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hen dealing with a com-

plex society, whether

their own, that of the

la
Tikal Temple I.

Mayva, or any other, scholars gener-
ally adopt one of two approaches:
they look at the society from the
top down, or from the bottom up.
Although there are exceptions, his-
torians, in their fascination with the
doings of kings or other ruling aris-

vy

tocracies, have favored the “top
down™ approach. Anthropologists
by contrast, with their traditional
interest in what is going on at the
“grass roots,” have tended to view
things from the bottom. Ultimately,
both approaches are necessary, be-
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The Tomb of Ruler A, beneath Temple 1.

cause the interests, activities and
lifestyles of governing elites are apt
to differ from those of the common
people. Thus, to understand a so-
ciety solely in terms of what is
known about its privileged classes
is likely to be misleading. Equally

true, though, is that the lives of

people at the “grass roots™ are pro-
foundly affected by decisions made
by those who hold power over
them; so an understanding of the
culture of “the masses” requires a
reasonable understanding of elite
culture as well.

If historians have often been crit-
icized for paying insufficient atten-

tion to the “common people,” so
have anthropologists for ignoring
those who wield power in society.
From this standpoint, Maya ar-
chaeologists have been somewhat
unusual among anthropologists.
Until fairly recently, they paid scant
attention to what was going on at
the “grass roots,” concentrating in-
stead on major temples, palaces,
and monuments having more to do
with the affairs of ruling dynasties
than with the lives of ordinary
people. The Tikal Project was one
of the first to devote “equal time,”
as it were, to the bottom as well as
the top of ancient Maya society.

Thus, while researchers like Wil-
liam Coe, Christopher Jones, and
Peter Harrison added immeasur-
ably to our knowledge of “elite cul-
ture” at Tikal, through their study
of monuments. roval tombs, fu-
nerary temples, and palaces, others
such as myself, Marshall Becker
and Dennis Puleston were pro-
viding the necessary information on
culture at the “grass roots” of
Tikal’s society.

One would suppose that glyphs
would have little to offer to the
study of the lower classes. After all,
a main concern of Maya writing was
with “dynastic bombast,” as rulers
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Ruling Dynasty*
Group 7F-1

Jaguar Paw Skull

Ruled ea. 9.2.13.0.0 to ca,
9.4.13.0.0 (A.D. 488-527);
portrayed on St. 3, 7. 15,
27, 107 127 257 267; en-
tombed in Bu, 1607

Woman of Tikal

Born 9.3.9.13.3 (A.D.

504), dead by 9.4.14.0.0
. — O (A.D. 528)7: portrayed?

and named on St. 23,

mentioned on St. 177 and

26; entombed in Bu, 1627

Double Bird

Ruled 9.5.3.9.15 to
9.6.13.7.0 (A.D. 537-567)
or later; portrayed on St.
17; 21st ruler

Animal Skull

Ruled possibly as early as
9.6.13.7.0 to 9.8,0.0.0.
(A.D. 567-593) or later;
named in MT. 218, 217;
entombed in Bu 1957;
22nd ruler

O
I
>

O_.

=

Moved away?
Dynastic
Overthrow

Shield Skull

TS

Adult of unknown age in O —_—
Bu. 134; dead by 9.8.7.0.0
(A.D. 600)?

Adult aged 55 or older in
Bu. 140; dead by 9.9.6.0.0
(A.D. 619)?

Moved away?

O=A OT

Youth aged between 12
and 21 in Bu. 132; dead
by 9.10.0.0.0 (A.D. 633)?

O_

Ruled to ca. 9.12.9.17.16

(A.D, 682); named on & T Jaguar
MT. 25, 44, Li. 3 of Tem- £25% Seat
ple I: entombed in Bu. 23?7

Ruler A
Ruled 9.12.9.17.16 (A.D.

682) to ?; portrayed on Al — o
St. 30, 16, Li. 2, 3 of -&

Temple I; entombed in

Bu. 116

Buler B
Ruled 9.15.3.6.8 (A.D.

734) to P; portrayed on
St. 21, 5, 20, Li. 2, 3 of O

Temple I'V; entombed in &
Bu. 1967 27th ruler

Entombed in Bu. 247

Adults aged between 3SA =] o Adult of unknown
and 55 in Bu. 150 and — age in Bu. 193;
159; both dead by
9.12.8.0.0 (A.D. 680)7

dead by 9.13.0.0.0
(A.D. 692)?

— O Adult of unknown age in
Bu, 192; died ¢,

9.13.3.0.0-9.14.16.0,0

T Adult aged 30-35 in Bu.
191: died ca.
9.13.3.0.0-9.14.16.0.0
(A.D. 695-727)?

