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DENISE 

SCHMANDT· BESSERAT 

is professor of Middle East­

ern Studies at the University 

of Texa s at Austin . Herre­

search has focused on the 

origin of writing and count­

ing in the M iddle East. 

EDITOR'S FOREWORD 

Denise Schmandt-Besserat 

The papers in th is volume deal with the emergence of writing in 

Mesoamerica . They are intended to introduce the non-specialist to 

the best available knowledge about the decipherment of early 

Mesoamerican scripts and pre-literate symbolic systems, including 

those of the Olmecs, late Formative cultures, Mayas and Mixtecs . 

The authors present the geography and chronology of each culture, 

describe the monuments or documents involved, and discuss their 

function and the methods used for de-coding symbols and signs. 

Each paper assesses what we know and what still needs to be learn­

ed about each particular system. The Origin of Visible Language in 
the New World is the second special issue of Visible Language de­

voted to the study of ancient scripts_ The first issue, Aspects of Cune­
iform Writing, was edited by Marvin A. Powell, Jr., in 1981 . At the 

time, I contributed a paper on the immediate precursor of writing in 

the ancient Near East: "From Token's to Tablets: A Re-evaluation of 

the So-called Numerical Tablets." As a student of Near Eastern 

Writing, it is exciting to me to edit this volume and to observe how 

the two special issues complement each other in significant ways . 

First, they inform the reader about key research problems faced by 

Mesoamericanists and Assyriolog ists . Second, and more importantly, 

they show that in the New World , as well as in the Old World, writing 

was created to enhance the power of the ruling elite_ However, each 

system functioned in a very different way. The Mesopotamian cune­

iform texts dealt with economic data and brought control over the pro­

duction of goods . The Mesoamerican symbols, displayed on monu­

ments, served to legitim ize rulers and their authority. 

The papers contained in this volume were first presented at the fifth 

annual meeting of the language Orig ins Society, held on August 10-

12, 1989, at the University of Texas at Austin. I thank the College of 

liberal Arts and the Center for Cognitive Science, the University of 

Texas at Austin, who sponsored the meeting. I owe special thanks to 

Carlota S. Smith, director, Center for Cognitive Science, and Peter F. 

MacNeilage, Department of linguistics, who helped me in planning the 

meeting . I am indebted to the president of the Language Origin Society, 

Jan Wind , Free University, Amsterdam , for granting permission to pub­

lish the papers prior to their inclusion in the offic ial proceedings of the 

meeting. I thank the six contributors for their good cooperation. In par­

ticular, I extend my gratitude to F. Kent Reilly Ill , who carried the burden 

of organizing the symposium and helped me as co-editor of this issue . 

Denise Schmandt-Besserat 
Center for Middle Eas tern Studies, 
The University of Texas at Austin, 
March 1990 
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FIGURE 1 

The grey area indicated on 

a modern political map of 

Mexico and Central America 

marks the extent of the cultural 

unit known as Mesoamerica . 

Mesoamerica was for tropical 

North America what the Fertile 

Crescent was for the Middle 

East. Between 1500 B.C. and 

A.D. 1521, Mesoamerican civ­

il ization produced a series of 

dynamic cultures wh ich are 

the equivalent of the primal 

civilizations of the Old World . 
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AN OVERVIEW 

OF MESOAMERICA 

F. Kent Reilly Ill and Brian Stross 

The reader who turns to the anthropology and archae­
ology of ancient tropical America quickly comes to real­
ize the need for acquiring a new geographical and tem­
poral vocabulary. Terms such as "the Fertile Crescent" 

and "Upper and Lower Egypt" have no relevance for the 
geography of the New World. The dynastic sequences 
that anchor the history of the ancient Middle East are un­
related to the prehistory of North America. Instead, the 
high civilizations of Ancient North America developed in 
a cultural and geographical unit known as Mesoamerica. 

Mesoamerica stretches from north central 
Mexico to the western half of El Salvador (figure 1) . With­
in this div~rse geographic area, the climate varies from the 
freezing slopes of volcanic mountain ranges that border 
the temperate valleys of the interior to the hot and moist 
Gulf coast and the somewhat dryer Pacific coast. The cul­
tures that developed within this varied geography shared 
a series of common traits. Foremost among these traits was 
an agricultural system based on a staple triad of maize, 
beans, and squash. All Mesoamerican cultures measured 
time in an interlocking calendric system based on a 260-

day ritual calendar and a 365-day solar (or agricultural) 
calendar. Calendric notations as well as astronomical in­
formation and historical records were recorded by Meso­
americans on bark-paper or leather books with hiero­
glyphic writing systems of varying degrees of complexity. 

Ancient Mesoamericans played a ball game 
in a court with a solid rubber ball. They practiced a relig­
ion based on the worship of personified forces of nature 
and of their own ancestors. One of the major rites asso­
ciated with this highly complex religious system was 
blood-letting. The act of bloodletting took place either 
through the ritual execution of prisoners captured in 
war or through autosacrifice. Almost all Mesoamerican 
cultures produced architectural works of distinction and 
almost all had population centers somewhat akin to the 
western concept of cities. Within these cities could be 
found large and highly organized markets which were 
supplied through extensive trading networks. 



The time frame for Mesoamerica can be 
divided into four periods. The Archaic Period (6,000-1500 

B. C.) saw the development of settled village farming life. 
The Formative or Preclassic Period (1500 B.C.-A.D. 200) 

was highlighted by the development of Mesoamerica's 
earliest civilization and its first great art style: the Olmec. 
The Late Formative Period also saw the beginnings of 
those cultures that would dominate the succeeding Classic 
Period (A.D. 200-900). The Classic Period saw the flour­
ishing of lowland Maya culture, which produced the most 
complex writing system in the New World. The Classic 
Period also witnessed the fruition and demise of the great 
urban center of Teotihuacan in the central Mexican high­
lands, as well as the apogee of Zapotec civilization in the 
Oaxaca valley city of Monte Alban. The Classic Period 
ended for the Maya with a mysterious collapse, the cause 
of which is still the subject of much scholarly debate. The 
Postclassic Period (A.D. 900-1520) saw the rise of Mixtec 
culture and was a time of increased militarism, dominated 
first by the Toltecs and finally by the better-known 
Aztecs. It was the conquest of the Aztecs by Spanish 
invaders in the sixteenth century that marked the end of 
the long-flowering, purely indigenous Mesoamerican 
civilizations. 

6000 BC 
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A dazzling variety of mutually unintel­

ligible languages characterizes Mesoamerica; more than 
seventy of them are still spoken. Most belong to one of 
four families of related tongues. The Uta-Aztecan family 
includes Nahuatl (the language of the Aztecs) and Hui­
chol as well as Tarahumara. Languages in this family are 
relative newcomers to Mesoamerica, visitors from the 
north (the United States) came late and stayed for the 

duration. Ancestors of the Aztecs, for example, did not 
reach central Mexico until Postclassic times. 

Mixe, Popoluca and Zoque speakers, today 
located in and on the edges of the Is thmus ofT ehuantepec 
in Mexico, constitute a family of Mixe-Zoquean languages 
having Olmec ancestry. Many languages in Mesoamerica 
have borrowed words from Mixe-Zoquean languages. 

A far more diversified family, with roots 
extending much farther back in Mesoamerica than Mixe­

Zoquean, is that of the Oto-Manguean languages. This 
family, including numerous tone languages, can be said to 
focus on the state of Oaxaca, Mexico, and includes Zapo­
tec, Mixtec and Otomi. 

TIME PERIOD 
LANGUAGE/ 

SCRIPT 
PEOPLE 

FORMATIVE OLMEC ISTHMI AN 

CLASSIC MAYA MAYAN 

POSTCLASSIC OTOMI MIXTEC 

ARCHAIC MIXE OAXACA 

PRECLASSIC IZAPAN 
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Approximately thirty Mayan languages 
exist, spoken in southeastern Mexico and Guatemala. 
These include Chol (which is directly descended from the 
language in which most of the Classic Maya inscriptions 
were written) and Yucatec (the language of the Postclassic 
Maya codices). Quiche is a highland Mayan language of 
Guatemala in which a very important Colonial Period 
text known as the Popol Vuh was written. This text, 
which might be called the "Bible" of the Quiche, 
documents the creation of the world as well as Quiche 
history and has played a prominent role in our 
interpretation of Classic Maya writings and iconography. 

The river of time has witnessed in Meso­
america the flowering of many cultures, the continuing 
diversification of many languages, and a great deal of inter­
action among the many peoples, their languages and their 
cultures. Symbol systems manifesting the ideologies of 
peoples in Mesoamerica through history have traveled in­
dividual paths, and our own glimpses of portions of these 
paths, including where they have led to today, allow us 
to reconstruct fascinating scenarios that with every new bit 
of evidence are more clearly delineated, more closely fo­
cused, more carefully refined. 

Such is the framework of ancient Meso­
america. The cultures that rose and fell over a three-thou­
sand-year period were all products of Mesoamerican civil­
ization. The material remains and art styles of these Amer­
ican cultures can hold their own with similar civilizations 
in the Old World. Although we are just now decipher­
ing the writing and symbol systems of these ancient peoples, 
it daily becomes more apparent that the study of their 
history is as rewarding and intriguing as any other chapter 
documenting the human condition. 

11 
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such other areas of Meso­

america as the Upper Balsas 

River drainage, the Valley of 

Mexico, the Valley of Oaxaca 

and the Pacific coast.The wide 

geographic distribution of 

these portable objects and 

monumental sculpture indi­

cates the presence of a For­

mative Period ceremonial 

complex the most concentrated 

expression of which was in 

the Olmec heartland. 

is a Ph .D. candidate at the University of 

Texas ot Austin, where he is currently a 

social science researcher at the Institute 

of Latin American Studies. He is the au­

thor of several articles on Olmec icono­

graphy and the co-cu rator of "Oimec: 

the Art of America 's First Kings, " on ex­

hibition which will open in the Notional 

Gallery of Art of the United States, 

Washington , D.C. in the fall of 1993. 
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ABSTRACT 

Iconographic investigations of works 

of art executed in the Olmec style have 

produced convincing evidence that 

rulership during the Early and Middle 

Formative Period of Mesoamerican 

prehistory was publicly legitimized by 

a visual charter. This charter consisted 

of symbols derived from the natural 

environment. These naturally derived 

symbols functioned within a symbol 

system which stressed the human ruler's 

access to supernatural power. The same 

symbol system also described the cosmic 

stage on which the rituals of rulership 

were enacted. 

Th e In stitute for Lacin 
Ame ri ca n Studies 

University o f Texas 

Sid W. Richardson Hal l, 
Unit J 
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COSMOS AND RULERSHIP: 

THE FUNCTION OF OLMEC·STYLE SYMBOLS 

IN FORMATIVE PERIOD MESOAMERICA 

F. Kent Reilly III 

Olmec civilization, flourishing in southern Mexico, is 
currently identified as the dominant cultural expression 
of Early and Middle Formative Period Mesoamerica 
(1500-500 B.C.). Olmec civilization is of paramount in­
terest to scholars of the ancient Americas because it is 
viewed as an American equivalent to such primal civil­
izations in the Old World as Shang China, ancient Egypt 
and Mesopotamia. In order to understand how the Olm­
ec-style symbol system can add new insights to current 
Olmec and Formative Period research, it is important to 

determine what is meant by "Olmec." Currently, Olmec 
is a label applied to both an archaeological culture and an 
early Pre-Columbian art style. The Olmec archaeological 
culture was centered in a geographic heartland stretching 
for some 150 miles along the southern bend of the Gulf 
of Mexico (figure 1). By 1100 B.C., along the many rivers 
and streams that crisscrossed this heartland, a number of 
sites had begun constructing the enormous earthen plat­
forms and carving the altars and huge basalt heads that 
have become the hallmark of Olmec civilization (figure 2). 

The linkage of the archaeological Olmec with any of the 
ethnic groups existing in Mexico today is difficult. How­
ever, linguistic prehistorical reconstruction has recently 
made much progress in providing that linkage. Largely 
through the work of Terry Kaufman and Lyle Campbell, 
a large body of evidence has been compiled supporting 
the hypothesis that a branch of Mixe-Zoque was the lan­
guage spoken in the Olmec heartland during the Forma­
tive period.1 

In contrast to the geographical limits of 
the Gulf coast Olmec archaeological culture, objects cre­
ated in the Olmec art style are found throughout Meso­
america. The heaviest concentrations of such objects, 
outside the Olmec heartland, are found in the Mexican 
highlands. Ongoing linguistic reconstructions by Kath­
ryn J ossarand, Nicholas Hopkins and Terry Kaufman 
demonstrate that during the Formative period these 
highland areas were inhabited by a population speaking 
one of the many branches of the Otomanguean ling­
uistic family. 2 

13 
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The pioneering Olmec scholar Michael Coe 
lists the major attributes of this geographically dispersed 
Olmec-style art as: a complex symbol system "based on 
a religion of the strangest sort"; a sense of monumen­
tality, even in small objects; a tendency toward realism, 
and a compositional use of empty space.3 The many 
themes and motifs that make up the Olmec-style symbol 
system can be seen on portable items created in the 
mediums of wood, clay and stone and on monumental 
sculpture found far beyond the heartland.4 The precise 
mechanisms by which these symbols, and the objects on 
which they were depicted, spread throughout Meso­
america are still unknown. Current anthropological 
thought favors an interaction sphere centered on a long 
distance trade network which can be archaeologically 
demonstrated? Within such an interaction sphere, 
lowland coastal products-such as marine shells, the 
feathers of tropical birds, and possibly cotton and cacao 
beans were exchanged for serpentine, obsidian and other 

stones from the highlands. Over the years several 
scholars, including Miguel Covarrubias, Carlo Gay and 
Gillett Griffin, have challenged the generally accepted 
heartland origin of the Omec-style; and David Grove, 
the most recent excavator of the highland site of 

double merion jaguar face 

cave-like maw 

(entrance to the underworld) 
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FIGURE 2 

Monument 7, San Lorenzo. 

Among hallmarks of the 

heartland Olmec culture are 

the monumental heads carved 

from basalt. Monument 1, or 

"EI Rey" as it is more commonly 

known, from the heartland site 

of San Lorenzo, is the second 

largest of this genre, standing 

2.85 meters high and weighing 

some 12 tons . 
(After Beotriz De La Funtento . 1975. 

"Los Cabezas Colasoles Olmecos. " 
Coleccion Testimon ios del Fonda 34: 

52 . Fondo de Culturo Econ6mico, 
Mexico) . 

FIGURE 3 

Altar 4, La Vento. Olmec altars 

are another hallmark of heart­

land Olmec cu lture . Function­

ally, these altars were the seats 

or thrones of Olmec rulers. Cur­

rently, the earliest evidence of 

Olmec-style symbols function­

ing as a system is on these 

thrones . On Altar 4, the line of 

the earth is indicated by the 

gum brackets of the earth mon­

ster. The world mountain, or 

axis-mundi atop which the 

living Olmec ruler would have 

been seated, is the jaguar face 

whose mouth is marked with a 

crossed band . Emerging from 

the cave entrance to the 

underworld is a portrait of an 

Olmec ruler carved in very high 

relief-almost three 

dimensional-who wears an 

harpy eagle headdress. This 

portrait figure was most likely 

an ancestor of the heartland 

Olmec ruler who commissioned 

La Vento, Altar 4. 
(After G rove. 1973 . 
"O imec A ltars and Myths," 131.) 

Chalcatzingo, has questioned whether artifacts known 
to originate from highland and Pacific coast Formative 
Period sites and bearing "Olmec-style" iconography 
should be classified as Olmec at all. 6 I propose that such 
artifacts would be better classified as ritual objects which 
functioned in a geographically dispersed Formative 
Period ceremonial com plex.7 The most concentrated 
expression of this ceremonial complex was in the Olmec 
heartland itself. 

As previously stated, the placement of 
Olmec-style symbols on so many objects-found over 
so wide a geographical range-is currently explained in 
terms of an interaction sphere held together through 
long distance trade. Certainly, trade was a major factor in 
the geographical spread of the symbol system. However, 
long distance trade, in and of itself, is insufficient to ex­
plain the underlying ideology expressed through the 
symbol system. As we shall see, the specific nature of 
that ideology is still a matter of discussion. However, 
current research demonstrates that within the Formative 
Period Ceremonial Complex symbols and motifs func­
tioned ultimately as a politically motivated communica­
tion system.8 Essentially the mission of the symbol sys­
tem was to convey, define and sanctify the charter for 
rulership in the non-literate political landscape of early 

and middle Formative Period Mesoamerica. Functionally 
the symbol system operated by so ordering the individu­
al motifs that they visually expressed the multi-leveled 
organization of the Formative Period cosmos or world 
view, when arranged within the consistent patterns 
w hich are analogous to syntax in language.9 The consist­

ency of these symbolic patterns allowed individuals who 
were literate in the symbol system, no matter what their 
language, to recognize that the rulers who displayed 
these symbols were publicly proclaiming the supernatur­
al source of their power. These same symbolic patterns 
also described the supernatural elements contained with­
in the cosmos as the stage on which the rituals of ruler­
ship were enacted. Access to this supernatural power al­
lowed these rulers to function both as the axis-mundi 
that united the different levels of the multi-leveled cos­
mos and as the fulcrum on which the basic oppositions 
of the cosmos were balanced and renewed. 

Though many of the motifs that make up 

the Olmec-style symbol system probably predate the 
symbol system itself and may well originate outside the 
heartland area, the earliest examples where they function 
within a coherent system are on the altars that are a hall­
mark of the archaeological Olmec culture (figure 3). Many 
of these altars are stylistically dated to the Early Forma­
tive Period (1500-900). 10 They are now functionally recog-

15 
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nized as the seats or thrones of Olmec rulers, 11 and it 
makes sense that these thrones would also be used to 
convey the iconography of rulership. The fact that these 
thrones carry this iconography would certainly support a 
heartland origin for the Olmec-style symbol system. 
However, recent developments suggest that certain mo­
tifs-such as the cruciform shaped quatrefoil (see figure 
6a)-that play a prominent role in the symbol system 
originated in highland areas. 12 

Much of the value of portable objects exe­
cuted in the Olmec-style in the mediums of jade, green 
stone, basalt magnetite, shell, clay and wood must have 
been in their ability to convey the iconography of the 
ideology represented by the symbol system. The right 
to publicly display and manipulate this symbol system 
may have been the motivation for elite participation, 
throughout Mesoamerica, in the Formative Period 
ceremonial complex, and in the interaction sphere which 
the ceremonial complex stimulated. 

WERE JAGUARS 

AND OLMEC ORIG INS 

Currently, the interpretation of Olmec-style symbols is 
grounded on a series of hypotheses formulated by the 
Mexican artist and ethnographer Miguel Covarrubias, 
the American archaeologists Matthew Stirling and 
Michael Coe, and Coe' s student David J oralemon. 13 

Covarrubias saw within the corpus of Olmec-style art, 
images that appeared to be composites of human and 
jaguarian features of "were jaguars." Covarrubias 
interpreted these "jaguars" as ancestral precursors of the 
rain deities and water complexes of Mesoamerican 
cultures which had flourished in the Classic (A.D. 200-

900) and Post-Classic (A.D. 900-1520) periods. 14 Matthew 
Stirling postulated that the "were jaguar" images within 
Olmec-style art were artistic representations of the 
supernatural offspring of a union between a male jaguar 
and a human female. Stirling further conjectured that the 
Olmecs considered themselves to be the descendants of 
such a unionYThe Olmecs, he reasoned, immortalized 
their origin with the use of jaguar-derived motifs in their 
art. Michael Coe was the first to structurally analyze 
Olmec iconography with the intent of determining the 
origin of the belief systems of later Mesoamerican 
cultures. 16 Joralemon, working from Coe's hypothesis, 
used motif patterns to construct an Olmec pantheon 
containing ten major deities. 17 

Though several Olmec investigators in the 
1960s and 1970s recognized that many of the images that 
were then identified as "were jaguars" were in fact repre :... 

VI 5 I B l E LANGUAGE/ volume XXIV number 1 
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sentations of animals outside the feline category, it was 
an article by Michael Muse and Terry Stoker that first 
brought this knowledge to a wider audience. 18 In an ex­
panded version of this original article, Terry Stocker, 
Sarah Meltzoff and Steve Armsey hypothesized an origin 
for Olmec-style symbols within the fauna of the Mexican 
Gulf Coast. 19 This hypothesis concluded that O lmec reli­
gion was based on the worship of natural phenomena, 
more specifically the cayman and other saurians that were 
once a dominant predator and a major food source in the 
riverine and swampy environment of the Olmec heartland. 

POWER SYMBOLS 

AND THE NATURAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

The revelation that symbols of power derive from the 
natural environment is not unique to the archaeological 17 

Olmec-or to the New World, for that matter. The eco-
logical origin of symbols has been recognized as a signi-
ficant factor in the development of ideologies and their 
visualizing symbol systems in many areas of the world. 
The work of Ake Hultkrantz, an anthropologist and reli-
gious iconographer, has shown that individual elements of 
religious belief in such societies derive from the inter-
action of human groups with their natural environments. 
Hultzkrantz finds that this interaction provides a given 
human group with the specific visual images, ceremonies 
and concepts by which the religious beliefs of the com-
munity are publicly made manifest: "In enactment of the 
rites the priests, dancers or other persons often make use 
of objects associated with purpose in view; i.e., in animal 
rites, horns, feathers, and hides of the animal which is 
supplicated .... "20 Hultkrantz further hypothesizes that the 
way the community interprets its mythological base, and 
the means by which this base is used to interpret the com-
munity's socio-political structure, is determined by char­
acteristics and powers which the community recognizes in 
its own natural environment. 

Abner Cohen, in an essay on power and 
symbols, suggests that those very same symbols which 
Hultkrantz identified as the base with which a commu­
nity combines mythological structure "are nearly always 
manipulated, consciously or unconsciously, in the strug­
gle for and maintenance of power between individuals 
and groups."21 As we shall see, within the Formative Per­
iod ceremonial complex, Olmec-style symbols serve a 
similar purpose in that they are purposefully manipu­
lated in providing a rulership charter for the elites in the 
Olmec heartland and other areas of Formative Period 
Mesoamerica. 
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The fauna and flora of the natural envi­
ronment provided the source from which the heartland 
Olmec and other Formative Period societies generated 
the symbolic metaphors with which they described the 
visual cosmos and the reality of a supernatural other­
world. In other words, Olmec-style symbols, having 
their source among the fauna and flora of the natural 
environment, are being aggregated as symbolic elements 
to express supernatural zoomorphs, deliberately remov­
ed from the naturalistic or phenomenological image. 

David Joralemon concurs with this con­
cept of the natural symbol used as metaphor, and states, 
"The primary concern of Olmec religious art is there­
presentation of creatures that are biologically impossible. 
Such mythological beings existed in the mind of man, not 
in the world of nature. Natural creatures were a source 
of characteristics that could be disassociated from their 
biological context and be recombined into non-natural 
forms." 22 Joralemon was one of the first to identify the 
Formative Period cosmos as a layered reality consisting 
of the heavens, the earth and the underworld. He inter­
prets the dragons, which he sees as the principal image of 
Olmec-style iconography, as biotic supernaturals inhab­
iting one or another of the three cosmic levels .23 Because 
they are supernaturals, Joralemon's "dragons" pass at 
will from one level of the cosmos to the other. 

ROYAl PORTRAITURE 

AT THE INTER FACE 

OF NATURAl AND 

SUPERNATURAl REALMS 

The art historian Linda Schele, in her search for the ori­
gins of the Maya belief system, has developed a synthesis 
of phenomena and metaphor which has proved to be pi­
votal in our understanding of the function of the Olmec­
style symbol system.24 Schele, as have Michael Coe, Peter 
Furst and David Grove, interprets Olmec art as a poli­
tical statement.25 Like Joralemon and others, Schele sees 
an iconographic process developing within Olmec-style 
art which expresses rulership charter in iconographic ele­
ments derived from nature, a convention she believes 
remains fundamentally unchanged throughout the long 
cultural history of Mesoamerica. Within the Schele hy­
pothesis, the Olmec-style symbols are used to visibly 
position the Formative Period rulers at the intersection, 
the ruler becomes the interface between the natural and 
supernatural realms. Taking this hypotheses to its logical 
conclusion, Schele suggests that Olmec-sty le art, when it 
portrays the images of rulers, often functions dually as 
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FIGURE 4 

Relief I , Chalcatzingo. 
Relief 1 is a bas-relief carved 

on the slopes of the Cerro 

Chalcatzingo. Relief 1 depicts 

an elite personage seated in 

the mouth of a zoomorphic 

earth monster. Positioned at 

the junction of the natural 

and super-natural realms, it 

is the ritual action of the seat­

ed figure which brings the 

rain that can be seen falling 

from the tri-layered clouds 

above . That rulers function-

ed as the interface between 

the natural and the super­

natural must have been one 

of the fundamental ideologi­

cal tenents of the Formative 

Period ceremonial complex . 
(After Coe. 1965. "The Olmec Style 
and Its Distributions," figure 1 0 .) 
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royal portraiture and as the visual image of the interface 

between two realms of perceived reality. 

