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FOREWORD 
 

During the past four decades we have witnessed groundbreaking developments in the field of Maya epigraphy. 

The purpose of this handbook is to provide an introduction to the study of Maya h ieroglyphs and is designed to 

be used in conjunction with Maya hieroglyphic workshops. It is our objective to summarize and render 

comprehensibly the recent developments of Maya epigraphy (i.e. hieroglyph studies). The audience targeted is 

that of beginners attending Maya hieroglyphic workshops 3. 
 

The authors wish to receive any possible comments on the contents and structure of this handbook in order for us 

to be able to produce improved versions in the future. Readers of this handbook are advised to realize, as noted 

above, that this introduction is intended to be used in combination with the workshops provided, i.e. the 

handbook only presents a skeleton of the writing system, and to get the best out of the current volume, the reader 

is suggested to participate in the workshops and lectures provided by numerous individuals and institutes 

around the world offering workshops on the Ancient Maya script.  
 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS  
 

Over the years we have had the opportunity and privilege to work in collaboration with th e worldɀÚɯÉÌÚÛɯ

epigraphers and have often had the opportunity to learn of new decipherments first -hand from the people who 

made these discoveries. As we owe a great deal of our intellectual baggage to the insight of our colleagues, we 

would like to acknowl edge them collectively for their contribution to this workshop handbook, be it conscious or 

unconscious, direct or unwitting. These are Dmitri Beliaev, Erik Boot, Pierre Robert Colas, Hugo García 

Capistrán, Nikolai Grube, Stanley Guenter, Stephen Houston, Kerry Hull, Alfonso Lacadena, Barbara MacLeod, 

Simon Martin, Peter Mathews, Joel Palka, Carlos Pallán Gayol, Christian Prager, Linda Schele, David Stuart, Erik 

Velásquez García, Robert Wald, Søren Wichmann, and Marc Zender. 

 

Special thanks are addressed to the colleagues who have made valuable suggestions and corrections to the earlier 

versions of this handbook: namely Ramzy Barrois, Ignacio Cases, Wilhelmina Dyster, Alfonso Lacadena, Simon 

Martin, Christian Prager, Verónica Amellali Vázquez López, and Søre n Wichmann. Furthermore, we would like 

to thank Antti Arppe and Matti Miestamo for their insightful and constructive observations and consequent 

modifications of the linguistic part of this volume. Also, our thanks go to the following people who have had a n 

influence on the present volume: Michael Coe, Antonio Cuxil Guitz, Albert Davletshin, Lolmay Pedro García 

Matzar, Ian Graham, Sven Gronemeyer, Scott Johnson, John Justeson, Terry Kaufman, Justin Kerr, Guido 

Krempel, Danny Law, John Montgomery, Dorie Reen ts-Budet, Joel Skidmore, and Mark Van Stone. Moreover, we 

would like to thank the late Linda Schele for initiating the formula of the workshops on Maya hieroglyphic 

writing.  

 

Last but not least, the authors would also like to express more personal gratitud es. The Senior author thanks Asta, 

Hilla, and Otso Kettunen for their support and affection. The Junior author wishes to thank Reinhart, Françoise 

and Eric Helmke and Julie Nehammer Helmke for unflagging emotional support.  

 

Due to the fact that this handbook is designed for beginnersɀɯ×ÜÙ×ÖÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯÐÕÛÌÕËÌËɯÛÖɯÉÌɯÈɯÊÖÕÊÐÚÌɯÐÕÛÙÖËÜÊÛÐÖÕɯ

to the topic, we find it extraneous to cite all the people involved in deciphering particular hieroglyphs or 

producing ideas, insights, and discoveries related to the subject. We would therefore like to apologize for any 

substantial omissions regarding ignored acknowledgements, and would welcome feedback in this regard.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
3 This handbook is also designed for more advanced students, and it should be noted here that some parts of the current volume (e.g. Chapter 4. 

Conventions of Transliterating and Transcribing Maya Texts, Appendix I: Synharmonic vs. Disharmonic Spelling, Underspelled So unds, and 

Reconstructed Glottal Fricatives in Maya Hieroglyphic Writing and Appendix J: No tes on Classic Maya Grammarare intended for students 

already exposed to the Maya writing system, and are only expected to be skimmed through by beginners. This Introduction is in tended to be as 

short as possible as regards to the main part of the volume, but additional information is provided to the audience with extra craving for the 

intricacies of the Maya script.  
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NOTE ON THE ORTHOGRAPHY  
 

The conventions of orthography have plagued Maya studies since the very beginning of the discipline. Maya 

words have been and still are written in sundry fashion. One illuminating example is the numerously used word 

for ȿÓÖÙËɀɯÖÙɯȿÒÐÕÎɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÈÛɯÓÌÈÚÛɯÐÕɯÍÐÝÌɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÍÖÙÔÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ,ÈàÈɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÛÜÙÌȯɯÈÏÈÜȮɯÈÏÈÞȮɯÈÑÈÜȮɯÈjaw and 

ɀÈÑÈÞȭɯ2ÐÕÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÙÈÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÞɯÖÍÍÐÊÐÈÓɯÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ&ÜÈÛÌÔÈÓÈÕɯ,ÈàÈɯÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌÚɯȹAcuerdo Gubernativo 

numero 1046-87 [23rd of November 1987]) and its modification ( Acuerdo Gubernativo numero 129-88 [2nd of March  

1988]), and its subsequent publication ( Lenguas Mayas de Guatemala: Documento de referencia para la pronunciación de 

los nuevos alfabetos oficiales), most but not all Maya scholars around the world have started to use the new alphabet  

in their publications, with one addition, th e distinction between h/j for Classic Maya. 

 

When it comes to the application of this new alphabet, one can notice various ways of dealing with the issue. The 

conventions of the orthography usually touch four ɁËÖÔÈÐÕÚɂɯÖÍɯÎÙÖÜ×ÚɯÖÍɯÞÖÙËÚȯ 

 

(1) Words in differe nt Maya languages;  
(2) Maya words that are considered to be somewhat constant in the terminology of the Maya studies (such 

as day and month names [derived from colonial Yukatek]);   
(3) Place and proper names 

(4) Names of languages and ethnic groups 

 

On the other end of the ɁÚÊÈÓÌɂɯÈÙÌɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚȮɯÞÏÖɯÜÚÌɯÕÌÞɯÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËÚɯÐÕɯ,ÈàÈɯÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌÚɯÉÜÛɯÙÌÛÈÐÕɯ

the custom of using old (colonial) alphabets for the cases #2-4; in the middle of the scale are scholars with various 

solutions: some are applying the new alphabet for the Guatemalan Maya languages only (case #1), and old 

alphabets for the others; both of these might use either old or new orthography in the case #2. The Maya name for 

a so-called ȿËÈàɀɯÔÈàɯÉÌɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓàɯÙÌÝÌÈÓÐÕÎɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÙÌÎÈÙËȯɯÌȭÎȭɯ"ÈÜÈÊɤ*ÈÞÈÒɯȹsee the section on Day Names, 

below). 

 

On the other end of the ɁÚÊÈÓÌɂɯÈÙÌɯÚÊÏÖÓÈÙÚȮɯÞÏÖɯÌÔ×ÓÖàɯÛÏÌɯÕÌÞɯÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛÚɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌÚɯșƕ-2, but also in 

the cases #3-4 thus using Yukatan instead of Yucatan, Waxaktun instead of Uaxactun, and KɀÐÊÏÌɀɯÐÕÚÛÌÈd of 

Quiche or Quiché. Also, most scholars who have started employing the new orthography in all of the cases stated 

above, still maintain the convention of using traditional orthography for languages and ethnic groups outside the 

Maya realm, thus using wo rds such as QɀÌØÊÏÐɀȮɯ*ÈØÊÏÐÒÌÓȮɯÈÕËɯ6ÈÚÛÌÒɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÛÌßÛɯÞÐÛÏɯ,ÐßÌȮɯ9ÖØÜÌȮɯÈÕËɯ

Nahuatl instead of using either one of the following sets:  

 

(a) QɀÌØÊÏÐɀȮɯ*ÈØÊÏÐÒÌÓȮɯ6ÈÚÛÌÒȮɯ,ÐÏÌȮɯ2ÖÒÌȮɯÈÕËɯ-ÈÞÈÛÓ 

(b) Kekchi, Cakchiquel, Huastec, Mixe, Zoque, and Nahuatl  

 

Our position in this medley is that of finding a closely argued, consistent, and coherent standpoint. We have 

chosen to follow the sequent logic: when it comes to the Maya words, whether in the form of the above stated 

cases #1 or #2, we have chosen to follow the ɁÕÌÞɯÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛɂȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÕÈÔÌÚɯÞÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÊÏÖÚÌÕɯnot to 

follow the usage of the ɁÕÌÞɯ ÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛɂɯ ÚÐÕÊÌɯ ÔÖÚÛɯ ×ÓÈÊÌɯ ÕÈÔÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÞÌÓÓɯ ÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯ ÐÕɯ ÛÏÌɯ ÎÌÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊÈÓɯ

vocabulary, including maps and road signs, and, furthermore, reflect a world -wide custom of natural 

ɁÍÙÖáÌÕÕÌÚÚɂɯÖÍɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯÕÈÔÌÚɯȹÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÎÙÖÜÕËÚɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛÐÌÚɯÖÍɯ+ÌÐÊÌÚÛÌÙɯÈÕËɯ&ÓÖÜÊÌÚÛÌÙɯÐÕɯ$ÕÎÓÈÕËɯÙÌÛÈÐÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ

old orthographies, and their spellings are not revised to *Lester and *Gloster, respectively). Thus we are inclined 

to hold back to the traditional orthography in the case of such place names as Yucatan (not *Yukatan), Edzna (not 

*EtzɀÕÈɯÖÙɯɖ$ÛÚɀÕÈȺȮɯ"ÖÉÈɯȹÕÖÛɯɖ*ÖÉÈȺȮɯÈÕËɯ4ÈßÈÊÛÜÕɯȹÐÕÚÛÌÈËɯÖÍɯɖ6ÈßÈÒÛÜÕɯÖÙɯɖ6ÈßÈÒÛÜÜÕȺȭɯ ÓÚÖȮɯÛÏÌɯÈÊÊÌÕÛÚɯ

represented on Maya words are redundant since all words of Maya origin are pronounced with the stress placed 

on their last syllable. Thus, the use of Spanish-derived accents is eliminated: thus e.g. Tonina instead of *Toniná4. 

The only exception is the usage of accents that represent tones in languages such as Yukatek. 

 

However, in the case of the names of the Maya languages and ɁÕÈÛÐÖÕÚɂɯÞÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÊÏÖÚÌÕɯÛÖɯÍÖÓÓÖÞɯÛÏÌɯɁÕÌÞɂɯ

orthography on the ground of practicality and rationality: practicality in the sense that the new forms of the 

languages and nations have been accepted (with some exceptions) by most scholars whether they live in Central  
 

 
4 On the same grounds, for example, all words in Finnish (including place names) are not marked with accents due to the fact th at in Finnish the 

stress is always on the first syllable; thus: Helsinki, not *Hélsinki (asterisks are used here to indicate incorrect spellings).  
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America, Mexico, the United States or Europe (regardless of the respective languages they employ); rationality in 

the sense that the new orthographies reflect the names of the languages and nations far better than the older 

somewhat inconsistent names. 

 

This reasoning is not, however, accepted by some scholars who ɬ with an understandable and well -grounded 

argumentation ɬ rationalize that the names of the Maya languages and nations in the English language are 

English words, i.e. it is not reasonable to assume that the change of the orthography of a given language outside 

of English speaking world affec ts English orthography. According to the same reasoning, English speaking people 

use words such as German (not *Deutsch), visit countries and places such as Brittany (not *Bretagne), Saxony (not 

*Sachsen), and Finland (not *Suomi), talk about languages such as French (not *français), Swedish (not *svenska), 

and Spanish (not *español), etc. From our viewpoint, names of the Maya languages and nations do not fall into a 

same type of category as the previous examples. They are less well known and less used in common spoken or 

written language, and are, therefore, more easily to be ɁÙÌÝÐÚÌËɂɯÐÍɯÕÌÌËÌËȭ 

 

In this handbook we will follow the new alphabet and new orthography when dealing with Maya names and 

terminology, but we shall continue using the old orthography  when employing names of Maya origin that have 

been incorporated into English. The ȿÖÓËɀɯÖÙɯÚÖ-called ȿ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɀɯÖÙÛÏÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɯÐÚɯÛÏÜÚɯÜÚÌËɯÏÌÙÌɯÛÖɯÙÌÕËÌÙɯ×ÓÈÊÌɯ

names (i.e. toponyms). The only adjustment to the orthography used for modern Maya languages in G uatemala 

(see above) is the elimination of the redundant apostrophe marking the glottal stop of the bilabial sound /b/ ɬ as 

there is no opposition (/b/ ~ /bɀɤȺɯÐÕɯ,ÈàÈɯÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌÚɯȹÌßÊÌ×ÛɯÍÖÙɯ2×ÈÕÐÚÏɯÓÖÈÕÞÖÙËÚȺȭ 

 

I INTRODUCTION  

 
The earliest known Maya texts date back to the third century BC, and the latest were written around the time of 

the Spanish Conquest, although it is possible that the tradition to write with hieroglyphs survived until the 17 th 

century in areas unaffected by Spanish control, such as in Tayasal in Northern Petén. A very rough estimate of 

around 5,000 individual texts can be suggested to account for those that have so far been discovered 

archaeologically or they are found in the museums or private collections around the world. Most of the se texts 

were written during the Classic period (AD 200 ɬ900) on ceramic vessels and on stone monuments, such as stelae 

(sg. stela) and lintels. Besides these we have hieroglyphic texts on a number of other media and locations, such as 

codices5, wooden lint els, stucco façades, frescoes on the walls of buildings, cave walls, animal shells, bones, 

jadeite, obsidian, brick, clay, etc. 

 

The system of Maya hieroglyphic writing consists of more than one thousand different signs. However, many of 

these signs are either variations of the same sign (allographs ) or signs with the same reading (homophones ), or 

they were utilized only at a given period of time or in a given location. Thus, the total of hieroglyphs used at any 

one time did not exceed an inventory of more than 500 signs6. 
 

The Maya writing system is described linguistically as a logosyllabic system, comprised of signs representing 

whole words ( logograms ) and syllables  (syllabic signs, which can either work as syllables or phonetic signs). 

There are approximately 200 different syllabic/phonetic signs in the Maya script, of which around 60 percent 

comprise of homophonic signs. Thus, there are some 80 phonetic syllables in the Classic Maya language and 

about 200 graphemic syllables in the script. Once contrasted to other Mesoamerican writing systems, it is apparent 

that the ancient Maya used a system of writing that had the potential to record linguistic structures as complex as 

the syntax present in the oral manifestations of their languages. In practice, however, the writing system is a 

graphemic abbreviation of highly complex syntactical structures and thus many items omitted had to be provided 

by readers intimately familiar with the language the script records.   

