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Introduction

Xinhalba, the Maya Underworid, is a topic of ten explored 1n
the monumental and coeramic ait and itconugraphy ot the Mava. The
preoccupation with ihe other worid realm, reflected itn the art
of 1tnis culture, demonstrates the important position 1t held in
¥Maya society and 1o Lts view of the cosmos. The purpose of this
paper lg to give evidence chowing the vita!l rolattonship between
watel svmbolism  and the Underworld. Using the Maya vision ard
treatment of the Underworid as a basis to compate the Underwor ld
cymbolism ot othor Mesoamerican cultures. an attempt will be
made to demonstrate that the Lndorworid 1n wmuch of Mesoamey [ ¢a
wat a waterv realm.

The Mava occupled an atea extending vast inte what 1§ today
western Honduras, almost al: of Guatemala and the Yucartan
Poninsula, and west into Mexico to {nclude the ar~a surrounding
the site ot Palenque (Figure 1){Miller .:84:12-17). The period
of time during which the Mayvya flourished, according to dated
gtone monuments and the archacological record, sepanned
approximately ninheteen hundred years. and is Jivided into threc
major phasaes: the Preclassic., the Classic, and the Postclassic
(Schele 1986:11).

Eatly archavologists thought the Maya were worshipers of
time and interpretoed the abundance of date and number
hieroglyphs on stelae, other stone monuments and ceramics 1o be
indicative of a complex system of calendrics {Schele 1986).
That the Maya kopt careful track of celestial movements ag well

t



e

as dates is not untrue, but their meticulousness was not well
understood until the 1960's when the decipherizing of their
writing system began. Before the early ‘'sixties, J. Eric
Thompson and Sylvanus Morley were the foremogt Mayanists, and
were largely responsible for establishing the ldea that the
Maya were peaceful time worshipers (Schele 13986:27). Thompson
wag interested in interpreting glyphs which dealt directly with
dates and celestlial movements, and stated that their
hieroglyphic writing system did not record the history of the
Maya (Schele 1986:323).

The discovery by Tatiana Proskouriakoff irn 1960 that much of
the undeciphered hieroglyphic text dealt with the history of
accession and 1rule of Maya Lords, along with contributions by
Heinrich Berlin and others, led to what has been calleu a
"revolution 1in Maya studies” (Miller 1986:9). Today, expanded
knowledge and understanding of hieroglyphs has changed our view
of what was truly sacred to the Maya. and what warranted such
elaborate and permanent documentation. These were a people to
whom rulership and all that (it encompassed was of utmost
importance.

The position of a Maya ruler was not one of simple law-
maker. [nstead he was a figure whu possessed the great power to
communicate with the supernaturals. The many Maya gods
controlied unexplained forces of the Universe, s80o that access to
the supernaturals was vital in order to appease the gods (mosat

often by blood sactifice) and thus to have some degree of
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control over nature (Schele 1986).

The important role ot Mava rulership manifests ltself in the
symbolism of the ruler's dress (part of which will be discussed
tater) in his Juxtaposition with supernaturals on vai ious art
forms, and 1n the greaL temples buitt to honor living rulers and
their ancestors {(Coe 1966). One of tho most Impressive images
of a Maya I[onrd was when he stood in the zymbollc jaws of the
Earth Monster, ha'f in the realm of the Underworld and half in
tho reaim of the Earth, as in the depiction uf the great lLord of
Palenque, Shield Pacui, at the moment of his death (Figure 2)
(Schele 1986). It seems likely that rulers slways attempted to
maintain the svmbolic position of sacred powor described atove,
and thin feature of Maya rulership will be examined as it
applies to the Underworld. Although the realm of the Mavs
Underworld s oxprasgsed {n a variely of ways, the presance of
water symbolism in association with it 18 prevalont. The
hypothesis propogsed 18 one whereby all symbolism retlating to
water, be jt through c¢olor, symbols, \iconography or even

utitity, 8 associated with the Underworld.