A striking portrayal of a Formative Period 

ruler in his role as the interface between the natural and 

supernatural is the subject of Relief 1 at the highland site 

of Chalcatzingo (figure 4 ). Relief 1, a drastically carved 

bas-relief in the Olmec-style high in the talus slope of an 

eroded volcanic core, depicts a personage dressed in a tall 

headdress and long tunic. This elaborate, costumed fig­

ure is seated on a throne incised with a Lazy-S scroll; in 

his arms, he holds a ceremonial bar also bearing a Lazy-S. 

The configuration which surrounds this seated elite per­
sonage is the cave-like mouth of the zoomorphic earth 

monster. By placing this human image- most probably a 

depiction of the founder of the Chalcatzingo ruling lin­

eage-in the mouth of this zoomorphic supernatural, the 

artist has defined his location as the junction of the nat­

ural (represented by the human figure) and supernatural 

worlds (represented by the zoomorphic supernatural in 

whose mouth he sits). Above these interacting images of 

the human ruler and supernatural earth monster, ex­

clamation-pbint-shaped raindrops fall from triple-layered 

clouds onto maize plants or other forms of vegetation. 
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The great scrolls of smoke or mist that emerge from the 
open mouth of the earth monster provide, within !:he 
Mesoamerican cosmic scheme, the source of the rain and 
the clouds from which they falJ.26 The thematic purpose 
of this monumental relief is to demonstrate that the cen­
tral human figure is responsible, through ritual action, 
for that nourishing rainfall. According to the Schele 
hypothesis, by recording this ritual in stone, the Form­
ative Period rulers of Chalcatzingo have publicly char­
tered their right to rule-creating a permanent record 
of their supernatural ability to ensure those rains which 
were essential for the sustaining of life in this somewhat 
arid area of highland Mexico. Stated in another way, 
Chalcatzingo Relief 1 is a representation of the dyadic 
concept of oppositions: the ruler, seated at the interface 
between the natural and the supernatural, is the precisely 
placed fulcrum on which the rainy and dry seasons are 
balanced; in other words the ruler insures natural har­
mony. By being the ruler, as well as in order to rule, the 
ruler must function thus. 

In Schele's view, the symbolic represen­

tation of a multi-layered Formative Period cosmos re­
flects not only the physical divisions of reality into the 
underworld, the earth and the sky but the metaphors 
which these ancient Mesoamericans chose to visually 
describe the dyadic oppositions which are inherent in 
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FIGURE 5 

The 0/mec-style cosmic 
symbols: the symbolic repre­
sentation of the Formative 
Period multi-leveled cosmos . 
a. For the Olmec as well as 

other Mesoamericans, the 

cosmos was structured in 

three levels : earth, sky and 

underworld. The sky was 

symbolized by avian zoo­

morphic supernaturals. 
(After Joralemon . " In the Olmec 

Dragon, " figure 20, a,b and j) . 
b . The earth was a croco­

dilian-derived supernatural 

who was also associated 

with rulership, water and 

vegetative fecundity. 
(After Joralemon. "A Study of 
Olmec Iconography," figures 
120 and 145. ) 

c. The underworld, symbol­

ized by shark supernaturals 

and other underwater zoo­

morphs, was an underwater 

location and the source of 

ancestral power and fertility. 
(After Joralemon . "The Olmec 
Dragon," figures 4f and sd. ) 
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FIGURE 6 

Monument 9, Chalcatzingo, 
double merlons and cleft 
motifs: the symbols of the 
cosmic portal. Portals 

between the three cosmic 

levels and between the nat­

ural and the supernatural 

realms inherent throughout 

that cosmos could be sym­

bolized by the open maw of 

the earth monster, by such 

geometric shapes as the 

double merion or by the cleft 

which was usually shown 

splitting the heads of Olmec­

style supernaturals. 
(After Grove. Chalcatzingo: Ex­
cavations on the 0/mec Frontier, 

figure 8; Reilly. 1989. Jorolemon. 
1971. "A Study of Olmec 
Iconography," figure 165.) 

any comparison of the natural and supernatural worlds. 
These oppositions of natural and supernatural are con­
stantly overlapping in the iconography of four categories 
of zoomorphic supernaturals. 

As Schele points out, these categories­
creatures that swim, that crawl, that walk and that fly­
constantly overlap. Supernatural zoomorphs developed 
from predatory swimming creatures, such as gars and 
sharks, are metaphors for the silent and underwater 
realm of death, fertility and ancestral power (figure 5a). 

The zoomorphic images derived from crawling and sli­
thering creatures, such as snakes or iguanas, can move on 
the surface of the earth, live in the earth or enter the 
water-and, thus, are intercessors between the realms. 
The earth itself is the great saurian-derived earth monster 
supernatural whose open maw is so prominently dis­
played on Chalcatzingo, Relief 1 (jigu1·e 5b). The earth is 
also the domain of the human ruler and his most power­

ful "nagual" or spirit companion, the jaguarY As has 
been discussed above, on the earth the human ruler occu­
pies a dual position as both axis-mundi and interface be­
tween the natural and supernatural orders. Finally, the 
domain of the sky is metaphorically defined by zoo­
mOt·phs derived from powerful raptors such as the harpy 
eagle and the osprey. Diving out of the sun, these great 
birds of prey devour fish, inhabitants of an underwater 
underworld, and monkeys, near-relatives of man and 
survivors of a previous creation in the Mesoamerican 

maw-like entrance 

to the underworld 

double merlons 
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FIGURE 7 

The cosmic axis and political 
charter. The central axis of 

the tri-leveled Formative Period 

cosmos was symbolized by 

a sacred mountain oro world 

tree . Political charter for the 

heartland Olmecs and other 

participants in the Formative 

Period ceremonial complex 

was visualized by turning the 

ruler into the central cosmic 

axis . 
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view (figure 5c). Portals between the cosmic levels sym­
bolized by these zoomorphic supernaturals and between 
the natural and the supernatural realms that are inherent 
throughout the entire cosmos could be artistically repre­
sented as the gaping maw of the Olmec earth monster 
depicted on Relief 1 at Chalcatzingo, by Chalcatzingo, 
Monument 9, and by such motifs as the V-shaped cleft 
and the "double merlon"(figure 6). More often than not, 

the three levels of the cosmos were linked by an axis­
mundi (figure 7) . This axis-mundi took the form of a 
world tree, a sacred mountain of the Formative Period 
ruler who presented himself as the axis-mundi through 
the metaphor of the world tree or by incising the cosmic 
levels on his images and, most probably, tattooing them 
on his body. 28 

The manipulation of these zoomorphic 

themes and symbols endowed the ruler who manipulated 
them with the visually symbolic motifs that sanction his 
rulership. In other words, when a sanction of rulership, 
visually based on the powers of nature, is metaphorically 
metamorphosed into a supernatural image, the holder of 
that sanction can then manipulate his person as well as 
his power into the realm of the supernatural. 

THE OLMEC DRAGON 

Among those elements of the Olmec-style symbol 
system which comprise the complex Formative Period 

celestial world 

terrestrial world 

underworld 

celestial world 

terrestrial world 

underworld 



WINTER 1 9 9 0/ rci JJ y 

sprouting vegetation 

extended legs 

profile variant 

FIGURE 8 

The 0/mec-sty/e earth monster. 

a. Monument 6, La Venia. 

On this sandstone sarcopha­

gus, the earth monster is de­

picted in a posture assumed 

by floating crocodi lians. On 

this creature's back can be 

seen the earth's sprouting 

vegetation. 

b. Tlapacoya Vessel. The two 

incised images on this rollout 

of a pottery vessel from a For­

mative Period site in the Valley 

of Mexico depict profile and 

frontal variants of the Olmec­

style earth monster. Both of 

these earth monster represen­

tations present the major 

identifying motifs of the all­

important Olmec-style earth 

monster theme: L-shaped eyes, 

flame eyebrows, gum brackets 

and cleft elements . 
(After Joralemon 1971 . "A Study 
of Olmec Iconography, " ligures 
145 ond 120 .) 

paw 

flame eyebrow 

L-shaped eye 

cosmic model, the terrestrial image or earth monster 
Qoralemon's Olmec dragon) is ubiquitous. One of the 
most dramatic artistic depictions of this earth monster is 
a large sandstone sarcophagus (2.8 m. long, 0.96 m. wide 
and approximately 0.86 m. high) excavated at the heart­
land site of La V enta (figure 8a). The sides of this sarcoph­
agus (La Venta, Mon. 6) were so carved that the entire 
monument was to be perceived as a crocodilian-derived 
zoomorphic representation of the earth. The creature it­
self is depicted floating on water bands with its legs ex­
tended out and down from its body, a posture identical 
to that of a partially submerged crocodilian. Other croc­
odilian attributes depicted in this specific sculptural com­
position include the bifurcated or cleft browline, the 
flame or flanged eyeridges and the emphasized upper 
fangs .29 The split-stemmed plants emerging along the 
back of this zoomorph make certain its identity as the 
earth monster who functions as the surface of the earth. 
The forked tongue emerging from this earth monster's 
mouth emphasizes that the earth monster, like all 01-
mec-style zoomorphs, is a composite creature, in this 
instance a by-product of the fusion of the snake and the 
crocodilian into one supernatural image. The choice of 
actual creatures from which this zoomorph has been cre­
ated can probably be attributed to the fact that crocodil­
ian locomotion in the water is provided solely by its 
massive tail. The crocodilian, seen swimming under 
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water, resembles nothing so much as a giant swimming 

serpent. 
The behavioral pattern that most closely 

explains the seemingly bizarre association of crocodilians 
with earth and vegetation is "water dancing. "30 It is com­
mon knowledge that the bellowing of male crocodilians 
is often mistaken for thunder. In fact, thunder can trigger 
their bellowing; they have even been known to bellow in 

response to the sonic boom of the space shuttle.31 Such 
an action in itself could associate crocodilians with rain 
and, thus, vegetative fertility. But the act of water danc­
ing is even more astonishing. The male crocodilian will 
belly-down in shallow water, arch his head and tail out 
of the water (sometimes wagging the heavy taillike a dog) 
and, with his mouth clamped shut~ force air into his throat 
pouch, causing it to vibrate. Then, as Ackerman has des­
cribed it, "The water suddenly dances high all around his 
body in an effervescent fountain full of sparkle in the 
sunlight, and a thundering bellow fills the air like distant 
war games. "32 Another researcher has described the same 
effect, less poetically but just as accurately, as looking 
like a struck tuning fork placed into a pan of water.33 So 
one of the reasons for associating crocodilians with veg­
etative fertility is based on what is, in effect, sympathetic 
magic; crocodilians possess the ability to call thunder 
and bring down the rain. 

I would think that this crocodilian asso­
ciation with the carved image on the La Venta sarcopha­
gus would be most easily challenged, by the casual ob­
serv.er, because of the flat, almost bulldog appearance of 
the face of the zoomorphic image depicted there. How­
ever, an examination of an incised pot dating to the For­
mative Period and executed in the Olmec-style presents a 
visual explanation (figure Bb ). This vessel, excavated at the 
site ofTlapacoya in the Valley of Mexico, has a frontal­
faced zoomorphic image incised on one side and a profile 
view of the same zoomorph on the other. The crafts­
person who created this vessel handled what is, in fact, a 
dual problem in perspective and an uncertainty of viewer 
recognition by showing the earth monster in both profile 
and frontal variants. The sculptor who carved the La 
Venta sarcophagus was restricted from rendering a simi­
lar effect by his inability to convey perspective and by 
the overall purpose of his composition. Both of the 
images on the Tlapacoya vessel share with the zoomorph 
from the La Venta sarcophagus similar crested eyeridges 
(flaming eyebrows), L-shaped eyes and other attributes 
which J oralemon had carefully analyzed and categorized 
as attributes of his Olmec dragon, the earth monster of 
the Formative Period ceremonial complex.34 
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L-shaped eye 

nn nnr 
gum bracket as ground line 

Chalcatzingo , relief 2 

Las Limas figure San Lorenzo, mon. 52 

FIGURE 9 

The bracket gum markings 
of the 0/mec-style earth 
monster. These two rollouts 

From pottery vessels from 

the Valley of Mexico, Early 

Formative Period site of 

Tlatilco illustrate the promi­

nent function of the gum 

bracket in pars pro toto 
representations of the Olmec­

style earth monster. These 

gum brackets would come 

to symbolize the line of the 

earth on Middle Formative 

Period Olmec-style sculptural 

compositions, as in the rock 25 

carving from San Isidro Piedra 

Parada, El Salvador, at the 

bottom of the figure . 
(After Joralemon 1971 . "A Study of 
Olmec Iconography," figures 13 
and 101.) 

FIGURE 10 

The crossed bands motif. 
The crossed bands are a 

prominent Olmec-style motif 

often used as a body mark­

ing on such supernatural zoo­

morphs as the one depicted 

in Chalcatzingo Relief 2 and 

as belts and pectorals on an­

thropomorphic figures like 

the one held in the lap of the 

Las Limas figure and on San 

Lorenzo Monument 52 . 

(Jorolemon .197 1. "A Study 
of Olmec Iconography," 
figures 244, 202 and 21 1 .) 
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ABSTRACT MOT IFS 

Two iconographic motifs that the Tlapacoya and La 
Venta earth monster do not share are the bracket gum 

markings and the crossed bands located in the mouth of 
the frontal-faced image on the Tlapacoya vessel. Bracket 
gum markings are a standard replacement for all denti­
tion on depictions of the zoomorphic earth monster 
except for those instances when descending fangs are 
indicated (figure 9). Crossed bands are a motif that carries 
over into the Maya iconographic system. The exact 
meaning of crossed bands continues to be a matter of de­
bate. In Maya iconography, crossed bands are often seen 
in sky associations. If crossed bands do carry this sym­
bolic meaning, then they would symbolize the center of 
the sky. However, within the overall corpus of Olmec­
style art, the crossed bands have no discernible sky as­
sociations. The most frequent depictions of crossed 
bands in Olmec-style art are humans and supernaturals 

in the form of a pectoral or as the front piece on a belt or 
sash worn by humans and anthropomorphic supernatur­
als, and as a body marking on zoomorphic supernaturals 
(figure 10). 

I propose that the crossed bands motif 
occupies a central position in the iconography of Form­
ative period rulership because it functions as a symbolic 

locative which identifies the wearer (zoomorph or hu­
man) as standing at the center of the cosmic order. To 
test this hypothesis, it is necessary to structurally exam­
ine and compare several of the many Olmec-sryle works 
of art on which this motif is predominently displayed. 

Certainly, the elaborately costumed per­
sonage depicted in Murall painted on a cliff face above 
the north grotto at Oxtotitlan cave is wearing a square 
pectoral incised with crossed bands, the ends of which 
are marked with what may well be cleft vegetation sym­
bols. O xtotitlan, Mural 1 falls into one of two classes of 
art works that display the image of the Formative Period 
ruler in his role as axis-mundi. As previously described, 
such representations generally take two forms: either the 
symbols of the cosmic levels are incised on the human 

image or the human image is displayed as the world tree. 
Oxtotitlan is an example of the former. The polychrom­
ed mural is large (3.8 meters wide by 2.5 meters high) and 
remarkably well preserved considering that it has been 
exposed to the elements for some 2,700 years . This mural 
is one of a series of paintings executed in the Olmec style 
that are located in what is a series of shallow grottos near 
the city of Chalpancingo in the Mexican Pacific coas t 
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FIGURE 11 

a . Mural 1, Oxtotilan is an 
0/mec-sty/e painting 
depicting an enthroned 
human figure who wears a 
feathered costume and an 
elaborate bird mask . 
b. At Oxtotitlan, the triceph­
alic zoomorphic throne, on 
which the masked human 
figure sits, closely resembles 
the throne located in the 
sunken patio at Chalcatzingc 
The function of O xtotitlan 

mural l , which is strategical!) 

positioned over a grotto 

mouth, is to depict a 

Formative Period ruler as the 

cosmic ax is: his tricephalic 

throne functions as both a 

metaphor for the terrestrial 

realm and as the framing 

device surrounding the portal 

of the supernatural under or 

otherworld. The grotto, 

located directly beneath the 

mural , is the physical 

manifestation of this portal. 

The avian mask worn by the 

ruler functions symbolically as 

a representation of the sky 

realm and as public 

documentation of the ruler's 

inherent abil ity to cross the 

supernatura l portal above 

which he sits. The ruler's 

pivotal position at the center 

of the cosmos is symbolically 

demonstrated by the crossed 

bands pectoral he wears on 

his chest. 

!After Grove, David C. 1969· 

figure 2. "Oimec Cave Paintings : 
Discovery from Guerrero, 

Mexico." In Science, Volume 164, 

number 3878, pp . 421-423 , 

Washington, D.C., the author, 

drawn from a photograph .) 
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proposed reconstruction of the altar (Mon . 22) found in association 

with the sunken patio at Chalcatzingo. 

state of Guerrero, first brought to the attention of the 
scientific community by David Grove.35 Oxtotitlan and 
Juxlahuaca cave, also located in Guerrero, are the only 
examples of Formative Period compositional paintings to 
survive the ravages of time. 36 

CEREMONIAL MARKINGS 

Oxtotitlan, Mural 1 has been lovingly reconstructed by 
the Mexican artist Felipe Davalos. The mural depicts an 

elaborately costumed human figure seated on a throne 
which takes the form of the zoomorphic earth monster. 
The upper and horizontal face, on which the human 
figure sits, is the best preserved of the three. The other 
two zoomorphic faces appear to function as the legs of 
this throne. Originally there may have been a fourth face 
positioned horizontally at the base of the composition 
between the two vertical faces. If this was the case, the 
zoomorphic throne would have been a quatrefoil con­
struction. Unfortunately, time and weather have erased 
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all traces of it. Each eye of the upper horizontal zoo­
morphic face is marked by a crossed bands and is framed 
by a distinct set of "flame eyebrows." The flame eye­
brows depicted on the zoomorphic throne in the Oxto­
titlan mural are strikingly similar to those incised on the 
surface of an actual throne uncovered in a sunken patio 
at Chalcatzingo (figure JJb). 37 However, no mouth is de­
picted on the Chalcatzingo throne, while from the upper 
jaw of the Oxtotitlan zoomorph two outward curving 
fangs descend.38 Between these two fangs runs a striped 
horizontal band reminiscent of the upper register of La 
Venta, Altar Four (see figure 3 ). The two zoomorphic 
faces that serve as the legs of this throne are obscured 
through erosion and mineral deposits. However, the face 
on the mural's right has at least one distinct eye marked 
with crossed bands and a blunted fang descending from 
its jaw. The zoomorphic face on the left is even less dis­
tinct, but a blunted fang is clearly visible. 

The placement of Oxtotitlan, Murall 
directly above the south grotto indicates that the mural 
functions as a billboard identifying the ritualistic and 
supernatural function of the grotto itself. It may very well 
be that the tricephalic throne monster painted above the 
grotto is a zoomorphic representation of the grotto as the 
portal between the natural and supernatural. Certainly, 
this is an image that corresponds both thematically and 
visually with Chalcatzingo, Relief 1. At Chalcatzingo, wat­
er, after a rainstorm, cascades down from the peak above 
and flows directly in front of Relief 1 down to the fields 
below. At Oxtotitlan, Grove reports that in times past, the 
grotto contained lagoons of water during the rainy season; 
on occasion these lagoons would overflow the mouth 
of the grotto and water would, as at Chalcatzingo, cas­
cade into the fields below.39 The occurence of the same 
natural phenomenon at both sites would also explain a 
similarity in their ritual functions. At Chalcatzingo a bas­
relief depicts a human figure within a zoomorphic cave 
performing the ritual necessary to achieve the interface 
between the natural and the supernatural. The result of 
that interface is life-sustaining rain. At Oxtotitlan the 
medium is paint, not carved stone, but the thematic con­
tent is the same-only here the grotto itself is identified 
as the physical location where the rituals necessary to 
achieve that interface were performed . 

The most striking article of costume worn 
by the human figure seated on the throne is an elaborate 
bird helmet or mask which appears connected to an elab­
orate feather cape. Part of the mask is cut away in order 
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to give an X-ray view of the human face beneath, thus 
making sure that the viewer fully understands that he is 
seeing a human and not a zoomorphic supernatural. 
The prominently curved beak of the mask identifies the 
species of bird depicted as raptorial. The iris of the large 
round eye has been hollowed out, and Grove suggests 
that it "once held an object such as a piece of jade or a 
polished magnetite mirror."40 The function of Oxtotitlan, 

Mural 1 is to offer a visual representation of the human 
ruler as axis-mundi in a multi-tiered cosmos and as the 
interface of dyadic oppositions of the natural and super­
natural that are inherent in the composition of that cos­
mos. The terrestrial realm is symbolized by the human 
figure whose attributes are clearly distinguished through 
the use of the cut-away mask. The supernatural under­
water or other-world is the frequently water-filled grotto 
whose zoomorphic representation-the tricephalic 

throne painted above the entrance- serves as the throne 
in the composition painted above its mouth. The raptor­
ial bird mask and costume functions doubly as a symbol 
for the celestial realm and as a metaphor for the human 
wearer's ability to fly across the portal (the grotto itself) 
that both links and separates the natural and supernatural 
realms .41 The motifs that identifies the human figure as 
both the central axis of this cosmological construct and 
as the fulcrum on which the natural and supernatural 
oppositions balance and interface are the tri-lobed motif 

emerging from the top of the bird mask and the crossed 
bands pectoral so prominently displayed on the wearer's 
chest. The underworld is the grotto which forms the 
mouth of the earth monster throne and out of which 
flows life-giving water. The celestial realm is conveyed 
through the great raptorial bird mask. The motif that 
identifies the human figure as the central axis and as the 
centrally placed fulcrum on which natural and super­
natural oppositions balance is the crossed bands so prom­
inently displayed on the human wearer's chest. 

On Oxtotitlan, Murall, the human figure 
is identified as the axis-mundi in a multi-tiered cosmos 
because he wears costume details and is seated on and 
above symbolic motifs functioning as the metaphors that 
describe that cosmos. In Oxtotitlan, Murall, the crossed 
bands are explicitly displayed so that their message is 
clear and unequivocal. On a jade celt from the site of 
Arroyo Pesquero in the Olmec heartland, the crossed 
bands motif is implicit, but its symbolic meaning is just 
as clear and unequivocal as its representation in 
Oxtotitlan, Mural 1. 
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Incised on the surface of the Arroyo Pes­
quero jade celt is a human figure wearing a tall headdress 
and a buccal mask, and carrying in his arms a ceremon-
ial bar that appears serpent-like but whose zoomorphic 
composition is betrayed by its flame eyebrows (figu?'e 

12a). Around this standing figure are placed four cleft 
rectangular elements. The headdress worn by the central 
human figure is topped by a cleft fringe motif- possibly 
feathers. Fom this cleft emerges a tri-lobed element iden­
tical to the one depicted on the top of the bird mask in 
Oxtotitlan, Murall. From atop the bird mask a three­
pronged element also emerges. Virginia Fields has suc­
cessfully linked this three-pronged element to the jester 
god-the central element in the Maya royal headband 
and the single most important symbol of royal power 
during the Classic Period (A.D. 200-900).42 In the same 
article, Fields has also demonstrated that the origin of 

the three-pronged element is to be found in the Olmec­
sty1e symbol system and that its real- life source is maize 
vegetation. In many Mesoamerican cultures, maize 
vegetation was the central tree in a cosmic directional 
model in which the four corners and center were marked 
by trees.43 Brian Stross (in this publication) has demon­
strated that in the Formative Period maize played a similar 

role. The fact that the three-pronged maize element in the 
headdress of the incised human image emerges from the 
double merion only serves to support the identification 

of this three-pronged element as the world tree; symbol­
ically, the double merion is one of the portals between 
the natural and supernatural. 44 When the legs of the stan­
ding figure are examined closely, it can be seen that they 
are inset with the flame eyebrow, L-shaped eyes, pro­
truding nostril and bracket gum markings that are the 
identifying traits of the earth monster. 

Just as with Oxtotitlan, Murall, the func­
tion of the incised images on the jade celt from Arroyo 

Pesquero is to offer a visual image of a Formative Period 
ruler as axis-mundi. In O xtotitlan, Murall, this was 
accomplished with costume elements and a throne that 
were metaphors for three cosmic levels. On the Arroyo 
Pesquero celt, the same message is conveyed by costume 
elements and motifs that identify the human figure as the 
world tree. The three-pronged element represents the 
sprouting crown of the world tree, an identification that 
can be supported by examining another celt from Arroyo 
Pesquero (figure 12b). On this second celt, the incised im­

age is very similar to that on the first; however, the lower 
body of the central figure is not depicted, and instead of 
holding a zoomorphic image in his arms, he appears to be 
holding stalks of bound vegetation. The headdress of the 
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FIGURE 12 

a. and b. Two celts from 

the heartland site of Arroyo 

Pesquero. These two ce lts or 

axes are inc ised with images of 

Olmec rulers depicted as the 

axis-mundi world tree. Both the 

incised figures hold ceremonial 

bars: one serpent-like, the other 

bound vegetation. Both figures 

wear buccal masks and both 

wear head dresses topped by 

elements that can be identified 

as corn; both are flanked by four 

sprouting cleft rectangles. 

