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Abstract 

 

ñIt was the Doing of the ó6-Skyô Lordò: 

An Investigation of the Origins and Meaning of the  

Three Stones of Creation in Ancient Mesoamerica 

 

David Matthew Schaefer, M.A.  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor: Brian Stross 

 

The following work presents a hypothesis which identifies the origins and 

meaning of an ancient Mesoamerican concept known as the three stones of creation.  

Previous interpretations have tended to apply astronomical, spatial, or geographical 

models, while many conclusions have been made on the basis of one Classic Maya 

monument, Stela C of Quirigua.  This thesis builds an argument for the temporal nature 

of these ñstones,ò used to metaphorically represent a sequence of separate units of time, 

referred to as eras, ages, or creations.  A primary goal is to demonstrate that Quirigua 

Stela C provides in brief, summary form a chronology which is better defined through 

inscriptions in the Cross Group at Palenque, and in a sequence of panels at Yaxchilan 

containing beliefs about the origins of the ballgame. 

In constructing an argument for the temporal nature of the three stones of 

creation, every available context from a set of hieroglyphs mentioned in the Quirigua 
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Stela C ñcreationò textðincluding Na Ho Chan (ñFirst 5-Skyò) and ñ6-Skyòðis 

discussed in Chapter 2.  In Chapter 3, these glyphs are shown to aid in the organization of 

the deeper past within the Palenque and Yaxchilan mythologies.  When compared 

chronologically and thematically, these sites seem to point to the 24
th
 century B.C.E. as 

the important termination of a time period (i.e., the planting of a creation stone) related to 

a mythic complex involving the death and underworld journey of the Maize Lord, 

followed by his resurrection, emergence, and/or accession to power.  

Key questions addressed include the antiquity of these beliefs and where the 

metaphors used to arrange time observed among the Classic Maya originate.  In Chapter 

4, earlier expressions of this time ideology are interpreted through iconographic 

conventions, ritual deposits, and monumental architecture at the Olmec site of La Venta.  

Similarly, Chapter 5 proposes that the Humboldt Celt, the earliest known example of the 

three stones of creation, arranges units of time into a sequence.  These and other 

interpretations suggest the existence of an ancestral, Mesoamerican era-based time model 

to which later Postclassic, colonial, and contemporary beliefs, such as those expressed in 

the Kôicheô-Mayan Popol Vuh, are fundamentally related.  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

 This thesis presents a hypothesis which identifies and defines an ancestral 

Mesoamerican chronological system, synchronized with the Long Count calendar, which 

once organized the deeper past into a sequence of ñstones,ò with each stone representing 

a separate unit of mytho-historical time.  It proposes that forms of this ideology which 

survived through oral tradition and made their way into Colonial period documentsð

beliefs regarding the origin of modern humans, an underworld journey of heroes followed 

by the emergence of deified corn, and the symbolism of the ritual ballgameðcan 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, epitomized by the apparent discrepancy between a four-

creations model of time in the Maya area and a five-creations model in Central Mexico 

(León-Portilla 1980: 40).  Yet these traditions are not necessarily contradictory and, as 

demonstrated in this text, are explainable through an ancient Mesoamerican chronology 

known as the three stones of creation.   

  The three stones of creation are shown, herein, to organize the deeper past in 

Mesoamerica since at least the Middle Formative period, as evidenced by the Humboldt 

Celt (Fig. 1a), dated to about 900 B.C.E. (Reilly 1994; Freidel in Coe et al. 1995: 7; 

Schele in Coe et al. 1995: 108; Headrick 2007: 111).  These ñstonesò possess a 

metaphorical quality much like stelae, stone monuments that were often erected by the 
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ancient Maya to mark the completion of time periods and which may have embodied the 

very concept of time (see Justeson and Matthews 1983; Stuart 1996).  The three stones of 

creation formed the component parts of a logical, era-based system incorporating bar-

and-dot 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 to demonstrate that time was once arranged into 

two groups of three stones for a total of six stones according to an original, ancient 

Mesoamerican count which can be traced back to Olmec sources.  It is the proposal that 4 

Ajaw 8 Kumkôu, the start of the Long Count calendar, formed the ñpivotò of this system, 

the point in time when a more ancient ñfirst three stonesò of time ended and a new 

sequence of three stonesðidentified as the three stones of creationðbegan.  A 

propensity for arranging sacred entities into groups of ñthreesò is common in 

Mesoamerica (Rice 2007: 213) and seems to hearken back to Olmec times (Stross 1989).   