 
5 All the four surviving readable Maya codices, or books, date back to the Postclassic period (AD 1000ɬ1697). The Maya codices were manufactured 

using the inner bark of different species of amate (fig tree, Ficus cotonifolia, Ficus padifolia). These were folded into the shape of an accordion that 

can be folded and unfolded like a screen. Besides the Postclassic codices, there are a few examples of Classic period codices that have been 

uncovered archaeologically in burials (cf. e.g. Angulo 1970, Coe 1990, and Fash 1992). However, these codices have been affected so adversely by 

the tropical climate, that these have been reduced to amorphous heaps of organic remains, plaster and pigment. 
 

6 Michael Coe (1992: 262) gives a lot lower number of 200ɬ300 glyphs used at any given time with the total of 800 glyphs in the Maya script in 

general. 
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1. HISTORY OF DECIPHERMENT  

 

The history of the decipherment of the Maya script is an intriguing account, ne arly 500 years in duration, wherein 

a functional understanding of the writing system was pursued, a system that at a first glance looks as alien as can 

possibly be imagined. It is impossible to relate even the basic features of these histories in this volume, but some 

outlines of the most important discoveries should be mentioned in order for the reader to be able to comprehend 

how some of the readings came about. 

 

In 1862, while looking for New World research material at the Royal Academy of History in Mad rid, a French 

clergyman by the name of Charles Étienne Brasseur de Bourbourg  came upon a manuscript titled Relación de las 

cosas de Yucatán7 written by a bishop  Diego de Landa . Two years later, Brasseur de Bourbourg published the 

manuscript as a bilingual edition (Spanish and French) by the name of Relation des choses de Yucatán de Diego de 

Landa. 
 

 

Three decades prior, American lawyer and travel writer John Lloyd Stephens  set off 

with English artist Frederick Catherwood , from New York to travel to the May a area 

via Belize. During their annual sojourns between 1839 and 1842, they explored ruined 

Maya sites, wrote reports, drafted maps and sketched ancient sculptures and 

buildings.  Through their efforts they made the ɁÓÖÚÛɯÊÐÛÐÌÚɂɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ,ÈàÈɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ

general audience in two lavishly illustrated volumes: Incidents of Travel in Central 

America, Chiapas, and Yucatan (1841) and Incidents of Travel in Yucatan (1843). In the 
 

first of these volumes Stephens wrote of Copan: 
 

In regard to the age of this desolate city I shall not at present offer any conjecture. Some idea 

might perhaps be formed from the accumulations of earth and the gigantic trees growing on the 

top of the ruined structures, but it would be uncertain and unsatisfactory. Nor shall I at this 

moment offer any conjecture in regard to the people who built it, or to the time when or the 

means by which it was depopulated, and became a desolation and ruin; whether it fell by the 

sword, or famine, or pestilence. The trees which shroud it may have sprun g from the blood of 

its slaughtered inhabitants; they may have perished howling with hunger; or pestilence, like   

the cholera, may have piled its streets with dead, and driven forever the feeble remnants from 

their homes; of which dire calamities to other cities we have authentic accounts, in eras both 

prior and subsequent to the discovery of the country by the Spaniards. One thing I believe, 

that its history is graven on its monuments. Who shall read them? (Stephens 1993 [1841]: 

59). 

 

This challenge was probably put forward by Stephens in view of the fact that 

the Egyptian script had been cracked (by Jean-François Champollion ) just 

decades prior to the publication of his book. However, during Stephen ɀÚɯÛÐÔÌÚɯ

there was no Rosetta stone8 available for the sti ll nascent Maya studies. After the 

discovery of LandaɀÚɯRelación by Brasseur de Bourbourg, the scholars thought 

they had the Rosetta stone of Maya studies at their disposal. 

 

In one of the pages Landa describes what he thought were Maya alphabetic 

characters. The so-called Landa alphabet (see Figure 28) was just about instantly 

condemned to be a misunderstanding by this Spanish clergyman (which it was ɬ 

to a certain point at least). Thus, it was assumed that this ȿÈÓ×ÏÈÉÌÛɀɯÞÈÚɯÜÚÌÓÌÚÚȭɯ

Consequently, no correlation or academic examination worthy of consideration 

were completed during the following hundred years.  

 

One of the problems was that both Landa and the scholars of the late 

19th century, up to those of the 1950ɀÚȮɯÍÈÐÓÌËɯÛÖɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÈÕËɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ

Maya script was not alphabetic or solely phonetic (or merely  
 

logographic for that matter) 9. At first scholars tried to apply the Landa alphabet directly (but, time and again, 
unsuccessfully) to the Maya script. On the other hand ɬ at around the same time ɬ the logograms for calendrical 
 

 

 

7 The manuscript is actually an abridgement of the original by Diego de Landa Calderón, written around 1566 in Spain, but never  recovered since. 

This abridgement proceeded from one copyist to another until a later version (writte n around 1660) was uncovered by Brasseur de Bourbourg. 
 

8 The Rosetta stone was discovered in 1798 during the intrusion of the Napoleonic army in Egypt. It contained three parallel te xts in Greek, 

demotic Egyptian, and hieroglyphic Egyptian. The proper names  in the parallel texts were the basis for cracking the Egyptian hieroglyphs.  
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(drawing by Frederick Catherwood)  

 

Figure 1: Stela A, Copan, Honduras  
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signs depicted in the Relación were successfully applied to Maya texts. Based on the success of logographic signs 

and the failure of  so-called alphabetic ones, it was deemed that Maya writing on the whole could not be 

phonetic10. 
 
The study of Maya hieroglyphs advanced towards the 1950ɀÚɯÚÛÌÈËÐÓàɯÐÕɯÚÛÈÎÌÚȮɯÌÚ×ÌÊÐÈÓÓàɯÈÚɯÙÌÓÈÛÌÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÎÓà×ÏÚɯ

forming the calendrical parts of texts 11. Perhaps as a direct consequence, the idea was developed that the Maya 

script was purely logographic. In the same vein, it was presumed that the content of the inscriptions dealt almost 

exclusively with astronomical and non -historical matters, an idea that prevailed in the academic circles of the 

time. Attempts to read Maya hieroglyphs (or parts of the hieroglyphs) phonetically were doomed to failure or, 

conversely, neglected by the leading scholars of the time. However, beginning already in the 19th century, several 

prolific interpretations were made by a handful of researchers. Nevertheless, all of these scholars failed to find a 

systematic method to fully clarify their ideas.  

 

In 1876, a French academic by the name of Léon Louis Lucien Prunol de Rosny  proposed in his study 

Déchiffrement de lɀNÊÙÐÛÜÙÌɯ'ÐõÙÈÛÐØÜÌɯËÌɯÓɀ ÔõÙÐØÜÌɯ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓÌɯthat Maya hieroglyphic writing was partly based on  

phonetic signs. His work on the Maya hieroglyphs and his linguistic background along with his knowledge of 

other writing syste ms in the world made him conclude that the Maya script consist of both logograms and 

phonetic signs. However, third of a century passed by after de RosnyɀÚɯÕÖÛÌÞÖÙÛÏàɯÞÖÙÒɯÜÕÛÐÓɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÙÚÛɯÚàÚÛÌÔÈÛÐÊɯ

study of the phonetic content of the Maya script saw dayl ight.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 2: The Landa Ɂ Ó×ÏÈÉÌÛɂ  

(adapted after Coe and Kerr 1998: 228) 

 

In the beginning of 1950ɀÚɯÈɯÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏÌÙɯ

from the Institute of Ethnology in 

Leningrad, Yuri Knorozov , tested out 

the Landa alphabet once again, and 

compared them with the then few 

existing reproductions of the three 

known Maya codices (Villacorta and 

Villacorta 1933) that the Red Army had 

apparently stumbled on and ȿÙÌÚÊÜÌËɀɯ

in 1945 in Berlin.12 

 

The method used by Knorozov was to 

study writing systems, which  had 

already been deciphered. Based on 

shared similarities between them, and 

the number of signs used by each type 

of writing system, Knorozov suggested   
that the Maya writing system was comprised of logograms and phonetic signs. In the broad strokes the Maya 

writing system was thought to resemble the Japanese writing system. 

 

Knorozov set out to test his ideas by using the Landa Alphabet as though it were (partly) comprised not of 

alphabetic signs, but syllabic ones. The syllabic approach was supported by the fact that this was a typical feature 

of other ancient scripts which had been deciphered previously. He applied some of these signs directly to the  

 
9 In 1915 Sylvanus Morley wrote in his An Introduction to the Study of Maya Hieroglyphs: Ɂ(ÛɯÐÚɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕt at the outset that the first of these theories 

[that the glyphs are phonetic, each representing some sound, and entirely dissociated from the representation of any thought or idea] can not be 

accepted in its entirety; for although there are undeniable traces of phoneticism among the Maya glyphs, all attempts to reduce them to a phonetic 

system or alphabet, which will interpret the writing, have signally failed ɂȭɯ(Morley 1975: 26-27 [our italics]).  
 

10 Largely due to unsuccessful attempts by linguists like Benjamin Lee Whorf to prove that the Maya script had phonetic signs as well as logographic, Eric 

Thompson wrote the following in 1950 in his Maya Hieroglyphic Writing: An Introduction: Ɂ(ÛɯÏÈËɯÉÌÌÕɯÔàɯÐÕÛÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÛÖɯÐÎÕÖÙÌɯ6ÏÖÙÍɀÚɯȹƕƝƗƗȮɯƕƝƘƖȺɯÈÛÛÌÔ×ÛÚɯÛÖɯ

read the Maya hieroglyphic writing, supposing that all students of the subject would by now have consigned them to that limbo whic h already holds the 

discredited interpretations of Brasseur de Bourbourg (1869-70), de Rosny (1876), Charency (1876), Le Plongeon, Cresson (1894), and Cyrus Thomas (1886) [...] 

WhorfɀÚɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎÚɯÈÙÌɯÈɯËÐÙÌÍÜÓɯÞÈÙÕÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÚÐÔÐÓÈÙàɯÜÕÊÙÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÏÐÌÙÖÎÓà×ÏÐÊɯ×ÙÖÉÓÌÔÚȭɂ 
 

11 Towards the end of the 19th century, a Saxon librarian by the name of Ernst Förstemann studied the calendrical part of LandaɀÚɯ1ÌÓÈÊÐĞÕɯ

together with the Dresden Codex and other Maya texts. He discovered that the Maya used a vigesimal, or base twenty, system in their 

calculations, and that they employed the concept of zero in their mathematical sy stem. Förstemann also worked out the Venus tables, the TzolkɀÐÕɯ

calendar, and the lunar tables in the Dresden codex, and discovered the Long Count system in Maya monumental texts. Early 20th century saw 

other discoveries, as the identification of head vari ants for Maya numerals, and the correlation between the Maya Long Count dates and 

Gregorian dates by Joseph T. Goodman, and American journalist.  
 

12 Kettunen 1998a & 1998b. Note that it appears that Knorozov never entered Berlin during the Second World War but, rather, became familiar 

with the Villacorta edition in post -war Soviet Union.  
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 corresponding ones in the Maya codices. One of the signs in the codices was LandaɀÚɯcu13 followed by a then 
unknown sign. These signs were above a figure representing a turkey, and, consequently, Knorozov assumed that 
the glyph represents the animal depicted14. This assumption was supported by the repeated association between 
that glyphic collocation and the representation of the turkey in the codices.  

In Yukatek May a the word for ȿÛÜÙÒÌàɀɯÐÚɯkutz (cutz in the old orthography; also used by Knorozov; hence the 
words below are written in the old orthography to avoid anachronisms). Knorozov reasoned that the first sign 
might represent the syllable cu, also represented in the Ɂ+ÈÕËÈɯ Ó×ÏÈÉÌÛɂȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÛÏÌɯÚÌÊÖÕËȮɯÖÜÎÏÛɯÛÖɯÉÌɯtzu  
(assuming that the last vowel was dropped since most Maya words end with consonants, and the vowel in the end 

he presumed to be /u/ according to the principle of synharmony )15. 

Figure 3: Details from  the Madrid and Dresden Codices, respectively (drawings by Carlos A. Villacorta)  

As a result he reached the conclusion that the signs read: cu-tz(u). To verify this, Knorozov looked for a glyph 
that started with the sign tzu , and found it above a picture d epicting a dog ( tzul  in Yukatek), and, consequently, 
the signs ought to be tzu and lu  (the lu -sign is presented in the Ɂ+ÈÕËÈɯ Ó×ÏÈÉÌÛɂɯÈÚɯÓÌÛÛÌÙɯɁlɂȺȭ 

Knorozov went on with other glyphs in the codices, and arrived at a result, which was going to divide th e 
established school of Maya hieroglyphic studies in the Western academic tradition.  

This rather straightforward theorem and its associated 
method provided the key for the phonetic reading of various 
glyphs in the Maya script, and irrevocably changed the c ourse 
of the Maya hieroglyphic studies. However, change in the 
field would not be visible for another twenty years, largely 
due to the cold war politics of the iron curtain, language 
barriers and lack of communication between academic 

arenas16. 

Besides the work of Knorozov, the 1950 ɀÚɯÈÕËɯƕƝƚƔɀÚɯÚÈÞɯÛÞÖɯ

other developments in the decipherment of the Maya script. Both 

of these were to have an important impact on the discipline. In 

late 1950ɀÚȮɯHeinrich Berlin , a German-born grocery wholesaler 

living in Mexico , discovered what he called ɁÌÓɯÎÓÐÍÖɯȿÌÔÉÓÌÔÈɀɂɯ

(Ɂ$ÔÉÓÌÔɯ&Óà×ÏÚɂȺȯɯÏÐÌÙÖÎÓà×ÏÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÓÐÕÒÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÊɯ

cities or lineages in the Maya inscriptions 17. In 1960, Tatiana 

Proskouriakoff , a Russian-born  

Figure 4: Lintel 8, Yaxchilan, Mexico  

13 This is  ku  in the new orthography (see chapter ȿ-ÖÛÌɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ.ÙÛÏÖÎÙÈ×ÏàɀȺȭ 
(drawing by Ian Graham).  

14 The ȿ*ÕÖÙÖáÖÝÐÈÕɯÔÌÛÏÖËɀɯÐÚɯÚÐÔ×ÓÐÍÐÌËɯÏÌÙÌȮɯÈÕËɯÉÌÓÖÞȮɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖÝÐËÌɯÙÌÈËÌÙÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÙÖÜÎÏɯÎÙÈÚ×ɯÖÕɯÏÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÚàÚÛÌÔɯÞÖÙÒÚȭɯ%ÖÙɯÈɯÔÖÙÌɯËÌÛÈÐÓÌË analysis one should cons ult either the studies including analyses of the Knorozovian method (e.g. Coe 

1992), or, preferably, work by Knorozov himself.  

