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Monumental Discourse and Social Distinction:  
A Contextual Approach to Classic Maya Sculpture

felix KuPPrat
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México

(kupprat@gmail.com)

verónica a. vázquez lóPez
University of Calgary

(veronica.vazquezlope@ucalgary.ca)

Abstract: The socio-political structures of the Classic Maya have received considerable at-
tention, especially given the sudden advances made in epigraphy. Textual evidence has 
shed light on titles, offices and interaction among royal and—to some extent—non-royal 
elites, creating a differentiated panorama of basic mechanisms of social cohesion and dis-
tinction. As important as the contents of text and image are for the historical approach, 
comparably little attention has been paid to their context, i.e. their social function and 
use as media of communication. For some time, sculpted monuments have been consid-
ered as devices of political propaganda, through which the ruling elites legitimised their 
status. However, it has frequently been ignored who were the addressees of written and 
depicted messages and how people received and interacted with hieroglyphs and imagery. 
The spatial environments of monuments are extremely diverse, ranging from closed and 
sacred spaces to open plazas, so that we cannot assume that the messages they conveyed 
were meant for the same group of people. The reception of Maya media occurred not only 
in diverse spatial contexts, but also in specific social situations. In this article, we explore 
the relationship between the strategic use of visual media and social differentiation. Cer-
tain social actors were consciously included or excluded from the active and passive par-
ticipation in the monumental discourse. When it comes to non-royal social units, we can 
distinguish various degrees of integration, dictated by the courtly authority, which reflect 
different political settings and strategies throughout the Maya area.

Resumen: Las estructuras sociopolíticas mayas del periodo Clásico han sido objeto de mu-
chos estudios, en particular a partir de los avances en la epigrafía. La evidencia textual ha 
proporcionado información sobre títulos, oficios y la interacción entre la elite real y, en 
cierta medida, la no real, creando un panorama diferenciado de mecanismos básicos de 
cohesión y distinción social. Mientras los contenidos del texto y de la imagen son de gran 
importancia para el acercamiento histórico, el contexto, es decir su función social y uso 
como medio de comunicación, ha recibido muy poca atención. Por algún tiempo se conside-
ró a los monumentos esculpidos como medios de propaganda política, mediante los cuales 
las élites gobernantes legitimaron su estatus. No obstante, frecuentemente se ha ignorado 
a los receptores de los mensajes escritos o representados, y cómo la gente recibía e inte-
ractuaba con los jeroglíficos y las imágenes. Los ambientes espaciales de los monumentos 
son extremadamente diversos, incluyendo desde espacios cerrados y sagrados hasta plazas 
abiertas, por lo que no se puede asumir que los mensajes que estos medios portaban se di-
rigían al mismo grupo de espectadores. La recepción de los mensajes mayas no sólo ocurrió 
en diversos contextos espaciales, sino también en situaciones sociales específicas. En este 
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trabajo exploramos la relación entre el uso estratégico de medios visuales y la diferencia-
ción social. Ciertos actores sociales fueron incluidos o excluidos de forma consciente de la 
participación activa o pasiva en el discurso monumental. En cuanto a las unidades sociales 
que no forman parte de la elite real podemos distinguir diferentes grados de interacción, 
dictadas por la autoridad de la corte, lo que refleja distintos escenarios y estrategias políti-
cas en toda el área maya.

In his extensive and erudite studies of ancient American writing
systems, Alfonso was always concerned with the human sublayer 

of text and textual production. He saw the hieroglyph as an artefact, 
produced under specific historical circumstances by a determined 
group of actors. In search of the agents of hieroglyphic production, 
he employed palaeographic methods, for example in distinguishing 
the scribes of the Madrid codex in his PhD thesis (Lacadena García-
Gallo 1995a, 2000; Ciudad Ruiz and Lacadena García-Gallo 1999). 
Alfonso was also interested in the networks of intellectual and social 
influences under which certain texts were composed. He constantly 
emphasised conventionalism and tradition as important traits of 
Mesoamerican writing, be it in his article on the writing schools 
of Tenochtitlan-Tlatelolco and Tetzcoco (Lacadena García-Gallo 
2008a), the reconstruction of orthographic conventions in Classic 
Maya writing (Lacadena García-Gallo and Wichmann n.d., 2004) or 
the description of calligraphic archaisms (Lacadena García-Gallo 
1995b). Of equal importance, Alfonso’s work on vernacular traits in 
the Maya script (Lacadena García-Gallo and Wichmann 2002) and 
on foreign, non-Maya influences, are fundamental for subsequent 
works on the macro-ethnic landscape.

In 2007, Verónica and a group of friends were lucky to accompany 
Alfonso to Ceibal, in search of Central Mexican traits in Maya texts. 
Alfonso was excited to confirm his reading of a personal name on 
Ceibal Stela 13, published a couple of years later (Lacadena García-
Gallo 2010: 389–390). Reading the sequence out loud—e-je-ke, 
possibly a form related to Nahua eheca(tl)—he could not help himself 
but to give the stela a kiss of joy (Figure 1). As a true field epigrapher, 
always looking for the conclusive detail, he had a passion not only 
for the text, but also for its tangible and ephemeral material bearers.

Here, we intend to connect these thoughts—about the production 
and intention of texts, on one hand, and about the materiality and 
changing contexts of written artefacts, on the other. In particular, 
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Figure 1. Alfonso Lacadena kissing Stela 13 at Ceibal, July 2007 (photograph by Omar 
Rodríguez Campero).
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we focus on social stratification and the interaction between groups 
of different social status.

