maya world only to the pyramid of La 

Danta at El Mirador, 55km to the north of Tikal, at just under 73m (237ft). Two 

carved wooden lintels from its summit vault record a long count date confirming that 

Yik'in Chan Kawil, son of Jasaw, commissioned Temple IV in 741 CE.  A tomb has 

been found in the temple, but evidence is inconclusive as to whether it contains the 

remains of Yik'in Chan Kawil. Temple IV's 250,000 cubic yards of stone remain 

largely unexcavated and unrestored, with only the upper third portion and roof comb 

rising above the jungle canopy. Temple IV is currently in the process of restoration. 



Left: Pyramid of the Lost World 

(Late Pre-Classic) and Temple IV 

at Tikal 

Above: Maya pyramid at Tikal  

with prominent roof comb.  



To the east and west of the urban center, wetlands provided fertile areas for 

agriculture. Water conservation and management was key to survival in this urban 

area, and Maya infrastructure engineering devised ingenious culvert and reservoir 

systems for water diversion and storage to maintain constant supplies in a climate of 

cyclical rainfall. Tikal's ceremonial nodes are connected by another form of Maya 

infrastructure called sacbes which are raised causeways or roads paved with lime-

based cement. 

 

Tikal contains thousands of archaeological sites of which only a small portion have 

been excavated. To date 3000 have been uncovered and some 10,000 remain to be 

explored.  



An open court, originating in Mesoamerica, used to play a game known as tlatchli. 

This ball court is located next to Temple I and the Central Acropolis.   The game was 

played both recreationally and for ritual sacrifice. It involved a heavy natural rubber 

ball and solid wood bumpers located around the players’ waists. It is thought that the 

losers of the game were sacrificed but human sacrifice in the Maya lowlands never 

reached the mass scale later practiced at locales such as Aztec Tenochitlan. 



Accounts of ball games appear in Mesoamerican mythology. In the Maya epic known 

as the Popol Vuh (Council Book), the evil lords of the Underworld force a legendary 

pair of twins to play ball. The brothers lose, and the victors sacrifice them. The sons of 

one twins eventually travel to the Underworld and, after a series of trials including a 

ball game, outwit the lords and kill them. They revive their father and the younger 

twins rise to the heavens to become the sun and the moon while the father becomes 

the god of maize, a principal food source for the Maya people.  



Ball player, from Jaina Island, Mexico, Maya, 700-900 CE, painted clay 

 

The ball game and its aftermath, then, were a metaphor for the cycle of life, death, 

and regeneration that permeated Mesoamerican religion. 



Following the Late Classic period Tikal experienced a decline. There is little evidence 

and much well researched speculation as to the cause. There are signs that after some 

point the water storage infrastructure ceased to be maintained and palaces of the elite 

were burned suggesting social collapse. The site was gradually abandoned by the end 

of the 10th century. This occurred more or less contemporaneously with the 

abandonment of other Maya centers throughout the lowland jungles, as post-Classic 

sites in the northern Yucatán such as Chichén Itzá began to come into their own 

fluorescence. However, Tikal was never completely lost. Even in its ruined state, 

living Maya peoples used it from time to time for religious purposes, and it was 

probably somewhat inhabited into the 18th century. Accounts appeared in early 

Spanish texts beginning in the 17th century of a fabled city of stone in the Petén. 



Located within the deep tropical rainforest of Chiapas, Mexico, the ancient Maya site 

of Bonampak is home to the most complete and important mural program of the 

ancient Americas. 

 

These three murals first came to modern attention in 1946, when Lacandon Maya 

who lived in the region showed photographer Giles Healey (Yale ’24) what they had 

not previously shown to any outsider: a small temple whose three rooms house 

paintings that cover all surfaces. Painted around 800 CE, these three rooms of 

paintings reveal, in astonishing detail, the ancient Maya at the end of their splendor, 

engaging in court rituals and human sacrifice, wearing elegant costumes and 

stripping the clothing from fallen captives, acknowledging foreign nobles and 

receiving abundant tribute. 