15 Already in 1876, de Rosny had applied the Landa Alphabet for Maya codices. He also used Landa ɀÚ cu-sign for the first symbol i n the glyph  depicting a turkey in the Madrid Codex, and speculated that the complete hieroglyph might stand for cutz, or 

ɁÛÜÙÒÌàɂɯÐÕɯ8ÜÒÈÛÌÒȭ 

16 In his book  Maya Hieroglyphs Without Tears  Thompson writes: Ɂ.ÝÌÙÔÜÊÏɯÚ×ÈÊÌɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÈÚÚÐÎÕÌËɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÚɯȿÚàÚÛÌÔɀɯbecause it has attracted amateurs and a sprinkling of linguists with little or no knowledge of Maya hieroglyphs; keys to codes and 

simple explanations of complex matters have strange powers to allure. I know of only one serious student of the subject who s upports the Knorozov system, and he with reservations. ɂɯȹ3ÏÖÔ×ÚÖÕɯƕƝƛƖȯɯƗƕȺȭ 

17 Berlin 1958: 111-119. 
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American, published for the first time evidence that the texts of May a monuments did indeed contain historical 

records18. Around the same time the ɁÎÙÌÈÛɯÕÈÔÌÚɂɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÍÐÌÓËɯÖÍɯ,ÈàÈɯÚÛÜËÐÌÚȮɯJ. Eric S. Thompson and 

Sylvanus G. Morley , declared that the Maya hieroglyphic corpus merely contained dates without any historical  

information. They also argued that the texts on ceramic vessels were crude copies of monumental inscriptions 

without any meaning or any linguistic value.  
 

 

2. ORIGINS OF THE MAYA SCRIPT  

 
The Maya were not the first or last to develop writing systems in Meso america. Before the emergence of the first 

known Maya hieroglyphs (in the third century BC) ɬ or possibly around the same time19 ɬ writing systems 

already existed in at least three cultural areas in the region: in the so-called Olmec heartland in the southern coast 
of the Gulf of Mexico, in the Oaxaca Valley, and in the highland valleys of Alta Verapaz in Southern Guatemala.  

 

Writing in Mesoamerica developed during the late Olmec times, around 700ɬ500 BC, and probably originated 

from Olmec iconography that preceded it. Whether this early ȿÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɀɯÐÚɯÛÙÜÌɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯɬ or merely a composition 

of iconic elements that do not represent sounds of any given language ɬ can be debated20. This writing system 

was later separated into two traditions in two different areas : the highlands of Mexico, and the highlands of 

Guatemala and Chiapas with an adjacent area in the Guatemalan Pacific coast. 

 
The first known signs that can be identified as part of the Maya hieroglyphic writing system can be found at San 

Bartolo in present day Northern Guatemala 21. In Structure 1 of San Bartolo one can find early versions of at least 4 

signs (syllables/syllabograms mo, po, and ja, and a sign for ȿÓÖÙËɀɯÖÙɯAJAW 22). Other early textual indications 

from the Maya Lowlands of known archaeologic al context come from the site of Cerros in Northern Belize. On the 

masonry masks fronting Structure 5C-2nd two glyphs can be identified: YAX  (blue-green / first) and Kɀ(- (sun  
/ day). Roughly contemporaneous to the Cerros example is a masonry mask from Lamanai Structure N9-56 which 
bears the glyph for AKɀ ! (night / darkness) on its cheek. 

 

Yet another early Maya text is found on a reused Olmec greenstone pectoral (the so-called Dumbarton Oaks jade 

plaque, Figure 5), which can be dated stylistically as being contemporaneous to the Cerros masks. On the back of 

the jadeite pectoral are incisions representing the portrait of a seated Maya ruler and two double columns of 

hieroglyphs.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 5: Text and image from a reused Olmec greenstone pector al (drawing by Harri Kettunen)  

 

In another early text, a carving on a cliff at the site of San Diego, southern Peten, a standing Maya ruler is 

depicted with a double column of 19 glyphs. This carving shows that the layout for recording dates (the first two  

[missing] glyphs, the large Initial Series Introductory Glyph (commonly referred as an ISIG -sign23), and the  
 
 
18 Proskouriakoff 1960: 454-475. 

19 See Saturno, Taube, and Stuart 2005 & Saturno, Stuart, and Beltrán 2006. 

20 See Houston 2004. 

21 See Saturno, Taube, and Stuart 2005 & Saturno, Stuart, and Beltrán 2006. 

22 See Saturno, Taube, and Stuart 2005. 

23 See Appendix E: Note on the Calendar. 
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following four glyphs) was still fairly flexible and inconsistent. This carving, along with the Dumbarton Oaks jade 

pectoral, represents the events that were to be most frequently documented on subsequent Maya monuments, 

namely bloodletting and royal accession. From the beginning of the Classic Period (ca. AD 250) the Maya script 

developed into a more consistent and more rigid system that is explained in the following chapters.  

 

3. LANGUAGE(S) OF THE HIEROGLYPHS  
 
Until very recently the study of Maya hieroglyphs was a linguistic oddity. Most scholars in the field worked with 

their respective languages when translating Maya hieroglyphs, and did not realize that the key to understanding 

Maya hieroglyphs is a basic working knowledge of (at least one) Maya language. Obviously until the work of 

Knorozov and Proskouriakoff 24, there were few tools to work with in the first place. However, most scholars at 

the time suffered from a type of scientific myopia, as none tried to apply any of the modern Maya languages to 

the ancient script. Nowadays it is well established that the languages of the glyp hs are very similar to several 

modern Maya languages. 

 

Today there are approximately 30 Maya languages spoken in Southern Mexico, Yucatan, Belize, Guatemala, and 

Honduras constituting a population of approximately six million speakers. These languages are vaguely 

distinguished between the highland and lowland Maya languages. Most likely the highland Maya languages, or 

linguistic subgroups, i.e. QɀÈÕÑÖÉÈÓÈÕȮɯ0ɀÌØÊÏÐɀÈÕȮɯ,ÈÔÌÈÕȮɯ*ɀÐÊÏÌɀÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯ3ÖÑÖÓÈÉÈÓÈÕȮɯÏÈËɯÓÐÛÛÓÌɯÖÙɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯËÖɯ

with the hieroglyphic tex ts that have preserved to this day. On the other hand, the lowland subgroups, ChɀÖÓÈÕȮɯ

Tzeltalan, and Yukatekan, are more intimately related to the ancient script.  

 

Nowadays there is substantial evidence that nearly all of the Maya hieroglyphic texts were written in an Eastern 

ChɀÖÓÈÕɯÓÈÕÎÜÈÎÌȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÏÈÚɯÉÌÌÕɯÓÈÉÌÓÌËɯÈÚɯɁ"ÓÈÚÚÐÊɯ,ÈàÈɂȮɯɁ"ÓÈÚÚÐÊɯ,ÈàÈÕɂɯÖÙɯɁ"ÓÈÚÚÐÊɯ"ÏɀÖÓÛÐɀÈÕɂɯȹ'ÖÜÚÛÖÕȮɯ

Robertson, and Stuart 2000) by the linguists. The closest modern relative of this language is ChɀÖÙÛÐɀȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯ

spoken in a relatively small area in Eastern Guatemala and Western Honduras (near the ruins of Copan). Besides 

the Classic Maya language there is some evidence of the influence of other lowland languages in the Maya 

hieroglyphic corpus: Tzeltalan in a few texts at To nina, Yukatekan at various sites in the northern part of the 

Yucatan peninsula, and isolated Nahua words that appear in various texts 25. Moreover, evidence of the influence 

of Highland Maya language(s) in Chama and Nebaj style ceramics has recently been asserted by a number of 

scholars (see Beliaev 2005).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
24 Proskouriakoff herself never accepted KnorozovɀÚɯ×ÏÖÕÌÛÐÊɯÈ××ÙÖÈÊÏɯÉÜÛȮɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÏÈÕËȮɯÚÏÌɯÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÙÜÊÛÜÙÈÓɯÔÌÛÏÖËÖÓÖÎàɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ

study of Maya glyphs still used t oday. This structural approach requires no assumption about the character of the language under investigation.  

25 Lacadena and Wichmann 2000, 2002b and Alfonso Lacadena, personal communication 2010. 
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II THE WRITI NG SYSTEM 

 

4. CONVENTIONS OF TRANSLITERATING AND TRANSCRIBING MAYA TEXTS 26 

 

When it comes to transliterating Classic Maya texts, the following rules are applied in this volume: 

 

(1) Transliterations should be represented in boldface  letters 

(2) Logograms should be written in BOLDFACE UPPERCASE letters 

(3) Syllabic signs (syllabograms) should be written in boldface lowercase  letters 

(4) Individual signs within a given glyph block should be separated by hyphens (dashes)  

(5) Question marks should be used in the following manner:  

(a) Separated by hyphens within a given glyph block when the reading is not known  

(b) Standing alone (isolated) when the reading of a whole glyph(block) is not known   
(c) Immediately following a transliterated syllabogram or a logogram when the reading of a given sign  

has not been fully attested or is otherwise questionable or uncertain.  
(6) Reconstructed (analyzed) sounds, such as underspelled sounds, glottal fricatives (/h/), and glottal plosives/  

stops (ɀȺȮɯÓÖÕÎɯÝÖÞÌÓÚɯÖÙɯÈÕàɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌßɯÝÖÞÌÓÚɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈÛÛÌÙɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÕÖÛɯÉe represented at this juncture of 

the transliteration process. This practice extends to logograms as well, which should be represented in their 

simplest possible form. The transliteration we use is otherwise known as a broad  transliteration ɬ excluding 

all  analyzed sounds that are not inherent parts of hieroglyphs but were, conversely, indicated by 

orthography rules (based on historical and comparative linguistics and internal evidence from the writing 

system itself). 

 

As regards to transcribing Maya texts, the following rules are applied: 

 

(1) Transcriptions should be represented in italics  
(2) Long vowels and glottal sounds derived from orthography rules 27 are to be indicated without 

[square brackets]; whereas:  
(3) Reconstructed sounds based on historical, internal, or paleographic evidence should be represented in 

[square brackets]. Thus the transcription practice we use is called a narrow  transcription (including 

reconstructed sounds based either on historical, internal, or paleographic evidence ɬ instead of broad  

transcription that excludes these reconstructions). 

 

There are different ways of analyzing texts linguistically. The two most common ones are presented on page 73, 

being described as morphological segmentation and morphological analysis. The first stage of linguistic analysis 

represents morphological boundaries divided by hyphens. So -called zero-morphemes are represented by a Ø-

sign. In the second type of linguistic analysis the grammatical description of the words is made explicit. There are 

several methodological ways to describe these components, and the decision is usually left for editors in case of 

publications. Here we use lowercase letters for glosses28 and CAPITAL LETTERS for linguistic terminology.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
26 Transliteration refers to the conversion of one writing system into another whereas  transcription refers to the method of conveying the sounds of 

the source word by letters in the target language (Crystal 2008: 490, 494). Note that this practice is in reverse order from that of the previous 

editions of this workbook. The logic behind the adjustment of the terminology is in the fact that these two terms are used in a reverse order in 

most schools in linguistics around the world ɬ and also in Maya epigraphy in Spanish.  
 

27 See from page 63 onwards in this volume.  

28 A gloss is a short general translation of a word or morpheme which does not take into account the context in which it occurs.  
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The follo wing is to ser ve as an example how the above indicated stages function:  
 

1. a-wo-la 1. chu-ka-ja 

2. awo[h]l 2. chu[h]kaj 

3. aw-ohl 3. chu[h]k-aj-Ø 

4. 2SE-heart 4. capture[PAS] -THM -3SA 

5. ɁàÖÜÙɯÏÌÈÙÛɂ 5. ɁÏÌɤÚÏÌɯÞÈÚɯÊÈ×ÛÜÙÌËɂ 

 
1 = transliteration 

2 = transcription (& phon ological reconstruction ) 

3 = morphological segme ntation 

4 = morphological / morpho -syntactic an alysis29 

5 = translation 

 

When tra nslating Maya texts one s hould keep in mind that th ere are various ways of interpreting gi ven words 

and sent ences. Quite o ften one finds rather rigid translations (or more precisely glosses/ glossing) of g iven texts 

where the sentences are translated (or glossed) word-to-word. One should keep in mind that this is not a real 

translatio n per se but r ather a method to show ho w the sentence is structured in the original language as 

opposed to the (ta rget) languag e into which t he sentence is translated. 

 

The actu al translation can also be d ivided into different stages and versions where one can move from rigid to 

less strict translations. The actual meaning of a w ord or a clause might be d ifferent in another langua e, but the 

original concept shoul d be preserve d at least in o ne of the stage s of translatin g the text. In the example on page 

17 the expre ssion ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯȹȳȺɯÞÏÐÛÌɯÞɯÐÕËɤÉÙÌÈÛÏɯÎ ot witheredɂɯÚÌÙÝÌÚɯÈÚɯÈɯÔɯÌÛÈ×ÏÖÙɯÖÙɯÈÚɯÈɯÌÜ×ÏÌÔÐÚɯÔɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ

targeted meaning of ɁÏÌɤÚÏÌɯËÐÌËȭɂɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÚÜÊÏɯÈɯȿÓÖÖÚÌɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÐÖÕɀɯÊÈÕɯÖÕÓàɯÉÌɯÈÊÏÐÌÝÌËɯÉàɯÜÕËɯÌÙÚÛÈÕËÐÕÎɯ

the cultu rally -specific idiom which is used, thereby eliminating the subtleties of  the origin al expression. 

 

As regar ds translating Maya names and titles, we are leaning t owards the routine of not translating the m at all, 

or translatin g only well -attested titles. This approac h is based on the fact that the concepts w hich these e mbody 

are not easil y translated b y a single word in Englis h (as volum es may be w ritten on each concept to clarify the 

specific m eaning of eac h title). 
 
Modus operandi 30: 

 
1. Select a text 

2. Transliterate the text 

a. Do not mark rec onstructed sounds 

b. Use low ercase b old for syllabic signs 

c. Use UPPERCAS E BOLD for logograms  
3. Transc ribe the text 

a. u se italics 

b. a ll reconstructe d sounds (excep t for those based on orthography rules should be represented in [square brac kets] 

4. Analyze the text 

a. d ivide morphem es by  hyphens 

b. mark grammati cal elements 

5. Translate the text usi ng different stag es of translation 

 

Finally one should go back to the o riginal (hieroglyphic) text, and through these steps, un derstand it. Eventually 

you shou ld reach the point where y ou go back t o the original text, and und erstand it without the restrictions of 

your inna te grammar.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
29 PASsive v oice, TH eM atic suffix,  3rd person Singular  Absoluti ve pronoun. See also Glossary of Linguistic Termino logy.  
30 During th e Maya hierogly phic workshops it is not sensible or even possible to go through wit h all the stages listed here. More commonly, a  

strategy of s tructural analysis is employed alon g with basic trans literations, transc riptions and translations.  
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5. READ ING ORDER   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Fig ure 6: Reading order of the tex t on the basal r egister of Stela 11 from Yaxch ilan.  

 

As a rule, the Maya texts are written from left to right and from top to bottom in column s of two. E xceptions to 

this general rule are known, especi ally in small portable items , ceramic vessels, lintels, u ncommon graffito, and 

texts pai nted on cave walls. There are also texts written in mirror image, but these are extremely rar e. For the 

texts that do not follo w the general rule, the rea ding order is determined either by looking into the structure of 

the passage(s), or com paring it with other parallel clauses  (sentences recording similar or identical content with 

a similar o r identical syn tax st ructure) 31. 
 

Reading order within any glyph block usually follows the sam e rule as with the whole tex t: from left to right and 

from top to bottom. H owever, inst ances are kno wn wherein aesthetic con siderations might compel a scribe to 

rearrange the individual elements within a colloca tion.  