However, the incised celt on the 

right is lacking lower body parts . 
(After Joralemon . "The Olmec 
Dragon," figures 8e and f.) 
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figure on the second celt, like that worn by the first, 
cons ists of a three-pronged element emerging from a 
cleft; but in this instance the identification is more expli­
cit. As mentioned, the legs of the first figure are inset 
with motifs that identify them as the down-turned head 
of an earth monster. The link between crocodilians and 
vegetation has been discussed previousl y. This metaphor 
is not uncommon in Mesoamerican art and is clearly re­
presented on Stela 25, at the Late Formative Period (600 

B.C.-A.D. 200) site of Izapa (figure 13a) and on a Classic 
Period Maya painted vessel (figure 13b). The placement of 
a down-turned, crocodilian-derived earth monster head 
on the lower body identifies that area as the trunk of the 
world tree. Certainly, the later Classic Period Maya used 
the tree metaphor prominently in their iconography of 
royal power,45 and as early as the Late Formative Period, 
Maya rulers at the site of Kaminaljuyu in highland Guat­
emalan were using costume elements to convert their im­
ages into zoomorphic representations of the world tree 
(figure 14). 

The snake-like zoomorph held in the arms 
of the central human figure, as if it were a ceremonial bar, 
is a more difficult identification. If this were a Classic 
Maya image, it would most certainly be identified as a 
unique form of the double-headed serpent bar. The iden­
tification of the buccal mask is also uncertain, but if it 
functions in the same manner as other Formative Period 
masks with a surer identification, then it surrounds the 
human figure's mouth in order to turn it into a cave en­
trance or portal through which supernatural power can 
manifest itself into this world. 

In order to locate the crossed bands on the 
Arroyo Pesquero celt, it must first be understood that a 
perspective problem faced the artist who carved and in­
cised this celt, just as it did for the potter who created the 
Tlapacoya vessel (figure 8b ). The creator of the Tlapacoya 
vessel solved the problem by depicting frontal and pro­
file variants of the same image. The artist who carved the 
Arroyo Pesquero celt was limited by his tools, the hard­
ness of the jade and by the thematic function of the de­
sign. But when shadowing is added to the incised images, 
giving them the dimensionality that the real-life image 
which they depict actually had, the location of the cros­
sed bands motif, though implicit, becomes obvious run­
ning from each of the corners marked by the cleft and 
sporting rectangles, they cross directly under the human 
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FIGURE 13 

The crocodilian-derived earth 

monster as world tree, ltzapa, 

Stela 25, and a figure from a 

Maya painted vase . The 

metaphor of crocodilians as 

world trees is a common re· 

presentation in Mesoamerica 

and is clearly demonstrated 

on this Late Formative (1 00 B.C.­

A.D. lOO) monument from ltzapa 

and on this figure from a Late 

Classic Maya vase . 

(Redrawn from Helmuth 1987 : 

figure 52 .) 
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FIGURE 14 

Stela 11, Kaminaljuyu, 
Guatemala, detail ·of a ruler's 
head. The headdress worn 

by th is figure is in the form of 

a world tree with the celestial 

bird in its branches . Stelo 11 

dates to the Late Formative 

Period (100 B.C.-A.D. 100.) 
(After Linda Schele and Mary Miller. 
1986. The Blood of Kings: Dynasty 
and Ritual in Maya Art, figure 11 .2, 

The Kimbell Art Museum, 
Fort Worth , Texas. ) 
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image (figure 15 ). Since those legs also form the mouth of 
the earth monster, the implicit crossed bands serve both 
to center the human world tree and to identify the mouth 
of the saurian supernatural as a portal for supernatural 
power. By the implicit use of the crossed bands, the hu­
man image on the Arroyo Pesquero celt is identified as 
the interface between the natural and the supernatural, as 
the cosmic balance and as the world tree. 

As we have seen, the purpose of Olmec­
style symbols was threefold: they provided the meta­
phors by which a non-literate culture could describe the 
actuality of a multi-leveled cosmos; they visually des­
cribed the ideological charter by which Mesoamerican 
Formative Period rulers justified their right to rule, and 
they described the interface between the natural and the 
supernatural as the cosmic stage on which the rituals of 
rulership were enacted. Combining these three functions, 
the Olmec-style symbol system provided access for dif­
ferent Mesoamerican linguistic groups to a common sys­
tem of communication. It also provided for those emerg­
ing elites who participated in the Formative Period cere­
monial complex a supernatural-derived legitimacy of 
what was in fact a product of social constructs. 
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FIGURE 15 

The Arroyo Pesquero celt 
enhanced. The image incised 

on this Arroyo Pesquero celt 

was a depiction of, what was 

in the artist's mind, a three­

dimensional figure . When 

shadowing is added to the flat 

incised image, the three-dimen­

sional image which was intend­

ed leaps out at the viewer. 

The implicit crossed bands 

which center this figure in the 

middle of the cosmos are in­

dicated with crossed bands that 

run from the sprouting cleft rec­

tangles (representing the four 

directions) at the four corners 

of the composition. The legs of 

the figure, when compared to 

the earth monster profile from 

the Tlapacoya vessel, are a 

representation of a down­

turned earth monster head. 
(Adapted from Joralemon. "The 

Olmec Dragon ,"figure sf.; and 
Jaralemon. "A Study of Olmec 
Iconography," figure t20 .) 
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in Mesoamerica is undertaken here. 
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corpus of Mesoamerican Late Form­

ative script hove contributed new 

information warranting a review of 

our knowledge of this pivotal time 
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additions for more detailed observ­

ations, analysis of the iconographic 
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erable interdependence between text 

and context and provides a glimpse 
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considerations in the display of 

power. Maize and stages of maize 
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importance to power display as well 

os to the system of divinotory day 
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MESOAMERICAN WRITING 

AT THE CROSSROADS: 

THE LATE FORMATIVE 

Brian Stross 

INTRODUCTION 

The Formative Period (1500 B.C.-A.D. 200) witnessed the 
beginnings of writing in Mesoamerica,1 and by the end of 
the Late Formative, (300 B.C.-A.D. 200), writing was repre­
sented by at least four related scripts.2 What remains of 
these scripts for us to see is inscribed on large stone monu­
ments, and more rarely, scratched out on small portable 
carved stone figures. The first and westernmost has been 
called Oaxacan, and focuses on the Oaxaca Valley in the 
Monte Alban sphere of influence (figure 1). A second script, 
referred to as Izapan, includes examples from the Soco­
nusco region, such as Abaj Takalik, as well as from the 
highland Guatemalan site of Kaminaljuyu. A third script, 
called Isthmian, occurs in the Isthmus of T ehuantepec area, 
encompassing Chiapa de Corzo to the east and represented 
by a spectacular stela from La Mojarra to the northwest. 
The Maya lowlands reference a fourth script found in Late 
Formative times, one that can be called Mayan and is exem­
plified by the Hauberg Stela, the provenance of which is 
unknown but likely to be somewhere in the environs of the 
lowland Guatemalan site of Tikal or northeast of it near 
Kohunlich. 3 

OVERVIEW 

These four scripts are easily distinguishable both in formal 
terms and by provenance, but they share significant ele­
ments to such a degree that they cannot have developed in 
isolation from one another; they must have a common an­
cestor. The shared elements include calendrical information 
based on essentially the same calendars of 260 and of 365 

days; bar-and-dot numerical notation; single-column for­
mat, becoming doubled in the Maya region; profile heads 
facing left when columns are read from left to right (the 
usual direction); and even specific glyph forms, e.g., quin­
cunx, cross, jaguar, sky bands, earth panel, seated profile 
figure, comb shape, human digit, human hand, various 
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profile human heads, frontal face, moon-like crescent, 
pitcher, mountain, tripartite maize element, trident in­
troductory sign, circled dot and several others. 

Oaxaca script (figure 2): like the others, 
this Late Formative script descends from a Middle Form­
ative prototype. The language of the script is unknown, 
but the fact that bar and dot numerals are postposed to 
day names instead of preposed suggests a Zapotecan lan­
guage. The glyphic passages are short (up to half a dozen 
glyphs) and highly depictive; signs reference dates, place 
names and a few verbal "event" glyphs.4 

Izapan script, on Kaminaljuyu Stela 10 
(figure 3): this example cannot be dated securely, nor can 
the language of its script be specified, although Justeson 
proposes that the language might be Mixean. 5 The large 
bar-and-dot number "8" associated with an animal head 
and a large trident shape on this stela might be interpreted 
as an introductory glyph and a haab (365-day year) date 
or as an introductory glyph and a cycle-8 glyph (repre­
senting a count of eight completed cycles of four hundred 
years each having elapsed since 3114 B.C., when the era 
began). Several of the glyphs on this stela resemble Maya 
glyphs while others are more like the Isthmian. The fact 
that four columns are represented makes it difficult to de­
termine whether the format is single or double column. 
The placement of numerical bars within the the text, how­
ever, suggests a single-column format. 

Late Formative Isthmian script, on a re­
cently discovered stela from the site of La Mojarra in 
Southern Veracruz (figure 4 ): the text has more than 400 
glyphs in all, more than 150 of them different,6 and when 
day names and month names are considered, this implies 
a script with no fewer than 200 glyphs. These glyphs have 
fewer affixes than do the later Classic Maya glyphs, sug­
gesting primarily logographic signs with less elaboration 
of phonetic complementation than is found later in Clas­
sic Maya writing. While the language of the Isthmian 
script remains uncertain, language distribution evidence 
suggests that it may be Zoquean/ and a study of icon­
ographic homophony appears to favor Mixean.8 

This stela has two dates in the upper center 
that, when referenced to the Maya long count and con­
verted to the Gregorian calendar, according to the 584285 
correlation formula, yield May 21, A.D. 143 and July 13, 

A.D. 156.9 Time periods elapsed since the era beginning 
are marked by numbers in a type of place notation, but 
the periods themselves are not overtly represented. The 
trident-shaped introductory glyph precedes both long 
counts, and unlike the Classic Maya format, the haab 
(365-day solar year) date here precedes the tzolkin (260-
day ritual cycle) date. On the right side of the stela, the 
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FIGURE 2 

Oaxaca script from Stelae 
12-13, Monte Alban, Valley 
of Oaxaca, Mexico. Single­

column script here shows bar­

and-dot numbers postposed 

to day names as they would 

be in a Zapotecan language. 

Signs reference dates, place 

names and a few verbal 

" event" glyphs. 
(After Marcus . "The Origins of 

Mesoamerican Writing," 46.) 

FIGURE 3 

lzapan script from Kaminal­
iuyu Stela 10, Guatemala . 
This may represent a Cycle 8 

date, specifying events relat­

ing to that date. Glyphs resem­

bling both Mayan and Isth­

mian signs are nonetheless not 

quite identifiable. The place­

ment of bar-and-dot numbers 

suggests a single-column for­

mat, and the image accom­

panying the glyph ic text may 

represent a ruler . 
(After Ayala . "EI Origen 

de Ia Escritura," 219.) 
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glyph columns are to be read from left to right, whereas 
on the left it is precisely the opposite. Of great interest is 
the fact that the standing figure, which occupies the left 
half of the stela, has both glyphic and iconographic 
elements, illustrating that the figure has been reversed, as 
if one could open out the left side of the stela like the 
page of a book. This, as much as anything else, suggests 
that writing was also by this time put on perishable 
materials such as the deerskin and fig-bark paper later 
used by Mesoamericans. 

The Hauberg Stela (figure 5): more likely 
than the other three scripts of the Late Formative to re­
flect a Mayan language, this stela is tentatively dated A.D. 

199. 10 Here, the trident-shaped introductory glyph even 
more closely resembles sprouting maize, and it contains 
the month patron infix. This is not followed by a long 
count, as in the Isthmian example, but rather by the 
month (haab date) and information on the presiding 
Night Lord as well as the lunar cycle. Exactly the op­
posite of Classic Maya practice, the month (haab date, 13 

Xul) here precedes the day name (tzolkin date, 3 Ahau). 
Several of the glyphs on this stela have 

clear counterparts in Classic Maya script, and at least one 
attempt has been made to interpret the text, with partial 
success. Schele concludes that following the date, this 
Hauberg text records a bloodletting ritual that occurred 
fifty-two days before an office-taking rite.U A single­
column text on the left side adopts a two-column format 
at the bottom of the stela. 

DISCUSSION 

Although none of the four Late Formative scripts has yet 
been successfully deciphered apart from the dates, lin­
guistic studies in Mesoamerica provide some insights con­
cerning their interpretation, just as such studies have aid­
ed recent, much more successful efforts towards the con­
tinuing decipherment and understanding of the Maya 
script. In addition to having some ideas about which lan­
guages are represented by the scripts, we also know some 
things, and suspect others, about form and content of the 
scripts and attendant iconography. 

Among other things, we can reflect on the 
general content of what remains to us of Late Formative 
script samples in iconographic contexts. It is cosmo­
logical information, presented, we infer, as a means of 
illustrating and justifying the power base of the ruler, 12 

employing and augmenting a symbol system native to 
Mesoamerica that goes back to Early Formative times 
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FIGURE 4 

Isthmian script from La 
Moiarra Stela 1. More 

than four hundred glyphs 

are shown, and two dates 

occur in the central colum1 

Both text and image of lef 

and right sides of the stela 

are mi rror images of one 

another, as if the left side 

could open out like the pa 

of a book. The ruler depic 

himself here as the center 

the cosmos. 
(After Winfield Capitaine. 
"La Estela 1 de La Mojarra," 
7 , drawing by George Stuart.] 
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and forward in time to the Classic Maya and beyond. 13 

We can also infer, assisted by our 
understanding of the Classic Maya script, some of the 
different discourse genres represented in Late Formative 
script. Among others, we should expect to encounter 
examples of: (1) invocation of patron deities and their 
powers; 14 (2) narrative political history, such as is implied 
for the La Mojarra Stela 1; 15 (3) commemoration of 
temporal events, such as the completion of time cycles, 16 

the conjunction of planets, 17 important positions in the 
Venus cycle (such as elongations, heliacal risings, etc.), 
and so on, although such commemoration may well 
function also in the context of narrative political history; 
(4) formulaic (re)creation of the world through script for 
animating human constructions, with the assistance of 
caching and sacrificial offerings, and (5) name tagging, a 
term that refers to the documented Classic Maya practice 
of attaching a possessive prefix to an object's name (e.g. 
an earflare) on the object itself, followed by other 
identifiers such as the names and titles of an individual 
presumed to be the owner. 18 

ORIGINS 

Justesen has compellingly argued the importance of 
numeration in the origin of Mesoamerican writing, 
maintaining that elements from distinct graphic systems 
are brought together in a meaningful way that results in 
emergent writing "via juxtaposition of numerals with 
icons or depictions. This is inconsistent with the inter­
pretive principles of art, where number is depicted by 
replication, while identification of enumerated items is 
foreign to a tally system. Language structure does cor­
respond to such juxtaposition, in that numerals and the 
enumerated are represented by distinct roots or words."19 

He suggests that the association of numerals with inde­
pendent non-numerical visual symbols occurred in 
Mesoamerica by way of the names of the 260 days of the 
ritual calendar. 20 He has identified here an essential 
mechanism in the origin of writing, activated during the 
Middle Formative in Mesoamerica. 

But we need to consider also the con­
tinuing process of systemic change, including refinement, 
that occurred in both the developing script and in the 
iconographic symbol system which accompanied it and 
that both influenced and was influenced by it. 

Focusing first on the massive Isthmian 
Stela 1 from La Mojarra (figure 4) and then on the min­
iature Mayan Hauberg Stela (figure 5), one can see quite 
clearly the close relationship between the writing and 
iconography in Late Formative times. Both script and 
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FIGURES 

Mayo script from the Hauberf 

Stela . The single-column text 

referring to a bloodletting 

ritual gives way to double­

column format at the bottom. 

The ru ler depicted is at the 

center of a cosmos in which 

maize figures prominently. 

Maize sprites representing 

stages in the maize life cycle 

descend from a sky-serpent/ 

digging stick and culminate 

in the ear of maize on the 

ruler's headdress. 
(After Schele. 
"The Houberg Stela.") 



45 



46 

pictorial context amplify for each other the intertwined 
themes of maize and human cyclicity, of transformation 
and power.21 Underlying the development of writing in 
Mesoamerica is an enduring effort to control or influence 
nature as well as humans by ritually recreating the world, 
its parts and processes, in miniature by the production of 
icons metaphorically referencing its parts and spatially re­
lating them to one another in what may be called cosmo­
grams. Simply put, writing emerged in Mesoamerica not 
as a by-product of economic activities but rather as a re­
sult of attempts to control nature and to obtain, legiti­
mize and maintain power by means of reproducing the 
world, first in cosmograms and then later in more spec­
ific written form. 

These motives are clearly shown and 
relatively well understood in the case of the very Early 
Classic Maya Leiden Plaque, a jade pendant from the 
Tikal region, with text on one side and picture on the 
other (figure 6). The text shows the two-column Maya 
format, following the single-column long count and day 
glyph (tzolkin date), and includes the long count period 
glyphs. Here, the day name precedes the month name in 
typical Classic Maya fashion. The Leiden Plaque records 
the accession of a ruler on September 17, A.D. 320, almost 
certainly in a Mayan language, probably Cholan Mayan. 
The ruler is depicted on the other face of the plaque, 
standing in regal pose and in full regalia. Text and image 
complement each other in communicating essentially the 
same message: asserting the ruler's authority, power and 
right to rule. 

LA MOJARRA STELA 1 AND THE HAUBERG STELA 

One hundred and seventy years earlier than the Leiden 
Plaque, found in the Mixe-Zoquean rather than the Maya 
region and employing a different script, La Mojarra Stela 
1 depicts a standing ruler, displaying his power and auth­
ority by means of a cosmologically significant costume 
in which he is the center of the universe and, by means of 
the "portal/mouth," representing access to the other 
world that is held in his hand and floating in front of his 
own mouth (figure 4). It is likely that the accompanying 
text refers to this ruler's accession to power and possibly 
also to his heir apparency ritual as well as to his descent 
through specific individuals, validating his right to rule. 
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FIGURE 6 

Leiden Plaque, 

obverse and reverse. The two­

column glyphic format of Early 

Classic is represented here . 

The ru ler, with the same belt 

as on Hauberg, is posed in the 

same "crab-claw" position but 

stands on a captive and holds 

a double-headed serpent bar 

from the mouths of which em­

erge sprites with headdresses 

identifiable as maize growth 

stages. 
(After Schele. Notebook for the X/1/th 
Maya Hieroglyphic Workshop, 44.1 
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The relation between iconography and 
text is illustrated also by the birdlike head at 05, which 
resembles the bird-mask headdress of the ruler depicted 
on the stela (figure la); by the probable glyphic depic­
tions of the ruler himself in columns A, 0 and Q (figure 

7b), recognizable from his circular nose ornament; and 
by the glyph at Q38 that is replicated in reverse on the 
arms and costume of the ruler depicted (figure Ba). 

Another approach to understanding the 
script on La Mojarra Stela 1 is by tracing the form of a 
glyph both backwards and forwards in time. For exam­
ple, a glyph at position S15 (figure Bb) can be traced for­
ward in time to the Classic Maya "sun at horizon" glyph 
collocation, consisting of a sky glyph above and an earth 
glyph below, opening like jaws with a sun glyph between 
themY This collocation is exemplified in figure 8c, the 
earth portion of which is very like the terrestrial panel of 
the roughly contemporaneous Kaminaljuyu Stela 11 

(figure 9a) and the half-millennium-earlier rendition of a 
terrestrial panel on the bottom of the Middle Formative 
cosmogram of figure 9b. The Middle Formative ter­
restrial panel has, in fact, two recognizable descendants 
a thousand years later in Classic Maya script: the caban 
(earth) glyph of figure lOa and the na glyph that so 
frequently subfixes the sky glyph23 and that has a widely 
recognized phonetic value of na, seen here in an early 
variant from Tikal (figure JOb). This phonetic value is so 

FIGURE 7 

a. Glyph at 05 on La 

Mo;arra Stela 1. The 

long-lipped "birdlike" 

glyph with a trident fore­

head ornament resembles 

the image of a ruler's long­

lipped "birdlike" mask 

(cf. figure 4} . 
(After Winfield Capitaine. "La 
Estela 1 de La Mojarra," 18.) 

b. Glyphs depicting ruler, 
columns A, 0 and Q on 
La Mo;arra Stela 1. Glyphs 

of a ruler represent the same 

ruler depicted in the image 

(cf. figure 4}. 
(After Winfie ld Capitaine. 

"La Estela 1 de La Mojarra," 18.( 

a. 

VI 5 II L E LANGUAGE / volume XXIV number I 



W I N T E I I 9 9 0 / stress 

o . 
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c. 

sky 

sun 

earth 

FIGURE 8 

a. Glyph at Q38 on La 
Mojarro Stela 1. The glyph 

from this column is the some 

as that depicted on the ruler's 

costume (cf. figure 4) . 
(After Winfield Copitoine. "Lo 
Estelo 1 de Lo Mojorro," 19.) 

b. Glyph at S 15 on La Mojarra 
Stela 1.The glyphic represen­

tation of sky being separated 

from earth by a near-vertical 

bar resembles the later Moyan 

glyphic depiction of "dawn" 

shown in figure Be . 
(After Winfield Copitoine. " Lo 
Estelo 1 de Lo Mojorro ," 18.) 

c. Sun at horizon glyph col­
location, with sky, earth, and 
sun glyphs labeled-from 
Chichen ltza, Temple of Four 
Lintels, Lintel 2a (A-1 ). This 

glyph is a later modification 

of the precurser shown in 

figure Bb. 
(After Krochock. "The Hieroglyphic 
Inscriptions ond Iconography of 
Temple of the Four Lintels," 234.) 
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close to the Mixe and Zoque words for "earth," nax and 
nas respectively, that one is tempted to see the Maya 
phonetic value as derived from a Mixe-Zoquean language. 
Thus, not only is the "earth" part of the glyph colloca­
tion at SIS on La Mojarra Stela 1-also to be found sep­
arately on this stela-likely to have a value of nax or nas, 
Mixe-Zoquean words for "earth," but when combined 
with the evidence of language distribution and of icon­
ographic homophony, this inference lends credence to the 
conclusion that Isthmian script represents a Mixe-Zoqu­
ean language. 

VIS I aLl LANGUAGE/ vo lume XXIV number 1 

principal-+-t~~~~~:: 
FIGURE 9 

a. Kaminal;uyu Stela II . 

The ruler stands on a 

"terrestrial panel" symbol of 

earth that is equivalent to the 

earth signs constituting the 

bottom halves of the glyphs 

shown in figures 8b and 8c. 
(After Cortez. "The Principal Bird 

Deity, " 190.) 

b . Chalcafzingo Urn . This 

Middle Formative period 

image shows a terrestrial 

symbol on which rests a 

disembodied head . It is 

semantically equivalent and 

visually similar to the terres­

trial panel of figure 9o . 

b. 

0 . 
bird diety 
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FIGURE 10 

a. Maya "sun at horizon" 

glyph. Note that the terrestrial 

panel of figure 9b is the pro­

genitor of the Classic Maya 

caban (earth) glyph shown 

here, constituting the bottom 

half of this "sun at horizon" 

glyph. 
(After Thompson . Maya Hieroglyphic 
Writing, figure 31 , no . 42 .1 

b. Two variants of Early Classic 

"sky" with "na" subfix, from 

Tikal. Note that the Classic 

Maya na glyph subfixing these 

examples of "sky" descend from 

the Middle Formative terrestrial 

panel of figure 9b and are 

cousins of the caban (earth) 

glyph shown in figure lOa . 

(After Schele. Notebook for the Xlth 

Maya Hieroglyphic Workshop, 71 .1 
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The evidence of iconographic homo­
phony can be summarized simply if we examine the rear 
part of the ruler's headdress on La Mojarra Stela 1 (f igure 

4). It is a shark-oddly depicted, to be sure, but unequiv­
ocally a shark-with four baby sharks swimming up the 
notochord. It is a shark whose bifurcated tail doubles 
as a twin ear of maize (figures Jla and b) and whose fin dou­
bles as a serrated-edge knife like those used to extract 
hearts in Teotihuacan murals (figure 12). The shark/maize 
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FIGURE 11 

a. Maize ear/shark toil, from 

La Mojorro Stela 1. Th is de­

piction of on ear of maize 

comes From the toi l of the 

shark identified in the ruler' s 

heodress depicted on the 

stela shown in figure 4 . 

b. Shark toil. The maize ear/ 

shark toil of figure 11 a con 

be compared to the toil of a 

bull shark. 