Presentation of captives to Lord Cahn Muwan, Room 2 of Structure 1, Bonampak, 

Mexico, Maya, c. 790 CE, mural 

 

No other surviving work features so many Maya engaged in the life of the court, 

whether second-tier warriors presenting captives to the king or the king’s mother 

pushed to the side by her imperious daughter-in-law. Costumes, musical instruments, 

and the weapons of war are all rendered with great detail, making Bonampak an 

unparalleled resource for understanding ancient society. 



From at least the 5th century onward, lords at Bonampak skirmished with those from 

Yaxchilan, 26 kilometers away; but by the 8th century the royal families at the two 

cities had achieved détente. The king who commissioned the paintings at Bonampak, 

Chaan Muwan, married a Yaxchilan princess. By 800 CE, when the paintings were 

completed, the region was suffering from deforestation, exhausted farmland, and 

overpopulation. Some cities were burned to the ground; others were simply 

abandoned. By 900 CE, the forest had begun to reclaim the area. Years later Spanish 

invaders found the region of Bonampak sparsely inhabited, although great Maya 

populations survived in Yucatan and Guatemala. 



The second room at Bonampak contains one of the most famous paintings of the all 

Maya world, the Mural of the Battle. At the top, the whole scene is framed by a series 

of figures and symbols of star constellations within a cartouche and brown spots that 

probably represent wooden beams. The king stands at the center with his lieutenants, 

two Yaxchilan representatives, the queen and other noblemen. They wear elegant 

headdresses, jaguar pelts and jade pectorals, which stand in high contrast with the 

barely naked captives at their feet, laying on the steps of the palace waiting for their 

fate. Many have been tortured: blood spills from their hands and body parts. One 

captive lays dead below the king, with the severed head of another captive at his feet. 



The eastern wall of Room 3 portrays a private 

scene of the royal family, sitting on a throne 

bench, and performing a bloodletting ritual to 

celebrate the success of the war. In front of them a 

procession of dancers, musicians and members of 

the nobility participate in the celebration, in a 

scene developing all along the southern, western 

and northern walls. the lower register is occupied 

by a scene taking place on the stairs outside and 

below the palace. Here, a series of dancers lavishly 

dressed and adorned with feathered headdresses 

dance at the bottom of the building's stairways, 

while a procession of nobles stand in front of the 

steps with banners and trumpets. 



Yaxchilan is an ancient Maya city 

located on the banks of the Usumacinta 

River in the southern state of Chiapas, 

Mexico, near the border with Guatemala. 

Yaxchilan was a large center, important 

throughout the Classic era, and the 

dominant power of the Usumacinta River 

area. It dominated such smaller sites as 

Bonampak, and had a long rivalry with 

Piedras Negras to the north, and it was 

even a rival of Palenque, with which 

Yaxchilan warred in 654 CE. 

 

The site is particularly known for its 

well-preserved sculptured stone lintels 

set above the doorways of the main 

structures. These lintels, together with 

the stelae (stone tablets) erected before 

the major buildings, contain hieroglyphic 

texts describing the dynastic history of 

the city. 



The first king, who was of the Jaguar lineage, lived around 300 CE. He and his 

contemporaries established an important aspect of what might be considered as the 

spiritual identity of the city through the selection of its location. They decided upon 

this area not only because it is surrounded on three sides by the river. The 

placement of the temples high on natural pinnacles at the site demonstrates that 

their interest was not only in the river, but also in the view of the eastern horizon 

afforded by those hills. This early king lived during the leap in social and  scientific 

development that brought about the establishment of rule by dynastic kings who 

claimed sacred origins and authenticated their claims through written genealogies 

backed up by a complex calendar based on precise astronomical observations and 

mathematical calculations. 



His claims for power, like those of kings at other cities, were supported by 

individuals who had developed esoteric knowledge of astronomy. They must have 

used the hills of Yaxchilan for years as observatories which allowed them to 

measure the length of the year and see the passage of the planets. From the hill on 

which Structure 41 was eventually built, they saw that on the longest day of the 

year, the sun rose in a cleft between the two highest mountains in the Usumacinta 

region. This day marked the annual waning of the strength of the sun. With this 

information, the kings and astronomers were able to calculate the cycle of the year 

based on their own geographical surroundings.  