 

Most com mon prima facie exceptions to the intern al reading order rule are th e AJAW  glyp h, and the loc ative 

NAL  superfix, which are se emingly place d on top of a given glyph, but read last : e.g. Kɀ4'ɯ ɯ) 6-wa MU T -la 

(The Holy Lord of Tikal) is r ead kɀÜÏÜÓɯ,ɯÜÛÜÓɯÈÑÈÞ, and NAL -yi -chi  is read yichnal. 

 

This see ming exception actually fol lows the third type of int ernal reading order, i.e. that of front to back. For 

example, even though the NAL  gly ph is graphe mically written on top of th e yi  and chi  glyphs, it wa s actually 

perceived by the Maya as a full-fi gure NAL  gl yph with onl y the topmost part visible behind the y i  and chi  

glyphs.32 

 
AJAW:  NAB:  NAL:  T Eɀȯ  

 
Ɂ2Ü×ÌɯÙÍÐßÌËɂ 

glyph:   
 
 
 

 

Full -figure  

glyph:   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
31 Note that the letters desig nating glyph blocks (such as A1-B1-A2-B2-A3 and s o on) do not always correspond the reading order in texts with 

unconventi onal reading orders. I.e. the letters and numbers onl y give the reader a point of reference in a given tex t when one is co mmunicating 

about the glyphs with other scholars without seeing the glyphs themselves.  

32 For comparison, see the AJAW  glyphs on pa ge 15. 
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6. COMPOUND GLYPHS, INFI XING, AND CONFLATIONS  

 

The graphic conventions of Maya hieroglyphic writing form a very flexible system, but quite often these are for 

the most part just puzzling for an untrained eye. There are a number of ways of writing the same word without 

changing the reading and / or meaning. Chum tuun means ɁÚÛÖÕÌ-seatingɂɯÈÕËɯÙÌÍÌÙÚɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÉÌÎÐÕÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯƗƚƔ-

day period. This can be written in various manners:   
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHUM[mu] 33 TUN -ni  CHUM[mu] TUN -ni  CHUM[TUN -ni]  CHUM -TUN (or CHUMTUN ) 

CHUM with infixed phonetic  CHUM with infixed phonetic  TUN -ni infixed inside  conflation of both signs 

complement /mu / & TUN  with  complement /mu / & TUN  with  the CHUM  glyph   

phonetic complement /ni / phonetic complement / ni /   

independent glyph blocks  compound glyph blocks with  infixation conflation: merging of the 

 suppressed left sign  diagnostic traits of two distinct  

   signs into one 

 

Any one of the arrangements above can occur in any text and more than one can be used in a single text. The 

reason for this is both economic and artistic: sometimes the scribe might have run out of space, and sometimes 

variations were used to avoid repetition or graphemic tautology (see also the variations with logograms and 

phonetic complements below). 

 

In the following example, the metaphorical death statement of Itzamnaaj Bahlam, the king of Yaxchilan, and Lady 

Pakal, his mother, is recorded in the same monument in two different (but parallel) ways, with the latter being 

compressed to cover a space of one glyph block instead of two:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kɀ ɀ-yi u -[?]SAK -IKɀ-li   
kɀÈɀÈàɯɤɯÒɀÈɀÈÈàɯÜȱȳɯȻÜȼÚÈÒɯÐÒɀȻÐȼÓɯɤɯÐÒɀȻÈÈȼÓ 

kɀÈɀ-ay-Ø / kɀÈɀ-aay-Ø u-? [u-]sak-ikɀ-il / -ik -aal  
wither -MPAS-3SA 3SE-? [3SE-]white -wind -POS 

Ɂ(ÛɯÎÖÛɯÞÐÛÏÌÙÌËȮɯÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯȳȮɯÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÞÏÐÛÌɯÞÐÕËɤÉÙÌÈÛÏɂ 

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 27: A2-B2)  
 
 
 
 
 

 
Kɀ ɀ-yi -u-[?]SAK -IKɀ  

kɀÈɀÈàɯɤɯÒɀÈɀÈÈàɯÜȱȳɯȻÜȼÚÈÒɯÐÒɀȻÐÓȼɯɤɯÐÒɀȻÈÈÓȼ 

kɀÈɀ-ay-Ø / kɀÈɀ-aay-Ø u-? [u-]sak-ikɀȻ-il] / -ik[ -aal]  
wither -MPAS-3SA 3SE-? [3SE-]white -wind  

Ɂ(ÛɯÎÖÛɯÞÐÛÏÌÙÌËȮɯÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯȳȮɯÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÞÏÐÛÌɯÞÐÕËɤÉÙÌÈÛÏɂ 

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 27: F2) 

 

In addition, different signs of equal phonetic value might be used variably throughout a text, again for aesthetic 

reasons. It is due to such interchangeability that signs of unknown value can be deciphered if the case is made 

that it equates another glyph of known value.   
 

 
33 2ØÜÈÙÌɯÉÙÈÊÒÌÛÚɯȻȱȼɯÈÙÌɯÜÚÌËɯÐÕɯtransliterations to designate infixed syllables or words (and in epigraphic analysis to indicate reconstructed 

sounds). 
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ya-YAXUN? -BALAM  ba-ka-ba 

Yaxuun? Ba[h]lam ba[ah]kab 

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 21: D7) (K2914: O5) 

ya-YAXUN? -BALAM -ma ba-ka-ba 

Yaxuun? Ba[h]lam ba[ah]kab 

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 30: G2) (Yaxchilan, Lintel 2: Q1) 

ya-YAXUN? -BALAM  

ba-ka-ba 
Yaxuun? Ba[h]lam 

ba[ah]kab 
(Yaxchilan, Hieroglyphic  

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 46: J1) 
Stairway, Step VII: Q6)  

ya-YAXUN? -BALAM  ba-ka-KAB  

Yaxuun? Ba[h]lam ba[ah]kab 

(Yaxchilan, Lintel 43: B2) (K7146: A6) 

ya-xu?-nu BALAM -ma 

ba/BAH -ka-ba 
Yaxun? Ba[h]lam 

ba[ah]kab / ba[a]hkab 
(Najtunich, Drawing 69:  

(Denver Panel: pA6b) 
A1-A2)   

 

 

ba-ka-ba/BAH  
ya-xu?-ni BALAM  

ba[ah]kab 
Yaxuun? Ba[h]lam 

(Ek Balam, Mural of  
(Yaxchilan, Stela 12: D4-C5) 

the 96 Glyphs: M1) 

 

Patterns like these stumped early efforts at decipherment and are thus important to understand.  Consequently, 

such patterns are explored in the following section.  

 

7. LOGOGRAMS  

 

The Maya writing system is a mixed, or logosyllabic, system, utilizing both logograms , and phonetic  signs. 

Logograms are signs representing meanings and sounds of complete words. In the two examples below, the word 

for mountain, or witz, is written in two different ways, but both of them read witz. The one on the left is a (head 

variant) logogram, and the one to the right is a logogram with a phonetic complement (see the chapters below) 

attached to it.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

WITZ  wi -WITZ   
witz witz 

ɁÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕɂ ɁÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕɂ 

 

As a rule, the more frequently a given word is present in the hieroglyphic corpus, the more variations it appears 

to have. A revealing case is that of the word ajaw or ɁÓÖrdɂɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÖÍÍÌÙÚɯËÖáÌÕÚɯÖÍɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÝÈÙÐÈÛÐÖÕÚȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎȯ 
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AJAW  a-AJAW -wa AJAW  AJAW -wa 
 

 

8. SYLLABLES (SYLLABOGRAMS)  

 

The Maya writing systems uses, besides logograms, also phonetic signs in expressing syllables, or more precisely: 

syllabograms. These syllables can either work as CV (consonant-vowel) syllables, or C(V) sounds (the sound of the 

consonant without the sound of the accompanying vowel). As a rule, the last vowel   

ă wi  of the last syllable in a given word drops out (and as always, there are exceptions to 

this rule). Thus, the word for mountain, witz, can be written phonetically with two 

syllables, wi  and tzi . Since the last vowel is discarded (due to the harmony 

ă tzi  principles),  the word reads wi -tz(i)  > witz. 

 
 

 

9. PHONETIC COMPLEMENTS  

 

A phonetic complement is a sign that ɁÏÌÓ×ÚɂɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÈËÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÎÖÎÙÈÔȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÈɯ×ÙÖÕÜÕÊÐÈÛÐÖÕɯɁÈÚÚÐÚÛÈÕÛɂɯÐÕɯ

cases when the main sign has more than one possible reading. Phonetic complements are very common in the 

Maya script, and they have also played a major role in the modern decipherment of the Maya writing system. 

Phonetic complements, which cued ancient Maya readers, also cue modern readers thereby facilitating the 

reading of ambivalent lo gographic signs. 

 

In the following example, the syllable wi  (shaded sign) works as a phonetic complement for the logogram WITZ . 

The presence of the prefixed syllable wi - therefore informs us that the word represented by the logogram also 

begins with the ph onetic value wi -...  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

wi -WITZ   
witz 

ɁÔÖÜÕÛÈÐÕɂ 

 

In the example below, the syllabogram ki  (shaded sign) is attached to the zoomorphic logogram to provide the 

final sound ȱ-k of the word Chahk (or Chaak) to distinguish it from a another reading of a s imilar head in the 

word Kalomteɀ.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAK -ki  KAL -TEɀ 

Chahk / Chaak Kalomteɀɯɤɯ*ÈÓÖÖÔÛÌɀ 

Name of a deity Exalted royal title  
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10. SEMANTIC DETERMINATIVES AND DIACRITICAL SIGNS  

 

A semantic determinative is a sign that specifies the meaning of certain logograms that have more than one 

meaning. Semantic determinatives, however, are without phonetic value (cf. Zender 1999: 14). The most oft-cited 

example of a semantic determinative in the Maya script are the cartouches and pedestals that frame so-called ȿËÈàɯ

signs.ɀ  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
IKɀ IKɀ chi  chi / KEJ? CHIJ / KEJ? 

ikɀ ikɀ chi chi[j] / ke[e]j chi[j] / ke[e]j 

ɁÞÐÕËɂ day sign ikɀ (ɁÞÐÕËɂȺ syllabogram chi  day sign manikɀ day sign manikɀ 

   (ɁËÌÌÙɂȺ (ɁdeerɂȺ 
 

Diacritical markers are signs without phonetic values that assist the reader in expressing the intended 

pronunciation of a sign or word. Good examples of diacritical marks in Latin -based languages are the ȿÊÌËÐÓÓÈɀɯÖÍɯ

the French word façade, as well as the many accents occurring in other European writing systems. 

 

In the ancient Maya writing system, another, more common diacritical sign is represented by a pair of small dots. 

The most common position of this diacritic is at the upper or lower left -hand corners of syllabic signs (for an 

example, see kakaw below). This diacritic is known as a ɁÚàÓÓÈÉÐÊɯËÖÜÉÓÐÕÎɯÚÐÎÕɂȮɯÈÕËɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯÐÔ×ÓÐÌÚȮɯÚÌÙÝÌÚɯ

to double the phonetic value of the adjacent sign. Thus, for example, a ka syllabogram  
is read kak(a), or a le sign read lel(e) when marked with the pair of dots. In   
glyphic transliterations the presence of this diacritic is marked with a  

number 2 in a position where it occurs in association with a syllabogram or  

logogram ɬ usually superfixed and prefix ed as 2ka or 2le (using the 
2ka-wa examples cited above), although all four positions are possible: 
kakaw  
ɁÊÈÊÈÖɂ 

 
Detailed research reveals that these two dots serve to double the value of syllables / syllabograms, exclusively. In 

the rare instances where this diacritic marks logograms, it is apparently meant to double value of syllabograms 

that occur towards the end of internal reading order of glyphic collocations (that is at the bottom or right -hand 

side of collocations). Consequently the favored position of this diacritic is at the beginning of glyphic collocations. 

This positioning serves to cue the reader that doubling occurs within that specific glyph block. Also, on some rare 

occasions the same diacritic sign marks CVC-logograms (words with consona nt-vowel -consonant structure) that 

begin and end with the same consonant. Good examples of these are the logograms Kɀ *ɀ ɁÍÐÙÌɂɯÈÕËɯKɀ(*ɀ or 

CHɀ("'ɀɯɁÉÓÖÖËɂȭ 
 

 

11. POLYVALENCE: POLYPHONY AND HOMOPHONY  

 

One more confusing feature in the Maya writing system  is polyvalence. In fact, this 

feature is found in every single language in the world, but what makes it knotty in 

the case of the Maya script, is that it adds to the complexity of the system for an 

untrained eye. Polyphony (or homography) means that a given sign has different 

sound values, and thus may be read differently (although written the same way). 

In the Maya writing system, words (or sounds) that are read tuun and ku, can both 

be written in the same manner. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TUN / ku   
tun~tuun / ku  

ɁÚÛÖÕeɂɯɤɯÚàÓÓÈÉÖÎÙÈÔɯku  
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Homophony, on the other hand, means that different signs represent the same phonetic value, as in a syllable or 

word. In the Maya script, the words for snake, four, and sky ar e pronounced in the same manner (chan or kan 

depending on the language) but they are all written using different signs:   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
CHAN  CHAN  CHAN   

chan chan chan 

ɁÚÕÈÒÌɂ ɁÍÖÜÙɂ ɁÚÒàɂ 

 

All of the above might appear rather peculiar and foreign to most people  that are used to operate with Latin 

alphabet. However, our system also consists of letters and signs (logograms) that might appear alien to an eye 

untrained to Latin alphabet. Also, especially in the case of languages with unsystematic (and less phonemic) 

orthographies (such as English and French), the varying pronunciation of identical letters causes problems with 

speakers of other languages. 