Ancient Maya socio-political organisation is known from two 
lines of evidence, which have been combined to different degrees 
in studies dealing with this topic. The first one parts from texts and 
images that illuminate the biographies of state protagonists, i.e. the 
godly kings and their immediate kin and subordinates (see Schele 
and Freidel 1990; Martin and Grube 2008). Social factions are very 
rarely mentioned in texts and their concrete identities are poorly 
understood, while larger collectives, such as the populations of 
certain cities, are virtually absent.1 Both public and private imagery 
usually depict specific individuals, whose identities are often 
revealed by adjacent glyphic captions or related written narratives. 
Therefore, a historiography of the Maya based solely on text and 
image would be a narrative of royal lineages and, to a certain extent, 
of their highest-ranking subordinates. Alfonso’s discussion of the 
office of lakam is one of the very few epigraphic insights we have 
regarding non-courtly social actors (Lacadena García-Gallo 2008b).

On the other extreme of approaches to Maya hierarchy, there is the 
analysis of settlement patterns, household archaeology and bioar-
chaeology. Maya society was organised in social houses, which are 
directly related to architecturally delimited domestic units with the 
patio group as one of the most common types (Willey 1980: 255; Wilk 
and Ashmore 1988; Hendon 1991, 2007, 2010; Gillespie 2000a, 2000b, 
2000c; Joyce and Gillespie 2000). Spatial and material indicators 
related to those households or household-clusters and their inhabit-
ants enable us to distinguish ranks of social status, both within and 
between houses. Differences in size, construction materials and tech-
niques, frequency and density of monumental adornment, as well as 
the quality and quantity of funerary offerings, are usually assumed 
to reflect differing access to materials and resources and thereby 
serve as proxies for social inequality. Rankings of status based on 

1 Several group identities based on cohabitation are expressed in the name phrases of in-
dividuals (see Tokovinine 2013). Nevertheless, there are very few cases in which larger 
collectives are referred to as agents or patients of events. A well-known example is the 
mention of huxlajuun tzuk kuku’lnaal(?) ‘the natives(?) of the thirteen divisions, of Kuku’l(?)’ 
(see Houston et al. 1998: 280; cf. Tokovinine 2008: 251–252) at Dos Pilas (Hieroglyphic Stair-
way 2, west section, Step 4, D2–E1; Fahsen 2002: 16, fig. 8), whose ‘heads were [piled up like] 
hills’ and whose ‘blood turned into pools’.

Felix Kupprat and Verónica A. Vázquez López
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these indicators have shown rather fluent transitions from one cate-
gory to the next, evidencing a complex social stratification (Willey 
1980: 256; Hendon 1991; Chase 1992; Chase and Chase 1992; Haviland 
and Moholy-Nagy 1992; Adams 1995; Joyce and Gillespie 2000; Ensor 
2013a, 2013b; also see Houston and Inomata 2009: 176–182); although 
some large patio group stuck out and have thus been interpreted as 
royal palaces (Harrison 1970; Inomata and Houston 2001a, 2001b; 
Christie 2003; Houston and Inomata 2009: 156–158; Delvendahl 2010; 
Barrientos Quezada 2014; Vázquez López 2015: 225–246).

Here, we ask how we can combine these two visions of Maya 
socio-political organisation in a model that includes the detailed 
accounts of courtly life and our more general understanding of 
urban society. On this occasion, we have chosen to direct our atten-
tion toward the direct interaction between different social sectors. 
Considering monumental art as our primary source for the socio-po-
litical activities of high-ranking individuals, we want to use this class 
of materials as a starting point for our discussion of socio-political 
cohesion and distinction.

Quite frequently we read about the propagandistic nature of 
Classic Maya texts and imagery. The general focus on royal actors 
and their closeness to the supernatural, ancestors and cultural 
heroes have led scholars to believe that courtly elites were worried 
in the extreme about the legitimacy of rulership and that they 
invested considerable resources in the creation of a sort of public 
self-advertisement. Sometimes, we might gain the impression that 
Classic stelae functioned analogously to modern billboards, set up in 
order to convince the major population that the current ruler was 
the best possible leader owing to shared ideals such as royal descent, 
success in warfare, religious dedication and closeness to the gods 
(see Marcus 1992; Demarest 2004: 213, 244). In general terms, this 
interpretation is certainly not erroneous, but we should critically 
question the intended and actual impact of Maya art in daily and 
ritual life.

The reception of monumental artefacts is determined by (1) 
decoding abilities, (2) accessibility, (3) willingness and (4) cultural 
practices, which leads us to the following statements:

1. Writing was, apparently, a highly specialised and prestigious
activity, and also reading was probably not a skill shared among
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the broader population (Houston and Stuart 1992; Houston 
1994). Therefore, the potential direct receivers of glyphic texts 
were very few. Imagery was decoded by a far broader range 
of social actors, but we must also assume that in many cases 
“understanding” was limited to the most general motifs, while 
the interpretation of details and complex compositions required 
a high degree of familiarity with the canons of depiction and 
esoteric knowledge. Hence, we can state, in very general terms, 
that the use of glyphs was a means of limiting reception, while 
the use of imagery facilitated reception (cf. Parmington 2011: 
17–18).