Elements of Maya Underworld

The manifestations of fish in Maya 4art are lisited to
expressions of supernaturals, death. or the Undcriworld. The
fish 1s wusually seen nibbling on a watei-iily or in (he
headdress of a ruler or supernatural. The pressnce of fish,
water-lillies, birds, and celestial motifs in glvehs describing

gods such as those of the Palemque Triad (Figure i) whe
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represent the 1deal ruler (Schele (14%86:48) could indicate the
important attribute of rulers., to be able to communicate with
and 1ink the Ceolesgtial, Earthly, and Underworld trealms. One
form of God [ (Figure 3) i3 seen most frequently in sacrificial
death rltusls occuriing in the Underworld as woll as on £arth
(Schole 1986:49), and 18 c¢covered with fish sand shell motifs,
which clearly demonstrates the water-Underworld connection.

Anothor doepliction linkKing the Underworld with water is that
ot one of the Old Gods, God N, who probably ruled Xibalba with
God t. and God D, amerging from a shell as seen in Flgure §.  God
N 18 also seen with &« tish nibbling at his headdress or with a
water 1ily headdress. God ) wears 8 snhell pectoral and head
ornament, whetreas God L does not appear to be associated with
explicit water symbols (Schele (986:54). The Water lily Munster
(Figure 3) 18 8 symbol for bodies of water, and s sometimes
teprasented bv a simple water li1ly blossom, pad or leaf (Schele
1986:46). The Watet-1lilly Monster has water stacks on lts back
which are a basic water marker and appear to form a part of the
shell! from which God N emerges 1n Figure 4. The shell is a
natural 4ymbol for water, and is found in buriasl caches as well
ag in artwork concerning the Underworld ({Schele 1986:47).
Another water and blovod svymbol, the trilobal element prevalent
in Teotihuacan (Figure 6) and Tula art, manifests itself in Maya
art (Stocker 197¢3:197). Both water and death motifs are found
togethe: to mark the Underworld realm: therefore, a brlef

description of the major cdeath svmbols is necessary to complete
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the imagery associated with Xibalba.

Desth 1is wmost blatantly expressed by skeletal or fleshless
body parts. The skull and the fleshless maw in particular are
wgsed to indicate the Underworld. This is exemplified by the maw
of the Earth Monster (Figure 2), which signifies Shield Pacal's
descent into Xibalba. The skulls at the base of the inner
doorway to the Temple of Meditation in Copén (Temple 22) are
placed 1in such a way to mark the lower band as belonging to the
Underworld (Schele 1986:122), and probably to signify the
symbolic entrance into the Underworld through the doorway.

The Jjourney through the Underworld following death (s
described 1n the Ancient Maya Book of Counctl, or Popol Vuh, as
a terrifying and trying ordeal. The Popol Vuh gives an account
of this Journey through the experiences of the Hero Twins, who
together appear to represent the ideal Maya ruler (Schele
1986:32). The Hero Twins, Hunahpu and Xbalanque, outwit the
oevil Lords of the Underworld but must go through a series of
trials and tests which represent hardships that the ruler and
all others must face in the Jjourney through the Underworld
following death. To ease their fears and guide humans and other
animals into the realm of the Underworld, the Paddler Gods
(Figure 7) transported their passengers in canoes over the
surface of water which represented the division between the
earthly and lower worlds. Once the passengers fell through the
membrane of the water's surface, they entered the Underworld

(Schele 1986:271). Because of the Paddler GCods' <close
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agsociation with both the Underworld and water, they became

important symbols In relating the Maya ruler to the watory

Underworld.
Cerampics

Clasgsical Maya were a medium upon which the theme of the
Underworld was explolted. According to Micheal Coe (1978), who
has examined several collections of Maya ceramics, all the
Classic period pictorial vessaels are funerary ceramics depicting
the Underworld and its evil Lords. Some of the pots avnpear to
be historical 1in content. but {t seems that the subjects are
already deceased in these cases (Coo 1978:12 13). Most of the
vessels painted in the Codusx style (which 18 the same style used
to make the Maya codices) hsve a characteristic stucco coating
on the upper band, painted Maya blue (Coe 1978:16). | propose
that the bluo band delimits the surface of the water, while the
action taking place below the band concerns the Underworld. The
stucco t1im 1s badly chipped on most vases, but where it remains.
the brilliant blue color of the paint and its pesiton at the top
of the vessel, strongly suggests that the band represents water
below which 1is foupd Xibalba, a watery Underworld. On vases
without an original stucco coating, the upper rim or band is red,
not blue. The color red is significant because 1t I8 the color