 

An enlightening example is the sequence of letters <ough> that can be pronounced in nine different ways, as in 

the following sentence (which includes all of them): ɁA rough-coated, dough-faced, thoughtful ploughman strode 

through the streets of Scarborough and after falling into a slough, he coughed and hiccoughedɂȭɯ ÕÖÛÏÌÙɯÙÌÝÌÈÓÐÕÎ 

example is that of letter ɁßɂɯÞÏÐch is pronounced in various ways in the following examples:  

 

letter:  pronunciation:   example:  

X /s/ ȿßÌÕÖ×ÏÖÉÐÈɀ 

X /ks/ ȿÌßÊÌÓɀ 

X /gz/ ȿÌßÐÚÛɀ 

X /kris/  ȿ7ÔÈÚɀ 

X /kros/  ȿ7ÐÕÎɀ 

X /ten/ ȿȹ1ÖÔÈÕɯÕÜÔÌÙÈÓȺɯÛÌÕɀ 

 

Other meanings for the letter ɁßɂɯÈÙÌȮɯÍÖÙ example, the following:  

 

X number 10  
X 24th letter in the alphabet 

X unknown quantity   
Xmultiplication sign   
X negation (e.g. no smoking) X 

pornographic (X -rated)  
X location of place, object, etc. X 

signature of an illiterate  

 

Other ɁÓÖÎÖÎÙÈÔÚɂɯÐÕɯÖÜÙɯÚàÚtem: 

 

ɑɯȟɯȜɯǔɯȫɯȳɯȵɯǶɯɕɯɘɯȥɯǀ ǁ ® 
 

Additionally, in English 34 there are dozens of homographs, and hundreds of homophones. Consider the 
following examples:  
 

homographs:   
 conduct [ɀÒÖÕËÈÒÛȼɯȹÈɯÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɯÖÍɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÉÌÏÈÝÐÖÙȺ conduct [kanɀËÈÒÛȼɯȹÛÖɯÔÈÕÈÎÌȮɯÊÖÕtrol, or  

direct)  
 minute [ɀÔÐÕÐÛȼɯȹÈɯÜÕÐÛɯÖÍɯÛÐÔÌɯÈÕËɯÈÕÎÜÓÈÙɯÔÌÈÚÜÙÌÔÌÕÛȺ minute [maiɀÕÑÜȯÛȼɯȹÖÍɯÝÌÙàɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÚÐáÌɯÖÙ 

importance)  
 
 
34 The examples given here are based on Hobbs 1999. 
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homophones:   
 buy   by   bye 

 cite    sight   site 

 right   rite   wright   write 

 whoɀÚɯɯɯÞÏÖÚÌɯɯɯÏÖÖÚɯɯɯÏÖÖÚÌɯ(verminous bronchitis of cattle) 

 weather   whether   wether (a castrated male sheep) 

 

12. NUMBER OF KNOWN HIEROGLYPHS  

 

One of the most common questions to epigraphers concerns the number or percentage of deciphered hieroglyphs. 

The answer is somewhat more complex than one might expect. First of all, we have to consider what we mean by 

ɁËÌÊÐ×ÏÌÙÌËɂȭɯ(ÍɯÞÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÛÖɯÊÈÓÊÜÓÈÛÌɯÛÏÌɯÕÜÔÉÌÙɯÖÍɯÏÐÌÙÖÎÓà×ÏÚɯÞÏÖÚÌɯphonetic value we know, the total would 

be around 80 percent. On the other hand, if we were to estimate the number of signs whose meaning is securely 

attested, the number is considerably lower, around 60 percent. The problem lies in the fact that there are a 

number of hierogly phs in the script whose:  
 phonetic value is known but the meaning escapes decipherment (more commonly in the case of fully 

phonetically written signs)   
 meaning is known but the phonetic value is uncertain, vague, or not known at all   
 phonetic value and meaning are only partly known (for example a word standing for a ritual that 

was performed before adulthood)  
 phonetic value and meaning are only partially known, or not at all  

 

  phonetic value: 
    

  yes no 
    

 yes completely deciphered  gray area 

meaning: 
   

no gray area completely undeciphered   
    

 
Yet another problem is that of what we mean by saying that the meaning of a particular hieroglyph is known. The 

meaning of a single hieroglyph or a set of hieroglyphs in a sentence might be known 35 but the profound 

contextual significance and implications of the word and sentences need to be checked against all other possible 

sources, such as ethnology, archaeology, iconography, and present day manifestations of the Maya culture(s). In a 

word, Maya epigraphy at its best is a multi - and interdisciplinary branch of learning heavily based on linguistics 

but taking into account all possible sources and academic disciplines. 

 

On the whole, in all its complexity, the Maya hieroglyphic system is merely one way to make a spoken language 

visible, and to quote the late Yuri Knorozov: Ɂ(ɯÉÌÓÐÌÝÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÕàÛÏÐÕÎɯÐÕÝÌÕÛÌËɯÉàɯÏÜÔÈÕÚɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯËÌÊÐ×ÏÌÙÌËɯÉàɯ

humansɂɯȹ*ÌÛÛÜÕÌÕɯƕƝƝƜÈȺȭ  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
35 A further distinction is made between a gloss and a translation: a gloss provides a reading for an isolated hieroglyph whereas an accurate 

translation takes into account the syntax and semantics in the sentence. 
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III GRAMMAR  

 

13. WORD ORDER 

 

The word order in the Maya hieroglyph ic texts, and in the modern Maya languages alike, usually follows the 

verb-object-subject (VOS) pattern (unlike English which usually employs SVO -constructions). However, very 

often in the hieroglyphic texts the object is missing or omitted, and clauses usually begin with a date, giving us a 

typical formula of Maya texts: date -verb-subject. Dates can often take up the major part of the texts, verbs only 

one or two glyph blocks in each sentence, and personal names with titles can be as lengthy as the titles of 

European monarchs.  
 
 

 

calendar (temporal adverbial phrase)  

 

DNIG   DN   ADI/PDI  tzolkɀÐÕ haab 

     ȿËÈàɀ ȿÔÖÕÛÏɀ 
       

 day, month  tun  kɀÈÛÜÕ    
  ȿàÌÈÙɀ 20 ȿàÌÈÙÚɀ    
       

       

   ---    
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Figure 7: Tablet of 96 Glyphs, Palenque, Chiapas, México (drawing by Simon Martin)   
 
 
 

clause proper 

 

verb (object)    subject  

       

 prepositional   (titles and) name    title (EG)  

 phrase      
       

     ---  

       

       

       
  

Structural analysis: Tablet of 96 Glyphs, Palenque: C2-H4 (C2-C7; D8-F5; E7-H4); drawings by Simon Martin.  
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14. VERBS 

 

There are approximately one hundred known verbs in the Maya script with about one dozen grammatical affixes. 

Almost all the verbs are written in the third person (he/she): u- (before words starting with a consonant) or y-

(before words starting with a vowel (see chapter on pronou ns below). 

 

Most verbs typically relate the deeds of ancient lords that have already taken place, by the time these are 

recorded. However, the controversy still remains on whether the Classic Maya language employed tense (e.g. 

past, present, future) and/or aspect (e.g. completive, incompletive) that would be demonstrable in the 

inscriptions.  

 

According to some linguists the Classic Maya language was a non-aspectual system with no opposition in 

completive and incompletive. According to others, there was no t ense and no aspect, and, as suggested by others, 

there was no tense or no aspect. Some verbal affixes also indicate other possible principles, such as the system of 

employing deictic temporal enclitics.  

 

The grammar of Maya hieroglyphs is rather complex an d cannot be adequately discussed in this volume. To 

explore this matter further it might be suitable to turn into the bibliography at the end of this book, or to attend a 

specialized grammar workshop of Maya hieroglyphic writing. However, a concise account  on grammar is to be 

found in Appendix J: Notes on Classic Maya Grammar.  
 

 

15. NOUNS AND ADJECTIVES  

 

Nouns in the Classic Maya language can be divided into two categories, depending on whether they are derived 

from another lexical category (i.e. word class / part of speech) or not. In the former case, the traditional linguistic 

term is a ɁËÌÙÐÝÌËɯÕÖÜÕɂȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÛÛÌÙɯÊÈÚÌȮɯÞÌɯÚ×ÌÈÒɯÖÍɯɁ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÕÖÜÕÚɂȭɯ#ÌÙÐÝÌËɯÕÖÜÕÚɯÈÙÌɯÌÐÛÏÌÙɯËÌÙÐÝÌËɯÍÙÖÔɯ

verbs or adjectives, or from other nouns. 

 

In many languages, includi ng Classic Maya, it is often difficult to make a distinction between nouns and 

adjectives. In point of fact, this distinction is not always implemented. Moreover, in the Classic Maya language, 

both nouns and adjectives can form stative expressions with absolutive pronouns. As the most common pronoun 

(or, more correctly, pronominal affix) in the Maya hieroglyphic script is the third person singular pronoun, and as 

the absolutive form of this pronoun is a zero morpheme (i.e. an unmarked/unrealized suffix), st ative expressions 

are formally identical to nouns (or adjectives). In practice this means that, for example, the word chɀÖÒ can be a 

noun, adjective and an entire sentence: 

 

(1) chɀÖÒ: child, (a) youth (n.)  

(2) chɀÖÒ: young, little (adj.)   
(3) chɀÖÒ: ɁÏÌɯÐÚɯàÖÜÕÎɂɯÖÙɯɁÏÌɯÐÚɯÈɯÊÏÐÓËɂ 

(chɀÖÒ-Ø [young -3SA] / [child -3SA]) 

 

Although it is difficult to make a distinction between nouns and adjectives in Maya languages, the treatment of 

these two lexical categories differs from each other in at least three ways: (1) adjectives cannot be possessed; (2) 

adjectives cannot act as an argument of a verb; (3) adjectives cannot stand alone, i.e. they need to be followed by a 

noun or to construct a stative expression with an absolutive pronoun.  

 

In addition to the division between prima ry nouns and derived nouns, Maya languages make a distinction 

between nouns that are inherently deemed to be possessed and those that are not (absolutive). Besides the fact 

that any noun can be possessed by attaching an ergative pronoun (pronominal affix) in front of it, there is a set of 

nouns (such as kinship terminology, the names of body parts and certain items of regalia) that are deemed to be 

inherently possessed, in Maya languages. If these nouns are expressed in ɁÜÕ×ÖÚÚÌÚÚÌËɂɯÍÖÙÔȮɯÛÏÌàɯÙÌØÜÐÙÌɯÈɯ

special suffix to indicate the absolutive state (or case) of the noun. 

 

The suffixes of absolutive nouns in Classic Maya are ɬØ, ɬaj and ɬis, whereof the zero morpheme ɬØ is used to 

mark unpossessed nouns, while suffix ɬaj marks nouns that designate countable units (of clothing, jewelry, etc.)  
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that are worn by people. Suffix ɬis, on the other hand, is used exclusively with nouns that designate body parts 

(see Zender 2004: 200-204). Examples: 

 

Stem: Absolutive:  Possessive: 

pakal pakal-Ø u-pakal 

ɁÚÏÐÌÓËɂ ɁÈɯÚÏÐÌÓËɂ ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÚÏÐÌÓËɂ 

ohl ohl-is y-ohl 

ɁÏÌÈÙÛɂ ɁÈɯÏÌÈÙÛɂ ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÏÌÈÙÛɂ 

kɀÈÉ kɀÈÉ-is u-kɀÈÉ 

ɁÏÈÕËɂ ɁÈɯÏÈÕËɂ ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÏÈÕËɂ 

 

In addition to primary nouns (all examples above), new nouns can be created from  other nouns, verbs, and 

adjectives. These derived nouns take, among others, the following suffixes: ɬlel and ɬil  (abstractivized nouns), ɬ 

ol/ɬoɀÓ and ɬaj (nouns derived from transitive verbs), ɬel/ɬeɀÓ (nouns derived from intransitive verbs), ɬiil, ɬul/ɬuɀÓȮ 

ɬal, ɬol, and ɬnal (toponymic suffixes), and ɬib, ɬab, ɬol, and ɬil (instrumental suffixes).  

 

Abstractivizing suffixes turn nouns into abstract concepts; for example, the word ajaw or ɁÓÖÙËɂɯÛÜÙÕÚɯÐÕÛÖɯ

ɁÓÖÙËÚÏÐ×ɂɯÞÏÌÕɯÚÜÍÍÐßÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯɬlel-abstractivizer. With the instrumental suffixes ɬib, ɬaab, and ɬuub verbal roots 

can be transformed into nouns that describe the action of the verb. For example, a noun can be created out of the 

intransitive verbal root ukɀɤÜÊÏɀ (ɁÛÖɯËÙÐÕÒɂȺɯÞÐÛÏɯÈÕɯÐÕÚÛÙÜÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÚÜÍÍÐß ɬib, with the outcome ukɀÐÉɤÜÊÏɀÐÉ or 

literally ɁËÙÐÕÒ-implementɂȮɯÐȭÌȭɯËÙÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÊÜ×ȭ 

 

In Classic Maya, adjectives precede nouns, and they are constructed in the following manner: noun + V1l suffix 

(i.e. noun + a vowel that corresponds the vowel of the noun stem + l). For example, an adjective created from the 

word kakaw (ɁÊÈÊÈÖɯɤɯÊÏÖÊÖÓÈÛÌɂȺɯÐÚɯkakawal (ɁÊÏÖÊÖÓÈÛàɂȺȭɯ(ÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌɯÔÈÕÕÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯchan (ɁÚÒàɂɯÖÙɯɁÏÌÈÝÌÕɂȺɯ

turns into chanal (ɁÏÌÈÝÌÕÓàɂɯÖÙɯɁÊÌÓÌÚÛÐÈÓɂȺȮɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯkɀÈÏÒɀ (ɁÍÐÙÌɂȺɯÐÕÛÖɯkɀÈÏÒɀÈÓ (ɁÍÐÌÙàɂȺɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯkɀÜÏ 

(ɁËÌÐÛàɂɯÖÙɯɁÎÖËɂȺɯÐÕÛÖɯkɀÜÏÜÓ (ɁÎÖËÓàɂɯÖÙɯɁÏÖÓàɂȺȭ 

 

Along with a myriad of other nouns, personal names accompanied with titles are very common in the Maya 

script. Titles can provide us with information on the hierarchies and pol itical alliances in ancient Maya society. 

Besides titles, also parentage expressions are relatively common in Maya inscriptions, which allow detailed 

reconstructions of regal dynasties. They are invaluable for the reconstruction of royal lineages at many M aya 

sites.36 

 

16. PRONOMINAL SYSTEM  

 

In most Maya languages, including Classic Maya, there are two pronominal sets. The first is usually called set A 

pronouns (pronominal affixes) while the second is set B pronouns (pronominal affixes). Set A (ergative) 

pronominal affixes are used as the subject of transitive verbs and the possessors of nouns. Set B (absolutive) 

pronominal affixes are used as objects of transitive verbs and the subjects of intransitives. In English this would 

mean (set A) that instead of saying ɁÏÌɯÎÖÌÚɂɯÖÕÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÚÈàɯɁÎÖÌÚ-himɂȮɯÖÙɯÐÕÚÛÌÈËɯÖÍɯɁÏÐÚɯÏÖÜÚÌɂɯÖÕÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÚÈàɯ

ɁÏÌ-houseɂȭɯ(Õɯ"ÓÈÚÚÐÊɯ,ÈàÈɯÛÏÐÚɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÕÖÔÐÕÈÓɯÈÍÍÐßɯÐÕɯÚÌÕÛÌÕÊÌÚɯÓÐÒÌɯutzɀÐÏÉ (ɁȻÐÛɯÐÚȼɯÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɂȺɯ

and utzɀÈ×ÈÞ (ɁÏÌɤÚÏÌɯÐÕÚÌÙÛÌËɤ×ÓÈÕÛÌËɯÐÛɂȺȮɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÚÈÔÌ /u-/, but in the first example it is the possessor of a noun, 

and in the second the subject of a transitive verb. In Maya languages ergative pronominal affixes are attached to 

the root of the verb on its left side as a prefix (before the verb) whereas the absolutive pronouns are attached to 

the right side of the verb as a suffix (after the verb). 

 

Besides the third person mentioned above, there are a few rare examples of first person singular ergative 

pronominal affixes ( in -/ni -), second person singular ergative pronominal affixes ( a-), and first person singular 

absolutive pronominal affixes ( -en/-een) in direct quotations in the Classic period ceramic texts, and in the 

inscriptions occurring in secluded areas of Copan and Piedras Negras (Stuart 1996, Stuart 1999, Stuart, Houston, 

and Robertson 1999: II-17-22), which may have been of restricted access in antiquity (Helmke 1997). Also, a few 

independent pronouns, such as haaɀ (he/she/it/that/this), hat (you), and haɀÖÉ (they/these/ those) have been 

uncovered in the inscriptions.   