Youth aged 15%4-16%% in
Bu. 190; died ca.
9.13.3.0.0-9.14.16.0.0
(A.D. 695-727)7

Temple VI Rufef- == O Ruler C ﬁ- =

28th ruler? Ruled 9.16.17.16.4 to
9.18.0.0.0 (A.D. 768-790)
or later; portraved on St.
22, 19; entombed in Bu.
87 20th ruler

* Modified from Jones 1983.

St. 24 Ruler f£223
Ruling at 9.19.0.0.0 (A.D.
810): portrayed on St,
247, named on Li. 2 of
Temple II1? (Possibly
Ruler C himself)

ok

Adult, aged 50 or older in
Bu. 1: dead by 10.3.0.0.0
(A.D. 889)?
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focused their investigations.
Becker’s work in two shrines on the
group’s eastern edge revealed a
series of burials on the front-rear
axis of each, beginning with a tomb
(e.g., Fig. 2) comparable to those of
the “royal cemetery ’—that is to
say, the Great Plaza and North
Acropolis—at Tikal's center. Richly
equipped with red pigment, jade
jewelry, spondylus shells, stingray
spines. eccentric flints and ob-
sidians, polychrome and alabaster
vessels, not to mention two human
sacrificial victims, the tomb is par-
ticularly noteworthy for its inclu-
sion of the skeleton of a quetzal
bird, an extraordinary jade mosaic
death mask (pictured on the cover
of the National Geographic So-
ciety’s The Mysterious Maya). and a
painted inseription on the back wall
reminiscent of that on the wall of
the tomb of Stormy Sky, an impor-
tant ruler of Tikal who died in
9.1.1.10.10 (A.D. 457; see Expedi-
tion Vol. 4, No. 1) The date re-
corded in this other tomb seems to
be 9.4.3.0.0 (A.D. 517), a date ear-
lier than the interment itself, but
one which is repeated on Stela 23
and also Stela 25, another monu-
ment found but a short distance
(244 m ) southeast of Group TF-1.
My own excavations sought fur-
ther information about the original
settings of Stelae 23 and 25, as well
as about the other structures in the
group. In addition to uncovering
more axial burials in the shrines,
including another with glyphic in-
formation (a carved bone on which

6

Hypothetical genealogy of the
people buried in Group TF-1, and
their relationships to members of
Tikal's ruling dynasty. In the
diagram. men are represented by
triangles (rulers stippled). women
by circles; vertical lines indicate
descent, horizontal lines a sibling
relationship, and equal signs (=)
a marital tie. The youth in Bu. 132,
who probably died ca. age 20,
could have sired two sons,
considering that traditional Maya
women in historic times had
normally borne two children by
the time they were 20.

a manikin head title and the Tikal
emblem glyph are decipherable,
Fig. 3), I was able to establish a res-
idential function for other struc-
tures, and work out a history of ar-
chitectural alterations to those
structures, many of them corre-
lated with axial burials and alter-
ations of the shrines (Figs. 4, 5).

Dynastic
Reconstruction

When attempting to write up the
final report on Group TF-1, 1 found
myself at a loss to account for the
presence of the tomb and monu-
ments, although that it was some
sort of elite residential group
seemed clear. Tt was at this point
that Clemency Coggins pointed out
the connection of the tomb, as well
as the burial with the carved bone
in it, with Tikal's ruling dynasty.
She further suggested that the man
in the tomb was the one portrayed
on Stela 25, and husband to the
woman— Woman of Tikal—por-

trayed on Stela 23. On the basis of

other information—including “vital
statistics” on Woman of Tikal from
Stela 23, I was able to identify an-
other of the “shrine” burials as pos-
sibly that of Woman of Tikal her-
self. To make a long story short, I
was then able to arrange the shrine
burials into a hypothetical gene-
alogy of occupants of Group 7F-1
from founding to abandonment
(Fig. 6). The sequence of events
that Coggins and 1 envisioned was
one in which a ruler was deposed
and possibly murdered (her idea),
whereupon his widow had him
buried in royal splendor even
though the usurpers would not
permit his entombment in the royal
cemetery. She herself died while
work proceeded on her husband’s
funerary shrine, causing some al-
teration of the architecture in order
to accommodate her burial. Their
descendants occupied the palace
Woman of Tikal had built for her-
self, but before too long, her son
was restored to power, probably
moving back to the center of Tikal.
A daughter, however, seems to
have remained behind (subsidiary
figures on Stela 23, one of which is

a female, suggests that Woman of

Tikal had two offspring, a reason-

able probability considering she
was dead by the age of 30). Her de-
scendants continued to live in
Group 7F-1 up to the very end,
burying their adult males in the
larger of the two shrines whenever
their relatives at the center were
out of power, but burving them
elsewhere otherwise.

