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Abstract

Al't was t he -Tkoyion gL corfdot:he 066
An Investigation of the Origins and Meaning of the

Three Stones of Creationn Ancient Mesoamerica

David Matthew SchaefeM.A.
The Univesity of Texas afustin, 2011

Supervisor: Brian Stross

The following work presents a hypothesis whiddentifies the origins and
meaning ofan ancient Mesoamericaronceptknown as thethree stones ofcreation.
Previous mterpretationshave tended to applyastronomical,spatial, orgeographial
models while many conclusios havebeenmade on the basis afne Classic Maya
monumentStela Cof Quirigua This thesis builds an argument fible £mporalnature
of t h e scusedtsmetapherisally represemtseguerce of separatainits of time,
referred to agras,ages or creations A primary goal is todemonstratehat Quirigua
Stela Cprovidesin brief, summaryform a chronology whichs betterdefined through
inscriptions inthe Cross Group aPalenqueandin a sequence of panedd Yaxchilan
containingbeliefs about theriginsof the ballgame

In constructingan argument for the temporal natuoé the three stones of
creation every available context froma set of hieroglyphs mentioned in the Quirigua
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Stel a C ncorirelading Manko ChamfitFi r-Skyamd-Sk g s
discussedn Chapter 2 In Chapter 3, these glyphs aleownto aid in the organization of
the deeper paswithin the Palenque and Yaxchitamythologies When compared
chronologically andhematically,thesesitesseem topoint tothe 24" century B.C.E. s
theimportanttermination of &ime period {.e.,the planting of areation stongrelated to
a mythic complex involving thedeath and underworld journeyof the Maize Lord,
followed by hisresurrectionemergencegnd/or accession to power
Key questiors addressed includie antiquity of these beliefs and where the

metaphors used to arrange time observed among the ClassioNgigate In Chapter
4, earlier expressions othis time ideology are interpreted through iconographic
conventionsyitual depositsandmonumental atttecture athe Olmecsite of La Venta
Similarly, Chapter5 proposeshatthe Humboldt Cel, the earliesknown exampleof the
three stones of creation arrangesunits of time into asequence These ad other
interpretations suggesie existence adnancestrgiMesoamericaerabasedime model
to which later Postclassic, colonighndcontemporary beliefsuch aghoseexpressedn

theKd c HVeayanPopol Vuh, are fundamentally related
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INTRODUCTION

This thesis presents a hypothesis whagntifies and defines an ancestral
Mesoamerican chronological system, synchronized with the Long Count calendar, which
once organized the deeper pastinteajsuence of fAst oregesentingwi t h ea
a separate unit of mytHaistorical time. Ilfproposes that forms of this ideology which
survived through oral tradition and made their way into Colonial period docuinents
beliefs regarding the origin of modern humans, an underworld journey of heroes followed
by the emergence of deified corn, and tymlsolism of the ritual ballgandecan be
traced through Classic Maya inscriptions and back to even earlier sources. With the
passage of time, expressions of these ancient beliefs have evolved into forms which may
appear independently invented, epitomizedhgyapparent disgpancy between a four
creationgnodel of time in thé/laya area and a fivereationamodel in Central Mexico
(Ledn-Portilla 1980: 4D. Yet these traditions are not necessarily contradictory and, as
demonstrated in this text, are expldileathrough an ancient Mesoarean chronology
known as thehreestones ofcreation.

Thethreestones ofcreationare shown, herein, to organize the deeper past in
Mesoamerica since at least the Middle Formative period, as evidenced by the Humboldt
Cdt (Fig. 1a),dated to about 900 B.C.E. (Reilly 1994, FreiteCoe et al. 1995: 7;
Schelein Coe et al. 1995: 108; Headri2k07: 111) Thesefi st ones 0 possess a

metaphorical quality much like stelae, stone monuments thatoftereerected byhe



ancient Maya to mark the completion of timeipds and which may hawmbodied the
very concept of time (see Justeson and Neaits 1983; Stuart 1996). ThHeeestones of
creationformed thecomponent parts of a logic&tabased systenmcorporating be
anddot numeration that was especially important to the chronological ordering of the
distant past and of the legendary actions (including the births, sacrifices, and
manifestations) of important deities.

It is a primary goal of this thesis tiemonstrate that time wasagnarranged into
two groups of three stonésr a total ofsix stonesaccording to an original, ancient
Mesoamerican count which can be traced back to Olmec sources. It is the proposal that 4
Ajaw 8 Kumkou, ¢ h@owntarcaloegndare, Lfoonr med t he
the point in time when a more ancient Afirst
sequence ohtee stonas identified as théhreestones ofcreatior® began. A
propensity for arranging sacred entitiestio gr oups ofonifmt hreeso i s ¢
Mesoamerica (Rice 2007: 218nd seems to hearken back to Olmec times (Stross 1989).