(Drawing by Tom Jones. ) 
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FIGURE 12 

a. Shark fin on La Mojarra 

Stela 1 .The "fin" sprouting 

from the shoulder of the shark 

shown in figure 4 is back­

wards and is also comparable 

to the wavy-edged knife blade 

shown in figure 1 Ob. 

b. Knife blade on ceramic 

from Teotihuacan. This is a 

sacrificial knife, depicted with 

a stylized heart dripping 

blood at its tip . 
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and fin/knife blade equations constitute very tentative 
evidence that the language of the La Mojarra Stela is 
Mixean because symbolism inherent in the iconography 
on this monument suggests, through visual punning, ver­
bal analogues allowable in a Mixean language. Of major 
interest is the fact that non-Mayan Mixe-Zoquean lan­
guages support by near-homophony a symbolic equi­
valence between fish and maize. For example, Mixean 
mook (maize) sounds much like maak (to fish). In Oluta 
Popoluca (Mixean), akxi is "maize grains" and akxa is 
"fish species." Less persuasive, perhaps, is the sound 
similarity between Mixe kEE?pxUn (knife blade) and 
kEEkUn ([fish] fin). La Mojarra, it may be noted, is lo­
cated on the gulf coast, where tender young shark cazon 
is considered a real delicacy today, as is fresh corn; but 
there is still more evidence of Mesoamerican symbolic 
equivalence of fish and maize. For example, the shark on 
the ruler's head is very like that found atop the head of 
another Late Formative ruler (of unknown provenence) 
that has even clearer vegetation iconography on the tail­
end (figure 13). In both cases, the world tree is being re­
presented in the ruler's headdress. 

The La Mojarra shark, it will be recalled, 
has four baby sharks swimming up, or falling down, its 
rope-like notochord. These four babies and the larger 
mother constitute a sort of quincunx-not spatially, but 
in terms of four smaller and one larger. The quincunx is 
atop the ruler's head at La Mojarra, identifying him, one 
assumes, as the central point in the universe, with the 
four directions around him. 

Mesoamericans also see a special rela­
tionship between a quincunx pattern and maize. The 
Tzeltal Mayans, a typical example, relate the planting of 
maize to the quincunx. For them, the normal method of 
planting corn is to make four holes radiating out in four 
directions from a central hole, measured with the five­
foot length of the planting stick, precisely forming a 
quincunx.24 And it is clear that a quincunx cosmogram 
has persisted until today since at least Late Formative 
times, when cached diadem deity heads representing sta­
ges of maize growth were being set in place in a quin­
cunx pattern.25 

The Hauberg Stela also contains a quin­
cunx (figure 5). Instead of sharks with maize tails, as at La 
Mojarra, four sprites with maize headdresses are climb­
ing (probably down) along the body of a "vision" ser­
pent held scepter-like in the arms of the ruler, who has a 
serrated-edged, recurved knife springing from his shoul­
ders and a shark's tooth in his mouth. Atop his head is 
the fifth maize headdress, the fully mature ear of maize. 
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FIGURE 13 

Dumbarton Oaks iade rear 
and shark from La Moiarro 
Stela I . The fishlike monster, 

with vegetation for a tail, a­

top the ruler's headdress can 

be compared in form and 

iconographic context with 

the shark from La Mojarra . 
(Jade alter Schele and 
M iller, The Blood of Kings.) 
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The other four maize headdresses on the sprites (figure 

14) clearly represent, from left to right, the maize seed, 
then the sprouted seed, then the flowering ear, then the 
young edible maize ear (called ajilote) that is plucked 
prematurely from the stalk for eating so that its brother 
on the same stalk will grow all the larger. This plucking, 
symbolized by decapitation, is clearly indicated by the 
skull form of the fourth sprite and by the axe in his hand. 

Whereas the Hauberg Stela's iconography 
makes use of a maize ear in the ruler's headdress and a 
maize stalk (serpent) in his hands as a representation of 
his power, La Mojarra Stela 1 uses two maize ears on a 
maize stalk (shark) in the ruler's headdress and a weap­
on-perhaps figuratively both a serpent and a maize 
stalk-to symbolize his power. Maize is clearly a power 
symbol. Fields, in a cogent· discussion of maize and pow­
er, cites the suggestion that most politically significant 
symbols are overtly non-political, as maize would be, and 
that these are the most efficacious symbols because their 
potency derives from their ambiguity.26 

This helps to explain the Late Formative 
maize symbolism with which the ruler is costumed. 
Mesoamerican archaeological and iconographic evidence 
suggests that the ruler practiced cranial deformation, el­
ongating his skull, I would guess, to more closely ap­
proximate the beautiful elate, the young maize ear­
tender, delicious, the stuff of which humans were orig­
inally made. To be like the maize ear, he wore his hair as 
if it were cornsilk. His headdress reflected maize (and 
blood) innumerous ways and in various stages of growth. 
The ruler as the young maize ear, then, symbolically 
nourished his subjects, showing both how powerful and 
how nurturing he was. By his letting of blood, so closely 
related to maize in the cosmological scheme of things, he 
called forth the deities, gave birth to them, commun­
icated with them and became their incarnate state of 
grace, available for ensuring a good maize harvest for 
his subjects. And with a shark avatar, the La Mojarra 
ruler was protector of his people, a terror to his enemies. 
He was a symbol of swift and deadly destruction. 
Through it all-from nurturing, through sacrificial 
blood, to the incarnate warrior-runs the thread of the 
powerful maize symbol. 

Divination can be connected with this 
power of maize as well, not only in the use of maize ker­
nels for divination but also in that thirteen of the twenty 
divinatory day names of the Maya reflect, and perhaps 
even derive from, stages in the life cycle of maize.27 Since, 
in the Mesoamerican worldview, humans stem from 
maize, it is only appropriate that the Maya ruler should 
reflect on his person the various stages of the life cycle of 
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FIGURE 14 

The maize sprites on 
the Hauberg Stela . Head­

dresses of these maize 

sprites represent, from left 

to right, maize seed, sprout­

ing maize seed, flowering 

maize (flor de milpa) and 

the edible immature maize 

ear (iilote). 
(From Schele, "The Houberg Stela .'' 
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matze. 
Returning to the beginning, the shared 

calendrical information in Late Formative scripts indi­
cates an ancestral calendar system. Its relationship to 
writing is underscored by Justesen's conclusion that "if 
linguistic processing enters visual symbol systems by as­
sociating numerals with independent visual symbols, in 
Mesoamerica it did so via the names of the 260 days of 
the ritual calendar."28 

Each of the twenty Maya day names 
that are part of the 260-day ritual calendar recurs at 
twenty-day intervals. To pass through thirteen of the 
day names requires, then, 260 days, the length of the 
ritual calendar. There is a correspondence here with the 
fact that even to this day Tzeltal Mayans name thirteen 
stages in the life cycle of maize, many of them occurring 
in twenty-day increments, reflecting, it is likely, an ear­
lier 260-day ritual and divinatory mnemonic for the life 
cycle of maize. The 260-day tzolkin, or Maya ritual cal­
endar, not only approximates the length of human gest­
ation, as some have suggested when discussing its origin; 
it also accounts "month" by twenty-day "month" for 
named stages of maize development, from planting to 
harvest of the dried ears. 

The Maya ritual calendar of 260 days 
both reflects an ancestral one shared by all the Meso­
americans and is understood better than the ancestral 
one; thus, it is convenient to use it as illustration of the 
thesis that the first thirteen of its days are relatable to 
stages in the life cycle of maize. Thompson noticed that 
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"a sequence of thirteen of the Maya day names running 
from Caban to M uluc represent in the same order the 
identical series of gods ruling the numbers 1-13, "29 so 
we shall begin with the day Caban. 

Caban-ruled by the moon goddess of 
fertility, whose name na means "first"- refers to the 
earth, kab. Preparation of the earth is the first stage in 
the life cycle of maize. 

The next day, Etz'nab, refers to a 
"spear,"30 and the planting stick (metaphorically a spear) 
spears the ground, making holes for planting the maize 
during the next stage. 

Cauac, the day of rain, surely refers to 
the rain coming and watering the planted maize crop. 

The fourth day, Ahaw, names the sun 
deity, implying the sun as a crucial ingredient here, 
coming up towards the summer solstice and warming 
the earth so the watered maize can germinate. 

!mix depicts the leaf of a water lily, and 
the corresponding Mixe day means "root." The germin­
ated maize kernel now has roots and/or the first leaf. 

The sixth day, Ik (ik meaning "breath, 
life, spirit"), must be the point where life is breathed into 
the developing maize. 

Suffice it to say that the rest of the 
thirteen day names, in order, can be related to stages in 
the life cycle of maize,31 so clearly in the succession of 
veintena day names there is some semantic reflection of 
twenty day-named stages through which the maize cycle 
passes. Thus, thirteen of the day names must have served 
as a shorthand mnemonic for stages in the maize cycle 
and may have been involved in the origins of the ritual 
calendar-and are, therefore, related to the origins of 
writing in Mesoamerica. 

CON CLU SION 

By Late Formative times, at least four different scripts 
had evolved in Mesoamerica, occurring up to five hun­
dred miles on either side of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec. 
The earliest to develop was east of the Isthmus, and evi­
dence of Oaxacan script is limited to that side. The few 
artifacts on which the inscribed script has been retained 
are portable stone figurines and large stone monuments. 
The state of development of the scripts and the few ex­
emplars known suggest that writing must also have been 
practiced on wood, bark paper and/ or skins during the 
Formative Period. It is almost certain that script literacy 
was limited to the nobility, although iconographic un­
derstanding must have had a much broader base. Any 
one of the scripts with a large number of depictive signs 
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must have developed out of, and continued hand in hand 
with, a visual symbol system of relatively representation­
al depictions, itself evolving in response to both social 
conditions and the developing scripts. 

To judge by the number of signs, the 
scripts must have been largely logographic, and they 
must have referred to a relatively small number of acti­
vities basically relating to kingship and descent, and to 
activities associated with creation and destruction of the 
world. Maya script, which developed out of one of these 
Formative scripts, has relatively few verbal forms, with a 
larger number of titles, names, relationship glyphs, num­
bers and calendric signs. There is no reason to imagine a 
vastly different writing system for Formative Period so­
cieties with iconography that is itself strikingly similar in 
purpose. The pervasive themes of power and of maize 
stretch from the earliest Formative times through the lat­
est Postclassic times. 

I take writing to imply a system of 
visually-perceived graphic symbols, the full interpret­
ation of which requires knowledge of a particular lan­
guage. As the graphic counterpart of speech, writing can 
be recognized in Mesoamerica by correspondence of its 
elements to elements of speech, by its linear format (in 
rows and/or columns) and by its limited number of signs 
with rule-governed combinatorial capabilities.32 

Linguistic research in Mesoamerica, in 
addition to its potential for identifying the language un­
derlying any given script by direct comparison of indi­
vidual glyphs of known sonic values with words in spec­
ific languages, can, through structural analysis, also cor­
relate syntactic and semantic structures in the glyphs­
for example, introducers, dates, verbs, nouns (subjects, 
objects, titles, names, kinship terminology, etc.)-with 
those structures as realized in local linguistic construc­
tions of candidate languages. If larger corpora of Late 
Formative scripts come to light, it should one day be 
possible to know which languages they represent. At this 
point, the Isthmian and Mayan scripts of Late Formative 
times are the most likely to be identified with particular 
languages and to be deciphered. We know the format; we 
think we know the approximate content, and we would 
very much like to know everything possible about the 
scripts. 
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ABSTRACT 

A brief description of the historical 

approaches to the decipherment of 

ancient Maya writing is presented in 

order to provide the background for 

a description of our current know­

ledge of the nature and structure of 

the system. Maya hieroglyphic writing 

is recognized as a true writing system 

in that it represents the sounds and 

struc-ture of spoken language. The 

writing system is defined as a mixed 

logographic system containing both 

pictographic and phonetic elements . 

Maya hieroglyphic writing 

appears in the latter part of the Late 

Preclassic Period (ca. 150 B.C.- A.D. 

1 00) and is primarily associated with 

documenting political history and legi­

timacy. Writing was used to record 

the events of a ruler's life, validating 

his right to the throne by documenting 

his parentage, his accession to pow­

er, his conquests, and his perform­

ance of important ritual and ceremon­

ial acts . Calendrical information aiso 

comprises a major component of Clas­

sic Maya inscriptions. Historic events 

are documented by means of a com­

plex system that both fixes events in 

time and ties them cyclically to the 

mythological past. 
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DECIPHERING MAYA 

HIEROGLYPHIC WRITING: 

THE STATE OF THE ART 

Virginia M. Fields 

A primary hallmark of ancient Maya civilization is a 
system of hieroglyphic writing considered to be the 
most highly developed script in pre-Columbian 
America. Maya civilization flourished in a tropical area 
whose modern boundaries encompass eastern Mexico, 
Guatemala, Belize, and the western portions of El 

Salvador and Honduras (figure 1). Archaeological evi­
dence indicates that the Maya area was inhabited by at 
least 1500 B.C., yet it is not until the Late Preclassic 
Period, extending from approximately 350 B.C. to A.D. 

250, that the major social and political changes occurred 
in Lowland Maya society that resulted in the florescence 
of Maya civilization during the subsequent Classic 

Period, which lasted until approximately A.D. 900. Hi­
eroglyphic writing appears as part of a constellation of 
traits characterizing the newly developed hierarchical so-
cial and political order that also includes the construction 
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of massive public architecture and monumental art eco-
nomic specialization, intensification in settlement ~at-
terns, and the appearance of caches and burials contain-
ing prestigious and exotic objects of wealth and status. 

Maya hieroglyphic writing is found on 
a variety of media. Inscriptions are carved or incised on 
freestanding stone monuments, primarily stelae (figure 2) 

and pedestals, which are often referred to as altars (figure 

3), as well as on masonry architecture, especially lintels 
(figure 4) and wall panels (figure 5). Texts are also incised 
on portable objects of stone (figu?·e 6), bone and shell, or 

painted on pottery and on screenfold bark paper books 
or codices. Because studies of Maya hieroglyphic writing 
originally focused on the codices, the content of which 
is primarily astronomical and divinatory, the historic 
nature of monumental texts was not generally recognized 
until thirty years ago. 

The study of Maya hieroglyphic writing 
began soon after the Spanish Conquest in the sixteenth 
century, when Peter Martyr stated that, "The forms of 
their letters are nothing like unto ours_ But are much 
more crooked and entangled, like unto fish hooks, knots, 
snares, stars, and such other. .. . "1 In 1566, Bishop Diego 
de Landa compiled his Relaci6n de las casas de Yucatan, 
a detailed history and description of the Maya of the Yuca­
tan Peninsula.2 His account, based on interviews with 

learned informants, includes an important description of 
the Maya calendar as well as a so-called alphabet which 
has proven useful to scholars as a rudimentary syllabary. 
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FIGURE 2 

Naranjo Stela 24, 
which commemorates 

events in the life of lady 

Six-Sky, a woman from Tikal 

who married a Naranjo ruler. 
(After Graham and 
von Euw 1975: 2:63) 

FIGURE 3 

Caracol Altar 21 , 

which documents a bottle 

between the polities of 

Coracol, located in western 

Belize, and Tikal, located 

in northeastern Guatemala . 
(After Chose and 
Chose 1987: figure 27) 
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FIGURE 4 

Lo Posodito Lintel 2 , 

depicting Bird Jaguar, a 

ruler From Yoxchilan , os 

the primary actor in a 

scattering rite commem­

orating the completion 

of a ten-year cycle . The 

figure on the right is 

the ruler of La Pasadito, 

a subordinate polity to 

Yaxchilon . 
!After Schele and 
Miller 1986: figure 111.4) 

FIGURES 

Bonompok Sculptured 

Stone 1, illustrating 

the accession to office 

oF a ruler at that site . 

!After Mathews 1980: 
figure 9J 

FIGURE 6 

Greenstone Celt, 

Dumborton Oaks, 

which contains on early 

Period Ending dote. 

!After Schele and 
Miller 1986: pl. 22c) 
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De Landa records that, "We found a large 
number of books ... and as these contained ... superstition 
and lies of the devil, we burned them all, which they re­
gretted to an amazing degree." Fortunately, four codices 
survived destruction, among them the Dresden, Madrid 
and Paris Codices, named for the cities where they were 
found in the nineteenth century. The fig bark paper of the 
screenfold books was coated with fine white lime and 
then painted with columns of glyphs and images of divin­
ities, animals and other objects involved in ceremonies 
and rituals. The books, containing horoscopes and alma­
nacs to assist priests in ceremonies and divinations, were 
then bound between decorated boards. The codices vary 
in length when completely unfolded: the Madrid Cocl.ex 
has 56 leaves ( 112 pages) and measures nearly 7m in length; 
the Dresden Codex has 39leaves (78 pages) and it is 3.5 m 
long; and the fragmented Paris Codex has eleven survi­
ving leaves (22 pages) and is 1.45 m long.3 

A fragmentary fourth book, known as the 
Grolier Codex after the club in New York were it was 
first displayed, deals entirely with Venus almanacs. Frag­
ments of disintegrated and highly eroded codices have al­
so been found in a few Classic Period tombs, most re­
cently in the excavations of a seventh century house in 
El Salvador. 

The mid-nineteenth century explorations 
of an American traveler and a British architect, John 
Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood, brought 
Maya monumental inscriptions to the attention of schol­
ars and the public alikeY Stephens and Catherwood tra­
veled throughout Mexico and Central America, and while 
Stephens wrote vivid narratives of their discoveries, 
Catherwood drew amazingly accurate depictions of the 
ornate architecture and intricate sculpture that the ex­
plorers encountered. Although Stephens expressed his 
belief that the monuments contained the histories of the 
sites he visited, scholars of Maya writing during the fol­
lowing century instead directed their energies towards 
elucidating the nature of the Maya calendar. 

Between 1880 and 1905, the funda­
mental principles of the Maya calendar and vigesimal 
system of numeration were defined. Other scholars had 
catalogued the deities pictured in the codices and identi­
fied their glyphic names, deciphered the glyphs for colors 
and directions, and had suggested correlations for the 
Maya and Western calendars. 

Explorations of the Maya Lowlands by 
Carnegie Institution archaeologist Sylvanus Morley 
during the early decades of the twentieth century greatly 
increased the corpus of Classic Period inscriptions.6 The 
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emphasis on calendrical matters in the codices was ex­

tended to monumental inscriptions, leading to the devel­
opment of refined site chronologies. 

The modern era of decipherment began 

in the late 1950s with the presentations by Heinrich Berlin 
and Tatiana Proskouriakoff of convincing evidence of the 

historical content of monumental inscriptions and with 
Yurii Knorozov's demonstration of phoneticism in 

Mayan glyphic texts. 7 Berlin identified an important class 
of sign sequences that he called "emblem glyphs."8 The 

consistent representations of emblem glyphs in certain 

patterns of occurrence led him to conclude that they re­

presented either the names of ruling dynasties or the 
names of the cities where they appeared. Most scholars 

now believe that emblem glyphs refer to polities or city­
states larger than a single site or dynasty. 

Proskouriakoff noted a regular pattern 

of dates on groups of monuments associated with archi­

tectural groups at the site of Piedras Negras.9 She found 
that the pattern of dates within monumental groups cor­
responded to the length of an average human life span, 

enabling her to demonstrate that recorded dates commem­
orated historical events in the lives of named rulers and 

their families. There is now no question that the primary 
content of monumental inscriptions concerns the histories 

of specific polities. Texts record the reigns of rulers, their 

political fortunes and genealogies, marriages, alliances and 
conflicts. The recognition of this historical information 
has significantly altered our understanding of Maya civi­
lization, and detailed dynastic histories have been con­
structed for the major polities of the Maya realm. 

A significant dynastic history was produced 

in 1973 by a group of scholars, including Linda Schele, 

Peter Mathews and Floyd Lounsbury at Palenque, situ­

ated along the western boundary of the Maya realm. 10 

The limestone at Palenque is ill -suited for columnar stelae 

but ideal for creating large wall panels, and these lengthy 
texts have been the source of one of the most extensive 

and elaborate dynastic histories produced in the Maya 
Lowlands. Scholars have been able to reconstruct not only 

the human history of the rulers at Palenque but have also 
gained insights into Maya concepts of the nature of divine 

kingship. The human actions of kings and queens and 
their relations and interactions with supernaturals and 

the cosmos are presented in literary and poetic detail at 

Palenque. 
In 1952, Yurii Knorozov began publish­

ing a series of studies that addressed the issue of phoneti­

cism in the May a script. Knorozov utilized the so-called 
alphabet documented by Bishop Diego de Landa in the 

sixteenth century. Landa, working with a native inform-
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FIGURE 7 

Landa's "syllabary," 
illustrating the Maya sigr 

for sounds correspondin! 

to the Spanish alphabet. 
(After Pagden 1975: 1251 
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k'a 

k' u 

ant, hac elicited Maya names for the sounds of the Span­
ish alphabet rather than a Maya alphabet. For example, 
for the sound of the Spanish letter a, Landa's informant 
produced the Maya sign for the word ak, which means 
'turtle,' and is represented by a turtle's head. In other 
words, Landa unwittingly produced a partial Maya sylla­
bary (figure 7) . Knorozov also demonstrated that Maya 
words, frequently in the form of consonant-vowel-con­
sonant, were produced syllabically by combining two 
consonant-vowel pairs. The final vowel, which often 
mirrors the initial vowel sound, according to Knorozov's 
principle of synharmony, is not pronounced.11 

Maya words can be written either pho­
netically, by combining consonant-vowel pairs, as de­
monstrated by Knorozov, or by representing words pic-
torially. For example, the name of the prominent Palen- 69 

que ruler Pacal, whose name literally translates as "hand-
shield", can be represented as either a picture of a shield 
or by combining the phonetic elements pa-ka-la . The 
same phonetic elements are found in the name of the ruler 
K'ak'upacal from Chichen Itza, located in the northern 
reaches of the Yucatan Peninsula (figure 8). 

By combining the historic approach and 
linguistic methods, epigraphers have dramatically increas­
ed our understanding of the nature and content of Maya 

hieroglyphic writing. Floyd Lounsbury pioneered an ap­
proach utilizing paraphrased reconstructions that approx­
imate the content of hieroglyphic texts in modern Maya 
languages. Lounsbury has subsequently identified coup­
let structures in verbal phrases and other syntactic struc­
tures. 

Epigraphers generally agree that Maya 
hieroglyphic writing is a mixed logosyllabic script con­
taining about eight hundred known signs. Many spellings 
are partially phonetic and many are purely logographic. 
Different glyphs may sometimes carry the same phonetic 
value, and a major task for epigraphers is to discover pat­
terns of equivalence and substitution in the use of signs. 

Hieroglyphs are classified by form and 
size as main signs or as affixes, which may be either pre-

FIGURE 8 

The name glyph of 
K'ak 'upocal, a Late 

Classic Period ru ler 

from Chichen ltza. 
(After Housten 
1989: figure 91 
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fixes or postfixes. The typical reading order of a columnar 
text is left to right and top to bottom (figure 9). The syn­
tax of the inscriptions mirrors that of spoken Maya, that 
is, intransitive constructions are represented by a verb­
subject word order, and transitive constructions are typ­
ically represented by verb-object-subject constructions. 
Verbs are commonly preceded by calendrical statements. 
Proskouriakoff was able to identify the events depicted 
on the monuments at Piedras Negras and, later, at Yax­
chilan, by identifying the consistent structural occur­
rence of certain glyph groups. The structural approach 
allowed Proskouriakoff to identify semantic interpreta­
tions of glyph groups without specifying a phonetic 
reading. 

Important recurring events on the monu­
ments of Maya rulers include birth, heir designation, ac­
cession to the throne, warfare, capture and the sacrifice 
of captives. Raiding and warfare were commonly tied to 
astronomical cycles, especially to the cycles of Venus and 
Jupiter. 

Also documented in monumental inscrip­
tions were personal acts of sacrifice by the ruler and his 
retinue, especially the ritual act of bloodletting performed 
on periodic occasions (see, for example, figure 4) and at 
such important events as accession to the throne. The fi­
nal events of a ruler's life-his death, burial and apothe­
osis-were also occasionally recorded. 

A proportionately large number of monu­
mental texts consist of the ruler's name, titles and gene­
alogy. In general, Classic Period monumental texts func­
tioned to commemorate and legitimize the actions of ru­
lers by expressing not only their links with their historical 
ancestors but also with their supernatural forebears. The 
complex calendrical system of the Maya was utilized to 
demonstrate the structural parallels of historic and myth­
ological events in order to provide the ancestral and su­
pernatural sanctions required for political authority. 

The pace of decipherment has increased 
rapidly in the past decade because of the multidisciplin­
ary contributions of art historians, linguists and archaeo­
logists. Scholars are currently refining dynastic lists and 
clarifying relationships among rulers of contemporary 
sites as well as identifying subsidiary lords within various 
polities. Glyphic expressions of kinship relations are pro­
viding important insights into royal inheritance within a 
lineage as well as marriage alliances between polities. 