2. However, a far more differentiated approach to the reception of
monumental imagery and text is a contextual analysis, where
the impact of the medium depends on general access. Sculp-
tures and mural paintings were used in a very broad range of
spatial settings, from open and rather public plazas to private
and even sacred enclosures. Some media were even hidden or
made dysfunctional.2 Thus, we have to consider the social func-
tion of a text or image in light of its location and the social prac-
tices that characterise it.

3. Willingness is another crucial factor for reception and should be
included in an evaluation of the social function of Classic Maya
media. Reception is active work and requires a certain amount
of dedicated time and, at times, physical effort. Reading a full-
figure text, crouching around an altar in order to read the text
on its rim or lying down in the entrance of a house just to look
at the carving on the underside of a lintel are not actions that
occurred naturally on a day-to-day basis. It requires motivation
and interest, and we might generally state that the bigger the
effort required by a certain type of reception is, the less recep-
tion actually occurred in those instances.

4. Finally, we have to consider that Maya monuments were also
agents in particular cultural activities. Especially the combina-

2 By “dysfunctional” we mean that media did not transmit messages to human addressees. 
We do not exclude the possibility that dysfunctional media were used as devices for the 
communication with supernatural beings, which in several cases is more than plausible.

Felix Kupprat and Verónica A. Vázquez López
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tion of imagery and architecture was frequently employed to 
create stages for distinct spectacles, from the torture of pris-
oners to the personification of gods and the re-enactment of 
myth (Schele and Mathews 1998: 23; Inomata 2006; Pope 2006; 
Werness-Rude and Spencer 2015). In a similar way, stelae and 
altars were objects for (and even subjects of!) completion and 
offering ceremonies (Stuart 1996, 2010). The reception of these 
agentive media was closely tied to the activities carried out 
near them, so that the study of associated practices is key to 
understanding the function of any particular Maya monument.

Having pointed out these basic mechanisms, we would now like to 
review three cases of monument contextualisation, which illustrate 
the interaction of the ruling court with other social groups. First, we 
take a look at 7th-century Copan and the particularities of its monu-
mental discourse. Then, we go on to discuss the settings of courtly 
sculpture at Palenque during the reign of Janaab Pakal (ad 615–683). 
Finally, we contrast these cases with evidence that points towards 
interdynastic relations at Late Classic Calakmul. The archaeolog-
ical, iconographic and epigraphic specifics of the underlying anal-
yses have been pointed out elsewhere (besides the cited literature 
see Kupprat 2015; Vázquez López 2015; Vázquez López et al. 2016), 
which is why the present discussion summarises the relevant results 
in support of a methodological exercise and focuses on the primary 
issues at hand.

Copan: cultural integration and Mayanisation

The first case we want to discuss is that of Late Classic Copan. Cultur-
ally speaking, Copan is a peripheral site, at the eastern boundary 
of what researches commonly call the Maya area. Social actors who 
by material association can clearly be called Maya were present at 
Copan at least from the early 5th century onwards (Longyear 1952; 
Viel and Hall 2000; Sharer et al. 2005). For archaeologists, one of the 
most obvious indicators of Mayaness at Copan is the monumental 
sculpture, which includes complex glyphic texts in Classic Ch’olan 
and elaborate imagery, packed with pan-Maya motifs and messages 
(see e.g., Baudez 1994). Due to the exceptional quality of these mate-
rial traits, few have questioned that Copan was ruled by Maya, and 
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data from Copan has more than once be used to exemplify general 
aspects of all Maya society.

Nevertheless, in the last couple of decades, the Mayaness of 
Copan’s population has begun to be doubted. Bioarchaeological 
data suggests that Copan received huge quantities of immigrants 
during the Classic period, not only from the central and southern 
Maya lowlands, but also from the Guatemalan highlands and from 
western Honduras (Price et al. 2010, 2014; Miller 2015: 207–233; 
Suzuki 2015: 187–220). These foreign populations shared residences 
and adapted the local lifestyle to various degrees. Hence, Copan has 
been described as a “multi-” or “pluri-ethnic” state where different 
cultural practices and identities converged (see Fash and Fash 2006; 
Canuto and Bell 2013).

Monumental discourse at Copan reveals that the rulers and some 
prestigious non-royal groups invested considerable resources in the 
preservation of Maya cultural practices and beliefs. Probably more 
than anywhere else in the Maya world, stela texts deal with complex 
ritual operations and the invocation of deities and ancestors (see 
Stuart 1992: 170). Stelae and their altars are clearly identified as 
focal points of ritual, frequently possessed by particular supernat-
ural entities, which were core elements in certain ceremonial activ-
ities. We believe that it was in this framework of communal practice 
that stelae transmitted messages and received particular attention. 
In these contexts, Maya cultural dominance was transmitted by 
the formal aspects of the ritual object, especially through the use 
of complex glyphic texts in Classic Ch’olan and other pan-Maya 
visual elements, as well as by ceremonial performance and content. 
In this sense, the stela–altar complex at Copan served as a device 
for Mayanisation, i.e. as a central point of inter-ethnic encounters 
under the umbrella of Maya ritual (Kupprat 2015: 232–235).