This chronological sequence of stoihas been difficult to identify for various
factors as well as due to trends within Mesoamarstadies. Among them is the fact
that this more ancient ideology has no clear and obvious correlate among the Postclassic,
colonial, or contemporary Maya, as terminology used to organize this system was
essentially lost by the Classic collapse. Evennduthe Classic period, several important
post4 Aj aw 8 Kumkoéu dat es, theiinmportant skiting gfthe hat whi c
first stone ofcreation,appear never to have been widely disseminated nor accessible to a

vast majority of Classic Maya site@njong them Quirigua) which seem to be part of a
2



newer tradition which had inherited 4 Ajaw 8

only defined Aanchoro in the depths of ti me.

Figure 1: The Humboldt Celt and Quirigua Stela C
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Fig. 1: (a) Humbatit Celt circa900B.C.E( b) Qui ri gua Stela C fAcrea

describing the planting of the three stones of creation, 775 C.E.
3



In Chapter 1, the theoretical basis of this investigation is explained, and
Postclassic, colonial, and contemporanglerstandings of the pasasseen in the Popol
Vuh and the Five Surtgadition of Central Mexicd are compared to Classic Maya
inscriptions which describe the beginning of
known as 4 Aj aw 8 Kexpreksins,ncluiogci@denpyaxiJx ed by
Tuur?Nal, or AEdge of Sky, First Three Stones/ Heg
several theoretical approaches, including the popular lens of astronomical symbolism.
Conclusions have often been made on thesldne monument which seems to
describe the planting of thiereestones ofcreationin detail, Quirigua Stela C, dated 775
C.E. (Fig. 1b). This monument contains the desion of the setting of th&rst stone of
creationatNa Ho Chanlor,i Fi ¥Sskty 05 and ends with the phras
theWak Chamjaw, 06 oSk yWidde6Lor do (Freidel et al. 1993:
Chapter 2 summarizes data on rmared sky glyphs, such B& Ho Chara n d- i 6
Skyo i n Maya i nsekamplgs ofithe glyphs are used poanakie themiatic
connections across various sites of the Maya world. These contexts, as well as the
abundance of certain numbered siSkypl)yphs and
suggest a chraogical functionwhich provided a logical structure for thiareestones of
creatonand f or the deities involved in these fic
Chaak K 6 a waind the Jaguar God of the Underworld (JGU), occasionally carry the
numbered sky with which theyeassociated as a title.
Chapter 3 demonste that the chronology of thilereestones ofcreationis

defined, with the aid of numbered sky glyphs, through recelgtyphered mythologies
4



at two Classic Maya sites oretlvestern periphery of Classmalland civilization close
to the ancient Olmec heartland: Palenque and Y &tchinscriptions at thesgtes, when
compared chronologically and thematically, seem toigdethe structure to which the
three stones of creati@nd the numbered sky glypbbserved throughout much of the
Classic lowland area, correspond. | argue that the chronologies provided by these sites
are not merely locally significant but, rather, speak to withelygl belief systems
observed throughout Mee omyntelrd caaf, dam cd nude rnvgo rt
foll owed by the emergence of dediMayared cor n f o
Popol Vuh andraceable to the recenttliscoveredlate Preclassic San Bartolo murals as
well as in the mythic traditions of ancient Cehiviexico. The chronologies provided by
Palenque and Yaxchilan are shown to define, through Distance Numbers, the same stone
setting sequence which Quirigua Stela C provides only in brief and tempandifined,
summary form.
In support of the interptation that the Palenque and Yaxchilan mythologies
speak to a larger belief system whose significae i s not judate® | ocal, a
which seems to be important at both of these sites dating to about 1000 B.C.E. is
investigated through Olmec archémyy in Chapter 4. Because Olmec civilization was
already weHestablished on the Gulf Coast by this time, the opportunity exists to
investigate not only whether a similar time ideology existed among this earlier
civilization, but if a change in time idlEmy at this particular time in history can be

implied through archaeological investigation.