 
36 For further information, consult e.g. Martin and Grube 2008.  
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transliteration:   
a-wi -na-ke-na 

transcription:   
awinaken 

morphological analysis:  

a-winak -en 

grammatical analysis:   
2SE-man-1SA 

translation:   
Ɂ(ɯÈÔɯàÖÜÙɯÔÈÕɂ 

 
Figure 8: Direct quotation from Panel 3, Piedras Negras (drawing by Christophe Helmke)  

 

 

 Ergative pronominal  Absolutive pronominal  

 affixes (Set A prefixes):  affixes (Set B suffixes):  
       

 1SE in- / ni- ni  1SA -en/-een Ce-na 

 2SE a- / aw- a / a-wV  2SA -at / -et ta / te? 

 3SE u- / y- u / yV  3SA -Ø --- 

 1PE ka- ka 1PA -on/-oɀÕ Co-na 

 2PE i- / iw- i / i -wV  2PA -? / -*ox ? 

 3PE u- / y- u / yV  3PA (-ob/oɀÉȺ -Co-ba 

       
 

Figure 9: Classic Maya ergative and absoluti ve pronominal affixes   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Text and image incised on a shell (drawing by  

Peter Mathews with modifications by Harri Kettunen)  
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IV TYPICAL STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF THE TEXTS 

 

17. MONUMENTAL INSCRIPTIONS  

 

It is clear now that the content of monumental inscriptions is primarily historical. The focus of these public texts is 

almost exclusively on important events of particular dynasties. The most common o ccurrences in the inscriptions 

consist of royal activities, such as accessions, war, capture, various ritual activities, birth, death, heir-designations, 

royal visits, and the like. Quite frequently the histories represented in the public art were limited to momentous 

events in the lives of the elite, and linked with powerful historical or supernatural beings.  

 

The inscriptions on more public monuments, like stelae and altars, deal primarily with historical events and with 

issues which were deemed acceptable for the scrutiny of the public. The inscriptions in more restricted areas, such 

as the carved lintels or panels inside temples, deal with limited or more ritual information reserved exclusively 

for a specific audience. 

 

STELA  4 (A1-B5), IXTUTZ , GUATEMALA : TRANSLITERATION , TRANSCRIPTION , AND TRANSLATION :  

 

A1: 12-AJAW  B1: 8-TEɀ-[PAɀȼßÐ-la 

lajunchan? ? ajaw waxakteɀɯ×ÈßÐÐÓ 

12 ajaw 8 pax (9.17.10.0.0) 

A2: u-tzɀÈȻ×Èȼ-wa TUN -ni  B2: u-CHOK -ko-wa chɀÈ-ji  

utzɀÈ×ÈÞɯÛÜÜÕ uchokow chɀÈÈÑ 

(he) planted/inserted the stone (he) scattered droplets 

A3: a-ya-YAX-ja-la B3: BAK-? 

aj yayaxjal? ÉÈÈÒɯȱȳ 

Aj Yayaxjal? Baak ...? 

A4: u-CHAN -na bo-bo B4: Kɀ4'-lu 5-KAB -AJAW -wa 

ucha[ɀȼÕɯÉÖȻÏȼÉ kɀÜÏÜÓɯÏÖɀÒÈÉɯÈÑÈÞ 

guardian of Bohb divine lord of Ho ɀÒÈÉ 

A5 : yi -IL -a? Kɀ4'-MUT -?-AJAW  B5: yi-IL -a? 8-WINAK -ki -AJAW -TAK  

yila? kɀÜÏÜÓɯÔÜÛȻÜÓȼɯÈÑÈÞ yila? waxak winak ajawta[a]k 

(he) saw it, the divine lord of Mutul  (they) saw it, the 28 lords  
 

 

Figure 11: Stela 4 (A1-B5), Ixtutz, Guatemala (drawing by Harri Kettunen)  
 

Ɂ.ÕɯƕƖɯajaw 8 pax (2 December 780), Aj Yayaxjal? Baak ?, guardian of Bohb, divine lord of HoɀÒÈÉȮɯ

planted the stone and scattered droplets. It was seen/witnessed by the divine lord of Mutul and by the 

28 lords.ɂ 

 

 

18. CERAMICS 

 

The texts on ceramic vessels range from simple clauses and name-tagging to dynastic lists of kings, and lengthy 

verbal clauses. A common feature in the texts of ceramic vessels is the so-called Primary Standard Sequence (PSS)  
ɬ usually written along the rim of the vessel, but sometimes written v ertically or diagonally in columns along the 

body of vessels. 
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The PSS is actually a complex and highly formulaic name-tag usually starting with a so -called focus marker  

glyph (a.k.a. the ini tial sign). The function of this type of glyph is to indicate where a text begins as the beginning 

and end of the texts usually meet at the same point (since most vessels are circular). 

 

Other typical glyphic collocations present in the PSS include reference to the manner in which the pot was 

dedicated (i.e. the introductory section), the contents of the vessel (e.g. kakaw (cocoa), or ul (atole, maize gruel), 

the type of the vessel (i.e. the vessel type section), and its owner or the artist who painted or carved the 

text/iconography into it. Vessel types include for example ukɀÐÉ, ɁËÙÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÊÜ×ɂȮɯjaay, ɁÉÖÞÓɂȮɯlak, Ɂ×ÓÈÛÌɂȮɯÈÕËɯ

jawa[n]teɀ, ɁÛÙÐ×ÖËɯ×ÓÈÛÌɂȭ37 

 

As ceramics constitute one of the largest groups of media on which hieroglyphs were recorded, they wi ll receive 

special attention in the present volume. In the following pages one will find information relating to intricacies of 

texts on ceramic vessels. 

 

Reconstructing Ancient Maya Vessel Typology  

 

Following earlier research, vessels exhibiting more than one text can be said to have a ȿ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɀɯÛÌßÛɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯ

placed both in a prominent position on a vessel such as along the rim or vertically in wide bands, as well as being 

written with large glyphs. In contrast are ȿÚÌÊÖÕËÈÙàɀɯÛÌßÛÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯÛà×ÐÊÈÓÓàɯÚÏÖÙter, of smaller font, and typically 

serve as small captions to iconographic scenes. 

 

Both of these types of texts can be either well-preserved or eroded a point of distinction recorded as it potentially 

may affect the accuracy of glyphic identifications. I n addition, texts may range between fully viable and 

pseudoglyphic (which apparently served to give the impression of writing, and were apparently produced by 

illiterate artisans).  

 

Surface Treatment 

 

Of those texts that do record the surface treatment by far the largest group is formed by texts referring to the 

surface treatment as being painted, based on the root noun tzɀÐÉ38 for Ɂ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɂɯÖÙɯɁÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɂɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÝÌÙÉɯ

derived from this root. In its simplest form, painted vessels bear the caption tzɀÐÉ or utzɀÐÏÉ, while at the opposite 

extreme it may be rendered as utzɀÐÉÕÈÑÈÓ or utzɀÐÉÈÈÓÕÈÑÈÓ. Interestingly, it is also with this term, but in the form of 

utzɀÐÏÉÈ and introducing a nominal segment, that artists working under royal patronage signed their works  

(Reents-Budet 1994; MacLeod 1990). To gain a better understanding of these terms and their derivations these are 

analysed morphologically below:   
 
 
 
 

 

u tzɀÐ bi  na ja 

 

utzɀÐȻÏȼÉÕÈÑÈÓɯ39 

u-tzɀÐÏÉ-n-aj-al-Ø  
3SE-write/paint -PAS-THM -NOM -3SA 

ɁÛÏÌɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɤ×ÈÐnting ofɂ 

 

While both utzɀÐÉÕÈÑÈÓ and utzɀÐÉÈÈÓÕÈÑÈÓ share the same root as well as the same compound suffix, the latter is 

derived from a noun with and abstractivizing suffix, which alters the meaning of the root from ɁÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɤɯ

paintingɂɯÛÖɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯàÌÛɯmore broad such as ɁËÙÈÞÐÕÎɤËÌÊÖÙÈÛÐÖÕȭɂ  
 

 
37 For further information on texts on ceramics, consult e.g. Reents-Budet 1994. 
 

38 It should be pointed out that in Maya languages the distinction between ȿ×ÈÐÕÛÐÕÎɀɯÈÕËɯȿÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɀɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÔÈËÌȮɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÔÌÈÕÚɯÖf recording 

the written word is by means of a paintbrush. However, it should be cautioned that based on modern Maya cognates, the term, tzɀÐÉ specifically 

refers to the painting of designs or decorations, and is often offset from other verbs, as for example those used to refer to the painting of houses 

(Terry Kaufman, personal communication 2003). 
 

39 These analyses are based in large part on the research of Alfonso Lacadena, who has been kind enough to share this information with us in 

correspondence. 
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u tzɀÐ-ba-li  na ja 

 

utzɀÐȻÏȼÉÈÈÓÕÈÑÈȻÓȼ 

u-tzɀÐÏÉ-aal-n-aj-al-Ø 

3SE-write/paint -ABSTR-PAS-THM -NOM -3SA 

ɁÛÏÌɯËÙÈÞÐÕÎɤËÌÊÖÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɂ 

 

The other principal statement is the root ux for ɁÊÈÙÝÐÕÎɂ or ɁÚÊÙÈ×ÐÕÎȭɂɯ3ÏÌɯÝÈÙÐÖÜÚɯÔÈÕÐÍÌÚÛÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÞÖÙËɯ

ux range from  yux via  yuxulil to yuxulnajal. These terms, when written in full, also contain an abstractivizing  suffix 

which allows derivation from the verb ɁÊÈÙÝÌɂɯÐÕÛÖɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÈÒÐÕɯÛÖɯɁÊÈÙÝÐÕÎɂɯÈÓÛhough the semantic domain 

would allow for something broader. In a few rare cases the collocation ends with a final suffix marking the 

carving as the inalienable possession of the patient to which it is connected by the initial third person singular 

ergative pronominal affix (functioning as a possessor) ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɂɯÐÕÌßÛÙÐÊÈÉÓàɯÊÖÕÕÌÊÛÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÚÜÙÍÈÊÌɯÛÙÌÈÛÔÌÕÛɯ

expressions to the vessels that bear them.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

yu-lu  xu-li  yu  xu [lu]  na [ja]  la 

 

yuxul[i]l  yuxulnajal 

y-ux-ul -il -Ø y-ux-ul -n-aj-al-Ø 

3SE-carve-ABSTR-POS-3SA 3SE-carve-ABSTR-PAS-THM -NOM -3SA 

ɁÊÈÙÝÐÕÎɯÖÍɂ ɁÊÈÙÝÐÕÎɯÖÍɂ 
 

 

Vessel Type 

 

The vessel type collocations typically occur following reference made to the surface treatment and before mention 

of the contents. The total number of distinct vessel types discovered thus far amounts to over 20. The majority of 

these terms occur only rarely in the inscriptions and a few of these terms may simply be variables of a type. For 

the latter examples, these may eventually be conflated into the same category if it can be demonstrated 

statistically as well as linguistically that these are just variants of other well -established terms. 

 

Vast majority of vessel types that are represented in the glyphic texts are dominated by drinking vessels. These 

represent the most specialized types of vessels used by the ancient Maya. Based on contextual and iconographic 

evidence as well as the titles of the patrons or owners of these vessels it is clear that these vessels were used by the 

high elite during the course of festive ev ents (Reents-Budet 1994: 72-75). 

 

Such vessels represent the highest investment of time and labour, yet their diminutive size, the restriction of their 

usage to festive occasions and the private sectors of the lordɀÚɯÙÌÚÐËÌÕÊÌɯÐÕËÐÊÈÛÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÍÌÞɯ×ÌÖ×ÓÌɯÞÖÜÓd have been 

able to see these vessels. The names of master artisans that signed the vessels they produced, as well as the names 

of sculptors, reveal that most of these boast exalted titles of the elite, with several bearing even royal titles. Thus 

as a means of controlling not only the use of such vessels, but their production, the knowledge was maintained 

within the household of the highest elite.  
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yu kɀÐ-bi / yu -kɀÐ- bi -la  
yuk ɀÐb / yukɀÐÉÐȻÐȼÓ  
y-u kɀ-ib / y-ukɀ-ib- iil   
3S E-drink -INST-REL  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯËÙÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÊÜ×ɂ 

 
yu -UKɀ-bi / yu -U Kɀ  
yuk ɀȻÐȼÉɯɤɯàÜÒɀȻÐÉȼ  
y-u kɀ-ib  
3S E-drink -(INST)  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯËÙÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÊÜ×ɂ 

 
u-ja-yi / u -ja-ya  
ujaay / ujay  
u-j aay / u-jay  
3S E-bowl   
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙ bowlɂ 

 
u-la-ka / u-LAK   
ulak  
u-lak  
3S E-plate  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯ×ÓÈÛÌɂ 

 
u-ja-wa-TEɀɯɤɯÜ-ja -TEɀ  
ujawa[n]teɀɯɤɯÜÑÈȻÞÈɯÕȼÛÌɀ  
u-j aw-an-teɀɤÜ-jaw -wan-teɀ  
3S E-face.up-EXIST / POS-?  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯ×ÓÈÛÌɯȹÞÐÛÏɯÓÌÎÚȺɂ 

 
u- WEɀ-bi / WEɀ-ma  
uweɀȻÐȼÉɯɤɯÞÌɀȻÌȼÔ  
u- weɀ-ib / weɀ-em  
3S E-eat/food-INS  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯ×ÓÈÛÌɯÍÖÙɯÌɯÈÛÐÕÎɤÍÖÖËɂ 

 
u-p o-ko-lo-che-e- bu / chu-ba-la-c he-bu  
upo kol che[ɀȼÌÉÜȻÓȼɯɤɯÊÏÜÉÈÓɯÊÏÌȻɀȼÌÉÜȻÓȼɯ

u-p ok-ol cheɀÌÉ-ul /chub -al cheɀÌÉ-

ul 3S E-wash-THM pi ncel -THM -

3SA ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯØÜÐÓÓɤÉÙÜÚÏɯÙÐÕÚÌÙȳɂ 

 
ya-kɀÜ-tu-u  
ya[h]kɀÜÛÜɀɤàÈȻÏȼÒɀÜɯÛÜɀ  
y-ahkɀ-tuɀɤà-ahkɀÜ-tuɀ  
3S E-give-INST?  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÎÐÍÛɂ 

 
yu bi   
yu ub / yu[i]b  
y-u ub/y -u-ib  
3S E-?/3SE-?-INS  
ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯȳɂ 

 
Table I: Common Classic Maya vessel type glyphs (drawings by Christophe H elmke)  
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Table II: Comparisons between idealized vessel forms (cross -sections) and vessel type referents represented glyphically 

on these vessels. The incidence of two matching c riteria is indicated by references made to the most common type of 

contents. 
 
yukɀÐÉȹÐÐÓȺ 

 

This vessel type refers to cylinder vases and barrel-shaped vases with flat bases as well as straight-walled bowls 

with or without small tripod, nubbin or tau -shaped supports. Based on the many examples of this vessel type 
designation the structure of this term and its root were successfully identified as early as 1987 (MacLeod 1990: 

315). Analyses of the term indicated that it is prefixed by the third person ergative  pronominal affix, followed by 

the verbal root ukɀ, ɁÛÖɯËÙÐÕÒ40ɂɯÈÕËɯÊÓÖÚÌËɯÉàɯÈÕɯÐÕÚÛÙÜÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÚÜÍÍÐßȭɯ3ÏÜÚȮɯÓÐÛÌÙÈÓÓàɯÝÌÚÚÌÓÚɯÉÌÈÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÛà×ÌÚɯÖÍɯ

collocations are ɁËÙÐÕÒÐÕÎɯÐÔ×ÓÌÔÌÕÛÚɂȭɯ3ÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ"ÏɀÖÓÈÕɯÌÕÛÙàɯuchɀÐÉÈÓ (Aulie & Aulie 197 8: 125), 

as well as in the ChɀÖÙÛÐɀɯÛÌÙÔɯuchɀ×ɀÐÙ41 (Wisdom 1950: 750), and in the dictionary of Colonial Tzotzil as uchɀÖÉÐÓ 

(Laughlin 1988: 159). 