Formal changes in Copanec stelae and their distribution pattern 
reveal that rulers altered their strategies for socio-political cohe-
sion several times during the Classic period. Unfortunately, the 
Early Classic corpus is highly fragmented, due to a major destruction 
event at some point of the 6th century, wherein most stelae and altars 
were hewn to pieces (Riese and Baudez 1983: 183–184; B. Fash 2004: 
261–262; Sharer 2004). Nonetheless, it can be observed that early 
stelae were completely hieroglyphic with texts inscribed on one or 

Felix Kupprat and Verónica A. Vázquez López
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more sides (B. Fash 2004: 259; Kupprat 2015: 219).3 Many of these 
monuments correspond to an early ceremonial group that lies now 
buried in the centre of the modern village Copán Ruinas (Morley 
1920; W. Fash 2001: 88–90). The extensive use of hieroglyphs was not 
only an important marker of Maya ethnicity, but also a means of 
maintaining a certain exclusiveness with respect to esoteric knowl-
edge and communication.

This canon changed towards the end of the 6th century when 
the portraits of rulers became more common on the faces of stelae, 
reflecting the need to emphasise individual agency in ritual life. One 
could argue that the introduction of imagery on stelae allowed the 
basic message to be received quicker and by a broader audience. This 
might not have been the only reason for the appearance of portraits 
at Copan, but it certainly put a new emphasis on the persona of the 
ruler. The development culminated in the introduction of stelae 
with double portraits (one on each of the wide sides). In these, the 
ruler became even more present, while glyphs were more and more 
treated as a secondary feature.

The sudden increase of royal portraits on stelae coincides with 
a sudden spread of monumental sculpture over the Copan Valley 
on the eve of the eleventh katun in ad 652. The twelfth ruler, K’ahk’ 
Uti’ Juun Witz’ K’awiil was—as far as we know—the first to let stelae 
be set up outside the two urban ceremonial centres (Figure 2). He 
also seems to have been involved in the commissioning of altars at 
Río Amarillo (Schele 1987) and Quirigua (Looper 2003: 51–52). The 
outlying stelae have been discussed in several occasions; they may 
have served as astronomic, territorial-political and/or defensive 
markers (Morley 1920: 132–134; Proskouriakoff 1973: 171; Grube and 
Schele 1988; W. Fash 2001: 101–104; Wagner 2006: 156–157; Carter 
3 The only clear exception is Copan Stela 35 (Riese and Baudez 1983: 188–189, R-14, R-15). 
Certain motifs, such as the elongated twisted knot dangling from the belt, the fish fins 
attached to the disc ornaments of wrists and ankles, the inner-leg view of the same disc 
assemblage and the tubular beads of the necklace, very closely resemble their counterparts 
on mid-5th century stelae from the Peten, particularly stelae 1, 31 and 40 from Tikal (Jones 
and Satterthwaite 1982: fig. 1, 51c; Valdés and Fahsen 1998: 84, fig. 6). This confirms the 
dating of Stela 35 as well as the strong stylistic influences from the central lowlands during 
this period (see Riese and Baudez 1983: 190). Copan Stela 53 has been dated to the same 
period (Bíró 2017: 10), but this proposal is based on a problematic date in its inscription, 
which might be either part of a retrospective narrative or simply not the assumed katun 
ending or not a date at all. Ruler 6 might be named in the text (Prager and Wagner 2017: 
19–20), but even if this identification is correct, the chronological context remains unclear.
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2014: 35–36). However, relevant for our argument is the social func-
tion of these monuments.

As we have already pointed out, stelae operated as media espe-
cially during the ritual activities in which they were involved. 
Therefore, we must understand K’ahk’ Uti’ Juun Witz’ K’awiil’s valley 
programme as a conscious attempt to decentralise the state’s ritual 
activities and to include other (probably long established) ritual 
sites in courtly ceremonies. This was clearly a reaction to the other-
wise well-documented population growth (Webster 2005: 42–43) and 
cultural diversification in Copan’s surroundings in this period, and 
we suggest that 7th-century stelae had the following functions:

I. Stela-related ceremonies in the Copan valley involved a larger
rural population in ritual practices that were clearly marked as
culturally Maya. The archaistic full-glyphic format of many of
the outlying stelae emphasised conservative Maya practices and 
a claim to cultural and ideological hegemony. Actually, there
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Figure 2. Map of the Copan Valley, pointing out the locations of the outlying stelae. Stelae 19, 
10, 12, 13 and 23 were all dedicated for the end of the 11th katun in ad 652. Stelae 5 (ad 672) and 
6 (ad 682), located just between the two ceremonial centres, have slightly later dates (drawing 
by Felix Kupprat after Willey et al. [1994: 6, fig. 2]).
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is some concrete evidence 
that non-Maya religious 
practices were substituted 
and partially adapted by the 
Maya rulers: the presence of 
apparently non-Maya deities 
in 7th-century texts (Figure 
3)4 point towards syncretism,
while the ritual burial of
archaic sculpture (Fash and
Fash 2006: 110–112)—at first
look appearing as a respectful 
offering—represented in fact
the removal of previously
venerated objects from the
public space (Kupprat 2015:
234). The strategy reflected
here is one of cultural and
ideological integration,
which due to its hegemonic
quality could be labelled as
Mayanisation—a means quite
necessary to legitimise a
Maya king at the very edge of
the Maya world.

II. Royal portraits, whose elab-
oration required much more
time and crafting skills than
the rather shallow glyphic 
reliefs, were concentrated in 
the ceremonial centres and between them. Especially the two 
double portrait stelae of the 7th century—stelae 3 and 5 (Baudez 

4 God lists on stelae P (Schele 1990: fig. 10) and 13 contain sequences of syllabographic 
signs, a structure expected for the rendering of foreign (i.e. non-Mayan) expressions (Bíró 
and Davletshin 2011: 1–2). The specific sequences do not render common Classic Maya ex-
pressions and there is a good chance that we are dealing with foreign theonyms (Prager 
and Wagner 2017: 11–13; see Bíró and Davletshin 2011; Bíró 2017), although all existing 
proposals for coherent readings in non-Mayan languages are highly tentative.