Chapter 4 focuses on the site of La Venta, containing the largest concentration of
Olmec monumental architecture and considered an Olmec capitald&obhaudk 1996:
73). Several Olmec stone monuments of the highest artistic achievement are interpreted
to represent the same organization of time inherited and expressed by the Classic Maya.
Additionally, a figurine assemblage and masserpentine til@rojecs, which are
believed to have been constructed and then buried, are eteztpo ritually terminate the
second stoneofcrdan,and properly obs ebasedondhecireaw A si xt h
1000 B.C.E. erdate found in the Palenque and Yaxchilan mytydloe s . This fAsixn
of timeis argued to correspond to the third stone of creatiommp ar a{8lke , tbo @ 6
which commonly appears in the names of historical individofatise Classic Maya

In concluding the major themes of this work, Chapter 5 rsvise Humboldt Celt
and Quirigua Stela C. It suggests that the Hudtl@elt may contain an actual reading
orderwhich sequentially leadstohe fAsi xnesso of time and the
On the other hand, Quirigua Stela C, from a much latex period, is shown to be
dependent upon indts dépicomof tBe thtae stdnésiof creadiah
provides very limited details of asoteric chronology that tter represented by the
Palenque an¥axchilan mythologies detaildd Chapter 3pbserved in the monuments
and construction projects of La Venta in Chapter 4, and organized through the symbolism
of the Humboldt Celt discussed in Chapter 5.

Chapter 5 concludes with thoughts on the importance of stettiegs for the
representationf the distant, mythic past in aecit Mesoamerica. These stosesem to

have given time a logical and sequential ordering that is linear and not necessarily

6



defined by cycles or mathematical principles, alone. An earlier-stettiag ideology,

possibl supported by patterns in the archaeological record as early as 800 B.C.E. (Clark
et al. 2010: 12), may have inspired the later, stedating tradition made famous by the
Classic period Maya. Through the setting of stones, as well as baltgtated itual

sacrifice, Classic Maya elites-emacted the legendary actions of ancient deities through
termination and renewal cen@nies which evoked powers beliewedchave been

manifest in the distant past, which legitimized their own authority and rightetarr the

present moment.



CHAPTER 1: Approaching the Deeper Mesoamerican Past

The goalof reconstructing an ancient, dsased chronology in Mesoamerica
requires theoretical approaches not typically employed in studies such as the
decipherment of Mayhieroglyphs, which tend to rely on ethnographic materials and a
connection between ancient and modern (or recently spoken) languages. In the following
section, theoretical perspectives are explored which demonstrate whydhes
Me s 0 a mer i ¢ eragbasedxranalogynid scientifically relevant as well as feasible.
The significance of myth in accessing the Mesoamerican past is discussed, touching on
interpretations of Mesoamerican traditions passed along throughaatiibin. This is
followedbydescriptiosof Cl assi ¢ Maya 4 Ajwhiohreferenéeu mk 6 u i r
the setting of three stonaapdern interpret#ons of these three stones, as wellhes
noti ome atfi dgic. 0 E vwhithenmakes the stict givisionvbetwleerd
Amyt ho and Ahistoryo probl emati c. Finally,

disjunction in interpretingnd accessing ancient betiereoutlined.

TIME AS A SEQUENCE OF ERAS, AGES, OR CREATIONS

The sheer depth of time has been describe
understanding, 0 and a very recent scientific
for our own transcendent i mportance in the u

to geological deepime, defined in terms of nlions of years, or human ded¢ime,



encapsulating our brief experience on this planet, its unfathomable depth makes the

definition of time, beyond predictable daily and yearly cycles, a challenge to define an

even acknowledge. As described by Preston Cloud (1988:87 : ATi me, i ke sp

no more than a di mension of experience depen

give it substanceé. |l f, then, timeae® to be n

be chosen, and how are they to be standardi z
Whereas the Judebhristian tradition emphasizedat might be considered a

two-eramodel of time based on a catastrophic flood event and a subsequent covenant

between God and mankind prohibiting such an event from ever occurring again, the past

was understood in Mesoamerica (Figt@gxist as multiple, separate ages or creations

which have come and gone before the present (see Miller and Taube 1948: 68

Additionally, floodandfi f wraé¢ er 06 events form a major compo

the Classic period to the contemporary Maya (see Velasgaeda 2006). Whether this

erabasel Mesoamerican conception of time was linear or cyclic, and based on real or

exaggerated circumstances, requires ecodtsiral and interdisciplinary perspectives, and

the casting of alsoneeessitates a perspective thal dumssssunde |t

standard andniform conditions have always existed throughout thousands of years of

human history, even though present conditions help archaeolodgsthownatural

processes have helpsldape the archaeological record (Trigger 1996: 29).