of blood sacrificed for the gods. The inside of burial tombs

are often painted red to demarcate the Underworld where blood



(of ten interchangeable  with waler in  the Underworld) flowed
(“chele  HY86). AD analvsrs  of the sublecl matter on 1he vage
nxemplarv  f this $tvie wilj) caompieote the watery Underwar ia
imagery . The Widenman vase (Flgure 8) shows two scenes, both of
whirch take place n the Underworld. The tirsr 1y a scene in
which God L. ore ot the throe major gods of Xibalba, 15 attended
by five temsioen. The same God |, can be jdentified in the Maya
coadices by hiu  headdress ot Moan bird feathers (Coe 197§:16),
'he second scene 1s one ot sacrifice, peiformed by two fords of
the Underworld, probably to arpcase them, as was the practice
among the Mayva (Coo 1978:16-17)., The use of the funeriry vessels
to accompany the dead on their journev through XNibalba, combined
with thet: Underworld themes and warer avmbolicsm (not to mention
the fact that the vessels themselves can be usod to hold water ),
make them an idoal medium on which to oxplicitly yelgte watel
with the Maya Undertworla. Micheal Coo (197%) states that "...the
ultimate function of Maya funerary ceramtes is clear:  they
compr ise one pEreat mythic cycie, along with an explanatory
chant, to prepate the defunct for the dread journey into the

L]

Underworld...' Moreover., it is the pervasiveness ot watar

symbolism on the vessels which validates Coe's conclusion.

Sculptutes

When the Mavya used stone as a medium of arttetic expression,
the subjects of tho carvings were eiements basic to their belief

system, as was thelr view of the Underworld. This viow ig
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evident in the sculpture of Copan. The site of CopaAn s located
in the westernmost part of Honduras, and is best Known for tts
magnificent stelae which deplct the rulers of the site, adorned
in roval regalia and often flanked by hleroglyphic texts. [t
was determined after examination of several stelae, that one
major symbol of rulership is related to both the Underworld and
the Earth realm. As mentioned before, the ability to represent
and communicate with the supernatural and natural worldg was one
of the most sacred and vital roles of the ruler gsince this
established beyond any doubt hits nccessary position in society.
Schele (1986:103) doscribes this position in Blood of Kings:

...The deep separation between the religious and civil that

characterizes the contesporary western world view was an

alien concept to the Maya for whom the King was not only a

religious authority, but also the manifestation of divine in

human space. He not only asserted supernatural gsanctions to

Justify his actions and support his rule, but he also

personified the supernatural.

The characteristic rulership belts on the personages carved
on the CopAn stelae (Figure 9) were decorated with a skyband
much like the one in Figure 10 and almost all had olivo shells,
marked by c¢ross-hatching, hanging down from the skybands. The
head of Ahau Pop, a god of rulership, was also included on the
belt's decoration, wusually 1In the front. The head could take
the form of the Jaguar God of the Underworid as well (Figure 11)
(Schele 1986:71). In the series of catalogues A Corpus of Maya
Hieroglyphs and lnscriptions (Von Euw) which contains

descriptions and drawings of the stone monuments from several



Mava  sites  such s Xultun. La Bonraderv, and Laxactun,., revealnd
the same motits. Al though stelae are Jesys abundant at the gites
of Palenque  and  i1Ral, the Same charactopistics appear on the
belts of thelr royal frgures caived .n stone.

The signiflcance of this observation becomes ¢lear when one
realizes  that  the Maya ruler by repreasentaing the link hetween
the supernatural  apnd  earthly  worlds., se1s himseif up to be A
model  of  the coswmos. The mode] ot the cosmos seot up by the
bal! court is similar. The center of rhe ball court often has a
smali danrecsionr cireutar marking (Girllispte 198Y) which can be
thought to  repredent an ontrance to the Underworid since it
dellneates a hole in the aarth membrane and is of ten marked hy a
skull (Figure 12). The two flares of the | shaped ball court
represent day and night, and tho game was played out (o 1asolve
the struggle betweeon the fotces of darkness and light, that 14,
the rising and setting of the sunh with the rujer determining the
course  orf  thege calosntial movemonts (GiVlwesple 19%7). The
central location of the beit is of groat importance because this
scparates the body Into an upper Earth register, and a lower
Underworld raogister, tn  this casce sightfiiod by nlivo shells.
A belt withour & person occupying Lt forms a ¢ircele, a hole.
The entrance into the Underworld as mentioned previous'!y is
represented by a8 hole. Thig means thut the ruler, by wearing
the VLeolt dosgscribed, creates a visual imago of himself occupving
the sacred position, half 1n and half out of the Jaws of the