Figure 3. A list of Maya and (probably) 
non-Maya gods on the south side of Stela 13 
at Copan (drawing by Linda Schele [SD-1040], 
photograph of the drawing courtesy of Ancient 
Americas at LACMA [ancientamericas.org]).
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1994: 113, 129, fig. 50, 51, 61b, 62b)—were located at traffic nodes, 
one in the centre of the Middle Plaza and the other one next 
to or on the hypothetical road between Copán Ruinas and the 
Main Group. The need to represent the ruler, to make him omni-
present in the urban landscape seems to have been more urgent 
in the urban core than in the rural surroundings. This pattern 
betrays the growing influence of empowered groups, possibly 
with a Maya dominance, in the central area, which established 
some sort of competition with the court and its supreme ruler. 
This is probably also why the monumental discourse of the 
rulers of the 8th century became more and more restricted to 
the ceremonial and residential cores of the settlement, while 
sculpture integrated into non-royal domestic or palace archi-
tecture is documented for the later part of this period (see W. 
Fash 2005: 94–101; B. Fash 2011: 131–139, 149–171).

Palenque: cultural segregation and elitism

While K’ahk’ Uti’ Juun Witz’ K’awiil was Mayanising the Copan valley, 
one of the most emblematic rulers of Maya history, Janaab Pakal of 
Baake’l, was waging war in the plains of Tabasco at the opposite edge 
of the Maya world. He also redefined the canons of fine sculpture 
and architecture at Palenque. Interestingly, Janaab Pakal’s monu-
mental discourse is basically the direct opposite of the contempo-
rary phenomena at Copan. There were no stelae and very few altars 
on the plazas and courtyards of Palenque (Figure 4). Instead, stucco 
and stone sculpture, as well as mural paintings, are features of reli-
gious and courtly architecture and appear only on the façades and in 
the interiors of buildings that were built on massive platforms. The 
earliest known texts from Palenque were hidden from sight and—
as media—dysfunctional. While the small dedicatory tablets of the 
Subterráneos (Schele and Mathews 1979: fig. 36) were rarely seen 
in the dark corridors of the Palace (see Parmington 2011: 76), other 
texts like the Hieroglyphic Stairway were arranged in a manner 
that required the reader to constantly run up and down the stairs in 
order to read the glyphs inscribed on the treads and risers (Figure 
5). Another example is the dedicatory inscription of Palace House 
C: The glyphs were written on the bottom of the eaves and could 
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only been seen standing in the East Court, close to the platform of 
House C, and then looking straight up (see Maudslay 1902: vol. 4, 17, 
pl. 24; Robertson 1985a: 69, fig. 335–336). These glyphs were defi-
nitely not used as a marker of cultural identity, as in Copan. Texts at 
Palenque were always directed more towards the intimate interiors 
of temples and Palace buildings, far from the eyes of the greater 
public. The imagery was a little more public, but the most impor-
tant pieces, which today provide such a rich insight into Palenquean 
cosmovision and mythology, were, again, shielded from the eyes of 
the average passer-by who crossed Palenque’s plazas on a daily basis.

The façades of temples and Palace buildings included stucco 
panels with dedicatory inscriptions and portraits of the ruler and 
other courtly actors (Robertson 1983, 1985a, 1985b), which is why 
it has been proposed that the sculpted piers served as “Palenque’s 
version of the stela” (Schele 1986: 118). Some of these piers, along 
with other elements of architecturally integrated sculpture, were 
indeed visible from the plazas, but never reached the degree of public-
ness that we can assume for stelae at other sites. The monumental 
platforms of the major temples and the Palace created a significant 

Figure 4. East Plaza at Palenque. Note the absence of stelae and the association of simple 
altars with the main structures, such as the Palace (left) and the Temple of Inscriptions (front) 
(photograph by Felix Kupprat).
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distance to the spectator on the plaza level, impeding the observa-
tion of graphic details and particular glyphs. Moreover, the differ-
ence in height between the observer and the graphic representation 
marked social and cultural detachment and, hence, tangible social 
inequality. While elsewhere stelae were the focal points of public 
ritual, façade sculpture at Palenque served as a remote stage setting 
for the ceremonies carried out on the plaza below. A stela could be 
approached, surrounded and maybe even touched, but the sculpted 
piers at Palenque were beyond the reach of the commoner and 
marked the realm of the privileged and powerful.

The exclusiveness of state art at Palenque reflects a strategy 
of cultural segregation and what we may call intellectual elitism. 
Monumental texts and imagery were made for the few, most influen-
tial social actors at Palenque, and by including some and excluding 
others from the intimate experience of media reception, Janaab 
Pakal forged alliances with the heads of the dominant houses of the 
7th-century polity. Even some of the most important performances, 
in which Janaab Pakal impersonated deities like the Maize God or 
Balun Yookte’ K’uh, were carried out in the rather restricted build-

Figure 5. Model of the inscription of the Hieroglyphic Stairway at Palenque, Palace, House 
C, indicating the reading order of this dysfunctional text (model by Felix Kupprat, based on a 
drawing by Linda Schele [Schele and Schele 2000: no. 138]).
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ings and courtyards of the new Palace, with a limited capacity for 
spectators (Kupprat 2015: 243–267; in press).