 

ujaay / ujay42 

 

This vessel type refers to bowls with rounded or flat bases and more rarely to short, strai ght-walled bowls. It has 

been suggested that this term is related to the cognate root jay for ɁÛÏÐÕɂɯÐÕɯ8ÜÒÈÛÌÒȮɯ"ÏɀÖÓÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯ3áÖÛáÐÓɯ

(MacLeod 1990: 363). However, this interpretation has syntactical problems since it frequently includes a 

possessive pronominal prefix indicating that it must function as a noun rather than an adjective. Indeed a 

possessed adjective such as ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯÛÏÐÕɂɯÐÚɯÈÞÒÞÈÙËɯÈÕËɯÏÈÙËÓàɯÙÌÚÖÓÝÌËɯÉàɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕȭɯ(ÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÈÚÛȮɯ

MacLeod (1990: 363-364) has pointed to productive entr ies such as ɁÛÖÙÛÐÓÓÈɯÎÖÜÙËɂɯȹ+ÈÜÎÏÓÐÕɯƕƝƜƜȯɯƕƘƜȺȮɯɁÛÜÉɂȮɯ

ɁÉÈÚÐÕɂɯÈÕËɯɁ×ÓÈÛÌɂɯÐÕɯ"ÖÓÖÕÐÈÓɯ3áÖÛáÐÓɯȹ+ÈÜÎÏÓÐÕɯƕƝƜƜȯɯƖƔƛȺȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÖÕÛÌßÛɯÍÜÓÍÐÓɯÕÖÛɯÖÕÓàɯÛÏÌɯÚàÕÛÈÊÛÐÊÈÓɯ

requirements but also expected semantic values.  

 
40 This root is typically written syllabically as yu-kɀÐ, but can also be written with a logogram standing for UKɀ. This latter sign has only recently 

been deciphered and greatly clarifies the assemblage of vessel type designations present in the script. Equivalency between the syllabic and 

logographic signs as first pointed out to us by Alfonso Lacadena, but was first made by David Stuart.  
 

41 Note here that uchɀ is cognate of ukɀ. In addition, the phonological correspondence set for ChɀÖÙÛÐɀɯËÐÍÍÌÙÚɯÍÙÖÔɯÔÈÕàɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÙÌÓÈÛÌËɯ"ÏÖÓÈÕɯ,ÈàÈɯ

languages. Thus in the example of uchɀ×ɀÐÙ, /pɀɤɯÐÚɯ×ÏÖÕÖÓÖÎÐÊÈÓÓàɯÌØÜÐÝÈÓÌÕÛɯÛÖɯɤÉɤɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÚÛÙÜÔÌÕÛÈÓɯÚÜÍÍÐßɯɬib and /r/ is typical of /l/ in other 

Maya languages. 
 

42 The difference in the value of the vowel in the terms jaay and jay is a regional one. In western Yucatan and Northern Campeche, Mexico the 

term jaay prevailed in exclusivity. While the same term is present in the central Lowlands, jay is occasionally represented indicating regional 

linguistic variation. The meaning of the term appears to have been the same despite these phonological changes. 
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Generally, vessels attributed the designation jaay are bowl-shaped and thus bear overall similarity to halved 

gourds, the probable origin of the  term. Nonetheless, few existing cognates exist suggesting that the term fell into 

disuse after the Classic period. Despite the paucity of relevant linguistic data, Alfonso Lacadena found jay for 

Ɂtazón de barroɂɯȹɁÊÓÈàɯÉÖÞÓɂȺɯÐÕɯ3áÖÛáÐÓɯȹ×ÌÙÚÖÕÈÓɯÊÖÔÔÜÕÐÊation 2002) suggesting that once ceramic vessels came 

to replace the original gourd counterparts the term was preserved nonetheless. Based on these analyses the term 

*jaay thus seems to be a descriptive rather than a functional designation, for ɁÉÖÞÓÚɂɯÈÕË originally for ɁÎÖÜÙË-

shaped bowls.ɂ 

 

jaay yukiɀÉȹÐÐÓȺɯɤɯÑÈàɯàÜÒɀÐÉȹÐÐÓȺ 

 

This vessel type refers to vases and bowls, although the latter predominate, as do rounded bases. This vessel type 

designation is represented by the compounding of the two terms pre viously reviewed. In this context, were the 

(possessive) pronominal affix absent on the second term and present on the first, the interpretation of ɁÏÐÚɤÏÌÙɯ

thin drinking implement ɂɯÞÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÚÜ××ÖÙÛÌËɯÚàÕÛÈÊÛÐÊÈÓÓàȭɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÌÚÌɯÊÐÙÊÜÔÚÛÈÕÊÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÕÖÛɯ×ÙÌsent 

suggesting that the adjectival interpretation of jaay should be abandoned. 

 

ulak 

 

This vessel type is used to refer to flat-based wide-mouthed plates or dishes. The root term remains 

problematical, owing to the few productive entries but in all occurr ences of this term it refers to objects that are 

generally flat (Reents-Budet 1994: n.24, 101). For example, an unprovenanced jade plaque, apparently a 

centerpiece for a necklace (von Winning 1986: Fig. 166) as well as a brick with a modeled-incised text from 

Comalcalco (Grube & al. 2002: II-46) are both designated as lak. Instances in which examples of this form contain 

the term weɀÐÉ (ɁÍÖÖËɯÐÔ×ÓÌÔÌÕÛɂȺɯÐÛɯÐÚɯÊÓÌÈÙɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÜÚÌËɯÈÚɯÚÌÙÝÐÕÎɯÝÌÚÚÌÓɯÍÖÙɯÚÖÓÐËɯÍÖÖËÚȮɯweɀ, ɁÍÖÖËɂɯÉÌÐÕÎɯ

synonymous in many May a languages with ɁtamaleɂɯȹÈɯÛà×ÌɯÖÍɯÚÛÌÈÔÌËɯÔÈÐáÌɯËÖÜÎÏɯÉÙÌÈËȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÝÌÎÌÛÈÉÓÌȮɯ

turkey or game filling) and ɁÔÌÈÛɂɯȹ9ÌÕËÌÙɯƕƝƝƝȺȭ 

 

jawanteɀ 

 

This vessel type refers to dishes or plates with hollow oven-type tripod supports. Aside from the supports, 

vessels with this designator are identical in most all other respects to the lak described above. Stephen Houston 

equated the term with an exact entry in a Colonial dictionary of Yukatek (Perez 1866-77) for hawante: Ɂvasija de 

boca ancha y escasa profundidadɂɯȹÈɯwide -mouthed vessel of shallow depth) (MacLeod 1990: 300-303). Analyses of 

this term allow the identification as the root as the positional jaw > *jäw ɁÍÈÊÌɯÜ×ɂɯȹ*ÈÜÍÔÈÕɯȫɯ-ÖÙÔÈÕɯƕƝƜƘȺȭɯ

However, the original Spanish entry of ɁÉÖÊÈɯÈÙÙÐÉÈɂɯÚÏÖÜÓËɯÉÌɯÕÖÛÌËɯÈs may more correctly describe the original 

semantic domain, as ɁÔÖÜÛÏɯÜ×ȭɂɯ,ÈÊ+ÌÖËɯÏÈÚɯÜÕËÌÙÚÛÖÖËɯÛÏÌɯÚÜÍÍÐßɯɬan as a participial, where it is known as a 

suffix for positional verbs (Boot 2001), as in chum-w-aan-Ø, ɁÞÈÚɯÚÌÈÛÌËȭɂ 

 

Together this suggests that the term may have originally been intended as jaw-w-an-Ø for ɁÞÈÚɯÍÈÊÌËɯÜ×ÞÈÙËÚȭɂɯ

All the few jawanteɀ documented to date are tripod dishes, suggesting that the presence of the tripod supports is 

the feature distinguishing these vessels from lak dishes, as otherwise these have all other modal attributes in 

common. To date no satisfactory explanation has been provided for the final suffix ɬteɀ. MacLeod speculated that 

since the word refers ɁÛÙÌÌɂɯÈÕËɯɁÞÖÖËɂɯȹÛÏÌɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙàɯÔÌÈÕÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÌÙÔȺɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÝÌÚÚel form may have had 

antecedents made of wood, which once made in ceramic, maintained their original designation as if the Late 

Classic examples were skeuomorphic (MacLeod 1990: 302-303). However, it should be noted that (as a suffix) ɬteɀ 

functions, among other things, as a numerical classifier for counts of 20 day period (Boot 2001) and as a suffix to 

the prominent title kalomteɀ. Based on the attributes surrounding the ascent to the rank of kalomteɀ and the features 

distinguishing lak from jawanteɀ we would like to tentatively suggest that ɬteɀ may be a suffix for things that are 

ȿÚÛÖÖËɯÜ×ɀɯÖÙɯȿÔÈËÌɯÛÖɯÚÛÈÕËɯÜ×ȭɀɯ(ÍɯÛÏÐÚɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÊÖÙÙÌÊÛȮɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯjawanteɀ may be literally refer to a vessel 

that is made to ɁÍÈÊÌɯÜ×ÞÈÙËÚɯÈÕËɯÚÛÈÕËɯÜ×ÙÐÎÏÛȭɂɯ!ÈÚÌËɯon these analyses it thus seems that the designation of 

tripod dishes is essentially descriptive rather than functional.  

 

other vessels 

 

In addition to the vessel types examined above, which represent the vast majority of glyphic entries for vessel 

types in the inscriptions, roughly twenty additional types have been identified (cf. Boot 2005). These include  
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(y)uub, yahkɀÜÛÜɀ, pokol cheɀÌÉÜÓ, kuch sibik, uchɀÈÈÑÐÓ (or uchɀÈÈÑÜÓ), buɀÉ, chuhib, ajal(a)jib, jaay chuɀÉÈÓɯÊÏÌɀÌÉ, otot, tzimal 

jaay ukɀÐÉ, weɀÌÔ, and uma? tzɀÐÏÒ. 
 

 

Vessel Contents 

 

All contents sections of Primary Standard Sequences are prepositional sub-clauses in which a new argument is 

introduced to principal clause (Schele & Gru be 2002: I-37). The nouns of this sub-clause are the indirect objects of 

the vessel type, the subject of the PSS. The most common prepositions in Classic Maya are the analogous ti  or ta 

variously meaning ɁÐÕȮɯÈÛȮɯÖÕȮɯÛÖȮɯÉàȮɯÈÚȮɯÍÙÖÔȮɯÞÐÛÏɂɯȹ"ÖÌɯȫɯ5ÈÕɯ2ÛÖÕe 2001; Kettunen and Helmke 2002; Schele & 

Grube 2002: I-37). 

 

Three basic contents types have been documented in the glyphic texts adorning ancient ceramic vessels: kakaw, ul 

and ȿÖÛÏÌÙȭɀɯKakaw refers to beverages made from the fruity pulp of the cacao bean, or the dried, roasted, 

fermented and ground bean (used in cacao or hot chocolate). An alternate beverage made specifically from the 

bean rather than the fruit is known as pinole (Coe 1995; Young 1994). Kakaw and its many variants is a festival 

beverage still enjoyed in traditional Maya communities, known to have mild psychotropic effects. The beverage is 

flavoured with vanilla, aromatic flowers, the sap of the maguey plant, chile, or honey and which to varying 

degrees may be mixed or diluted with other maize-based drinks. Ul  is the term for a thick, semi-liquid maize 

gruel, the most cherished being considered apart and made from immature, new, green maize (known as nal). 

This gruel is also considered a special festival food although it is more common, typically used in weaning small 

children, while the special kind is made at the start of the harvests. Altering the flavour of this beverage is 

attained by the addition ɬ singularly, or in combination ɬ of boiled brown beans, ground pumpkin seeds, sap of 

the maguey plant, the whole being flavoured with honey, chile, and/or allspice to taste. Both ul and kakaw may be 

served fresh or as a fermented alcoholic brew, the latter being set aside by the use of other referents. The third 

contents type refers to any other type of contents, since in comparison to the two preceding types these are rare 

incidences. 

 

As these occur in the glyphic inscriptions, these three basic contents types can be modified by the addition of 
modifying prefixes. Kakaw can be modified in several ways. First, an adjective can be invoked such as chak (ɁÙÌËɂȺȮɯ

kɀÈÕ (ɁàÌÓÓÖÞɯɤɯÙÐ×ÌɂȺȮɯkab (ɁÚÞÌÌÛɂȺȮɯom?43 (ɁÍÙÖÛÏàɂȺȮɯÖÙɯÉàɯÜÕÊÓÌÈÙɯÊÖÓÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÈ××ÈÙÌÕÛÓàɯÙÌÍÌÙÙÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈɯÛà×ÌɯÖÍɯ

flower 44 (possibly used as a flavouring agent). Second, a toponym may be added, specifying the origin of the 

kakaw used in the beverage, in a practice similar to the ȿÈ××ÌÓÈÛÐÖÕɯÊÖÕÛÙÖÓõÌɀɯËÌÚÐÎÕÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯÞÐÕÌɯȹÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ

Bordeaux or Champagne)45. Prevalent toponyms in the case of the PSS are HoɀÒÈÉ (Ɂ%ÐÝÌɯ+ÈÕËÚɂȺȮɯÛÏÌɯ$ÈÙÓàɯ"lassic 

(AD 250ɬ550) name for the ancient polity of the site of Naranjo, Guatemala, Saal or Sataal (of unknown meaning) 
the nominal referent of the heraldic emblem of the Naranjo polity, Huxwitik  (Ɂ3ÏÙÌÌɯ'ÐÓÓÚɂȺɯÈÕËɯMoɀÞÐÛá (Ɂ,ÈÊÈÞɯ
MountainɂȺɯÛÞÖɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÕy toponyms of the Copan polity, of western Honduras, and finally by SakhaɀÈÓ (Ɂ6ÏÐÛÌɯ

Lake46ɂȺɯÛÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯÖÍɯÈɯÚÔÈÓÓɯ×ÖÓÐÛàɯÓÖÊÈÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÝÐÊÐÕÐÛàɯÖÍɯ-ÈÙÈÕÑÖȮɯ×ÖÚÚÐÉÓàɯÚÐÛÜÈÛÌËɯÈÓÖÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÚÏÖÙÌÚɯÖÍɯÓÈÒÌɯ

Sacnab, in Guatemala47. Third, kakaw may be modified by prefixes resisting decipherment, either due to 

illegibility (erosion and/or calligraphy), or forming a term with no recognised cognates. It is likely that this third 
category would align to either adjectival or toponymic modifiers were these signs successf ully read. 
Consequently, this category remains a provisional construct imposed by our ability to read the glyphs, rather 
than reflecting three inherent emic divisions.   
 