Earth Nonster . Ho emerges a8 tho gteat transmitter of
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otherworldiv  pouwer and knowledge. The olive shells and Warer -
1ily Jaguar God head are the maln Underworild markeers in this
expression of the Maya cosmos and since they are also water
symhols, they can be powelful symbols used to understand the
watery nature of the Maya Underworld. Another indicator 1 found
to support this conclusion is that on some stelae., the ruler has
xo¢ fish carved at the level] of his thigh. Thev lie helow the
nlivo shells and therefore are in the Undervworld. The stone
carvings of Quirigua in eastern Guatemala, ate similar to those
of nearby Copan. The rulers on the stelae wear the same ruler
belt, and there exist interesting barogue monolithic altars. On
one such altar, Zoomorph P (Figure 13), 8 spondylus shell Jjaw
and &additional water symbolism, such as a water "lily pad motif
and water drops around the monster's eyes appear, which prohably
indicate that the 3sculpted stones belong to an Underworld of
water.

The sculpture of Palenque differs from that of othoer Mayan
cities in that jt 18 either coovered with stucco, or sculpted in
bas-relief on stone tablets (Robertson 1983). The iconography
of Palenque's sculpture is8 Jaden with Underworld and water
symbolium. The abundance of Underworld imagery is probably due
to the preoccupation of the rulers of Palenque with ritesg of
accession and triumph over the Lords of Xibalba in death.

The sarcophagus 1!d of Shield Pacal's tomb (Figure 2) is
probably the moat well known sculpture of Palenque. The

sculpture's meaning 18 described in the words of Merle Greene
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Rohertson  (1983:56):  "Gn  this spectacular monolith  ancrent
Paloengque  sculptors  carvedd 1n stone for all posterity the
iconoEraphic  statement o! 4 haliof gvstem whereby a king dies,
but a4 god ts born.” The symbols describing tne Underworid inte
which the ruler Pacal enters are 4associated with death
(skeletal) tather than related to a watery Underworid, although
water murkers exilst tn connect the two tyvpes of symbols and to
turther demonstrate the watery npatuire of Xibalba. The most
impoy tant  water  wvabotr  seen  on the sarcophagus covetr 16 the
shettl, which t5 presont on the left side of the fQuadripartite
givph upon which Pacal appears to sit (Robertson, 1983:08).

'ngrde the crypt of the Temple of the Inscriptions, whare
Shield Pacal was buitred, are nine Jife-niczed stiucco sculptures
of “ulers, warriors, or detties, one of which can be sren in
Figure 14  (Rabertnon  1983:7hH). These tigures  have several
identica) features. yot ocach wears a differont pectoral and ¢ach
headdress va: les 1n itcounographilc MAKE up. wnoether the
gculpturaes  lapiesent the nine Underwnrld Lords (one for cach
level of NXibalba) or nots wvannot he determined hecaure of
eroston (Kubertson 1983175 ). Nonetheless,  much of the water
symbolism pregsent on  the figures and their location, on the
walls of a c¢crypt, suppori. this view or at teagt suggoest a s{rong
Bssociation with the Underworld. Figure 1|5 shows the most
common hweaddroess eloement nine stucco sculptures, prasent on ali
but two of the identiliable figures. The Jaguar Gud of the

Lnderworld which adorns Lhe shields of the figures, gives
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glves further evidences which helps to place the fipgures in the
Underworld (IFi18ur 16). The fish nibbling on the wate: -lily or
other plant elements found in the headdressos usually come in
groups of three. The presence of these water svmboly in Lhe
dress of the Underworld Lords who appear Lo guard the crypt,
suggests that the f{gh a1¢ asgsociated with death and the
Underworld, and that thy Underworld is & watery realm.

Much of the sculptyre at the sites of Tikal and Palenqua: are
located on temple structyres, and thereforo will be discussnd in
the contoxt of the architecture of which they are a part, to

give the full impact of the iconography.