The reason for Palencano intellectual elitism lies certainly in the 
circumstances of Janaab Pakal’s accession to power. He was prob-
ably not the son of a former king and was put on the throne as an 
infant after an obscure episode of military defeat and political turbu-
lence (see Schele and Freidel 1990: 220–224; Martin and Grube 2000: 
161; Stuart and Stuart 2008: 149, 165; Bernal Romero 2011: 32–36). 
He had to find a way to legitimise his position without recurring to 
the common discourse of royal descent. Thus, he chose to keep his 
competitors—the old elite of Palenque’s most important houses—
close, granting them certain intellectual privileges. In a more 
public domain, Janaab Pakal focused on the depiction of his military 
agenda and success, making physical violence and military superi-
ority the most effective argument against insurgent notions among 
the people of Palenque. It was during the king’s last years, under the 
influence of his son and successor Kan Bahlam, that a new narrative 
was forged, which reconstructed a far more continuous narrative of 
the Baake’l dynasty (see Schele and Mathews 1998: 104–110; Kupprat 
2015: 301).5

Some of the allies of Janaab Pakal are known from glyphic texts. 
One of the most important was Ajsul, a high-ranking ‘lord of fire’ 
(yajaw k’ahk’) and priest (ajk’uhu’n) who apparently was responsible 
for the construction of the subterranean corridors of the Palace. 
A text on a limestone censer stand found in Group IV at Palenque 
(López Bravo 1995: 100–104; Schele and Schele 2000: no. 110–112) 
narrates his accession to office, but the protagonist of the text is 
another individual, Ajsik’ab, who is said to have been not only a ti’ 
sak hu’n (‘spokesperson to the crown’) and sajal, but also a ‘stone-
person’ (ajtuun) and ‘artist’ (chuwen).6 Some artefacts recovered 
in the burials in Group IV, such as “writer’s needles” and stamps 

5 How accurate or manipulated these retrospective accounts are is a debated topic (see 
Grube 2006; Stuart and Stuart 2008: 182; Bernal Romero 2017: 32; Vega Villalobos 2017: 62–
67). Here, we merely emphasise that Kan Bahlam’s discourse with its dynastic lists and ties 
to divine actors and mythology is quite different from Janaab Pakal’s testimonies.
6 The hypothesis that Ajsik’ab and Ajsul were already in office before Janaab Pakal acceded 
to power (Jackson 2005: 183–187, 221–223; 2013: 32–34; Bernal Romero 2011: 33–34) cannot 
be corroborated (see Stuart and Stuart 2008: 163–164), since the text on the censer stand 
states that Janaab Pakal’s successor K’ihnich Kan Bahlam oversaw a burial event prior to 
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(López Bravo et al. 2004: 11), indicate that there was a long tradi-
tion of scribes and artists at this domestic compound. Another noble 
from Group IV, Chak Suutz’, even had his own carved tablet with a 
royal coronation scene made and placed within the largest struc-
ture of the main courtyard (Ruz Lhuillier 1952: 35–39; Schele 1991; 
Wald 1997), by which he expressed his exceptional closeness to the 
8th-century ruler Ahku’l Mo’ Naahb.

The Proyecto Regional Palenque under the direction of Rodrigo 
Liendo Stuardo has continued to excavate the main courtyard of 
Group IV, where many recently discovered burials confirm a long 
occupation from the Early Classic onwards (also see Rands and 
Rands 1961; López Bravo 1995: 106–110; Chávez Salazar 2015; Liendo 
Stuardo 2016). The preliminary analysis indicates that the eastern 
section of the patio was used as a funerary site for several centu-
ries, while the patterns of funerary practices seem to be rather 
constant, indicating cultural homogeneity (Liendo Stuardo 2016). 
Thus, it seems that Group IV was the seat of a powerful local house, 
even before the accession of Janaab Pakal. Apparently, Janaab Pakal 
established a close relationship to the individuals of highest status 
from this and other important houses in order to build an alliance, 
which in turn decentralised the control over the larger population.

Calakmul: interdynastic alliances

Finally, let us move from the peripheries right into the heart of 
the Maya lowlands, to Calakmul where the relationship between 
architecture and sculpture provides information on the interaction 
of empowered social units. Defining the southern extreme of the 
Central Plaza, Structure II constitutes the most important building 
of this ancient city. Its seven phases of construction, covering a 
lapse from the late Middle Preclassic to the Terminal Classic (Folan 
et al. 2001: 65; Enríquez Ortíz and Rodríguez Campero 2006: 409; 
Rodríguez Campero 2009, 2012), represent a valuable sample of the 
architectural history of the site. Three stelae (43, 114 and 116) and 
one doorjamb (115) were found on the lower platforms of Structure 

the death of Ajsik’ab. The date is given as 4 Manik 10 Zac, which can only correspond to 
ad 701. Hence, Ajsik’ab died in ad 701, 52 years later than what has been proposed in some 
earlier publications.
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II, while five more stelae (38–42) are associated with the plaza level 
to its north.

The 5th modification of this structure, Substructure II a-I (following 
the sequence established by the Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul 
under the direction of Ramón Carrasco Vargas) corresponds to the 
Early Classic, when massive masks and lateral stairways were added 
to the façade (Rodríguez Campero 2009: 1344). Stela 114 was erected 
for the ending of the 9th “baktun” in ad 435 at the lower part of the 
central stairs. So far, this is the earliest dated monument at the site. 
Several decades later, in ad 514, Stela 43 was erected, probably at 
the eastern extreme of the first platform. An altar on the plaza floor 
seems to be aligned with this stela (see Valencia Rivera et al. 2014; 
Vázquez López et al. 2016).