On a stele known as Stele 11, a flapstaff scene depicts 

two elite males who stand facing each other. They are 

individually identified as Shield Jaguar I (on the left) 

and Bird Jaguar IV. Although the flapstaff motif 

occurred occasionally at other sites, this scene on Stela 

11 constitutes its first appearance at Yaxchila ́n.  

 

The date of the flapstaff event occurs nearly a year 

before the death of Shield Jaguar I on June 15, 742. The 

summer solstice ceremony recorded on Stela 11, which 

was oriented toward the summer solstice sunrise, may 

then have constituted a type of successor-appointment 

ritual depicted by Bird Jaguar as a validation of the 

passage of power from his father to himself.  

 

Specifically, summer solstice marks the day that the 

current leader terminates his duties.  



It is likely that the recorded flapstaff rite was 

entirely fabricated, but because Bird Jaguar's 

choice of solar symbolism had a strong 

cultural basis, the propaganda of the solar 

paradigm would have been entirely 

appropriate for the Stela 11 inaugural 

commemorative. 

 

Mesoamerican political leaders identified 

themselves with the sun and Mayan art often 

includes metaphorical references to the cyclic 

changes of death/transformation/rebirth that 

are common to the sun and to dynastic 

succession. In this way, the death of a 

predecessor is analogous to the descent of the 

sun, while the inauguration of a successor 

corresponds to the subsequent sunrise. It 

should be noted that the annual 

transformation of the sun is perceived to 

occur at the summer solstice. Thus, by 

choosing to associate himself and his 

predecessor with the transformational point 

of the sun's metamorphosis, Bird Jaguar was 

able to capitalize on its allegorical references 

to dynastic succession.  



Maya Lintel 24, from Structure 23, Xaxchilan, 

Mexico, 725 CE, limestone 

 

The scene represents a bloodletting ritual performed 

by the king of Yaxchilán, Shield Jaguar the Great 

(681-742), and his wife, Lady K'ab'al Xoc (Itzamnaaj 

Bahlen III). The king holds a flaming torch over his 

wife, who is pulling a rope through her tongue 

studded with what are now believed to be obsidian 

shards through her tongue in order to conjure a vision 

serpent.  

 

Shield Jaguar ascended to power in 681 CE and died 

in 742 CE. The king is wearing his hair back with 

quetzal feathers indicating that he will also let blood 

in this ceremony. Lady Xoc uses a rope with obsidian 

shards to pierce her tongue in a ceremony in order to 

celebrate the birth of a son to one of the ruler’s other 

wives as well as an alignment between the planets 

Saturn and Jupiter. The celebration must have taken 

place in a dark chamber or at night because Shield 

Jaguar provides illumination with a blazing torch. 



Attached to his head band is what 

appears to be a representation of the 

Jester Mask. The jester mask is 

considered analogous to the glyph for 

kingship, ajaw, and is named so for 

the vegetation often depicted coming 

from the crown of it.  

 

Since the rest of the costume is 

depicted without much abstraction, it 

is suggested that Maya kings may 

have literally attached a shrunken 

head to their head band as a 

representation of power.  

 

He is shown wearing a pectoral with 

a representation of the sun god 

depicted. It is strung from a jade 

bead necklace that is counter 

balanced by a long strand of jade 

beads and what are probably carved 

shells going down his back.  



Lady Xoc is one of the most prominent and 

probably politically powerful women in the 

Maya civilization. By pulling the rope studded 

with obsidian shards through her tongue, she 

causes blood to drip onto paper strips held in a 

woven basket to be burned as depicted on 

Lintel 25.  Blood scrolls can be seen on her 

face. The queen also wears an elaborate 

headdress. There are flower tassels on the 

main part of the head band and a mosaic 

depiction of Tlaloc sprouting quetzal feathers.. 