Arcbltectural Art

Temple 11 at Copédn, a Late Classic structure located on the
north end of the acropolls, has significant wator svmbolism on
the low terrace, markecd hy three conch shells which ale meant to
itndicate the surface of water (Scheale 1986:122), Schele

(1986°122) desciribes the torrace as follows:

The head of GI is carved on the top step as if the
god were standing shoulder high in watei. Two grotesque
nonkey gods holding rattles and poisexd In the posture of
@ dance flank him as he riseg from the water. On the
platfora opposite thes Gl stairs, the water symboiism is
completed by two sculptures of crocodlles that are set
to appear as if they are floating on the same level as
the stone conch shells. Below the Gl stairs are three
rectangula:r stones, defining the stairg as a symbolic
ball court. Victias were dispatched on the terrace
sbove the stairs and thrown down 1into the watery
Underworld of the south court.

This description epitomizes the way 1in which the Maya
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attempted to indicate tho boundary inte the tawer realm wythout
the wuse of hieroplyphic  text (nlthough they often did use
hierorlyphs as well) o describe a change in setting. fhe
Underwor id was announced with soathelsn, which tllusyrates theit
Important role in Maya art, since it is thoese markers which
allow ug (or in the cane of the Mava, those who are permitted to
view these works) to prace a ascene in its propet ceaim (Ferpguson
1981338}, Arain  in  Copan. on the fac¢ade of the Temple of
Moditation (Figure 17), the innor doorway carving s fiited with
a mixture of Undoerworld symbols ionciuding skulls, sheils, and
stingray spines (Ferguson 1984:284). The skulls, which clearly
separate the Underworld from the rest of the carved doorwav, have
dots  above the eye sockets which may supgest watloer. iF this is
the: case, these skuils are explicitly watory Underworid markers.,

The Temple of the Crass n Paleongue was a monunent buslt in
honot of the accession of ope of Pajenque’s tulory. tts tabioty
reprosont both the reracregence of o ruler trom the Undorwe i,
and the same svibolic  pathway which the sun nad to follow n
ornder to rise each day. The tahlat 1n Figure '8 exemplifies (he
theme of all thoe Toemple of the Cross tabiety.

‘n this tablet, the new king Chan Bahlum faces his father
Pacal, who stands on what lL.inda Schele belleves 15 4 svmbol for
the state of death (1974:.21). The symbol teferred to ig simila!
to the God N glyph tn figure 4. with corn-fertility symboi s added.
The Underworid watar connection is strong in this glyph, hecause

not only is the large she!l associated with the Underworld

through the Lord Xibalba emerging from it, but It is aigo
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related to the dead king Shield Pacal who probably had to

Journey through the Underworld in order to return to the earthily
realm and assume hisg postion atop the shell.

The monster upon which Chan-Bahlum stands is a Cauac variant
believed to be associated with rain, the Underworld and possibly
standing water (Schele 1974:22). That fact that a ruler stands
on a symbolic reprosentation of the watery Underworld, supports
the idea that the ruler needed to link the Earth and Underworld
realus. The tablet contains shell and skeletal motifs which
wvhen placed together, create an image of a death-ridden watery
Underwor ld.

The sculpture on the temple structures at Tikal in Guatemala
ig related to the sgetting and rising of the sun, and {ts
relation to the succession of kings. The sun passed through the
Underworld as 1t followed 1{ts natural course, and it is the
images of the sun 1n the Underworld, which incorporate fish
motife (Miller 1984:42) that further support the hypothesig Lhat
Xibalba was a watery Underworld. One s8uch sculpture on
Structure 5D-33-3rd (Figure 18.b), 1i8 described by Miller
(1984:42) as a"skeletal head with fish barbels emerging from the
side of rits] mouth." Once again, The Maya use the
Juxtaposition of water ant xkeletal symbols to demarcate their

Underwor id.

Matwial Phanomona

The wetely Underwvorid is manifested in nature by the Cenote
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of Chichen (a4, Thoe Cencte iv a natural weil, into which 1t 1
believed {he Mava threw the bodies of tne sacrificial viclims
and ofierings of shell. obsidian. and gold {(Wren 1951).  Thoge
offerings 4re simitar to those found in Maya burial caches.