 This chronological sequence of stones has been difficult to identify for various 

factors as well as due to trends within Mesoamerican studies.  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.  Even during the Classic period, several important 

post-4 Ajaw 8 Kumkôu dates, including that which defines the important setting of the 

first stone of creation, appear never to have been widely disseminated nor accessible to a 

vast majority of Classic Maya sites (among them Quirigua) which seem to be part of a 
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newer tradition which had inherited 4 Ajaw 8 Kumkôu, the start of the Long Count, as the 

only defined ñanchorò in the depths of time.    

 

 

Figure 1: The Humboldt Celt and Quirigua Stela C 

 

Fig. 1: (a) Humboldt Celt, circa 900 B.C.E., (b) Quirigua Stela C ñcreationò text 

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



 4 

 In Chapter 1, the theoretical basis of this investigation is explained, and 

Postclassic, colonial, and contemporary understandings of the pastðas seen in the Popol 

Vuh and the Five Suns tradition of Central Mexicoðare compared to Classic Maya 

inscriptions which describe the beginning of the Long Count calendar.  This ñstart dateò 

known as 4 Ajaw 8 Kumkôu, accompanied by expressions including tiô Chan Yax Ux 

Tuun? Nal, or ñEdge of Sky, First Three Stones/Hearth Place,ò has been studied through 

several theoretical approaches, including the popular lens of astronomical symbolism.  

Conclusions have often been made on the basis of one monument which seems to 

describe the planting of the three stones of creation in detail, Quirigua Stela C, dated 775 

C.E. (Fig. 1b).  This monument contains the description of the setting of the first stone of 

creation at Na Ho Chan (or, ñFirst 5-Skyò) and ends with the phrase, ñIt was the doing of 

the Wak Chan Ajaw,ò or ñó6-Skyô Lordò (Freidel et al. 1993: 67; Looper 2003: 159).   

    Chapter 2 summarizes data on numbered sky glyphs, such as Na Ho Chan and ñ6-

Skyò in Maya inscriptions.  Important examples of the glyphs are used to make thematic 

connections across various sites of the Maya world.  These contexts, as well as the 

abundance of certain numbered sky glyphs and the absence of others (e.g., ñ7-Skyò) 

suggest a chronological function which provided a logical structure for the three stones of 

creation and for the deities involved in these ñcreationò events.  These deities, such as 

Chaak, Kôawiil, and the Jaguar God of the Underworld (JGU), occasionally carry the 

numbered sky with which they are associated as a title. 

 Chapter 3 demonstrates that the chronology of the three stones of creation is 

defined, with the aid of numbered sky glyphs, through recently-deciphered mythologies 



 5 

at two Classic Maya sites on the western periphery of Classic lowland civilization close 

to the ancient Olmec heartland: Palenque and Yaxchilan.  Inscriptions at these sites, when 

compared chronologically and thematically, seem to provide the structure to which the 

three stones of creation and the numbered sky glyphs observed throughout much of the 

Classic lowland area, correspond.  I argue that the chronologies provided by these sites 

are not merely locally significant but, rather, speak to widely-held belief systems 

observed throughout Mesoamerica, including the ñcore mythò of an underworld journey 

followed by the emergence of deified corn found in the Colonial era, Kôicheô-Mayan 

Popol Vuh and traceable to the recently-discovered, late Preclassic San Bartolo murals as 

well as in the mythic traditions of ancient Central Mexico.  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 temporally-undefined, 

summary form. 