When 1 first tried to understand
events in Group TF-1, the recon-
struction of Tikal’s dynastic history
I had to work with was Clemency
Coggins’. This has since been re-
vised by Jones, in the light of which
I have reviewed my original
scheme to see whether it still works
and indeed it does. According to
Jones” genealogy of the Tikal rulers,
Woman of Tikal’s husband was a
man whose name we know as
Jaguar Paw Skull, and there is no
reason why the adult skeleton from
the Group 7F-1 tomb could not
have been his. On the basis of the
tomb pottery, his death probably
occurred ca. 9.4.13.0.0 (A. D, 527).
The 9.4.3.0.0 date in his tomb is at
the time, or just after, Woman of
Tikal underwent her first menstrua-
tion, which leads me to suggest that
this may have been when their
marriage took place. She was con-
siderably younger than her hus-
band, having been born in
9.3.9.13.3 (A.D. 504). by which
time he was already 16 years into
his reign. When Jaguar Paw Skull
died, their son, Double Bird, could
have been no more than 9 vears
old: more likely he was only about
5. His date of inauguration,
9.5.3.9.15 (A.D. 537), is ten years
after Jaguar Paw Skull’s presumed
demise in 9.4.13.0.0.

At this point, the name of a
“mystery ruler” surfaces. His
name, Curl Head. shows up briefly
in 9.4.13.0.0, the vear in which we
have our last reference to Jaguar
Paw Skull. No fewer than five dates
were recorded in that year, sug-
gesting that something important
was happening. There is one other
mention of Curl Head. on Stela 8 at
9.3.2.0.0 (A.D. 497). Missing on
this monument is the Tikal emblem
glyph as well as the names of Jaguar
Paw Skull, who was ruling at the
time, and Jaguar Paw Skull’s father,
the previous ruler, Kan Boar. A
parentage statement lists Bird Claw
as Curl Head’s mother, which is
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A “lower class” household group and the people who may have liced there over the course of 8 generations.
Genealogical symbols are as explained in Fig. 6: blacked-in symbols designate deceased ancestors. (Drawings by
Laureen LaBar)

Vol. 27, No. 3

also the name of Kan Boar’s
mother. What we seem to have
here are all the ingredients of polit-
ical intrigue: a vounger half-brother
of Kan Boar (same mother, different
father) who is a pretender to the
throne after the death of Kan Boar.
Late in life, either he had Kan
Boar’s successor assassinated, or he
took advantage of Jaguar Paw
Skull's natural death and the youth
of that ruler’s legitimate successor
to seize power himself, banishing
his rivals from the center of power.
Being well along in years, he ruled
for no more than a decade before
he died, whereupon Double Bird
was able to restore the rightful line
of succession until a later dynastic
upset occurred.

“Glyphic evidence has
permitted the
reconstruction of
dynastic genealogies”

The Lower Classes

The reader may be wondering:
how does all this relate to the “grass
roots” of Tikal's society? The an-
swer is: it provides us with a model
to test against data from lower class
residential situations. Glyphic evi-
dence has permitted the recon-
struction of dynastic genealogies to
which the sequence of royal tombs
can be related. Glyphic evidence
has also assisted in the construction
of a plausible, if hypothetical gene-
alogy for the occupants of the
burials in Group 7F-1. The same
conjunction of burials with periodic
architectural alterations is seen,
though on a far simpler scale, in
lower class residential groups (iden-
tified as such on the basis of archi-
tectural contrasts with upper class
houses, simplicity of associated
burials, and lack of exotic or mate-
rial belongings in general other
than those of obvious “everyday”
utility). In lower class households,
where we have adequate control of
construction sequence, and where
we have recovered most, if not all,
of the male burials present, it is
possible to generate genealogies

which are consistent with age at
death of the individuals involved,
which are consistent with the
dating for the burials and concur-
rent structural renovations, and
which do no violence to demo-
graphic expectations with respect to
such factors as age at marriage, rea-
sonable age at birth of offspring,
and the like. (Figures 7—12 present
such a reconstruction for one non-
elite household at Tikal, showing its
probable developmental cycle
through time.) What we seem to
have at the “grass roots™ of Tikal so-
ciety is a scaled-down version of
patterns seen among the privileged
classes.

Neat though this all seems to be,
I feel compelled to end on a note of
caution. It has to do with a well-
known and widespread phenom-
enon: the practice of rewriting his-
tory to suit the purposes of those
holding power. What is written is

official, and what the holders of
power do not want known, they
suppress or even destroy. My sensi-
tivity to this issue stems from my
work on northern New England
ethnohistory, where I have seen
how the Puritan forefathers
adapted truth to their purposes in
their writings. Closer to the Classic
Maya in time and space is the
rewriting of Aztec history in the
reign of Itzcoatl. At Tikal, there
were certainly times when dynastic
records were “erased” by breaking
monuments in half, gouging out
whole inscriptions, and mutilating
faces. It should not be forgotten
that the purpose of inscriptions was
aggrandizement of the rulers—
perhaps to an impossible extent. It
should therefore be a concern in
the future to determine how much
and how often the Maya altered
facts, to make them conform to po-
litical expectations. 2
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