Tho Cenote i a deop wall: a hojle in the LEarth's membrane
full of water. These quaiitles make the Cennte a natural
manifestation of Xibalba, the Underwo)ld doepictod in the
fconography ot the Mava. A4 Llhe victims or offerings fell into
the water of the Cenote, they symbotically <rogssed into the
reaim of the Underworld., The of farings rade Lo the Cenote often
catried both water and Underworid svmbaliom. Ono  tvpe of
offoering tn described by iLinnca Wrernr in The Cernote of Sacrlfice:
"From the Cenote we find these Copal and rubber ! saps. the blood
of trees, wero shaped 1nto balls and offigy torms, painted hlue,
and studded with rubber, Jade, and shells befole belng offered
to the Cenote™ (1984: 19). The bliue paint and shells on  the
effigy forms become watery Underworld markers since thev are
thrown into the Conote, which is an entrance to Xibalba.

Another offering f(ound {n the Cenoie was the gold disc in
Figure 19, The band around the coentral scene shows skulls
entwined with water si1lles (Wren 19K84: 50). The combination of
water-liiioes and skulls surrounding the sacrificial scene on the
gold disc, and the fact that thisg disc (and others like it) was
found at the bottom of Lhe Cenote, the symbolic Underworld,

gupports the hypothesis that Xibalba wag a watery realnm.

[
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The Maya treatment of XNibalba ¢an be used to suggest
interpraetations of the art of El Tajin in Vera Ciruz., and thus
can demunstrate this culture's similar view of the Underworld.

£l Tajin began . flourish as a majur urban center for the
Huastec culture around 300 A.D. and declined about 1100 A.D.
The stte, located gust inlana of the Guif of Mexicou. north of
the modern day ity of Vera Cruz, is bhest Known for its unigquely
styled temples and numerous ball courts (Wilkerson 1950:210 ).
The main ball courts have elanoratc carvings upon their walls
which often depict ritual activities such a8 sacrifice, that 1y
probablv related to the ball game itself. Some of the "ball
game paraphernalla," wspeclally the stone-carved vyolks, catry
significant symbolic meaning In relation to the Lnderwor ld when
Juxtaposed with a8 similar Maya vision. The critical position of
being half in the Underwortd and half in the realm of the (atth
was demonstrated by these vyolks. HBall players probably wore &
thick, wicker belt-1l}lke volk around their wailsgts during play to
protect their mid-torsos (Schele 1986:248). Although the more
sacred version of 1Lhese U-shaped vyolks were carved of stone.
Stone yolks often had carvings of Farth Monsters, which meant
that when a diety impersonatur of ruler placed theo volk around
his waist, he wag standing 1n the mouth of tha Earth Monster,
halfway in the Underwor ld (Gillespie 1987). The same
intermediate position was established by Maya rulers with the
rulership belt, which delimited the CUnderworld with water
symbols.

16
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The  west studied of the manv bai ! courts of El Tapin is tpe
South  Balld vour t which (ontaing 1y elannrgtely Carved stons
panclc, Shown o blgures 20,4 2001 Accucding to wilkaerson
PINS L2 ) the overriding theme ot tne sanels i, that of piiunl
naurrflee in asnsocisation  with Ll bt AT Seeary ot
sacirfice gjelate tao the Underwar Ld, cinee  onpe  prrpose of
Attt wag lo ommunicate witl: tne supornaturale deeding in
the Lnaerwor Jd. This totationship 19 »splicit!y demonstrated on
the  iconogravhy ot the South Hait Court panels.  Porgures 2.4
20 .4 (nn IRT srouped aoecording to simtiar oy t1st)o exegutrion,
whereas  Firures 200w and 20.f arc difierent.  The panels shown
in tieures 20.¢ and 20.d, ocated on the nortih wail of the batl
couirt, depict yeenes of priests o7 delity impoersonators pranst ing
for and pertorming A sacriflicia!l ritual within rhe sloping walls
ot the hall court. The death symbolism 1% strong tn both scenes
as  itndicated by the gkeivtal figures on the sides of the two
panols. The: same  skelotal fipures are tound un the panels n
Frgures 20.a and 20.b, located on the south wali. (ach of thege
figures Ls seen  omerping from 4 vesse] submerged in water,
meaning thail these drath tigures ovaserving the action must come
from a walery Lnderworld. Thea vessels may also be tnterprated
as blood letting rrceptacles; howevar, the ligyuid nature of
hlood and water in the Underworld ate interchangeable. accard.ung
to linda Schele (19386:410). The uppeor i1egisters of thesoe four
panels all contain A feathered deity, while the lower repigsters