 
43 This reading was first suggested by Barbara MacLeod (1990). While the suggested phonetic value of this sign as well as the existence thereof has 

been challenged over the years, no suggestions superseding it have been made. 
 

44 The readings offered for both of these collocations are tentative as these include glyphic elements whose phonetic values are still debated. The 

first may be variously read as kɀÈȻÏȼÒɀɯÛáÐÏɯÕÐÒȳ, or kɀÈȻÏȼÒɀÕÈÓɯÕÐÒȳ, where nik is a known term for ɁÍÓÖÞÌÙɂȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÊÈÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÖÎÖÎÙÈÔɯ

may be read as janaahb, which based on other contexts also refers to a type of flower although a productive modern cognate is still wanting.  
 

45 Earlier research had identified the occasional incidence of typonymic modifiers (cf. MacLeod 1990; Reents-Budet and MacLeod 1994). Recently, 

evidence has been gathered by the authors demonstrating that toponymic modifiers form a discrete and cohesive group of kakaw-modifiers, an 

aspect that remained overlooked until now. The importance of this discovery lies in that the term sakhaɀȹÈÓȺ may no longer be understood as a 

contents collocation (init ially analysed as sak-haɀ or ɁÞÏÐÛÌɯÓÐØÜÐËɂɯÈÚɯÈɯÔÌÛÈ×ÏÖÙɯÍÖÙɯÔÈÐáÌɯÎÙÜÌÓɯȹ'ÖÜÚÛÖÕɯȫɯÈÓȭɯƕƝƜƝȺȮɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÐÚɯÐÕËÌÌËɯÈɯÞÏÐÛÐÚÏɯ

liquid), but instead serves as a modifier of kakaw. The evidence for this interpretation will be reported elsewhere (Helmke and Kettun en n.d.). 
 

46 An alternate translation may be Ɂ/ÜÙÌɯ1ÈÐÕȭɂɯHaɀÈÓ and haɀÏÈɀȹÈÓȺ are definite terms for ȿÙÈÐÕɀȮɯÉÜÛɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÊÈÚÌɯÛÏÌɯÛÌÙÔɯÔÈàɯÉÌɯÈÕÈÓàÚÌËɯÈÚɯÏÈɀ-al, 

water-ABSTR or water-REL, the latter then referring to a body of water such as a lake. Sak is more difficult to elucidate outside of syntactical 

context since it may mean Ɂ×ÜÙÌɂɯÈÕËɯÐÚɯÈÓÚÖɯÜÚÌËɯÛÖɯÙÌÍÌÙɯÛÖɯÛÏÐÕÎÚɯÛÏÈÛɯÈÙÌɯ×ÌÙÚÖÕ-made or artificial.  
 

47 While the toponym SakhaɀÈÓ is known the archaeological site corresponding to this ancient polity has  not yet been identified. Due the incidence 

of this toponym in the texts of Naranjo it is assumed that is was located in the vicinity. Sacnab, the name of a nearby lake is a perfect cognate of 

SakhaɀÈÓ, suggesting that the former may be the Late Postclassic name of its Classic period precursor. 
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19. CODICES 

 

A special class of Maya texts is found in the Post-Classic codices (sg. codex). Instead of recording historical events, 

like many of the  monumental inscriptions, the content of these texts is more esoteric, astronomical, and 

calendrical, information presented in the form of almanacs and prophecies. Four of them have survived the 

subtropical weather and 16th Century Spanish bonfires to present day: the codices of Dresden, Madrid, Paris, and 

Grolier.  

 

Dating the codices has been a problem ever since they were (re)discovered, and no agreement as to their age has 

been established to date. Determining the age of the codices has been based on stylistic grounds (based on both 

iconography and epigraphy), astronomical and calendrical data, linguistics, and radiocarbon dating. Most 

scholars (see Vail 2002) agree on the assumption that the Dresden Codex is the oldest of the four surviving 

codices and that the Paris Codex can be fairly accurately given a date somewhere around the middle of the 15th 

century, but the chronological order of the two remaining codices (Madrid and Grolier) has demonstrated a large 

number of variance. 

 

Regarding the dating of t he Paris Codex, Love (1994: 13 and 2001: 443) proposes an approxi-mate date of 1450 

based on stylistic resemblance to the stone monuments at the Late Postclassic site of Mayapan and to the art style 

of the eastern coast of Yucatan before the Conquest. Also, considering the fragility of paper, paint and plaster in a 

tropical environment, Love suggests that the codices confiscated by the Spaniards were probably produced quite 

close to the time of initial contact, even though the texts themselves were copied from earlier, more ancient 

sources (Love 1994:8). 

 

The date of the Madrid Codex is commonly held to be somewhere around 15th century (see e.g. Graff and Vail 

[2001]). Contrary to general concensus, Michael Coe has proposed a much later date for the Madrid Codex in a 

presentation in the XXIst Maya Hieroglyphic Forum at the University of Texas in 1997. The conclusions were 

published in Coe and Kerr (1998: 181) with the assertion that ɁȻȱȼɯÍÙÈÎÔÌÕÛÚɯÖÍɯ$ÜÙÖ×ÌÈÕɯ×È×ÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯ2×ÈÕÐÚÏɯ

writing are sandwiched or glued  ÉÌÛÞÌÌÕɯÓÈàÌÙÚɯÖÍɯÉÈÙÒɯ×È×ÌÙɯȻȱȼɯÛÏÌɯ6ÌÚÛÌÙÕɯ×È×ÌÙɯÈ××ÌÈÙÚɯÕÖÛɯÛÖɯÏÈÝÌɯÉÌÌÕɯÈɯ

mere repair, but to have been incorporated in the codex during its manufacture. Thus the Madrid would 

necessarily be later than the conquest of Yucatán, probably even post-1624, and could have been made at Tayasal, 

which did not fall to the Spaniards until 1697. ɂ 
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Figure 12: Page 9 from the Dresden Codex Figure 13: Page 91 from the Madrid  

(after Förstemann 1880) Codex (after Codex Tro-Cortesianus 

(Codex Madrid) 1967) 

 

The existence of European paper was previously noticed by Ernst Förstemann and Ferdinand Anders, but neither 

of them perceived the European layer to occur between the Maya layers of the codex. In November 2003 we had a 

chance to visually inspect the Madrid Codex with other scholars during the 8th European Maya Conference, held 

in Madrid. Observing the disputed Page 56 of the codex it  became clear that the European layer (or layers) of 

paper in the codex were placed on top of the original Maya bark paper layers. As a result, the argument that the 

codex is of Postconquest origin ɬ based on assumption that the layers of European paper forms an integral part of 

of the layers of Maya bark paper ɬ is no longer tenable. 

 

As with the date attributed to the Grolier Codex, Coe and Kerr (1998: 175) propose that the codex is the oldest 

Maya codex based on the radiocarbon dating (AD 1230 ± 130) of the paper used in the codex. In contrast, Milbrath 

(1999: 6) believes that the Grolier Codex is probably the latest of the four codices and that it may be Postconquest 

in date. Even though some scholars believe that the Grolier Codex is a forgery, most researchers now consider it 

to be authentic (for a comprehensive treatise, see Carlson 1983). According to Grube (2001: 129) the authenticity of 

the Grolier Codex can no longer be disputed based on the fact that the paper dates back to the Preconquest times 

and that the codex contains a functional Venus calendar. However, this assertion still requires further validation 

(Nikolai Grube, personal communication 2004).  
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Fig ure 14: Page 6 from the F igure 15: Page 8 from Figu re 16: Bottom of the  

Paris Code x the Grolier Codex  pag e 56 from the M adrid  

(after Codex Peresianus (Codex ( after Coe and K err 199 Cod ex (rotated 90 degrees 

Paris) 196 8) 8: Fig. 134 ) cou nter-clockwise and  

  flipped horizont ally)  

  showing Latin text  

  (after Codex Tro- 

  Cortesianus 

  (Codex Madrid) 1967) 
 
 
 
 
 

 

20. POR TABLE ARTE FACTS 

 

The inscr iptions on po rtable artefacts, like shell, bone, jadeite beads, etc. ar e ɬ logically ɬ a lot shorter than the 

texts on t he monuments. Many sma ll artefacts just state the o wner and the name of the object; for exa mple (see 

Figure 17): ubaak jasaw tɀÖÊÏÈÞÈÈÕȳɯÒɀÜÏÜÓɯÔÜÛÜÓɯÈÑɯÈÞɯÖÊÏÒɀÐÕɯÒÈÓÖÔÛÌɀɯÜÔÐÑÐÕÐÓɯÕɯÜɀÕɯÜÑÖÓɯÊÏÈÏÒɯÒɀÜÏÜÓɯÔÜtul ajaw 

(ɁÛÏÐÚɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÉÖɯÕÌɯÖÍɯ)ÈÚÈÞȮɯt ɀÖÊÏÈÞÈÈÕȳ, divine Mutul king, west kal omte ɀȮɯÛÏÌɯÊÏÐɯÓËɯÖÍɯ-ÜɀÕɯ4ÑÖÓɯ"ÏÈÏÒȮɯËÐÝÐÕÌɯ

Mutul king ɂȺȮɯÉÜÛɯÚÖÔÌɯÏÈÝÌɯÓÌÕÎÛÏÐÌÙɯÛÌßÛÚɯÞÐÛÏɯÝÌÙÉÈÓɯÊÓÈÜÚÌÚȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯÚÐÔ×ÓÌɯÚÛÈɯÛÌÔÌÕÛÚɯÖÍɯÖÞɯÕÌÙÚÏÐ×ɯÈÙÌɯÚɯ

ometimes referred to as ȿÕÈÔÌ-taggingɀȭ  
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 17: Carved bon e from Burial 116, Tikal (TIK MT -44); 

Drawing by Christophe Helmke (based on d rawing by Annemarie Seuffert)  
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APPENDICES 
 

APPENDIX A: ASSORTED TEXTS   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 18: Inscription on the upper section of the back of Stela 3, Piedras Negras, Guatemala  

(drawing by David Stuart [in Stuart and Graham 2003: 9:27] with slight modifications)  
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Figure 19: Lintel 1, Yaxchilan, Mexico (drawing by Ian Graham [in Graham and von Euw 1977: 13])   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 20: Lintel 2, Yaxchilan, Mexico (drawing by Ian Graham [in Grah am and von Euw 1977: 15]) 
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Figure 21: Ballcourt Marker 4, Caracol, Belize (drawing by Nikolai Grube)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 22: Altar 23, Caracol, Belize (drawing by Arlen Chase,  

Diane Chase, and Nikolai Grube, with minor modifications)  

 
 
 

 

42/154 



Kettunen & Helmke 2011 Appendices  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 23: Unprovenienced jadeite celt, the Ɂ+ÌÐËÌÕɯ/ÓÈØÜÌɂɯȹËÙÈÞÐÕÎɯÉàɯ+ÐÕËÈɯ2ÊÏÌÓÌɯȻÐÕɯ2ÊÏÌle 1990: 78]) 

 

a                b   
Figure 24: (a) Monument 101, Tonina (drawing by Ian Graham and Peter Mathews [in Graham and  

Mathews 1996: 2:125]); (b) Stela 6, Itzimte, Mexico (drawing by Eric von Euw [in von Euw 1977: 4:17])  
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APPENDIX B: TITLES   
 
 
 
 
 

 

AJAW  a/AJ-WINAK -BAK  ba-ka-ba chɀÈ-ho-ma CHɀ.* 

ajaw aj wina[a]k baak ba[ah]kab chɀÈÏÖÔ chɀÖÒ 

ɁÓÖÙËɂ ɁÏÌɯÖÍɯƖƔɯȹÔÈÕàȺ ɁÏÌÈËɤÍÐÙÚÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌ ɁÔÈÕɂȳ ɁàÖÜÛÏɂ 

(royal title)  captivesɂ earthɂ    
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

KAL? -TEɀ ke-KELEM  Kɀ(-("' sa-ja-la a/AJ-TZɀ(!-ba 

kal[om]teɀ kelem kɀÐÕÐÊÏ sajal aj tzɀÐÏÉ 

(exalted royal title)  ɁàÖÜÛÏɂȳ ɁÚÜÕÕàɂ ɁÕÖÉÓÌɂȳ ɁÞÙÐÛÌÙɂ 

 ɁÚÛÙÖÕÎɂȳ (name of a deity)  Ɂ×ÈÐÕÛÌÙɂ 

  Table III: Common royal titles    
 
 
 
 

 

APPENDIX C: RELATIONSHIP GLYP HS  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
yu-ne u-1-ta-na ya-AL  u-MIJIN? -na ya-AT?-na yi -cha-ni  

yune[n] ujuntan yal umijiin?  yatan yichaan 

child of father  beloved; child  child of mother  child of father  spouse; companion maternal uncle 

 (metaphoric)       
 
 
 
 
 

 

su-ku -WINIK -ki  yi -tzɀÐ-ni  u-KAB -ji -ya ye-TEɀ yi -ta-ji  yi -T703v-NAL  

suku[n] winik yi[h]tzɀÐÐÕ ukabjiiy ye[h]teɀ yitaaj  yichnal 

elder brother  younger brother  under the auspices of his/her work/doing  with(?)  in the presence of 
 

Table IV: Relationship glyphs  
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APPENDIX D: CLASSIC MAYA EMBLEM GLYPHS   
 
 
 
 

 

Altun Ha La Florida Quirigua 

?-ni MAN -ni  UN?  
 
 
 
 

 

Bital Lamanai Seibal  
bi-TAL  AHIN/AYIN?  ?  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Calakmul Machaquila Tikal  
ka-KAN -la ?-su MUT   

 
 
 
 
 
 

Cancuen Naranjo Tonina  
ya-AK[K �¶�,�1�@ SA�¶ po  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Caracol Palenque Ucanal  
K�¶�$�1-tu-ma[ki]  BAK -la K�¶�$�1-na-[WITZ]NAL   

 
 
 
 
 

 
Copan Piedras Negras Xunantunich  

?[ku] -pi yo-ki[bi]  ka-ta-ya?-tzi-WITZ   
 
 
 
 
 

 
Dos Pilas Pomona Yaxchilan  

MUT  pa-ka-bu-la [PA�¶�@�&HAN-na 

 

Figure 25: Selected Classic Period Emblem Glyphs (drawings of the  

Emblem Glyphs of Caracol, Lamanai, and Xunantunich by Christophe Helmke)  
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