Figure 2: Map of Mesoamericavith Sites Noted in the Text
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Mesoamerican conceptions of the deeper past are best understood and accessible
through Postclassic, Colonial period, and contemporary accolihizs been observed
that the @lonial andcontemporary Maya believe they are living in the Fourth creation
(Justeson 1988: 12; Sharer 1994: 520). This is perhaps best exemplified in the Maya area

by the Popol Vuh, with itseries of creations and destructions of previous;monan

inhabitantssath as the fAiwooden peopl e, o-erawhodet h has

of timeby some author&Girard 1979: 232; Freidel et al. 1993; Newsome 2001: 100).
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Central Mexico, cultures exhibit a fisareations model known as the Legend of the Five

Sunsfamouslyportrayel on the Aztec calendatone or sun stonéFig. 3) (ebn-

Portilla 1980: 40 Gardner 1986) Othersprefer to refer to Mesoamerican time models

using a neuFrathhédoaoahaha¢berization (Rice 20

Figure 3: Aztec SuntBne,Emphasizing FiveEra Model of Time
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The PopoNMuh has been seehy some scholargs an important representatioh
Maya beliefs about the past atohsideredomethingof i Ma y a TeBlock 19850 (
Christensor2007). Thisdocumentvasi di scoveracnd |l aneéd from the |
Mayan language by a Spanish priest in Chichicastenango, Guatemala, at the beginning of
the 18" century (Tedlock 1985). The main plot includes the descent of two ballplayer
brothers, One and Seven Hunahpuh®underworld. Here, they are tricked and
sacrificed by the Lords of Death whose principal actors, similarly, are named One and
Seven Death. An adventure ensues in which the sons of One Hunahpu, named Hunahpu
and Xbalanque, themselves ballplayers, anemsaned to the underworld. Rather than
being tricked, these Hero Twins are able to defeat the Lords of Death through their own
trickery and fAmagic, 0 culminating in the reb
Hunahpu (Tedlock 1985).

The central MexicaFive Sung r adi ti on i s qui-Magansi mi | ar t
Popol Vuh (Miller and Taube 1993: 70; Boone 2000: 18). Its main plot includes multiple
creations and destructions followed by an underworld journey of the cultural hero
Quetzalcoatl, also knowrsdhe plumed serpent, who descends to retrieve the bones of
humanity killed in the flood and emerges to create modern huatahe start of the Fifth
era(Miller and Taube 1993: 70. These fisuns, 0 according to
ideology, serve a metagptical role, each represeng a separate era or agkccording
to Gardner (1986)he Five Sunss foundin eight primary ethnogphic sources which
vary greatlythe exact order of the sufisad little or no meanirigand may never have

had an SeguencgThis@rmpiex, despite often being attributed toAkeecs, is
12



part of a largeCentral Mexican tradition which may have been adapted by the Aztecs

after their arrival in that region (Gardner 1986:20). Other origin myths known from

CentraMe xi co such as the Aseven caves of emer ge

which are most familiar from Postclassic sources, also may be of more amgantas
explored in this investigation

There is much confusion as Wwhether the Popol Vuh or tkéve Sundraditions
are useful in reconstructing a more ancient Mesoamerican time ideology. Interpretations
by Lounsbury (1985), Tedlock (1985), and Robicsek and Hales (1988) which made direct
comparisons between Popol Vuh characters and deities Gfdbsic Maya have not
stood up to critique based on iconographic (Coe 1989) and epigraphic (Tokovinine 2002)

evidence. Neeprtehehgesundwanwer|l d scenes

Aresurrectionod scenes ssamd depie the Wabsk pe2iod( Fi g .

equivalents of the &ro Twins in the act of aidingun Hunahpya.k.a. Hun Ixim) as the

Maize Lord(Coe 1973; Rolusek and Hales 1981: 1533uggest continuity between

aspects of Classic Maya belief and the Popol VAitiditiondly, thedefeat of Seven

Macaw by the Hero Twins is an episode that has been traced to iconography at the
Preclassic site of I1zapa (Fig. 4c) as well as Classic period Copan (Cortéz 1986; Freidel et
al. 1993; Guernsey 2006Ynderworld and resurrecti®stenes from the Maya area such

as K731 (Fig. 4d) have been compared to mythology of the plumed serpent, Quetzalcoatl,
emerging from Sustenance Mountain, and the origins of corn in Central Mexico (Taube

1985).
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Figure 4:Ancient Expressiasof Postclassicrad Colonial Period Beliefs
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Fig. 4: (a)Maize LordUnderworld scen&1302, (b)Maize Lod Resurrection scene
K1892, (c) Izapa Stela 2d)Maize Lord Underworld ashResurrection Scene K731.
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