The 6th phase (Structure II-A) was built towards the end of the 
7th century (Rodríguez Campero 2009: 1344). During the construc-
tion of this phase, some parts of the platform were demolished and 
a series of vaulted rooms were added. One of these rooms—Building 
II-1, located in the eastern section of the north façade—served as
an enclosure for Stela 43. Stela 114 has a similar history, for it was
protected by a vaulted niche built around the monument during the
6th phase of construction (Figure 6a, b).7

As Simon Martin (2005) has pointed out, Stela 114 was erected by 
a k’uhul “Bat Head” ajaw, a ‘godly lord of the “Bat Head” [dynasty]’, 
while Stela 43 was commissioned by a k’uhul chatahn winik, a ‘godly 
Chatahn person’. Both lords belonged to lineages that ruled at 
Calakmul at different points of the Early Classic, long before the 
arrival of the Kanu’l at the beginning of the Late Classic (Martin 
2004, 2005; Nalda Hernández 2004; Velásquez García 2004; Helmke 
and Awe 2016a, 2016b; Martin and Velásquez García 2016; Velásquez 
García and García Barrios 2018). The fact that these early stelae were 
intentionally integrated into the new architectural programme of 
Structure II under the auspices of a Kanu’l ruler seems to reflect 

7 There is insufficient stratigraphic data to say with any certainty if these were the original 
locations of stelae 114 and 43, or if they were reset in later times. According to William 
Folan’s team, who found Stela 114, the monument was reset in antiquity (Marcus and Folan 
1994: 24; Pincemin et al. 1998: 312). However, Ramón Carrasco Vargas believes that Stela 
114 was found in its original location and that the Late Classic niche was built in an attempt 
to preserve it (Rodríguez Campero 2009: 1347). The same argument can be made for the 
location of Stela 43.
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Figure 6. Structure II at Calakmul and the locations of stelae 43, 114 and 116: a) Plan based 
on a drawing by Emyly González G. (redrawn by Verónica Amellali Vázquez López; courtesy 
of Ramón Carrasco Vargas), b) 3D-model by Rocío Ruiz Rodarte (courtesy of Ramón Carrasco 
Vargas, © Proyecto Arqueológico Calakmul).
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ongoing relations between the former and the current dynasties 
(Valencia Rivera et al. 2014; Vázquez López et al. 2016). Instead of 
destroying or burying the stelae of old rivals, the Kanu’l rulers chose 
to keep them functional in the most emblematic of all architectural 
compounds, a decision that reflects the respect for the still influ-
ential and probably politically active rival lineages. Thus, both the 
Chatahn and the Bat Head dynasties appear to have played a signif-
icant political role at Calakmul during the Late Classic, although it 
was hardly enough to be represented in contemporary sculpture. 
Stelae 114 and 43 were moved to the architectural background, while 
a stela battery in front of Structure II emphasised the undisputable 
reign of the Kanu’l. In the case of Stela 43, access was restricted by 
the new enclosure, converting it into an instrument of rather private 
ritual activities.

A doorjamb (labelled Stela 115 by Folan and his team [Marcus and 
Folan 1994]) and Stela 116 are also associated with the 6th constructive 
phase of Structure II. The former mentions the name of Kanu’l ruler 
Yihch’aak K’ahk’, while the latter, located in a prominent location at 
the centre of the principal stairway, depicts a woman, possibly the 
wife or mother of Yihch’aak K’ahk’ (Martin 1998; García Barrios and 
Vázquez López 2011, 2012), conducting a ritual of incense scattering.

This leads us to another type of monuments that was frequently 
used by the Kanu’l and their allies during the 7th and 8th century: the 
so-called paired stelae. These monuments depict the royal couple—
and occasionally mother and son, like in Naranjo (for studies related 
to paired stelae see Marcus 1987, 1992; Joyce 2000; Reese-Taylor et 
al. 2009; Stewart 2009; García Barrios and Vázquez López 2011, 2012; 
Vázquez López 2015, in press; Jabłońska 2016). Paired stelae occur 
as two separate monuments where the depicted figures face each 
other, or as a single monolith, depicting one of the figures on each of 
the wide sides.8 These monuments show the importance of marital 
alliances as a strategy of social networking. Due to a principally 
patrilocal system, the women depicted at Calakmul were usually 
members of other lineages who married into the royal house domi-
nated by the Kanu’l (see Martin 2008; Vázquez López and Kupprat 
2018). In consequence, the ixkanu’l ajaw—daughters of the Kanu’l 

8 Small monolithic panels representing the couple on one of its sides seem to be themati-
cally related to these conventions (e.g. La Corona Element 19 [Martin and Stuart 2009: 23]).
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ruler—or women from other social units close to the Kanu’l dynasty 
women of the Kanu’l lineage were depicted outside Calakmul, as 
spouses of foreign rulers.

The marriage contracts that the Kanu’l established with other 
social units—as a source of exogenous life—implied the transmission 
of status, material goods and political authority from one lineage 
to another. Here, women who had a higher social rank than their 
spouses (hypogamy) worked as vehicles of these transactions or 
negotiations, where both sides received social, economic and polit-
ical benefits, obligations and exchanges (Vázquez López 2015, in 
press). The paired stelae were usually located in open, public or 
semi-public areas, at the bottom of a platform or at the entrance of 
a building (Figure 7). This spatial context reflects the importance 
of the royal couple, publicly proclaiming inter-house alliances and 
the ideal of bilinear descent. Rank among lineages was frequently 
marked by a simple directional code: the character of lower social 
status tends to look her/his left and the one of higher social status 
to her/his right (Vázquez López in press).