The nature of pottery texts has recently 
been elucidated by a number of scholars in the United 
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States and Europe. 12
•
13 The glyphic names of objects (such 

as plate, bowl, etc.) have been deciphered, as well as the 
names of the owners or patrons who commissioned the 
objects. The names of the individual scribes who pain ted 
the texts also may appear. 14 A vessel from the site of 
Naranjo in northern Guatemala, for example, is signed by 
the son of the local ruler, indicating that the children of 
nobility were also skilled craftsmen. 

The Maya also named their buildings and 
monuments: a stela may be referred to as a tetun or 'tree­
stone,' and pyramids are equated with sacred hills. The 
Maya words for various jade ornaments, stone vessels, 
shell trumpets and other objects have also been recently 
deciphered. 

FIGURE 9 

Yaxchilan Lintel 30, 

illustrating the reading order 

and syntactic structure of 

Mayan hieroglyphic texts. 
(After Schele 1989: 54) 
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Scholars have recently made comparisons 
of glyphic texts with ethnohistoric documents, such as 
the Papal Vuh, the creation myth of the Highland Maya 
Quiche people, and with post-conquest chronicles. These 
discourse analyses have led to a greater understanding of 
the literary devices utilized in glyphic texts, such as coup­
let structure and redundancy. 15 

Our understanding of Maya hieroglyphic 
writing and its role in representing Maya thought, culture 
and history has increased dramatically over the course of 
the past century. Calendrical studies were followed by 
historical analyses which in turn have benefited from lin­
guistic methodologies. As our knowledge of the compo­
nents of the Maya writing system increases, so too does 
our appreciation of the literary abilities of Maya scribes. 

12 The Tablet of the 96 Glyphs from Palenque, for example, 
exemplifies both visual and poetic beauty (figure 10). Like 
most monumental texts, the inscription relates dynastic 
history, yet the skill of the scribe is revealed not only in 
his outstanding calligraphy but also in his use of elegant 
metaphorical expressions for the passage of time. 

Despite the progress that has been made, 
many inscriptions remain to be deciphered, and many 
texts contain glyphs whose meanings are understood, 
although their precise reading is unknown. Their silent 
stone monuments continue to challenge those who seek 
to learn about the world as perceived and recorded by 
the ancient Maya. 
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FIGURE 10 

Palenque Tablet 
of the 96 Glyphs, 
commemorating the 

first katun anniver­

sary (equivalent to 

twenty years) or the 

accession of Bahlum 

K'uk . 
(Drawing by 

Linda Schele) 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper summarizes the nature 

of the pre-Hispanic pictorial com­

munication system used by the 

Mixtec people of Mexico, who were 

creating manuscripts in which they 

recorded their histories, genealogies 

and religious beliefs long before the 

Spanish reached the New World. 

The principal pictorial conventions 

are explained, and each is illustrated 

with an example from one of the 

surviving manuscripts. 
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PRE-HISPANIC PICTORIAL COMMUNICATION: 

THE CODEX SYSTEM OF THE MIXTEC 

OF OAXACA, MEXICO 

.Nancy P. Troike 

The Mixtec have long inhabited the rugged mountainous 
area in the western half of what is now the modern 
Mexican state of Oaxaca. In the pre-Hispanic period, 
the Mixtec people were socially stratified, and the heredi­
tary nobility placed a high value on knowledge of their 
genealogy and ancestors and the activities of those ances­
tors as rulers and statesmen, for an understanding of the 
past was essential to prove their right to govern. Before 

the Mixtec discovered a method of recording this history, 
all information had to be entrusted to memory. But hu­
man memory can be both fragile and fallible. Vital data 
may be lost forever through an unexpected death; and 
despite the best of intentions, facts may become corrupt­
ed or confused. In an effort to ensure the accurate reten­
tion of essential genealogical and historical accounts, the 
Mixtec institutionalized their memory of the past by ma­
king it the duty of their priests to memorize this crucial 
information. 

At a time that scholars have not yet been 
able to specify, Mixtec artists began painting pictures of 
events and assigning specific meanings to certain designs 
in their drawings; some of the elements in their scenes 

were based directly on phrases and names in the Mixtec 
language. With the creation of this pictorial system, the 
Mixtec finally found a permanent and unchanging way to 
preserve information, one that was no longer dependent 
upon human lifespans or memories. Early versions of 
these scenes have not survived but might have been 
drawn on large cloth sheets called lienzos, a format wide­
ly used in Mesoamerica. But by at least A.D. 1400, and 
perhaps considerably earlier, a new format came into use, 
that of the codex. Codices were made of leather: wide 
strips of animal hide were glued together end to end to 
form a single, long continuous strip, and folds were then 
made in alternating directions across this strip to create 
pages (figure 1). Because of their screenfold form, codices 

folded compactly to a size similar to that of a modern 
book; and, like books, they were normally opened so 
that two pages were visible side by side. 
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The post-Hispanic lienzos that are known 
today from the Mixtec region are large and often contain 

depictions of numerous events, but usually there is very 
little internal structure to indicate the order in which the 
scenes should be read. If these characteristics were also 
true of pre-Cartesian Mixtec lienzos, then an important 
reason for the adoption of the codex format, with its rel­
atively narrow width but extensive length, may have been 
the control this new form imposed upon the arrangement 
of the scenes. The more exact the sequence in which the 
painters depicted their information, the more accurately 
this sequence could later be interpreted. To eliminate 
all possible ambiguity concerning the order in which the 
pictorial episodes should be read, the Mixtec artists 
marked the pages of their codices with a pattern of red 
guidelines that were drawn so as to create one single band 

of space that meandered back and forth across the pages 
for the length of the manuscript. (See figure 1 for an ex­
ample of these guidelines.) With the introduction of this 
strict structure, all the pictorial data in a text were chan­
neled into a single continuous stream of information in 
which the painters normally depicted events in chrono­
logical order. 

Only four pre-Hispanic Mixtec codices 
have survived. The Codex Zouche-Nuttall (Add. MS. 

39671), now in the British Museum, London, is painted 
on both sides; one side depicts the life history of a great 
Mixtec warrior and politician while the other side re­
lates mythic-historic events and genealogical sequences. 
The Codex Bodley (2858) is held by the Bodleian Li­
brary, Oxford; both of its sides are comprised principally 
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The screenfold form : 
o typical codex. 
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of long genealogical sequences. The Codex Vindobonen­
sis (Mexicanusl), in the Osterreichische Nationalbiblio­
thek, Vienna, shows on one side the story of the creation 
of the Mixtec region and, on the other, displays a series 
of genealogies. The Codex Colombino-Becker, which 
gives a detailed life history of the same Mixtec ruler as 
does the Codex Zouche-Nuttall, is now fragmented and 
incomplete; the Colombino sections (No . 35-30) are in the 
Museo Nacional de Antropologia, Mexico, while the 
Becker parts (Nr. 60306) are found in the Museum fUr 
Volkerkunde, Vienna. In addition, there is also one early 
colonial codex whose scenes are painted entirely in the 
pre-Hispanic style: the Codex Selden (3135 [A.2]), in the 
Bodleian Library, Oxford, contains genealogical sequen­
ces and some historical events. (Photographic facsimilies 
of all these manuscripts have been published and are list­
ed in the additional bibliography at the end of this article.) 

In creating their codices, the Mixtec artists 
had three important decisions to make concerning the 
physical form of the manuscript: how to orient the strip, 
at which end to begin the pictorial text and what pattern 
to use for the red guidelines. A codex may be unfolded 
so that its length is extended either horizontally or ver­
tically; the sequence of the scenes may begin at either end 
of the strip; the guidelines may be drawn on the strip 
either parallel to its long length or at right angles to its 
length. There are examples of almost all possible combin­
ations, showing clearly that there was no "standard" way 
to organize a pictorial text. The Codex Zouche-Nuttall 
has both sides oriented horizontally; both are read from 
the right end of the strip to the left end, and both have 
the red guidelines at right angles to the length. The Co­
dex Vindobonensis has both sides horizontally oriented 
and read from right end to left end, but the obverse side 
has the red guidelines at right angles to its length while 
the reverse side has these lines placed parallel to its 
length. The Codex Colombino-Becker, painted on only 
one side, is horizon tally oriented and read from the left 
end to the right end, with its guidelines parallel to its 
length. The Codex Bodley has both sides horizontally 
oriented and with the red guidelines parallel to its length, 
but the obverse side is read from the left end to the right 
end while the reverse side is read from the right end to 
the left end. The only extant manuscript to be oriented 
vertically is the Codex Selden, which is read from bottom 
to top and has its guidelines at right angles to its length; 
it is painted on only one side. 
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Whether the Mixtec artists first practiced 
their pictorial texts on lienzos is not known, but what­
ever the milieu may have been, they apparently used it to 
refine the shape and form of their pictorial conventions 
and to come to agreement on the meanings of certain types 
of drawings and scenes. All the extant Mixtec codices 
share the same basic conventions, already complete and 
fully established with the same meanings. 

The most ubiquitous of the pictorial con­
ventions in the Mixtec codices are those for the dates of 
events and the names of the people involved. The calen­
dar system used by the Mixtec dated events through a 
date count of 260 days and a year count of 52 years. The 
day count was composed of twenty day names and the 
numbers 1 through 13, with each of the day names and 
each of the numbers combining together in turn to name 
successive days until all 260 different combinations had 
been used, after which the cycle began again. The year 
dates were composed of four of these day names which 
each combined in turn with the numbers 1 through 13, 

giving a matrix of fifty-two different year dates, after 
which this cycle also repeated. Year dates were always 
depicted with a design resembling an interlaced A and 0 

to distinguish them from day dates (figure 2). Small circles 
were drawn to represent the numbers associated with 
both year and day dates. 

In the codices, all Mixtec bear as their for­
mal name the date of the day on which they were born. 
However, this custom of naming people for their birth 
date results in a universe of only 260 different names for 
all persons. It should not be surprising, therefore, that 
each person was also given another name, which modern 
codex specialists call a "personal name," and that these 
personal names vary greatly. Each Mixtec figure pictured 
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FIGURE 2 

Typical year and day dates 
in the Codex Bodley (4-11} . 1 

On the left, the dotes ore the 

Year 1 Rabbit, Day 1 Rabbit; 

on the right, the Year 1 Reed, 

Day 1 Alligator . 

in the codices was identified by a drawing of the appro­
priate calendar name, representing the day of birth, and 
another drawing showing the personal name. By this com­
bination of the two names, any individual can be distin­
guished from all the other hundreds of persons depicted 
in these manuscripts. While scholars have long been able 
to read the dates and the day names, they have been ham­
pered in interpreting the personal names because many 
of the objects shown in those names have not yet been 
identified. 

Because the Mixtec artists were able to 
paint a person's full name in their texts, they never found 
it necessary to develop a portraiture genre to identify in­
dividuals. Furthermore, with the name being all that was 
necessary to specify fully the identity of a person, the 
codex figures did not need to be individualized but could 
be drawn without personal characteristics. When there 
was no particular need for human figures to be shown, 
these could be eliminated and only the names themselves 
depicted; a parentage statement for a bride would always 

contain the names of her father and mother but not 
necessarily their figures. A remarkable example of the 
use of only the names of individuals occurs on the final 
painted page of the reverse side of the Codex Vindobo­
nensis; the artist, apparently in great haste to complete 

his text, stopped drawing the figures and painted only 
the names of the individuals involved in the last few 

marriages and births. 
It is in the depictions of the names for 

localities, however, that the Mixtec codex pictorial com­
munication system reached its most advanced state and 
its most intimate connection with the Mixtec language. 
Land occupies a particularly important place in Mixtec 
life because the region is so mountainous that areas suit­
able for growing food are often quite scarce. The owner­
ship and control of land is thus extremely important: land 
means life. Arguments over land in the region are deep 
seated and long lasting, and some boundary disputes be­
tween towns have gone on for centuries. Being able to 
demonstrate through the drawings in a codex that a par­
ticular location was the property of a certain family or 

town consequently might be crucial to survival. 
Alfonso Caso,2 the great Mexican student 

of the Mixtec codices, was the first to interpret the pic­
torial linguistic code being used in these manuscripts for 
the "place signs" that represent localities. He knew from 
a sixteenth-century Spanish document that the Mixtec 
name of the important town of Tilantongo meant "black 

earth," and then, in a copy of a post-Hispanic map, Mapa 
de Teozacoalco (!GI XXV-3, Benson Latin American 
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Collection, University of Texas, Austin), he encountered 
a place sign having a black and white base (figure 3) and 
realized that this represented the name of Tilantongo. 

The work of later scholars, particularly 
Mary Elizabeth Smith, has shown that the place signs 
drawn in these codices directly picture the Mixtec name 

of the particular locality. If there was ever any question 
whether these codices had been painted by the Mixtec, 
doubts were totally resolved with the discovery of this 
direct linguistic evidence. 

Because Mixtec is a tone language, there 
are many opportunities for substitutions and visual play 
on words in the depictions of place names. Caso noted 
that the Mixtec name of the town of Teozacoalco meant 
"great foundation" and that in the Mapa de Teozacoalco 

80 the place sign drawing contained a small figure folding or 
bending a base, and he concluded that these elements 

FIGURE 4 

The place sign for the 
town of Teo zacoalco 
in the Codex Bodley 

(15-111}. 

FIGURE 3 

The place sign for 
the town of Tilantongo 
in the Codex Bodley 

(17-11). 
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FIGURES 

The place sign for 
the town of Magdalena 
)a/tepee in the Codex 

Selden (6-11) . 

FIGURE 6 

The place sign for the 
town of Magdalena 
)a/tepee in the Codex 

Vindobonensis (42-IV) . 

conveyed the idea of the name (figure 4j.3 Smith was able 
to explain the linguistic basis for the place sign: the small 
figure was "breaking" the foundation, that word being a 
homonym with "great" except for differences in tone­
and much easier for the painters to depict.4 

At least one case of dialectal differences 
in the pictorial representation of the name of a town has 
been found among codex place signs, reflecting the lin­
guistic diversity of the Mixtec region. In the Codex 
Selden, Smith identified the place sign for the town now 
called Magdalena J altepec (figure 5) and noted that the 
"jawbone" element of the name represented the initial 
locative a- in the town's Mixtec name of Anute. 5 This 
particular locative occurrs in Mixtec principally in 
Nochixtlan valley, where Magdalena Jaltepec is located. 
In the Codex Vindobonensis, however, the place sign for 
Magdalena Jaltepec is pictured without the jawbone ele­
ment (figure 6), indicating that this codex did not originate 
in the Nochixtlan valley. 
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The ability of the Mixtec painters to de­
pict in their manuscripts the exact name of a locality 
meant that they had no need of realistic drawings to spec­
ify these places, and landscape painting never developed 
as a genre. 

Because of the social stratification that 
characterized pre-Hispanic Mixtec society, accurate 
genealogical information was vital in determining the 
rights and duties of individuals. There was consequently 
a need for pictorial conventions that would enable the 
necessary genealogical data to be preserved, especially 
the major life crises of birth, marriage and death. Mar­
riages were pivotal because they were not only the source 
of future rulers but also had great political significance in 
uniting families and the towns they controlled. Marriage 
was indicated by picturing a man and woman facing one 
another, usually seated on a woven straw mat (figure 7). 

The births of children were shown by drawing them 
immediately after the marriage of their parents (figure 8). 

Since inheritance normally passed through male primo­
geniture, the first son was usually depicted first, as his 
father's heir, with the rest of his siblings following. At 
times, some children were shown at their birth also fac­
ing their spouse, to indicate the person that child would 
marry when grown. A normal death was very rarely 
depicted in the codices but when it was, the person was 
shown as a bundle wrapped in cloth for burial (figure 9). 

The deaths most likely to be depicted were those that oc­
curred violently, such as a murder or a sacrifice. 

Other pictorial conventions are connec­
ted with the various phases of war. As shown in figure 
10, the chevron path indicates that the warrior "walks to 

the enemy."6 His conquest of the locality is shown by 
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FIGURE 7 

The pictorial convention 

for marriage is a man and 

a woman seated facing one 

another, as shown here in 

the Codex Zouche-Nuttall 
(26-111) . 
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FIGURE 8 

The pictorial convention 
for the birth of children is 

to depict them immedi-
ately following their parents ' 
marriage. In the Codex 
Bodley (34-R-11-1/T), the mar­

riage of Lady 6 Monkey to 

Lord 1 1 Wind, shown in the 

upper band, is followed in 

the lower band by the births 

of their two sons. 

FIGURE 9 

The pictorial convention 
for a normal death is to 
depict the dead person as 
a bundle, as pictured here 
in the Codex Bodley 

(28-11). 

the arrow projecting from its place sign, and his victory 
is further enhanced by his capture of the ruler of that 
town, whom he grasps by the hair. All these variations 
allowed the painters considerable flexibility in stating 
the degree of a conflict and in explaining the nature of 
its outcome. 

Analysis of postures and gestures have 
enabled still other pictorial conventions to be identified. 
The physical position assumed by warriors in scenes of 
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attack and conquest indicates "hostility" (figure 10). An­
other posture shows that a person is "dedicated to tra­
veling on a sacred mission" (figure 11); that is, engaged in 
a sacred journey that must be completed.7 As an illust­
ration of how Mixtec artists could combine various con­
ventional drawings to create new meanings, this pose of 
dedication to traveling on a sacred mission can be com­

bined with the chevron band that signifies walking to the 
enemy in order to show that a person is on a sacred jour­
ney that carries him into enemy territory but that he is 
not hostile nor engaged in warfare (figure 12). In the 
Codex Colombino-Becker, a very unobtrusive system of 
hand gestures functions to indicate which person in a 
scene had made a request and which had agreed to carry 
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FIGURE 10 

This scene shows the pictorial 

conventions in the Codex 

Bodley (1 0-11) representing 

war, conquest and capture. 

The physical posture of the 

standing warrior indicates 

that he is hostile, while the 

chevron path on which he 

stands means that he "walks 

to the enemy"; in other words, 

he is going to war. On the 

left, two arrows pierce the 

place sign to show that it 

has been conquered, and 

the rope around the neck of 

its seated ruler reveals that 

he has been taken prisoner. 
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FIGURE 11 

The pictorial convention 

that means on individual 

is dedicated to traveling 

on o sacred mission is 

represented by the posture 

shown here in the Codex 

Colombino-Becker (4-111) . 

FIGURE 12 

Various independent pictorial 

conventions con be combined to 

specify situations more precisely. 

In this scene from the Codex 

Colombino (19-111) part of the 

Codex Colombino-Becker, the 

chevron path retains its mean­

ing of "walking to the enemy," 

but the warrior' s posture indi­

cates that he is dedicated to 

travelling on a sacred mission . 

The combination of the two con­

ventions means that the warr ior 

is not going to war but is merely 

crossing enemy territory en route 

to his destination . 
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out that request (figure 13).8 In the Codex Bodley, an 
apparently insignificant matter-whether figures were 
shown using seats with round or square corners-was 
actually serving to distinguish the dominant and submis­
sive persons in meetings and marriages. 9 

In their codices, the Mixtec used a sophis­
ticated pictorial communication system to record the 
information they considered essential so that it could be 
preserved for the use of future generations. The artists 
created designs to express this knowledge and manipu­
lated these depictions to express additional meanings. All 
during the twentieth century, scholars have slowly been 
determining the manner in which the Mixtec codex 
scenes were understood by their original readers. The 
manner of dating events, naming people and presenting 
genealogical events is basically understood. The func­
tioning of the linguistic elements in the place sign draw­
ings, clearly demonstrating that these names are in the 
Mixtec language, proved that these manuscripts had been 
created by the Mixtec. It is possible that additional di­
rect linguistic references may be found in these codices 
among the great number of visual clues given by the 
clothing and jewelry, the postures and gestures, and the 
actions and activities of the hundreds of figures pictured 
in the texts.The system, which has long been locked 
mutely into these colorful pictures, is gradually yielding 
to the work of an international group of codex specialists, 
and steps are now under way to teach the Mixtec them­
selves to interpret these documents that record their own 
ancient history_. 
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FIGURE 13 

The hand gestures shown by 
figures in the Codex Colombino­

Becker convey specific meaning. 
In this scene from the Codex 
Becker {5-11}, the gesture by the 

man on the left means that he is 

making a request, while the ges­

ture of the man on the right indi­

cates that he is agreeing to carry 

out that request. 
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cludes only the nome of the codex, the page number in Arabic num­

bers, and the bond number in Roman numerals, and in this way a repro­

duction of that codex con be used to locate the scene. 
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ABSTRACT 

This paper surveys the origin and 

development of the representational 

conventions of Mesoamerican writing 

systems. Writing probably grew out 

of the iconography of ceremonial 

celts, with which it shares many 

representational conventions; this 

iconography was used throughout 

Mesoamerica . Writing per se seems 

to have taken shape during or ;u~t 

before the period in which state-level 

political organization was emerging, 

in at least two separate regional 

traditions. Many of the representa­

tional features of these scripts are 

understandable in terms of the struc­

tures of the languages they repre­

sented and the patterns of develop­

ment often resemble those of Old 

World systems . Other features are 

understandable in terms of the close 

relations that Mesoamerican writing 

maintained with iconography. 
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EVOLUTIONARY TRENDS 

IN MESOAMERICAN 

HIEROGLYPHIC WRITING 

johnS. ]usteson and Peter Mathews 

This paper summarizes our investigations into the struc­
ture and development of Mesoamerican hieroglyphic sys­
tems, both in their visual organization and in their rela­
tionships to Mesoamerican languages. The first section 
argues that these scripts emerged from the iconography 
of Mesoamerican ceremonial celts, perhaps via a single 
ancestral hieroglyphic system. The existence of a non­
iconographic common ancestor is largely hypothetical, 
this stage of writing being attested poorly if at all; we 
infer the main features of such a script from those com­
mon to the earliest attested systems. These early systems 
we classify into two basic groups, the Oaxacan and South­
eastern scripts; the Southeastern group itself had an Isth­
mian branch spanning the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and a 
Maya-Izapan branch running from the Yucatan Peninsula 
south to the northern borders of El Salvador. The remain­
der of the paper treats the radically different developmen­

tal trajectories of the Oaxacan and Southeastern script 
traditions. 

Mesoamerican writing systems can be use­
fully compared, structurally and developmentally, with 
writing systems from other culture areas. However, they 
have only recently begun to enter more general discus­
sions of the history of writing, long dominated by Egypt­
ian and Mesopotamian traditions . In large part this is be­
cause Mesoamericanists themselves have concentrated on 
traits specific to Mesoamerican cultures and scripts, rather 
than addressing general representational and historical is­
sues. It is due also in part to the amount of data on which 
general formulations can be based and decipherments se­
cured. Compared with the evidence of script development 

in the Old World, the written record in Mesoamerica is 
spotty; the most basic historical relations among scripts 
have, at least until recently, been more a matter of conjec­
ture than of argumentation. Texts for some scripts num­
ber in the dozens and fewer; the Mayan script, far and 
away the best-represented system, has only a few thou­
sand partially legible texts. Most texts are quite brief, 
though some number in the hundreds and, in Mayan, 
even into the thousands of signs. Accordingly, many ideas 
that the data suggest cannot be tested definitively . 
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Nonetheless, much of the data is quite 
revealing, and similarities and differences between 
Mesoamerican and early Near Eastern developments are 
briefly mentioned throughout this paper. The Meso­
american material, in fact, has several special advantages 
for students of writing and its evolution. Most of the 
languages being written descend directly from languages 
reconstructable by historical linguists, independent of the 
evidence from the writing systems themselves; thus, it is 
possible to investigate relations between language struc­
ture and script development more rigorously than in any 
Old World system. Suggestive links between the earliest 
written texts and earlier iconographic symbolism suggest 
closer ties between representational art and the emergence 
of writing than have been demonstrated elsewhere. Parti­
cularly in the case of Mayan, texts are reliably dated in an 
absolute chronology, and significant representational 
variation and change can be monitored across six hundred 
years of this chronology. Finally, the history of Meso­
american writing is of interest in part because of its pecu­
liarities. For example, linguistically, the Oaxacan tradition 
exemplifies script "devolution," decreasing the closeness 
of its correspondence with any spoken language; visually, 
Mayan writing developed a non-linear organization of its 
signs into blocks. 

THE ORIGIN OF MESOAMERICAN SCRIPTS 

A Precursor System ' 

It is widely thought, though not universally accepted, 
that Mesoamerican writing owes its origin to Olmec-style 
iconography/ a pan-Mesoamerican system of religious 
and political art that functioned within a pan-Mesoameri­
can ceremonial complex.3 This section focuses on the 

iconography of incised ceremonial celts, apparently used 
in rituals of this complex.4 We argue that it was in the 
iconography of these celts that representational conven­
tions were used from which those of writing can be seen 
to have emerged.5 This suggests that writing grew out of 
celt iconography in particular. 