are fllled with scrolls which may be representative of a water

band. The feathered serpent-like deity probahly represents the




1§

sky, since feathers are often sky markers tn Mosoamerican
lconography. The scrolls of the lower band are vatid Underwor id
indicators, because thev are the same type of sctoll which
surrounds the skeletal figures. They may howaver, be Underwor id
serpents as  geen by the eye, eyehrow, and curly nose near the
vessel in Fligure 20.a. In efther case, the scrolls are
continuous with, o¢r at least are closely associated with, the
watery Underwourid from whence the ckeoletal flgures came.

The Underwortd iconography in Figures 20.e and 20.f is§
significant And incorporates a greater number of water symbols
ty domarcate the Underworld than fFigures 20.a-20.d. In these
central panels, watlery serpent scrulls are again seen in the
lower reglister and {lanking the maln action scenas. 1n addition
to the scrpent 8croll water symbolism, an abundance of trilobed
moti1fs appear on the outermost side bands which are indicative
of water or blood (Stocker 1978:1497). The body of liquid within
what appears to be a brick structure (Ficure 20.e) has been
interpreted as 4 vat of pulque (Wilkerson 1980:220) into which a
deity impersonator lots blood through seit -mutilation to appease
the God of Pulque who stands in the liquld wearing a fish
headdress. The gsame observation {is made in the case of the
gcone in Figure 20.f, where instead of a god, a victim prepared
for sacrifice lies half in and half out ofthe brick gstructure
containing pulque. Seen in both panels is &8 form of the tree of
life, which connectg the upper and lower trealms (Schele

1986:108-109), one eomerging from a maguey plant (Figure 20.f)
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and anorher from a spondyius sher) (Fiedre 20.0).  The cpondy 'us
Cheltlas appearl to be used 1n mach the 54ne way 98 wero shells in
Mava art: as merkers sypgnifying the Underwortd. The brick
Structure:n tesamble niches or caves because of the'r (- ghape and
LYingle opening. I gugiets that  the  structures  raprosent
openings 1n the Earth membrane helow which Jies the watery
Undorwo, ld, deprcted by the waves Ihhide the stiuctuyres.  The
victim  in Figure 20.f may therefore be  in the same sacred
position as  Shietd Pacal on nmi s sarcophague lid, half 1n and
half out of the ‘awg of the arth Monster (Fisgure 2). The
Undeerwoarld  entered by the victim in Figure 20,0, 15 explicitly
depictad as 2 watery 1oalm, wheroas Xibalba, Pacal's Undonrwor id,
1y marked by skeletatl jaws and blood symbo)ism. Thae charscter
letting blood In Flgure 20.e ofrers his bluod to an Underworid
Lurd riging from the water thtough anp opening in the Earth,
rathet than to tho Pulque God standing in  the vat of the
subgtance. The fish headdress of this Lnderworla Lord may even
be analagous to the tlish on the hoaddresses of the nine Lords of
Nibalba at Palenque; which appear to link death, the Underwor!'d

And watep together.

The Maya perccived thelt Underworld (u be a wstery realm.
The great varlety of media exploited by the Mavya in order to
1llustrate 11hls vision were examined in this thesis, as was the
tconography that was used to delineate the watery Underworld.

In addition to this., some pieviovusly overlooked markers ot
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expressionng of the watery Undorworld wer ilntroduced, such as the
blue rim around Classic Mava funerary vessels, and the imagery
of the cosmous set up by the r1ulership belts on the stelae.

Although treatment of the Mays Underworld varies, several
characteristic features of Xibalba remain constant. It is this
congistency which aillows the comparison of the Mava Underworld
with that of the Kl Tajin Underworld to be valid. The use of
shells, trilobe motifs and the critical position held by rulers,
is explicit 1n the art of the Maya. At E]l Talin, the same
svmbollsm occurs in a similar context (that of sacrifice), so
that relating the treatment of the Underworld by the two
cultures was logical. 7Thercfore it can be concluded that, with
the prolific treatment of the Underworic by the Maya as a basis
to compare the Underworld 1{conography of other Mesoamerican

cultures, a more unifled view of the Underworld can emerge.
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