  In support of the interpretation that the Palenque and Yaxchilan mythologies 

speak to a larger belief system whose significance is not just local, a third ñera dateò 

which seems to be important at both of these sites dating to about 1000 B.C.E. is 

investigated through Olmec archaeology in Chapter 4.  Because Olmec civilization was 

already well-established 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 ideology at this particular time in history can be 

implied through archaeological investigation.   
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  Chapter 4 focuses on the site of La Venta, containing the largest concentration of 

Olmec monumental architecture and considered an Olmec capital (González Lauck 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 massive serpentine tile projects, which are 

believed to have been constructed and then buried, are interpreted to ritually terminate the 

second stone of creation, and properly observe a new ñsixth stoneò based on the circa 

1000 B.C.E. era date found in the Palenque and Yaxchilan mythologies.  This ñsixnessò 

of time is argued to correspond to the third stone of creation, comparable to ñ6-Sky,ò 

which commonly appears in the names of historical individuals of the Classic Maya.   

 In concluding the major themes of this work, Chapter 5 revisits the Humboldt Celt 

and Quirigua Stela C.  It suggests that the Humboldt Celt may contain an actual reading 

order which sequentially leads to the ñsixnessò of time and the third stone of creation.  

On the other hand, Quirigua Stela C, from a much later time period, is shown to be 

dependent upon 4 Ajaw 8 Kumkôu in its depiction of the three stones of creationðit 

provides very limited details of an esoteric chronology that is better represented by the 

Palenque and Yaxchilan mythologies detailed in Chapter 3, observed 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 stone-settings for the 

representation of the distant, mythic past in ancient Mesoamerica.  These stones seem to 

have given time a logical and sequential ordering that is linear and not necessarily 
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defined by cycles or mathematical principles, alone.  An earlier stone-setting ideology, 

possibly supported by patterns in the archaeological record as early as 800 B.C.E. (Clark 

et al. 2010: 12), may have inspired the later, stela-erecting tradition made famous by the 

Classic period Maya.  Through the setting of stones, as well as ballgame-related ritual 

sacrifice, Classic Maya elites re-enacted the legendary actions of ancient deities through 

termination and renewal ceremonies which evoked powers believed to have been 

manifest in the distant past, which legitimized their own authority and right to rule in the 

present moment. 
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CHAPTER 1: Approaching the Deeper Mesoamerican Past 

 

 The goal of reconstructing an ancient, era-based chronology in Mesoamerica 

requires theoretical approaches not typically employed in studies such as the 

decipherment of Maya hieroglyphs, 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 why the study of 

Mesoamericaôs ancient, era-based chronology is 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 through oral tradition.  This is 

followed by descriptions of Classic Maya 4 Ajaw 8 Kumkôu inscriptions which reference 

the setting of three stones, modern interpretations of these three stones, as well as the 

notion of ñcreation.ò  Evidence is provided which makes the strict division between 

ñmythò and ñhistoryò problematic.  Finally, the importance of metaphor and the theory of 

disjunction in interpreting and accessing ancient beliefs are outlined.   

 

TIME AS A SEQUENCE OF ERAS, AGES, OR CREATIONS  

 

  The sheer depth of time has been described as a ñmajor stumbling block to our 

understanding,ò and a very recent scientific discovery which shattered ñan original hope 

for our own transcendent importance in the universeò (Gould 1987: 2).  Whether referring 

to geological deep-time, defined in terms of millions of years, or human deep-time, 
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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 and 

even acknowledge.  As described by Preston Cloud (1988: 77-78): ñTime, like space, is 

no more than a dimension of experience dependingéon material objects and events that 

give it substanceé.If, then, time is to be measured in terms of events, what events are to 

be chosen, and how are they to be standardized?ò  

  Whereas the Judeo-Christian tradition emphasizes what might be considered a 

two-era model 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 (Fig. 2) to exist as multiple, separate ages or creations 

which have come and gone before the present (see Miller and Taube 1993: 68-70).  