One feature shared by Olmec iconogra­
phy and Mesoamerican hieroglyphic writing that suggests 
some kind of historical relation between them is a pars pro 

toto principle of representation.6 In Mesoamerican writ­
ing, very few signs represented an animal, person, or 
supernatural by depicting its full figure, a contrast with 
Egyptian hieroglyphic canons; instead, the head alone was 
depicted. Similarly, profile and full-frontal faces serve as 

conventional icons throughout Olmec-style iconography; 
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FIGURE 1 

Precursor iconography 
and its iconographic 
sources. 
a. San Lorenzo 

Monument 41 , with 

disembodied hand, and 

b. Monument 42 , 

with disembodied arm ; 

c. celt from El Sitio 

(near lzapa) ; 

d . celt of unknown 

provenance; 

e. the Humboldt Celt; 

f. celt from Tlaltenco, 

Valley of Mexico. 



w 1 NT E R 1 9 9 o 1 justeson / marhews 

c. d. e. f. 

though their meanings are not secure, most are thought to 

refer to supernatural entities or elite humans. In the 
iconography, a fuller range of variation is found, with 
full-figure representation being typical, but this is not the 

case in celt iconography. The incised ceremonial celts 
normally present elements of an anthropomorphic figure 
(figure 1). A face, a mask or head ornamentation always 
occurs at the top, with no body; typically, hands, arms or 
legs are placed below, delimiting a region that the body 
would occupy were it depicted. 

Other features of the iconography have 
pretty clear developmental significance for the emergence 
of writing. Many depictively opaque icons that did not 
contribute pictorially to scenes were evidently used to 
encode particular concepts or associations. These icons 
appear in all media and styles of presentation. The 
existence of conceptually-specific graphic units with no 
direct depictive interpretation may have stimulated or 
supported other developments that are virtually restricted 
to ceremonial celts, all involving the depiction of parts or 
accoutrements of a human figure without depicting the 
figure itself. One such convention is the representation of 
manual actions by depicting the hands or arms in a 
revealing posture (figures Jd and e)-sometimes in identifi­
able gestures, at other times seemingly in the performance 
of casting rituals documented in later iconographic and 
ethnographic sources. Another is the grouping in free 
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space of paraphernalia normally worn or held by figures 
in Olmec-style art (figures l e and f) ; we interpret these 
groupings as statements attributing the statuses and/or 
roles that are conveyed in normal depictions of these 
objects, and, presumably, in their actual use. The lower 
body was also sometimes involved: on the El Sitio celt 
(figure l c) , legs are depicted with a long, decorated 
loincloth. We refer to such depictions as "isolated" or 
"segmental'' forms. 

This excising of visual forms from their 

normal relations to pictorial art appears to have evolved 
within the O lmec iconographic tradition. Rudimentary 
versions of the segmental hand and arm icons go back to 
the earliest known Olmec art (c. 1150-1050 B.C.), the 
monolithic basalt Monuments 41 and 42 of San Lorenzo 
(figure Ja-b).7 Proskouriakoff discusses these as having a 
"pictographic intent"; of the more complete Monument 
41 she observes that, given the absence of most anatomical 
features, it "can hardly be a pictorial representation; it is 
more like a composition of signs of conventional meaning: 
a visage and gesture."8 Even in the more developed phase 
characterized by the later incised celts, the source of these 
forms in the canonical tradition is reflected in their 
anthropomorphic placement, roughly where they would 
be were they part of a complete figural depiction. This 
source is also suggested by the full range of variation of 

celt iconography. Only one surface on an Olmec-style 
celt is carved. On celts with relief-carving,9 the entire 
surface is carved, so that the celt itself constitutes a single 
figure; on a few incised ce lts,10 a single figure is depicted, 
occupying most of the available space. The anthropomor­
phic organization of the majority of incised celts, with the 
upper portion consisting of elements excised from an 
anthropomorphic model, is therefore simply a variation 
on a more traditional iconographic pattern characterizing 
the carved celts and some incised ones. Finally, while the 
source of the excised forms was iconographic, they may 
well have influenced Mesoamerican writing-or indeed 
have led to it. Several hieroglyphic signs for verbs were 
depictions of body parts involved in the performance of 
the activities referred to by the verb (sitting, running, 
letting blood, holding/having or grasping something, 
flinging with a spear thrower, casting grains or droplets). 

Compared to the holistic, gestalt type of 
interpretation to which pictorial representation of a figure 
or scene is subject, the effect of these practices is to focus 
attention on particular ideas and events that the segmental 
elements convey and to compactly convey sequences of 
events; they admit the representation both of a sequence 
of ritual activities and of its supernatural and social con­
text. An example is provided by the Humboldt celt (figure 
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1 e), as we interpret it. 11 At the top of the celt, the accoutre­
ments of war and rulership are placed together in the 
position of the head of an imaginary figure. The figure's 
braceleted arms are depicted immediately below in a 
gesture later used as a greeting to a locallord. 12 This is the 
extent of depiction of this figure, or at least of its first 

instance. Below the arms is another complex (of uncertain 
significance, though it has some suggestive analogues in 
Maya writing), which surmounts an outstretched, brace­
leted hand and wrist. Whatever its meaning, 13 it seems 
very likely to indicate a different event from the gesture 
of greeting. 

In its isolation of discrete event refer­

ences by discrete groups of graphic elements, this icon­
ographic system appears on the verge of a rudimentary 
logography like that of Protoliterate Sumerian. It differs 
in that it probably bore no direct relation to language, 
and the most proximate elements of the discrete groups 
are generally related by depictive pictorial relations: the 
relation of the possible casting hand to the associated 

objects, and the position of both arms and hands relative 
to one another in the greeting. However, in these respects 
it is not so far removed from the earliest hieroglyphic 
systems that, seemingly, supplanted it; several of the later, 
written forms sometimes have a pictorially-motivated 
spatial organization which often renders them interpret­
able mainly via pictorial, rather than linguistic, convention. 

When more than one segmental form is 
used in an iconographic "statement" on a celt, these forms 
are intrinsically organized relative to one another in space. 
Typically, there are two such forms, or groups of forms. 
In these cases, the organization adopted is essentially 
anatomical realism, largely interpretable in terms of 
standard pictorial conventions: forms pertaining to the 
headdress are placed at the top; next highest is the head; 
next highest the hands or arms; and next the torso or leg 
regions. Most of these elements are optional, although 
when any of them occur at least a head or headdress 
elements are among them. The organization deviates from 
that in pictorial representation, in that the segmental 

forms occur in free space rather than being joined anato­
mically by overt indications of intermediate portions of 
the implied figure-the minimum deviation required by 
the use of segmental forms . They also differ in subtler 
details. For example, some of the accoutrements signalling 
status and role appear to have been objects held upright 
alongside the head; they are grouped above with head­

dress elements, which were perhaps the archetypical 
examples of status symbols in Mesoamerica. 

~\ 
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An extension of these organizing principles is required 
when more than one iconographic statement is involved, 
as on the Humboldt Celt. While the first statement can be 
recorded in a traditional way, a second gesture performed 
by the same individual must be placed in relation to the 
other forms on the celt. The bias in such an extension 
seems most likely to involve the traditional record of one 
statement, with the second appended spatially in some 
way. An anatomically correct placement is impossible in 
the case of multiple gestural or manual statements; the 
vertically-elongated orientation both of the celts and of 
standing anthropomorphic forms biases in favor of its 
placement below rather than alongside the first statement. 
Thus, multiple statements produce a vertical columnar 
sequence of segmental visual forms or form groups in free 

94 space; they thereby reinforce the deviations from the pic­
torial conventions of other genres of Olmec art and pro­
duce an organization homologous to the sequence of syn­
tactically clause-level conceptual structures in language. 14 

Accordingly, the principles of celt 
iconography appear to have provided bases for those of 
writing. In fact, if some of the segmental iconographic 
elements below the head on these celts were simply 
standardized in size or format, they would be readily 
interpreted as a hieroglyphic text. We suspect that 
something very much like this did happen as writing 
emerged from this special iconography, and a fully 
developed example of the result may be reflected on the 
El Sitio celt (figure 1 c): one side presents a headdress, deity 
mask and lower body in standard precursor format, and 
the other a single column of text in what appears to be a 
primitive form of the Isthmian (epi-Olmec) tradition. 

This hypothesis cannot yet be tested 
directly. Too few of the inscribed ceremonial celts have 
been recovered, especially in controlled excavations, to 
provide adequate documentation for the precursor system 
itself. There is some indirect support beyond the similar­
ity in representational conventions. If writing was emer­
ging in this way from the system of celt iconography, 
being in effect merely a later form of that representational 
system, then it was doing so in the context of whatever 
func~ions the celts were serving. Celts and early writing 
do, in fact, appear to have been used in connection with 
comparable types of ritual activity relating to the power 
and prestige of individual political leaders. The columnar 
format of the earliest scripts would also follow from such 
an origin, the iconographic format of celt iconography 
itself being basically columnar. 
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Writing and Narrative Pictography 

The only well-developed alternative hypothesis for 
iconographic origins of Mesoamerican writing is due to 
Hanns Prem. 15 He argues that the crucial precursor to 
writing is a system of narrative pictography, a codified 
iconographic system for recording historical events. Prem 
assumes that narrative pictography derives from represen­
tational art, a development that "is rather hazy and at best 
is to be recognized in an intensified conventionalization" 
of iconographic systems that included transparently 
depictive forms as well as abstract icons. He appears to 
have in mind the kinds of conventionalized gestures, pos­
tures, accoutrements and contexts that are the basis for 
interpreting the Mixtec manuscripts,16 and in fact the 
prototypical examples of narrative pictography are the 
Mixtec and other manuscript traditions of highland Mex- 95 

ico. Prem concludes that "This tendency of narrative pic-
tography to produce independent conventional signs offers 
the basis for the development of a true writing system." 

We see little evidence for an Olmec narra­
tive pictography. Sequential information of any sort is 
rare in Olmec-style art, whose symbolism is far more 
propositional than narrative. Prem's criterion of intensi­
fied conventionalization, applied either to symbolic forms 

or to their organization, leads to the same conclusion: the 
few possible narrative sequences in Olmec-style relief 
sculpture exhibit, if anything, less symbolic conventional­
ization than do static presentations in the style. In 
Mesoamerica, at least, it appears rather that narrative 
pictography emerged from a complex system in which 
pictorial imagery was associated with increasingly 
restricted written annotations (see The Oaxacan Tradi­
tion, below). Writing helped foster the development of a 
true narrative pictography; it did not develop from one. 

In addressing the development of writing 
from Olmec-style iconography, it is useful to separate the 
issues of conventionalization of sign forms, independence 
(our "segmenting") of sign forms and narrative. They 
relate, according to Prem, in that narrative pictography 
fostered independent (segmental), conventional symbols 
that would come to be used in writing; however, it is 
iconographic conventionalization more than separateness 
of forms that is most evident in narrative pictography. 
For us, it is the organization of visual forms that was of 
primary importance in the evolution of writing from 

iconography. Functionally, conventionalization of in­
dividual visual forms has no necessary, intrinsic relation 
to their organization; in contrast, independence of forms 
is, by definition, organizational, and mubclausal state-
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ments entail organization, relative to one another, of 

forms corresponding to the separate clauses. Thus, nar­
rative has a very different role, if any, in our picture of the 
emergence of writing: chronologically, it is near the end 
rather than the beginning of the development; function­
ally, whatever effect it may have had was not by spawning 
increased conventionalization of gesture, pose, clothing 
and architectural context but by forcing the extension of 
representational principles that had originally differed far 
less substantially from those of representational art. 

Though it may have had some limited 
role, we do not attach much importance to the conven­
tionalization of symbols, at least for the origin of Meso­
american writing from its iconography. According to our 
scenario, visual forms should have been presentable in an 
iconographic source for writing in any way that they were 
presented for the same communicative purposes in 
iconography; it is not their form but their relation to 
other segmental visual forms that we take to be crucial for 
the development of a linguistic interpretive framework for 
the graphic system. This is exemplified in early Meso­
american writing by the range of viewing angles and, to 
some extent, postures of Mayan hand gestures 17 and of 
both Mayan and Zapotec seating signs (figure 2) . Concern­
ing the celts in particular, we see no evidence that the vis­
ual forms inscribed on the celts are conventionalizations 
of visual forms in pictorial representations. Rather, what 
is conventionalized in the celts are the small deviations 
from the traditional pictorial patterns of organization of 
visual forms, and these, we claim, are leading to writing 
via their homology with clause sequences in language. 

We also differ with Prem concerning the 
sources of celt iconography and its relation to writing. 
He briefly relates celt iconography to narrative pictogra­
phy in a passage18 which, if we are interpreting it correctly, 
expresses doubt concerning a direct relation between the 
celt iconography and writing. He considers celt iconogra­
phy to exhibit "a self-sufficiency of form which derives 
from narrative picture writing." This "self-sufficiency" 
seems to be equivalent to his earlier "independent 
conventional signs," a reference to the rendering of just 
one part of an anthropomorphic figure, such as a gestur­
ing arm, to convey what it would in a full depiction of the 
figure. This would agree with Proskouriakoff's character­
ization of San Lorenzo Monument 41 and with our own 
presentation. We are also agreed that the conventions have 
their source in Olmec-style art. However, we see no 
evidence that celt iconography grew out of a specifically 
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narrative iconographic system. Celts typically carry static 
presentations, with the rarer narrative pattern seemingly 
interpretable within the format of the static celt iconogra­
phy. Prem's further comments on celt iconography seem 
to emphasize the distinctness of the tradition from that of 
writing, while allowing that the visual forms involved 
could have been part of a broader inventory of symbols 
that were as a whole becoming the signs of a script. In 
contrast, we take the iconography of incised ritual celts to 
be the proximate source of writing. 

Common Features of Early Mesoamerican Writing 

Across its history, Mesoamerican writing appears in di­
verse guises. The earliest scripts, however, appear rather 
similar to one another. Since the decipherment of most of 
these scripts is in a quite rudimentary state, these similari­
ties are discussed initially with respect to the visual organ­
ization of these systems. As in other scripts, most texts 
have several levels of visual organization: component fea­
tures of signs (not discussed here); signs; complexes of 
signs; columns or rows of sign complexes; and text seg­
ments of columns and/or rows. A persistent relationship 
between iconography and early writing affected this vi­
sual system up to the level of sign complexes: not only 
were most signs, effectively, pictorial renderings consis­
tent with the local art style, but signs and components of 

signs were often organized according to iconic principles 
even when they conflicted with the reading order. In 
these respects, they recall the organization of ritual celt 
iconography. 

Iconicity: Sign Form and Sign Value 

Many or most signs in most of the scripts are depictively 
transparent. Easily recognized objects were simply depict­
ed in a characteristic view: for example, pyramids, ball 
courts, hills, shields, hatchets. Their depictive conventions 
also appear to continue, and probably to elaborate, those 
of the precursor iconography. The pars pro toto depictive 
convention not only related sign forms and sign values in 
references to animate beings that were depicted but also 
in references to an individual whose name was a word for 
that being. Not only were events involving manual acti­

vity portrayed by hands in an appropriate pose, accom­
panied by the primary manipulated objects, but also other 
actions performed by individuals were depicted by pre­
senting the primary parts of the body involved in the 
performance: for seating in office, a view of the crossed 
legs and waist in full-profile, half-profile or full-frontal 
view (figure 2); for genital bloodletting, a kneeling torso 
with blood issuing forth (figure 3 ) .19 
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FIGURE 2 

Mesoamerican signs 
for seating in office. 

Zopotec 
a. Monte Alban Ste la 12; 

b. Monte Alban Stela 15; 

c. Monte Alban Tablet 14; 
d. Monte Alban Stela 2. 

Preclossic Maya-lzapon: 

e. Maya text on a stone 

pectoral , Dumbarton Oaks . 

f. El Parton Monument 1; 
g. Maya monument of un­

known provenance, now 

in the Seattle Art Museum; 

Early Classic Mayo: 
h. Leyden Placque, with mu 

98 
phonetic complement suffixed 

(for Yucatecan *kum, Cholan 

*cum "to sit"); 

i. Leyden Placque, with 

probable -l-ax grammatical 

suffix for completive aspect; 

j. lxtelha cave mural ; 

k. Yaxchilan Lintel 11 ; 
I. Tikal Stela 21 ; 

m. Pomona Tablet 1; 
n. Palenque Palace Tablet. 

VISIBLE LANGUAGE/ voJum c X~ II number I 

0 . b. d. 

E ) 

e. g 

h. k. 

n. 



w 1 NT E R 1 9 9 o 1 justeson/mathews 

0 . 

b. c. 

d. e . 
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FIGURE 3 

Sign complex for male 
genital bloodletting. 
a. Posture of Maya genital 

bloodletting : iconographic 

depiction, Huehuetenango 

vase. Maya genital blood­
letting sign, depicting a hu­

man seated torso in position 

to perform genital blood­

letting, with sign for "stone" 

in lap possibly for penis; 

words for stone mean "penis," 

"testicle(s), " or both in many 

Mayan languages. 

b. Tikal Stela 31 ; 

c.Tikal Stela 12. 

La Mojarra Stela 7: 
d. sign depicting a human 

seated torso in position to 

perform genital bloodletting, 

with blood issuing forth from 

the loins; followed immedi­

ately by penis sign with two 

wounds or scars visible on 

the shaft. 

e. Another instance of the 

scarified penis sign. 

f. Maya penis-and-testicles 
sign, Copan Temple 18, with 

twin wounds or scars. 
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!conicity : Sign Organization 

and Syntactic Organization 

Spatial proximity was used to signal a close interpretive 
relationship among visual units, in particular syntactic 
relations among signs. This is most readily demonstrated 
using calendrical signs, whose syntactic interpretation is 
clear; usually, they consist of a numeral + noun construc­
tion. A numeral often abuts the sign for the noun it modi­
fies, less often other adjacent signs; when they do not abut 
each other, the numeral and modified sign are typically 
separated by less space than separates either from any 
other adjoining sign. Non-numerical compounds, when 
we recognize them, behave similarly. In the Zapotec 
script, for example, a year was referred to by adjoining 
the headdress of a particular deity 20 above the sign com­
plex for the ritual calendar day that named that year.21 

Whether or not this differential spacing was intentional,22 

it constitutes a level of visual organization of signs into 
sign complexes. 

This level of sign organization by juxta­
position is often iconically motivated, as exemplified by 
the lightning god headdress just discussed- it is effective­
ly being "worn" as headdress by the ritual calendar day 
naming the year. There are many noncalendrical exam­
ples, such as the seating sign (figure 4). In Preclassic Zapo­
tec texts, the seating sign is often surmounted by a direct­
ly adjoining sign; in one case (figure 4a), on Monte Alban 
Stela 15, the surmounting sign is a jaguar head that a par­
allel text helps secure as the ruler's name.23 On (Isthmian) 
La Mojarra Stela 1 (A.D. 156), a "lord" or "ruler" sign 
adjoins a platform throne sign immediately below (figure 

4b ), indicating the seating/placement of a named individu­
al as ruler. 24 And on (Maya-Izapan) El Porton Monument 
1 (c. 450-350 B.C.)/ 5 a seating sign adjoins another sign 

immediately below it (figure 4c), plausibly a seat of some 
sort/ 6 these two signs together may indicate seating on the 
throne, of an individual probably named in the following 
blocks. In all these cases, the juxtaposition of signs cap­
~ures an essentially iconic relationship: a jaguar head 
naming the ruler is placed upon the ruler's seated body; a 
head sign for ruler or rulership is upon the throne; the 
seated body of the ruler is upon a seat. 

Another type of visual unit akin to these 
sign complexes is a more intimate visual union, either of 
signs (figure 5c-e) or of depictive elements that together 
form a single sign (figure 5a,b ). In these units, one sign or 
element is cradled or entwined in another; this is typical 
of signs depicting hands holding objects, where a finger or 
thumb may cradle an object, or the hand may wrap 
around part of an object. 
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FIGURE 4 

Iconic compounds 
for seating of rulers 
on thrones . 
a. A lord Jaguar seated, 

Monte Alban Stela 15 

(Zapotec); 

b. lord on his throne, 

La Mojarra Stela 1 (Isthmian); 

c. seating, possibly on an 

object, El Porion Monument 1 

(Maya-lzapan). 

FIGURE 5 

Depictive sign complexes. 
a. Hand grasping a rattle or, 

more likely, a mace; Monte 

AI ban Stela 12 (Zapotec) . 

b. Hand grasping a spear­

thrower; Tikal Stela 31 (Maya) . 

c. Hand holding or grasping 

an unidentified object; Monte 

Alban Stela 15 (Zapotec). 

d. "Ahau-in-hand," conveying 

the grasping ( *b'ak' J of a 

scepter of supreme authority; 

jade placque, probably from 

Rio Azul (Maya) . 

e. Inverted, formal analogue 

of d., from La Mojarra Stela 1 

(Isthmian). 
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a. 

0 . 

c. 

The iconic organization of sign complex­
es and complex signs creates semantically coherent group­
ings of units that normally form well-defined syntactic 
constituents of a sentence. In the examples above, mani­
pulation of objects normally involves predicates, such as 
"casts incense" combining a verb and direct object; seat­
ings normally involve subject and intransitive verb; and 
the year sign with day position defines a named year, 
whether as a noun phrase or equational predicate. To­
gether with the effects of simple juxtaposition of related 
units, as in the numeral + day name compounds, this level 
of sign organization was a level of both visual and 
syntactic organization of the script. 

b. c. 

b. 

d. e . 
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In some cases, however, the sequencing 
implicit in the iconic organization of signs conflicted with 
the linear sequence of corresponding units in language, 
particularly in Zapotec and Mayan but perhaps not in the 
(probably Mixe-Zoquean) Isthmian texts, because verbs 
characteristically precede both subjects and objects in 
Zapotec and Mayan. In iconically motivated sign com­
plexes and complex signs, signs referring to the subject or 
object of the verb may precede the sign for the verb: 
objects held in hands are typically above them (figure 5c-d); 

names of persons being seated may be upon the seating 
verb (figure 4a). Headdress elements in Olmec iconogra­
phy provide a comparable example. Several of these ele­
ments end up designating titles or offices in Southeastern 
scripts, both Isthmian and Mayan, where they continue to 
be represented in headdress position.27 Reading order in 
Isthmian is unknown, but in Mayan they are demonstra­
bly read after the units they surmount.28 Such cases 
suggest conceptual interpretation via iconographic 

conventions for depictive referents of visual elements and 
their spatial organization, not a direct rendering into 

language via linguistic correspondences (sign values). In 
other cases, sign organization and word order are not in 
conflict; nouns for locations normally follow verbs in all 
three language groups, as in the "seating on throne" 

compounds of figure 4. 
In Southeastern writing and perhaps in 

Zapotec writing as well, spatial organization was used in 
some contexts to clarify the interpretation of sign groups. 
In the Southeastern area during the Late Preclassic, nu­
merals were appended on the left of day signs rather than 
above them if the numeral would otherwise appear to be 
part of an immediately preceeding column of digits in a 
place value count of days leading to the ritual calendar 
date.29 Not long thereafter (c. A.D. 100-400) in the Zapotec 
area, numerals were also appended alongside (typically 

left of), rather than below, associated signs/0 as on Monte 
Alban Stela 1. Names of ritual calendar days sometimes 
serve calendrically as dates, but often they were used as 
personal names or as names for years, both common 

practices in most of Mesoamerica. Numerals are appended 
alongside the deity headdress associated with names for 

years and alongside day names that appear to function as 
personal names, but we are not confident that any case 
refers to a date. Since this orthographic practice is not 
found with day names clearly used as dates, we suspect 
that these numeral + noun compounds are for personal 
and year-names; if so, they would conflict with Zapotec 
word order, and constitute an orthographic convention 
aiding semantic interpretation. A few might be simple 
numeral + noun constructions, in which numerals precede 
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nouns in Zapotec, as is usual in Mesoamerican languages. 

Reading Order 

In all the earliest scripts, text is organized into columns 
of signs or sign complexes. Apparent instances of row 
format are rare, almost always consist of a single row 
(which is also, of course, a series of columns, each of 
which contains only one sign complex), and are virtually 
restricted to rims and borders. A deviation developed in 
the Maya-Izapan group: in segments of text with multiple 
columns, columns were read in pairs.31 Columns are read 
from top to bottom: in text regions with multiple, conti­
guous columns, the tops of columns always align at least 
as closely as the bottoms, and often the tops align neatly 
while the bottoms are ragged. Within contiguous sections 
of text, reading is normally from left to right: this can be 
demonstrated by sign sequences that occur both within a 
single column and split across columns, the first half 
reaching the bottom of one column and the second half 
starting at the top of the adjacent column on the right. 32 

Rare cases of right to left order are motivated by very 
limited compositional circumstances, discussed below. 

On monuments presenting both scene 
and text, several segments of text may be spatially sepa­
rate, the placement of these segments typically adapted to 
open space left by the scene. For example, many monu­
ments are organized visually around a central figure or 
iconographic motif; signs may be grouped in short col­
umns alongside or axially, and text segments placed var­
iously with respect to the figure may be read starting with 
segments to the right, to the left or in the center. Elabora­
tions of these formats in iconographic context appear to 
be the basis for a greater variety of later visual formats for 
s1gn sequences. 