Her necklace also appears to have a pectoral 

depiction of the sun god. It is probably made of 

shell or jade plaques, as are her wrist cuffs. 

 

Lintel 24 was found in its original context 

alongside Lintels 25 and 26 in Structure 23 of 

Yaxchilan. Recent excavations have unearthed 

what is thought to be the tombs of Shield 

Jaguar and Lady Xoc within Structure 23. 

Discovered in association with the female 

burial attributed to Lady Xoc were 146 

prismatic obsidian blades, each with two 

lateral notches on the edges. 



Maya Lintel 25, from Structure 23, Yaxchilan, 

Mexico, 725 CE, limestone 

 

Lintel 25 was originally set above the central 

doorway of Structure 23. It shows Lady Xoc 

invoking the Vision Serpent to commemorate 

the accession of her husband to the throne. An 

inscription on the lintel reads October 20, 681, 

as the date of Lord Shield Jaguar’s accession to 

the throne.  Lady Xoc holds a bowl containing 

bloodletting apparatus consisting of a stingray 

spine and bloodstained paper.  The Vision 

Serpent rising before her has two heads, one at 

each extreme, from the mouth of one emerges a 

warrior, from the other emerges the head of 

central Mexican deity Tlaloc, the war god of the 

distant metropolis of  Teotihuacan.  

 

Scholars have debated the identity of this 

figure. Some argue that it represents Shield 

Jaguar, others that it is Lady K’abal Xook 

herself in another form. 



Bloodletting was a central part of Maya 

life from the Late Preclassic period (400 

BCE–250 CE) onward and was especially 

critical to rituals of kingship. According 

to Maya belief, when a member of the 

royal family sheds his or her blood, a 

portal to the Otherworld was opened 

through which gods and spirits might 

pass into this world.  

 

The image of the “Vision Serpent” gives 

visual form to the communion between 

worlds. If it is the Vision Serpent that we 

see in lintel 25, the figure emerging from 

the creature’s open maw may be that of a 

royal ancestor. Whatever the case, by 

showing the serpent manifest, the image 

attests to the royal authority of Lady Xoc, 

and by extension, Shield Jaguar. 



Still in the Central acropolis, Structure 33 represents the apex of Yaxchilán 

architecture and its Classic development. The temple was probably constructed by 

the major ruler Bird Jaguar IV or dedicated to him by his son. The temple, a large 

room with three doorways, decorated with stucco motifs, overlooks the main plaza 

and stands on a excellent observation point toward the river. The real masterpiece of 

this building is its roof, almost intact, composed by a high crest, or roof comb, with a 

frieze and niches with remains of a human figure. The second hieroglyphic stairway 

leads to the front of this structure. 



In the past, the land around the Usumacinta was criss-crossed by a constantly 

shifting web of borders as the rulers of ancient Maya cities fought wars and made 

alliances to expand the size and influence of their kingdoms. But little evidence of 

where the borders of these kingdoms actually lay had been found, until the recent 

discovery of a series of stone walls standing three to six feet high, strung out through 

a four-mile-long stretch of the rain forest. These walls, which divided the kingdoms of 

Yaxchilan and Piedras Negras, were used to defend Yaxchilan’s northern border. The 

walls provide important clues about the military tactics as well as the causes of the 

fighting that took place during the tumultuous period 1,300 years ago when both 

cities were at the peak of their power. 



No evidence has been found of the walls being attacked, but the archaeological 

investigations are still in their early stages. Direct evidence of warfare in this region 

is sparse, possibly due to the speed with which human remains decay in the tropical 

environment. “It’s actually an interesting issue with the Maya in general. We don’t 

have a lot of skeletal remains that we can definitively attribute to war,” says Scherer. 

He notes, however, that there is a lot of skeletal evidence for human sacrifice, which 

may explain what happened to those on the losing side of a battle. 



IMAGES OF POWER: 
CLASSIC MAYA ART and ARCHITECTURE 

(Tikal, Bonampak, and Yaxhilán) 