Additionally, flood and ñfire-waterò events form a major component of mythology from 

the Classic period to the contemporary Maya (see Velásquez-García 2006).  Whether this 

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

exaggerated circumstances, requires cross-cultural and interdisciplinary perspectives, and 

the casting of a rather large ñnet.ò  It also necessitates a perspective that does not assume 

standard and uniform conditions have always existed throughout thousands of years of 

human history, even though present conditions help archaeologists infer how natural 

processes have helped shape the archaeological record (Trigger 1996: 29).     
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Figure 2: Map of Mesoamerica, with Sites Noted in the Text 

 

 

 

 

  Mesoamerican conceptions of the deeper past are best understood and accessible 

through Postclassic, Colonial period, and contemporary accounts.  It has been observed 

that the Colonial and contemporary 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 its series of creations and destructions of previous, non-human 

inhabitants such as the ñwooden people,ò which has been interpreted as a four-era model 

of time by some authors (Girard 1979: 232; Freidel et al. 1993; Newsome 2001: 100).  In 
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Central Mexico, cultures exhibit a five-creations model known as the Legend of the Five 

Suns, famously portrayed on the Aztec calendar stone, or sun stone (Fig. 3) (León-

Portilla 1980: 40; Gardner 1986).  Others prefer to refer to Mesoamerican time models 

using a neutral ñFourth (or Fifth)ò characterization (Rice 2007: 67).  

 

 

Figure 3: Aztec Sun Stone, Emphasizing a Five-Era Model of Time 
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 The Popol Vuh has been seen, by some scholars, as an important representation of 

Maya beliefs about the past and considered something of a ñMaya Bibleò (Tedlock 1985; 

Christenson 2007).  This document was ñdiscoveredò and translated from the Kôicheô-

Mayan language by a Spanish priest in Chichicastenango, Guatemala, at the beginning of 

the 18
th
 century (Tedlock 1985).  The main plot includes the descent of two ballplayer 

brothers, One and Seven Hunahpu, to the 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, are summoned to the underworld.  Rather than 

being tricked, these Hero Twins are able to defeat the Lords of Death through their own 

trickery and ñmagic,ò culminating in the rebirth or resurrection of their father, One 

Hunahpu (Tedlock 1985). 

 The central Mexican Five Suns tradition is quite similar to the Kôicheô-Mayan 

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 known as the plumed serpent, who descends to retrieve the bones of 

humanity killed in the flood and emerges to create modern humans at the start of the Fifth 

era (Miller and Taube 1993: 70).  These ñsuns,ò according to the Central Mexican 

ideology, serve a metaphorical role, each representing a separate era or age.  According 

to Gardner (1986), the Five Suns is found in eight primary ethnographic sources which 

vary greatly; the exact order of the suns ñhad little or no meaningò and may never have 

had an ñoriginalò sequence.  This complex, despite often being attributed to the Aztecs, is 
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part of a larger Central Mexican tradition which may have been adapted by the Aztecs 

after their arrival in that region (Gardner 1986: 20-27).  Other origin myths known from 

Central Mexico such as the ñseven caves of emergenceò (Miller and Taube 1993: 60), 

which are most familiar from Postclassic sources, also may be of more ancient origin, as 

explored in this investigation. 

 There is much confusion as to whether the Popol Vuh or the Five Suns traditions 

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 of the Classic Maya have not 

stood up to critique based on iconographic (Coe 1989) and epigraphic (Tokovinine 2002) 

evidence.  Nevertheless, ñwater-enteringò underworld scenes such as K1302 (Fig. 4a) and 

ñresurrectionò scenes such as K1892 (Fig. 4b), which seem to depict the Classic period 

equivalents of the Hero Twins in the act of aiding Hun Hunahpu (a.k.a. Hun Ixim) as the 

Maize Lord (Coe 1973; Robicsek and Hales 1981: 153), suggest continuity between 

aspects of Classic Maya belief and the Popol Vuh.  Additionally, the defeat of Seven 

Macaw by the Hero Twins is an episode that has been traced to iconography at the 

Preclassic site of Izapa (Fig. 4c) as well as Classic period Copan (Cortéz 1986; Freidel et 

al. 1993; Guernsey 2006).  Underworld and resurrection scenes 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 Expressions of Postclassic and Colonial Period Beliefs 

 

Fig. 4: (a) Maize Lord Underworld scene K1302, (b) Maize Lord Resurrection scene 

K1892, (c) Izapa Stela 2, (d) Maize Lord Underworld and Resurrection Scene K731. 