In early Mesoamerican scripts, signs de­
picting figures or heads in profile face in the direction 
from which one reads, a practice also characteristic of an­
cient writing in the Old World. Throughout the history 
of these scripts, reversal of reading order is accompanied 
by a reversal in the orientation of signs, again a typical 
practice worldwide. Such reversals are adopted for com­
positional reasons. Except in the case of screenfold manu­
scripts, they almost always involve exactly two text seg­
ments facing one another, usually in a central position 
architecturally (e.g., around a doorway) and usually ac­
companying a figure facing left or right; a reversed seg­
ment faces either with an accompanying figure placed 
above or below it, or toward an accompanying figure 
placed alongside it. Similar conditions typify Egyptian 
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text segment reversal. The practice is rare in Mesoameri­
can monumental inscriptions, the prime example in the 
Preclassic being La Mojarra Stela 1. Probably beginning 
in the Late Classic period, screenfold books in the Oaxa­
can tradition used a boustrophedon pattern in narrative 
pictography; by this time, however, sign complexes were 
limited to one-word captions to portions of iconography 
and have no sequential textual organization. 

Common Origin of Mesoamerican Writing 

While these visual features may be inherited from a sy­
stem ancestral to the Oaxacan and Southeastern scripts, 
they do not constitute evidence for the existence of such 
an ancestor. Single-column format, top-to-bottom order 
within columns, left-to-right order of the columns them­

selves and profile head signs facing in the direction from 
which they are read, all are typical of the earliest Old 
World scripts; universal patterns are not criteria for gene­
tic relationship. Some kinds of content are also typical of 
royal inscriptions elsewhere: chiefly, the ruler's genealogi­
cal justification for rulership; key historical events leading 
up to his rule, including birth, marriage, and accession; 
propagandistic boasts concerning warfare, raiding and hu­
man sacrifice; and celebrations of regular, scheduled ritu­
als by the political elite. Finally, most signs evidently 
shared among different script traditions are transparently 
depictive, and their depictive norms relate to the represen­
tational art of their respective cultures. They may, there­
fore, reflect shared content rather than a common script 
tradition. For example, a footprint or series of footprints 
is used to indicate travel or a path in highland Mexican 

iconography, on an Olmec monument from La Vema and 
in Maya iconography and hieroglyphic writing (where it 
also had the phonetic readings be and bi, based on a de­
scendant of proto-Mayan '';b 'e:h "road, path"). 

Other shared features are specifically 
Mesoamerican. A few signs involve what appear to be con­
ventionalized or depictively arbitrary features providing 
evidence of relationship. A prime example is the use of 
bar-and-dot numerals, a bar conveying 5, a dot conveying 
1, with numbers from 1 to 19 formed additively by a hori­
zontal stack of bars surmounted by 0 to 4 dots. Another 
widely attested feature is the use of a cartouche surround­
ing most d<!y signs, when they function as such. A rectan­
gular field was frequently infixed at the wrist in signs 
depicting hands, a feature with no known depict~ve basis. 
Some shared content, including the recording of days in 
the ritual calendar and of certain rituals, is also specific to 
Mesoamerica; while these could arise from cultural in­
teraction rather than being an inherited practice, they do 
typify the precursor system and, thus, suggest common 
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descent, whether or not through the intermediacy of an 
ancestral script. 

The historical interpretation of these 
Mesoamerican elements is not yet clear. The sharing of 
many can be explained as a common inheritance from the 
precursor system as readily as from a common writing 
system. The iconic aspects of the visual organization of 
Preclassic writing-the iconic organization of depictive 
elements with respect to one another and to depictively 
abstract signs-look very much like the conventions of 
the precursor iconography. The isolation of heads to 
represent individuals, of hands to represent manual acti­
vities, and of headdresses and headbands to represent 
statuses or offices, are all attested in early writing as well 
as in Olmec-style celt iconography. Bar-and-dot numera­
tion may go back to the precursor system; Michael Coe 
suggests it is much older than writing/3 and it does seem 
to be attested in Olmec-style iconography outside of the 
celts.34 Indeed, it may be the juxtaposition of these nu­
merals with depictions of the referents of day names that 
led to the emergence of writing from a pre-existing graph­
ic system not aligned with language.35 A few signs in 
Zapotec and Southeastern writing seem to go back to the 
precursor system as well: the deity headdress becomes 
the Zapotec year sign, evolving into the year signs and 
lightning god headdresses of both the Mixtec and Aztec; 
and headdress elements of rulers show up in Isthmian 
texts for statuses or offices. Since precursor iconography 
was part of a shared ceremonial complex, it could have 
given rise to different scripts separately in different areas, 
or it could have evolved into writing as part of the 
ceremonial complex. 

There are some indications that a 
common Mesoamerican script did emerge from the shared 
precursor iconography since a very few features shared by 
the scripts do not show up in Olmec-style art. The clear­
est indicators are the cartouches around day signs and the 
field infix at the wrist of hand signs. Less definite evidence 
comes from the representation of seating in office, using 
disembodied, cross-legged, seated haunches; the body­
part convention was rarely applied to the lower body in 
surviving examples of precursor iconography, and the 
theme of inauguration in office is not yet known from 
that iconography (it is treated in the more usual variants 
of the Olmec style) . And since the precursor system is 
part of a ceremonial complex thought to be shared 
throughout Preclassic Mesoamerica, and since the func­
tion of the earliest surviving texts is political, it makes 
sense to see writing as simply a variant form of precursor 
iconography emerging in the context of political use of 
that iconography in ritual. However, the evidence for an 
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ancestral script is too sparse to preclude the possibility 
that two regionally distinct hieroglyphic systems emerged 
and developed separately from precursor iconography. 

There is in fact some reason for suspec­
ting that separate scripts emerged from the precursor sys­
tem, the iconography of ritual celts . Although we suggest 

above that writing effectively replaced this precursor sys­
tem, the two co-existed at c. 600-500 B.C. Writing is found 
on at least one monument from La Venta, and precursor 
iconography apparently survived at that site until its fall 
(c. 600-500 B.C.36

) since one example was placed in an 
offering during its last construction phase. The ceremo­
nial complex, of which the precursor to writing was a 

part, is unknown outside the Olmec region after this time. 
Writing existed in both the Olmec and Zapotec areas by 

706 500 B.C., in clearly distinct written traditions by 400 B.C. 

This timing for the emergence of writing is rather 
suspicious: it appears to be associated with the fall of the 
shared ceremonial complex and its iconography, and with 
development of several autonomous incipient states. 
The changing nature of political ritual in these last days 
of the shared ceremonial complex may have been related 
to the changing nature of the symbol system used in as­
sociation with it. If so, writing as a variant form of pre­
cursor iconography was supplanting the classical form 
of that iconography, and doing so in the context of a 
replacement of the shared ceremonial complex by auto­
nomous regional developments. This points to the emer­
gence of separate hieroglyphic systems from the precursor 
via the process of state formation, as regionally distinctive 
developments from a decreasingly shared iconography no 
longer restricted to ritual celts. 

The Emerge11ce of Regio11al Traditio liS 

By c. 500 B.C., writing evidently existed throughout 
southern Mesoamerica at sites that had participated in the 
Formative ceremonial complex. One badly weathered 
text, tentatively dated to the period c. 700-500 B.C., has 
been found at Chalcatzingo,37 a highland Mexican site 
with Olmec-style monuments. A possible day name is 
recorded in association with the depiction of a sacrificial 

victim from San Jose Mogote, a regional center in the 
Valley of Oaxaca,38 by 700-500 B.C., and a genuine text 
tradition was in place by c. 400 B.C. at Monte Alban, 
the capital of the newly founded Zapotec state. An un­
deciphered columnar text (c. 600 B.C.) is found on Monu­
ment 13 from La Venta, a major center of Olmec civiliza­
tion; dated texts in the descendant Southeastern tradition 
begin c. 50 B.C. Another textual monument was erected c. 
450-350 B.C. at El Porton, a site in the northern Guate­
mala highlands that did not participate in the Formative 
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ceremonial complex: some of its hieroglyphs relate stylist­
ically to the iconography of the southern Guatemala high­
lands and Pacific coast,39 a region that had participated in 
the ceremonial complex. 

Several diagnostic traits allow the attested 
examples of writing to be separated pretty clearly into 
two distinct script traditions. 40 One is part of the Valley of 
Oaxaca tradition first attested on the monument from San 
Jose Mogote; in origin it was probably a Zapotec system, 
but it later came to be used by Mixtec and then Nahua 
speakers, among others. The other is an essentially Olmec 
tradition, the Southeastern Mesoamerican. It continued 
with no obvious change into the Isthmian regional tradi­
tion,41 whose geographic distribution correlates closely 
with that of Zoquean languages. 42 Maya-Izapan writing, 
probably an offshoot of the Southeastern tradition, deve­
loped a unique pattern of visual organization and was the 
only script tradition in Mesoamerica from which a sub­
stantial corpus survives. 

THE OAXACAN TRADITION 

The Zapotec region provides the fullest corpus of texts 
from the Middle and Late Preclassic periods. The 
identification of its texts with Zapotec specifically was 
long suspected and is now generally accepted; the best 
hieroglyphic evidence is the suffixing of numerals to 
names of ritual calendar days,43 an exotic feature in Me­

soamerican languages, and it is also suggested by the evi­
dence for linguistic continuity in the region. While there 
have been attempts to demonstrate an association between 
signs in the script and particular Zapotec words,44 the evi­
dence is not compelling.45 Extremely terse records in the 
same script are found in the Mixtec highlands during the 
era 200 B.C. - A.D. 100.46 The script was apparently in­
troduced into the Mixtec lowlands (the Nuifie region) by 
the same era although surviving texts are from the suc­
ceeding archaeological phase (A.D. 100-400).47 Nahua 
writing is probably also its descendant, being quite similar 
to Mixtec manuscript writing in its restriction of content 
to proper names (place names, personal names and day 
names), in the conventions used to represent them and in 
the signs used to represent day names. 

The representational principles of the 
Zapotec script have not been investigated explicitly. Deci­
pherment research has generally proceeded on logograph­
ic assumptions. The possibility that Zapotec writing was 
partly phonetic was raised very early by Caso;48 he even­
tually came to believe that Zapotec place-name spellings 
were probably in part phonetic49 though as yet there is not 
direct, internal evidence for this.50 Whittaker states expli-
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citly though without supporting argumentation, that the 
system was logographic. 51 It can be demonstrated, at 
least, that the script was largely logographic, and, like 
Whittaker, we believe its principles were comparable to 
those of pre-Sargonic Sumerian writing. 

The key to this demonstration;as to al­
most all decipherment work in Mesoamerican scripts, is 
provided by calendrical records. Days in the ritual calen­
dar are almost always followed by a numeral in bar-and­
dot notation; this reflects the structure of calendrical 
names, a juxtaposition of a word for a numeral between 
1 and 13 with one of twenty day names. The ritual calen­
dar record is often followed immediately by the so-called 
"Glyph W," a sign followed by a numeral between 1 and 
18; formerly thought to represent a month name,52 Glyph 

108 W appears to record a count, or a station in a count, of an 
as yet undetermined time period. 53 

Using ritual calendar records, Glyph W 
and the year names, often only one sign intervenes bet­
ween successive calendrical statements. For example, on 
Monte Alban Stela 13 (figure 6b) is a column of four com­
pounds: a year bearer, a sign depicting a hand grasping a 
mace or rattle, a ritual day position and four Glyph W 
time units. The hand sign is evidently logographic, quite 
possibly for a verb concerning an event such as warfare or 
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sacrifice. Other signs, depictively transparent, have logo­
graphic analogues in other Mesoamerican scripts whose 
meanings are contextually appropriate; the best example is 
the seating sign discussed above (figures 2, 4 and 6a, c, e), 

associated with accession to supreme power. The logo­
graphic nature of some signs can be established by con­
textual analysis; for example, the seating sign is usually 
closely followed by a sign depicting a tied pouch or 
bundle54 (figure 6c, e), bundles being associated with ac­
cession both glyphically and iconographically among the 
Maya,55 and glyphically in the Isthmian script (see below) . 

This leaves relatively few sign groups for 
possible interpretation as partially phonetic spellings, and 
there is no evidence for a subset of signs from which the 
members of these residues are drawn, i.e., for a syllabary 
used in purely phonetic spellings. Indeed, there were pro- 109 

bably no simple phonetic signs of this sort. Proto-Zapotec 
roots were mostly of two syllables, each consisting of a 
single consonant followed by a vowel (CV), 56 so it would 
be difficult for rebus phoneticism to take root.57 Thus far, 
there is no evidence of even this sort of phonetic represen-
tation for a Zapotec sign, but such usage did eventually 
develop in Mixtec writing, an offshoot of the Zapotec 
tradition. 

e . 

FIGURE 6 

Early Zapotec texts 
from Monte Alban. 
a . Stela 12; 
b. Stela 13; 
c. Stela 15; 
d. Stela 17; 

e. Stela 2, left side. 
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The Mixtec manuscripts use a logo­
graphic system of representation for personal and place 
names.58 Rebus is extensively used in the Mixtec place 
names, as well as in the Aztec system, which evidently 
descends from the same tradition (figure 7). The most 
common Mixtec use of rebus is to provide a phonetic cue 
(i.e., a phonetic complement-M.E. Smith's "phonetic in­
dicators") to the interpretation of a morpheme represent­
ed in a depictively transparent way (M.E. Smith's "pri­
mary signs"); see figure 7b. In addition, rebus is some·­
times used as the sole sign representing the morpheme 
(Smith's "phonetic transfer"); see figure 7c, f. At least in 
later, Aztec inscriptions, the two were combined, with 

rebus complements to rebus logograms; see figure 7e. 
The Zapotec place signs are constructed similarly to the 
Mixtec, and seem to be the historical source of the Mixtec 
system of place name representation; this is in fact how 
their function was recognized. 59 However, all the signs in 
the Zapotec place name compounds appear to function 
logographically or iconographically, and are so interpret­
ed by both Marcus and Whittaker. Few contain enough 
signs for any to serve as a secondary indicator. This con­
trast adds to the evidence for strict logographic represen­
tation without rebus in the early Zapotec texts. None­
theless, rebus representation, as simple logograms or as 
phonetic complements to other logograms, could easily 
exist in the uninterpreted portion of the Zapotec corpus. 

In Sumerian, Egyptian, Chinese and 
Mayan hieroglyphic writing, rebus is repeatedly the 
prime basis for the development of non-logographic 
phonetic values for signs that were originally logographs. 
In Egyptian, this is reflected in the orthographic prin­
ciples of phonetic representation. Different inflected 
forms of roots can be produced by varying the root vow­
el so that before grammatical variations were represented, 
the same sign represented forms differing phonologically 
in the vowel associated with the root. The phonological 
principles of the script were indeed based on consonants 
only. Similarly, tonal variation served inflectional pur­
poses in Mixtec, and tonal variation was legitimate in 
Mixtec rebuses. 60 

The Zapotec hieroglyphic system show­
ed substantial evolution in its visual organization. The 
conquest tablets of Mound J at Monte Alban (200 B.C.­

A.D. 100) present an iconographic representation of the 
conquest of a named place during a named year, with a 
glyphic text proceeding from this central design. 61 This 
pattern is close to that of the Olmec-style precursor 

iconography from which, we have argued, Mesoamerican 
writing derives, but it is not the only attested pattern. 
Simple day name captions accompany depictions of cap-
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FIGURE 7 

Rebus representation 

in Mixtec and Aztec 

place names . 

Mixtec spellings: 

a. Depictively transparent 

pictorial/ logographic 

representation of Yucu Yusi 

"Hill of the Turquo ise 

Jewel," by a depictive sign 

for "hill" with a depictive 

sign for "turquoise jewel" 

at its center; 

Codex Sanchez Solis . 

b. A depiction of a crad le 

(Mixtec dzoco "cradle"), 

added to a depiction of 

water well ing up, secures 

the reading of the latter 

as Mixtec dzoco "spring"; 

Lienzo de Jicayan. 

c. A depiction of a bundle 

of feathers (Mixtec yodzo 

" large feather") represents 

the word yodzo "plain"; 

Codex Bod ley. 

Aztec spellings, all 

from the Tizoc Stone: 

d. Soti-mil-ko, "Place of 

Flower Gardens," depicting 

flowers growing in a fie ld; 

-ko is a locative suffix . 

e. Akol-man or Akol-wakan, 

"Place Pertain ing to the 

Leader" or "Place of the 

Acol hua," with an arm 

aka/- for the root, and a­

"water" as complement . 

f. Cal-ko, probably for 

"Place of the Chalco 

(people)" or "Place of the 

Hollow," depicting a disk 

of green stone cal=ciw-. 
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tives, rarely as part of a lengthier text. Texts consisting of 
more than a few signs are typically organized into colum­
nar format, but shorter texts often are not. 

The same variety of formats characterizes 
the script during the period beginning c. A.D.l00-400, ex­
cept that examples involving both scene and text tend to 
be much more crowded, with small text segments crowd­
ed into small spaces of the scene rather than being pre­
sented alongside a scene in free space. 

A number of tablets attributed to the reg­
ion of Zaachila 62 begin to become important after A.D. 

100, during and after the era of Teotihuacan influence, and 
their general iconographic conception may have been in­
fluenced by the art of that Mexican center. However, the 
iconographic content of these monuments is obviously 
close to those of the individual registers of the Mixtec 
screenfold booksY Glyphically, they are sometimes much 
more elaborate than the later manuscripts, with many 
more names and/ or dates than a single manuscript regis­
ter; this is correlated with the use of text for narrative that 
in later manuscripts would be made more explicit in icon­
ographic depictions of the activities taking place on the 
dates mentioned or of the named people conducting them. 
Genuine texts in this period are relatively fewer, limited 
to standing shaft stelae, and consist mainly of dates. This 
period, then, probably sees the beginnings of the tradition 
of a complex narrative iconographic tradition on screen­
fold books,64 accompanied by simple captions giving day 
names (of people or days) and place names. The latter had 
been iconically rather more than linguistically organized 
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FIGURE 8 

Relationships between 
Maya and Isthmian signs . 
Examples a-d are Isthmian 

signs, e-h their Mayo 

correlates. 

a. Knotted cloth sign, 

for accession to office, 

La Mojarra Stela 1 ; 

b. "Ahau-in-hand" sign, 

La Mojarra Stela 1, with 

two dots in the "mouth" 

of the "Ahau" element 

held in the hand , and in 

the rectangular field infixed 

in the hand; 

c. so-called "i nitial sign," 

with characteristic 3-

hooked suffix, El Sitio celt; 

d . evidently, a count of 13 

days, 13-"hill-obsidian", 

La Mojarra Stela 1; 

e. knotted cloth sign, 

for accession to office, 

Piedras Negras Lintel 2; 

f. "Ahau-in-hand" sign, 

"grasp a scepter, " 

jade pectoral bead from 

Cenote of Sacrifice, 

Chichen ltza, with a 

U-shaped element in the 

"mouth" of the "Ahau" 

element held in the hand, 

and in the rectangular 

field infixed in the hand; 

g. " initial sign," with 

characteristic 3-hooked 

suffix, Balakbal Stela 5; 

h. a count of 9 days, 9-la-ta2, 

jade plaque probably from 

Rio Azul ; ta2 probably depicts 

an obsidian core (Cholan and 

Yucatecan Mayan * la:h 
'obsidian1

) . 

from earliest times; they remained so forever, except that 
rebus phoneticism and some phonetic complementation 

was introduced at least by the time of the screenfold 
books. Finally, it should be pointed out that this period 
evidently saw the birth of the tradition of narrative picto­

graphy of which the Mixtec manuscripts are the quintes­
sential example. That tradition emerged as the confluence 

of iconographic and textual traditions, its existence depen­
ding upon the earlier glyphic historical narrative tradition. 
True narrative pictography was an outcome of Mesoamer­

ican writing, not its source as Prem had suggested.65 

In some respects, our record of the Zapo­

tec script seems to reflect the political fortunes of its users. 
San Jose Mogote Monument 3 was dated by its excavators 

to the period c. 700-500 B.C.,66 which would make it the 
earliest inscribed monument from the region and perhaps 
in all Mesoamerica. Its signs differ stylistically from those 

of the next earliest Zapotec texts (c. 400 B.C.-A.D. 100) 

while agreeing with later forms (c. A.D. 100-900).67 How­

ever, the monument's early date is quite secure as it was 

recovered from a sealed stratigraphic context.68 The ab­
sence of its features from the earliest royal inscriptions, 

together with their later reintroduction, suggests their use 
throughout the period in families or communities that 

were not in the ascendancy at the time of the founding of 
the Zapotec state. 

THE SOUTHEASTERN TRADITION 

Southeastern Mesoamerican writing has two major 
branches, Isthmian and Maya-Izapan. 

Isthmian (Epi-0/mec) 

Isthmian writing is probably the direct descendant of the 

Olmec script attested on La Venta Monument 13. The 
system continued to Early Classic times in the Olmec 
heartland, and in its southerly extension into the Chiapas 

highlands. 69 The single most important monument of this 
tradition is the recently discovered La Mojarra Stela 1/0 

with about 520 signs, it is the longest non-Maya text in 

Mesoamerica. 
Several features providing evidence for a 

special historical relation between the Isthmian script 
and Maya-Izapan writing have been discussed else­

where/' the La Mojarra text provides additional signs 

that relate directly to Maya-Izapan signs and provide 
evidence for historical retention72 (figure 8). For example, a 

tied knot sign is associated with accession to royal power, 
the actual meaning of an identical sign in Mayan 
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writing. It is compounded with what appears to be a 
glyphic title and with what may be an accession bundle, 
and it is prefixed to a name of the ruler beginning with 
the occasion of his accession (marked by the "lord on his 
throne" compound, figure 4b ). The accession bundle 
theme was quite differently executed in the tied pouch 
sign of early Zapotec inscriptions, also relating to bundles 
containing accession ritual paraphernalia; this difference 
reflects the closer historic relationship of Isthmian and 
Maya-Izapan to each other than of either to Zapotec writ-
ing. Even more indicative are several signs, on the La Mo­
jarra stela, with rectangular infixed fields in which two 
punctations are infixed; these signs regularly correspond 
to early Maya signs of similar form, with corresponding 
infixed fields in which a single small circle or (in early 
times) U-shaped element is infixed. In securing historical 
relationship, this regular graphic correspondence among 
visually arbitrary elements is analogous to regular sound 
correspondences.73 Finally, several signs or compounds 
having no obvious Zapotec parallel suggest a special rela-
tion of Isthmian with Maya-Izapan writing; some are 
discussed in thesection on Maya-Izapan writing, below. 

Little can be said with assurance about the 
relation of Isthmian writing with language since the deci­
pherment of the script is in its infancy. Most signs with 
reasonably clear Mayan parallels are depictively transpar­
ent, probably logograms for words whose referents they 
depict; and most of the signs in Isthmian texts appear to 
be logographic. However, Zoquean word structurel4 
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would not inhibit the development of phonetic or gram- 9· 

matical signs75 and a few very frequent signs do appear to 
render grammatical particles or affixes, whether by rebus 
logograms or syllabic signs. A very substantial minority 
of Isthmian signs could well be syllabic or grammatical. 

Maya-lzapan 

The Izapan side of the Maya-Izapan subgroup is very 
poorly represented, a handful of Late Preclassic monu­
ments providing the entire corpus. There is nothing dis­
tinctly non-Maya about these texts; they are classed as 
Izapan based on their geographic distribution and, in 
some cases, a somewhat "primitive" appearance of their 
signs relative to that of Terminal Preclassic Maya signs. 

Accordingly, an ancestral Maya-Izapan 
script could be ancestral to separate Maya and Izapan tra­
ditions, or all of the texts of this tradition could be con­
sidered forms of a single script tradition. In the Maya low­
lands at least, this tradition was linguistically associated 
with speakers of Cholan and Yucatecan Mayan languages; 
elsewhere, it may have been used for a Mayan language 
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FIGURE 9 

El Porion sealing sign 
comparisons. 
o. El Porion Monument 1; 

b. Yoxchilon lintel 11 ; 

c. Tikal Stela 21 ; 

d,e. leyden Placque; 

f. lxtelha cave; 

g. Monte Alban Stela 15 . 