Figure 7. Epicentre of Calakmul. Paired stelae are marked with Arabic numbers (map by 
Verónica A. Vázquez López, based on Ruppert and Denison 1943: pl. 61).
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Another type of inter-house relation at Calakmul may be repre-
sented in the Northeast Group, c. 1 km north-east of the Central 
Plaza. This group is a secondary palace compound with two plazas 
(A and B) surrounded by monumental platforms, a large compound 
with a rectangular plan and several patio groups (Carrasco Vargas et 
al. 2008: 78–79). A total of 13 stelae have been registered on the two 
main plazas, most of them uncarved. Stela 105 refers a date that is 
related to the reign of Yihch’aak K’ahk’ (ad 692) (Martin 1998). The 
architectural complexity of the group and the quantity of monu-
ments reflect the importance of the people who lived in the patio 
groups and their direct ties to the Kanu’l dynasty. A probable refer-
ence to Yihch’aak K’ahk’ and his rule can be interpreted in two 
different ways: (a) the inhabiting social unit had a direct relation 
with Yihch’aak K’ahk’ through kinship and/or (b) the inhabitants 
had been granted a right to monumentality, with the condition to 
mention the ruler (Vázquez López 2015: 214–215). This parallels the 
type of intellectual elite formation seen at Group IV in Palenque and, 
up to a certain point, ritual integration evidenced by the outlying 
stelae in the Copan Valley.

Discussion

A context-based analysis of monumental inscriptions and imagery 
shows that the communicative qualities of sculpture cover a wide 
range, from complex esoteric art to the public display of power rela-
tions. Regarding the distinct strategies of royal/non-royal integra-
tion in the political field, we identify three basic mechanisms:9

1. Cultural-religious integration: Stela–altar pairs as ritual subjects 
constituted ceremonial spaces. These spaces can be open (acces-
sible) or closed (restricted), central or peripheral. Depending 
on the specific configuration of ceremonial space, integration 
is directed towards the larger population or towards smaller, 
more selective groups.

2. Intellectual elitism: The restriction of monumental space creates 
a feeling of exclusivity among the privileged few who obtain 

9 These may be compared to Andrea Stone’s (1989) discussion of strategies of disconnec-
tion and connection.
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access. This creates a divide between those who have access 
and those who do not. Belonging to the elite becomes a social 
desire, and the power to include or exclude certain individuals 
or groups becomes a means of creating allegiance among peers 
and subordinates. Elitism is also in play when it comes to the 
display of selective contents or codes of communication, such 
as hieroglyphic texts which were read only by the very few.

3. Social affiliation: Finally, the location of monuments also
provides information about social affiliation and hierarchy.
Those who had the privilege of collocating monumental sculp-
ture in their courtyards or houses clearly marked their closeness 
to the ruler and his house. On the other hand, the representa-
tion of non-royal parties in public imagery is to be seen as an
overt acknowledgement of social pacts, be it through marital
alliances or other relational mechanisms.

All three mechanisms can be recognised in every one of the three 
settings we discussed here, but emphasis clearly differed. In 7th-cen-
tury Copan, for instance, we notice an attempt of large-scale cultural 
integration, but at the same time, there are traces of competition 
among the local elites in the monumental discourse. From the 
ruler’s perspective, integration was necessary since his legitimacy 
was based on Maya ideology, in particular on the acknowledgement 
of descent and ritual; rivalling forms of social organisation and reli-
gious practices and beliefs were probably a threat to the very insti-
tution of the k’uhul ajaw.

In Palenque, there are extremely few indicators of cultural 
integration through monumental sculpture, but elitism is overtly 
marked. This might indicate that Palenquean society was structured 
in a more lineal manner, with strict mechanisms of subordination at 
various levels. In this scenario, the ruler only had to control a rela-
tively small number of high-ranking leaders who in turn controlled 
the larger population through the hierarchic ladder. At the same 
time, we can tie some of those sub-leaders to specific domestic units 
which represent social houses.

The Maya house was constituted of one dominant lineage—and 
maybe sometimes more—and a number of affiliated individuals from 
other lineages, such as spouses, but probably also lower-ranking 
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servants. Both, blood ties and affinity are expressed in visual media 
and it becomes clear that the reproduction of the house was a major 
concern for the Maya. The relations expressed through monumental 
intertextuality at Calakmul refer to the dominant house, the court 
of the Kanu’l, in relation to other lineages and their houses, prob-
ably both local (the chatahn winik and the Bat Head lineage) and 
foreign. Some of them may have resided in the secondary palaces at 
Calakmul, but this can only be substantiated by further excavations.

We attempted to show how the hitherto invisible participants 
in monumental discourse can be approached through the analysis 
of receptive space. The spatial relation of one sculpted monolith to 
another, as well as accessibility and code choices reveal some of the 
intentions of the authors and the social profiles of the addressees. 
However, we also have to be aware that not all sculptures functioned 
as social media. Some images and texts were hidden or inaccessible 
and served as devices for the communication with otherworldly 
entities or simply as tools for giving meaning and value to otherwise 
profane objects.
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