(Examples from figure 2.) 

ancestral to Cholan, for a Mixe-Zoquean language, or for 
both .76 Distinctive, shared.-features of the Maya-Izapan 

and Isthmian scripts suggest that these scripts descend 

from an ancestral Southeastern writing system which, in 
all likelihood, relates to the Olmec heartland region and, 

thus most likely, to Zoquean speech. 
Whether directly from this ancestral 

script, from a Maya-Izapan intermediate ancestor or by 

diffusion from Isthmian, a very few Maya signs have 

plausible interpretations in terms of Mixe-Zoquean logo­
graphic values, yielding discordant phonetic and logo­

graphic values in Mayan usage; the single most likely 

candidate is a sign read ma or "great," based perhaps on 
Mixe-Zoque ::-mJ\ h.77 Additional evidence of this sort 

comes from two Mayan hieroglyphic compounds whose 
structure has thus far resisted satisfactory interpretation, 

the so-called "initial sign" of pottery texts (figure Be, g) and 

the la-tai compound for counts of days (figure Bd, h).7s 

These compounds seem to occur in the Isthmian tradition, 

and their functional contexts in Mayan and Isthmian 

writing appear to be the same. A Mixe-Zoque linguistic 
basis for these spellings would account for the fact that 

they do not seem appropriately interpretable in Mayan. 
El Porton Monument 1 (450-350 B.C.) is 

the earliest monument that may derive from this tradition. 
A Maya-Izapan attribution is consistent with its location 

in the northern Guatemalan highlands, between the 

Greater Izapan region to the south and the Maya low­
lands to the north, but we base this attribution on the in­

fixing of a small, vertically banded oval on the torso of the 

seating sign of its accession record (figu1-e 9a). An oval in­
fix is a non-depictive feature found only in Maya exam­

ples of the seating sign, and the oval almost always con­

tains either a curving vertical band (figure 9b, c) or aU­

shaped element (figure 9d,e). 79 In Zapotec texts, a vertical 

band appears in what seems a directly depictive fashion 

(figure 9g), possibly for a loincloth strap, but not in the 
conventionalized, nondepictive fashion of the Maya and 

El Porton infix. Since no seating sign seems to appear in 

the small corpus of Isthmian texts, we cannot know whe­

ther the infix was specific to the Maya-Izapan subgroup 

or to the Southeastern group as a whole. If the latter, it 

was executed according to local stylistic norms, as the 
two profile face signs in the text are specific to the Maya­

Izapan art style. 
A series of texts from Kaminaljuyu are 

dated to c. 50 B.C.-A.D. 50,80 as are other texts in both 
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the Maya-Izapan and Isthmian traditions. It is with these 
monuments that we first find evidence of double-column 
format in the Maya-Izapan tradition, and this format is al­
ways found in this tradition when a single text segment 
spans multiple columns. As in the Isthmian tradition, 
signs form complexes arrayed in these columns chiefly 
by vertical juxtaposition and by iconic relations. Rarely, 
some signs are infixed within other signs, or are rotated 
ninety degrees and affixed on the left. By c. A.D. 200, 

this practice had become pervasive in Maya texts (figure 

10): sign complexes formed roughly rectangular blocks 
organized around a central sign (usually a so-called "main­
sign,"of approximately equal length and width) with elon­
gated signs (so-called "affixes") appended around it, lying 
horizontally above or below or standing vertically to the 
left or right; and such complexes could themselves serve as 
central cores around which further signs could be affixed. 
A comparable non-linear organization developed within 
Chinese writing for the structure of characters and in 

Egyptian hieroglyphic spellings of words . 

Mayan Developmental Trends 

For several reasons, Mayan hieroglyphic writing is 
unusually useful for studying early script development. 
Most of the early Maya records are on dated monuments. 
Although no doubt a biased sample of the full range of 

written records, most of these texts are precisely dated so 
that we can monitor script development in an unambigu­
ous, absolute chronology. Important developments occur 
during the period of the dated monuments; these changes 
can be monitored while they were in progress, so the fac­
tors affecting them can be investigated. Finally, the nature 
of the spoken language corresponding to the written is 
known from evidence independent of the script, via histor­
ical reconstruction; there are twenty-five to thirty Mayan 
languages from which to reconstruct various stages of 
Mayan language history, nine of them ancestral to the two 
or three recognizable varieties written in hieroglyphs. 

Phoneticism 

The Mayan language family is very well studied, and the 
main lines of its development are known. We therefore 
have a good idea not only of the features that appear to be 
of most importance for understanding the evolution of 
the correspondence between language and writing-word 
structure, morphophonemics and phonology-but also of 
syntactic features that may have influenced these develop­

ments. Mayan spelling conventions can be understood for 
the most part in terms of interactions between these 
aspects of Mayan language structure and conventions for 
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FIGURE 10 

rebus representation, neglecting phonological differences 
among intlected forms; for example, vowel length and 
postvocalic h were inflectional infixes and their presence 
was disregarded in phonetic spellings. The postulated 
processes of development are not addressed here as they 
are more complex than those from the Oaxacan tradition, 
discussed above, but the logic of development is similar.81 

Most of the earliest phonetic spellings 
appear to involve phonetic complementation, i.e., a word 
is spelled by a logogram, but another sign is prefixed or 
suffixed to it to indicate part of its pronunciation. As in 
the Old World, the earliest phonetic complements were 
used mainly to resolve ambiguities in the interpretation of 
logograms or to indicate grammatical suffixes. The phon­
etic contexts of the syllabic sign ni are illustrative (figure 

11 ). The two or three earliest spellings of the month name 
#tikin 82 (Yucatec Xul) use only the logogram (figure 11a), 

which represented other words in other contexts. The sign 
ni (also used for -in) was evidently introduced for spel-

lings of the month name sometime between A.D. 415 and 
603 (figure 11 b); effectively rendering the apparent suffix 
-in of cikin, this determines the appropriate interpretation 
of the logogram. It was also during this period, beginning 
c. A.D. 455, that the ni sign began to be suffixed to a high­
ly ambiguous logogram when it represented the word tu:n 

("year [ending]," figure 11c, d) to indicate that reading 
(-in and -un are grammatical alternatives showing dissim­
ilation with respect to root vowels). Only after this 
development did the sign come to be used as a suffix to 
the unambiguous logogram K'IN, which represented only 
the word k 'i:n for "sun, day." 

Organization of signs in spellings of the month name kasew. 

In all cases, the compound consists of a numeral followed by the signs ka, se, and wa, in that order; visual organi­

zations are represented by tree structure diagrams. In all cases, the numeral is prefixed to a sub-block consisting of 

the three signs spelling the month name. In a. and b., the orientation of the signs in the month name are the same : 

ka is in ve rti cal orientation , wa horizontal. However, their organization into intermediate levels of sign complex ____-/ 

differ: in a ., ka and se form a single graphic unit to which wa is suffixed; in b., se and wa form a single graphic 

unit, to which ka is prefixed. The structure of c. agrees with that of b ., but the orientations of signs differ: ka is now 

horizontal , while wa is vertical. In d. , the structure is different from al l the above, with the three signs having no 

distinctive structura l subgrouping , and ka and wa are both horizontal ; a case with ka and wa both vertical would 

have the same structural organization . 

a. Copan Hieroglyphic Stairway; 

b. Altar de Sacrificios Sculptured Stone 1; 

c. T ortuguero wooden box; 

d. Tortuguero Monument 6 . 
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Extensions of orthographic practices are often 
promoted by similar practices in similar contexts. For 
example (figure 12), adjacent glyph blocks stated the 
number of twenty-day periods and the number of one­
day periods in records of the 360-day civil calendar (i.e., in 
"Initial Series" dates). The twenty-day period, the wink-il 
or winal (derived from ::·winik-" man, person"), was 

usually spelled by a single logogram (figure 12a), but it was 
fairly common in the Early Classic to postpose a sign for 
the grammatical suffix -il or -a! (figure 12b ). The earliest 
cases of suffixing the redundant phonetic complement ni 
to the logogram K'IN occur in these calendrical statements 
immediately following a WINIK-VL spelling (figure 12c). 

Accordingly, the practice of suffixing an optional 
grammatical/phonetic complement in the spelling for one 
time-period word was being extended to that for the 
following word, for "day." This extension resulted in a 
visual parallel between the structures of the adjacent 
glyph blocks, in which respect they repeated the parallel 

between the suffixation on the preceding two time-period 
compounds. Since ni represented a grammatical suffix -in 
in the month name tikin, the extension was of the use of a 
grammatical suffix sign (though not serving in this case as 
a grammatical suffix) in the environment of the use of 
another, that for the-Vl suffix of win(k)- Vl. This struc­
tural/grammatical context seems to have been the prime 
basis for the spread of the K'IN-(ni) spelling pattern, and it 
set up a correlation between the use of the ni suffix to the 
sign for k'i:n and the use of a sign for the-Vl suffix on the 
logogram for the twenty-day period; it may also have 
been promoted by the use of the ni suffix on the tikin 
month name and on the tu:n-ending compound. The use 
of the sign ni as a phonetic complement to K'IN steadily 
increased over the next three centuries. 

The extension of novel spelling patterns 
like phonetic complementation follows a pattern that can 
be verified in the internal developments of other writing 
systems: the analogical extension of representational prac­
tices was most successful in the least frequent contexts 
and in contexts most similar to the sources of the pattern 
being extendedY This pattern characterizes both the re­
placement of logographic by syllabic spellings, and purely 
logographic spellings by logographic spellings with phon­
etic complementation.84 

Several words are common enough to 

permit a demonstration that phonetic complementation 
exhibits this pattern, and one of them is k 'i:n. The context 
most similar to its use in civil calendar dates is its use for 
the same word, k'i:n, in other contexts, and the most fre­
quent recurrent context of this sort is in the month name 
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Patterns of suffixation 

on ad;acenl winal 

and k'i:n signs. 

a. No suffix on either, 

Tikol Stela 31 , A.D. 445 ; 

b. suffix on wino/, not k'i:n, 

Balakbal Stela 5 , A.D . 425 ; 

c. suffixes on both, 

Cmacol Stela 1, A.D. 514. 

b. 

d. 

b. c. 

FIGURE 11 

Early uses of the 

sign ni. #¢ikin: 

a. unprovenanced 

monument in Seattle 

Art Museum, A.D. 199; 

b. Caracol Stela 3, 

A.D . 603 . lu:n : 

c. Stone bowl , with 

Kaminaljuyu-style 

iconography; 

c. 50 B.C.-A.D. 50; 

d. looted monument 

pertaining to Bonampak, 

c. A.D. 497. 
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::·ya's k'i:n (Yaxkin). The spread of the K'IN-(ni) spelling in 

the month name does indeed appear to have been based 

on that in civil calendar context. Cases of Yaxkin retain­
ing the old spelling K'IN are concentrated in texts that 
lack a spelling of the word k'i:n in civil calendar context. 
In fact, texts with spellings of k'i:n in both the civil calen­
dar count and in the month name almost invariably spell 
both the same, and the civil calendar spelling of the word 

k 'i:n in these texts precedes (and can thus provide a mo­
del for) the month name spelling. The rate of spelling of 
K'IN-(ni) in the month name lags behind that in civil ca­
lendar context until c. A.D. 672, after which the rates are 

indistinguishable. 

The Visual System 

The visual and linguistic organization of Mayan writing 

co-evolved in ways that are in part straightforward and 
readily recoverable. The interaction producing these cor­
relations is discussed elsewhere.85 Here we concentrate on 
the results of that interaction, in particular on visual regu­
larities in the system of sign values with respect to sign 
form, and on the visual organization of signs with respect 
to the syntactic organization of the corresponding lin­
guistic units. 

Sign form, and in particular the iconic 
transparency of signs, played a continuing role in the evo­
lution of the script. Iconically, transparent mainsigns in 
general have a lower rate of phonetic complementation 
than other logograms, especially those signs. depicting 
persons or deities (which are usually profile face signs); 

and a lower proportion of these signs are used in non­

logographic phonetic values.86 Similarly, in Egyptian 
hieroglyphic writing, signs depicting human beings are 
always logographic references to humans; they never 
generalized to purely phonetic usageY 

The crucial element may have been a 
sense of distance from linguistic representation, not sim­
ply depictive transparency. This point can be illustrated 
by the patterns of use of the signs that represent the word 
K'I:N

2 
"day" when it occurs in the civil day count calen­

dar (figure 13 ). One, K'IN (figure 13a, e, h, k), is quite ab­
stract; another, K'IN

2 
(figure 13b, f, i, l), is a depiction of the 

profile face of a sun god, which usually has the abstract 
K'IN sign infixed. Two others are depictive signs, one for 

a so-called "grotesque" (figure 13c, g, j) and one for a 
monkey (figure 13d). Why these last two signs are used for 
the day position in day counts is not fully understood, 
but they do not relate depictively or linguistically to 
"sun" or "day" and metaphoric or mythic symbolism is 

supposed. Their distance from direct logographic repre­
sentation of the word k 'i:n is indicated by the failure of 

VISIBLE LANGUAGE/ VOi tJme XX IV number I 

FIGURE 13 

Signs that, in day count 

records, are used for the 

word k'i:n, and their 

appearances in day counts 

and in spelling the month 

name *ya'~=k'i:n. 
Day count context, without 

ni complement: 

a. Tikal Stela 31; 

b. Yaxchilan Lintel 46; 

c. Tikal Stela 3; 

d. Tikal Stela 12. 

Spellings of ya 's=k'i :n, 

without ni complement: 

e. Tikal Stela 4; 

f. Tikal Stela 12; 

g. Tikal Stela 6, the only 

instance in which this sign 

spells k'i:n in the month 

name; 

Day count context, 

with ni complement: 

h. Caracol Stela 1; 

i. Yaxchilan Stela 6; 

j. Dos Pilas Stela 2, 

the only instance in which 

this sign takes a ni 

phonetic complement. 

Spellings of ych=k'i :n, 

with ni complement: 

k. Pusilha Stela K; 

I. Palenque Palace Tablet. 
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scribes (with one exception, so far as we know; figure 13g) 
to use either sign to spell the word k'i:n when it occurs in 
other contexts, such as the month name ':)a 's=k 'i:n, direc­
tional words, and titles. The pattern of complementation 
is sensitive to these differences. As noted above, K'IN 

came to be complemented by ni during the period A.D. 

515-600. Complementation of K'IN2 was established 
during the same period but occurred at half the rate. 
Complementation never was really established for the 
other two logograms; it does occur in late, sporadic exam­
ples at sites (Dos Pilas and Quirigua) showing other evi­
dence of unusually extensive complementation and phon­
etic spelling. Most likely, then, cognitively distinct types 

of information were used in interpreting Mayan hiero­
glyphic texts, some relating to world knowledge, some to 
language. 

There was, however, a historical basis 
for phonetic use of depictively transparent signs. When 
logographic signs did generalize to phonetic usage as signs 
for CV syllables, this set up a regular correspondence a­
mong depicted entities, words for those entities and phon­
etic values approximating the pronunciations of those 
words. Comparable correspondences found in other sys­
tems- sign form with sign name, for example- motivate 
the innovation of new values for old signs or of new signs 
for a phonetic value. In the Mayan case, some depictively 
transparent signs are used textually only in their phonetic 
values, never as logograms for their depictive referent­
e.g., wi, based on wi' 'root'. Given this pattern of corres­
pondence, new signs could be introduced at will by adap­
ting pictorial forms to glyphic context. 

Finally, there was a strong tendency for 
logographs representing noun and verb roots to be among 
the roughly square mainsigns in Mayan writing, with logo­
grams for modifiers and grammatical affixes represented 
more often by elongated signs. This may be an extension 
of early patterns, with profile head signs being typically 
for nouns and of roughly square shape and numerals be­
ing the most common modifiers and usually elongated. 

Sign Organization and Syntactic Organization 

Like all other Mesoamerican writing systems, Mayan 
writing maintained close relations with the iconographic 
descendants of the symbol system from which writing 
originated; indeed, it has been argued that Maya iconogra­
phy played a major role in the development of specifically 
Maya writing.88 At a minimum, both the depictive con­

ventions of sign forms and the organization of signs con­
tinued to be influenced by the iconographic system. 
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A continuing role of iconography in the 
visual organization of the written record is most obvious 
in spellings that accord with iconographic usage while 
conflicting with the pattern of correspondence with lang­
uage that is otherwise typical of the script. Two illustra­
tive examples mirror depictively-motivated sign organiza­
tion in early Zapotec texts, discussed above. One concerns 
verbs for manual actions.H9 The standard convention for 
depicting the holding of an object, when the fingers do 
not curl around it, is to show the flat of the hand out­
stretched and the object placed above it; i.e., the hand is 
shown in a conventional, identifiable view rather than in a 
naturalistic perspective, and is interpreted as though the 
hand were palm up rather than facing the viewer, and the 
object is displayed above the hand in which it is to be in-
terpreted as resting. This visually motivated pattern is not nJ 

"read" top to bottom, but rather is interpreted as a com-
plex; were reading involved, it would be bottom to top. 
Another example concerns the Maya sign AXA W2, for the 
title a:xa:w .90 Several titles in early Maya-Izapan or 
Isthmian (Olmecoid) writing evidently descend from 
headband designs found on Olmec sculpture long before 
evidence for complex glyphic compounds. These head-
bands are elongated in form and descend into both Maya 
and Isthmian writing as elongated signs for titles and/or 
offices, often as compound signs based on separate com-
ponents of the headband and/or f.orehead attachments . 
When one of these elongated signs is affixed to another 
sign, whether in Isthmian or Mayan writing, it almost 
always lies horizontally and in topmost position in the 
sign complex; this continues the naturalistic position the 
headbands had occupied in the iconography. We do not 
know what titles these signs represented in Isthmian writ-
ing. In Mayan writing, however, the title a:xa:w was re-
presented by one of these elongated signs (AXA Wz), as 
well as by alternative spellings occupying the full space 
of a glyph block. Used as an independent glyph block, the 
mainsign form follows, and this is the correct reading 
order.91 

Syntactic relationship was signalled not 

only by sign proximity but also by the organization of 
signs within a block. For example, among the Maya most 
month names were spelled by a sequence of two or more 
signs, as in YAS-K'IN and eventually also YAS-K'IN-(ni) 

for ':·ya's k'i:n. In these cases, the signs spelling the name 
of the month (e.g., YAS-K'IN) formed a core sign com­
plex, and the numeral for the day within the month was 
prefixed to this core as a whole (e.g., 3-[Y AS-K'IN]). 

Never did the Maya exploit the logical possibility that the 
numeral would combine with a subset of signs spelling 



the month name to form a core to which the remaining 
signs would attach (e.g., never (3-YAS]-K'IN). Thus, the 
visual structure of spellings of month names reflected the 
syntactic structure numeral+ month name. Developmen­
tally, this signalling of syntactic relationship by spatial 
organization was probably as a side effect of signalling by 
spatial proximity. 

The organization of signs did not always 
admit a clean correlation of syntactic with visual struc­
ture. The roughly square mainsign is the central core 
about which the remaining signs are ultimately organized, 
with flexibility in organization depending on the place­
ment of elongated signs. Thus, in a block containing one 
mainsign and two elongated signs, the mainsign is first 
grouped with one adjacent elongated sign and then this 

124 pair is grouped with the remaining elongated sign (figure 

10) . When one elongated sign was placed vertically and the 
other horizontally, this produced a structure in which the 
mainsign and one elongated sign form a substructure; 
otherwise, no visual substructure is apparent. When in­
stead the referents of the two elongated signs form a 
single syntactic consti tuent excluding the referent of the 
mainsign, then the visual organization of signs and the 
syntactic organization of morphemes must disagree 
(figure 14). For example, when the numeral classifier #te 

is suffixed to a numeral, this unit modifies a following 
month name grammatically. For the spelling, however, 
only two visual structures are feasible. One is [numeral­
[TE-month]], as in [3-[TE-SO<t']] (figure 14a), where the 
numeral is prefixed to a graphic unit consisting of the 
numeral classifier+ month name; this structure conflicts 
with the syntactic organization of #os-te so'a'. The other 
feasible visual structure in this case is [numeral-TE­
month], where the numeral, TE, and the month com­
pound are in a linear sequence, horizontally (figure 14b) or 
vertically (figure 14c); in this structure, no visual organiza­
tion is apparent . 

In cases of direct conflict between 
the preferred visual organization of signs and the syntactic 
structure of the words represented, the visual preference 
was almost always maintained; in contexts (like numeral + 
month name) in which syntactic organization could 
always be reflected accurately, visual organization almost 
never conflicts . Thus, a syntactically sensitive system of 
sign organization was developed that must have shaped 
and been shaped by the Maya understanding of word 
grammar. 

A possible side effect of the correlation 
of sign organization with word structure is that elongated 
signs strongly correlating with a particular grammatical 
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construction (verb suffixes, for instance) seem to have 
developed sign-specific preferences for organization with 
respect to the core of a sign complex and the peripheral 
elongated signs organized around it. These organizational 
preferences sometimes motivated sign sequences that 
conflict with the order of the linguistic elements to which 
they correspond,92 as had the iconographically-based 
positional preferences. For example, the sign ya/-IX was 
suffixed immediately below the core mainsign for time 
periods when it represented temporal distance suffixes, 
and when it represented a completive aspect suffix it was 
normally suffixed immediately below either the core 
complex representing the verb or the core expanded by 
one additional verb suffix. Spellings of the month name 
#k'anasi with its signs in linguistically correct sequence 
can only adopt a visually noncommittal sign organization m 

or one in which ya/-IX is the most peripheral sign in the 
spelling; in a small minority of instances, the sign is ap-
pended instead to the mainsign core of the compound, 

resulting in a linguistically incorrect sign sequence. Sev-
eral cases of variable sign sequencing seem attributable to 
this sort of extension. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The iconography of incised ceremonial celts established 
the basic features of Mesoamerican writing. Independent 
symbols were segmented off from their pictorial contexts 
as parts of figures; so segmented, they rendered particular 
concepts, independent of pictorial context. The context of 

; . . . . 

FIGURE 14 

Visual organization 

not according with syn­
tactic organization. 

a. (3·[TE·SO(')J, 

Arroyo de Piedra Stela l ; 
the numeral classifier TE 

and the month sign SO¢' 

form a visual sub-block 

not including the numeral 3; 

b. [S·TE·(IHK'·K'AT·(ta)]], 

Naranjo Stela l 0 ; levels of 

sign organization including 

TE also include both the num­

era l S and the month com­

pound IHK'·K'AT·(ta); 

c. [5-TE·(CAK·K'AT·(ta)]J, 

Naranjo Stela l 0 ; levels of 

sign organization including 

TE also include both the num­

era l S and the month com­

pound CAK·K'AT·(ta). 
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use of this iconography, on ritual objects with heavy poli­
tical overtones, was probably limiting enough that the re­
lationships among the referents of individual units could 
be inferred from the identification of those referents . 
Juxtaposition therefore sufficed as an organizing principle 
for these units, pre-adapting them for interpretation via 
sequences of linguistic units to which they correspond de 
facto, and related sets of symbols were evidently placed in 
close proximity to one another, relative to the remaining 
symbols. This deviant subsystem of Olmec-style iconog­
raphy therefore provided the basis for an ideographic sys­
tem of iconography homologous to a primitive logo­
graphic system of writing in which grammatical variation 
was neglected. 

As this precursor system was essentially 
a genre of O lmec-styie iconography, so the earliest scripts 
maintained a tight integration of iconographic and written 
genres, with some practices continuing to be shared be­
tween them. New signs were continually added to scripts, 
based on pictorial conventions for representing objects in 
the world. Conversely, written compounds served in 
place of pictorial units in scenes, or as "captions" com­
parable to the pictorial icons identifying saints in Chris­
tian iconography. In the Oaxacan area, both the functions 
of wri ting and the visual contexts of use of writing nar­
rowed considerably, until writing served only these iden­
tifying-icon functions. Nonetheless, this trend was not 
accompanied by a shift to pictorial imagery for identifiers; 
logographic representation was maintained, and phonetic 
representation via rebus evidently increased, even perhaps 
to incipient pure-phonetic representation among the 
Aztec. In the Southeastern region, the range of functions 
of writing increased, and a full textual tradition was 
maintained. The Isthmian tradition of writing is little in 
evidence, though it may have continued outside of 
monumental contexts. Mayan writing developed into a 
logosyllabic system whose logographic and syllabic signs 
were both heavily utilized. 

The depictive transparency of signs in 
most Mesoamerican scripts makes a large sign inventory 
less onerous than in more abstract systems in which the 
relation of sign to significance is much more arbitrary. 
No trend toward reduction of sign inventories has been 
demonstrated for these scripts, and, indeed, the inven­
tories do not seem to have been static at all, new signs 
being added based on pictorial conventions for represent­
ing objects in the world. ln this respect, Mesoamerican 
and Egyptian writing seem comparable, and contrast with 
the cuneiform scripts. Isthmian writing is much less 
transparent iconically, or at least the conventions of its 
pictorial system are less obvious to us. The amount of 
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sign repetition among and within Isthmian texts impres­

sionistically suggests a more limited sign inventory for 

Isthmian, and perhaps more extensive phonetic represen­

tation, than for Mayan. 

The linguistic representational principles 

of Mesoamerican scripts appear to be largely derivable 

from the grammatical structures of words in the languages 

they represented, with respect both to the distinctions 

they fail to represent and to how they represe nt what they 

do represent. Representational conventions appear to have 

spread by processes of analogical change. These analogies 

are carried mainl y via correlations with particular types of 

linguistic information, and otherwise most successfully 

for spelling rarer forms. 
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