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millennium (Walker and Alvarado 2005). For ritualists using this space at the end of the
Late Classic period (some of the most recently carved stelae at the
Figure 8.2: Naachtun, Structure I (triadic group); (a), (b), (c) indicate temple

structures, (d) indicates the small northern platform. The red path indicates
circumambulating procession.

site are found in Group C), Structure I may indeed have seemed old enough to have been
the place of creation.
8.2.2 Base-to-Summit at Naachtun

Base-to-Summit-type processions may be used for a number of purposes, most of
which involve direct petitions to the supernatural realm. As addressed in the previous
chapter, ethnographically, these types of procession take advantage of the natural high
and low topography of the particular landscape in question. Archeologically it has been
suggested that certain features of the built environment can take the place of those in
nature (Chapter 3). Following this, at Naachtun, we are interested in structures and

spaces that can replace those of the natural world. Specifically, low, watery places—at
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Naachtun these may be represented by any one of the site’s plazas in addition to the large
reservoir of Group A—and structures that represent mountains or hills—at Naachtun
these may be represented by any number of platforms spread throughout the site core
(Figure 8.1). Every such pairing is a possible location for base-to-summit-types of
procession. Indeed, it seems that the entire point of the platform structure—with its
emphasis on the vertical dimension, its external and therefore publicly visible stairway,
and its location more often than not in a public plaza—is to showcase connections with
the supernatural realm. In archaeologically suggested processionals of this type (Freidel
et al. 1993:158), the transition through vertical layers of the cosmos is often reinforced by
particular iconographic representations associated with the upper and lower levels of the
cosmos (at the Temple of the Warriors, Chichén Itz4, feathered serpents symbolically
guard the entrance to the Upper World). Again, at Naachtun we do not find similar
iconographic support. Nonetheless, we can look for a number of common spatial
characteristics that together may afford us a location that we can strongly suggest was
used for base-to-summit-type processions.

I am looking for spaces that contain a number of characteristics together: 1)
Structures/spaces representative of mountains or hills with; 2) structures/spaces
representative of low or watery places; 3) direct contact between these two forms of
architecture or a link between them that may be incorporated into the hypothetical
procession to follow; 4) all of these together in a public location, and 5) an orientation of
these architectural features that is in line with the cosmological principles of

directionality outlined in Chapter 3.
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Only one plaza-platform combination meets these criteria at Naachtun. This
pairing is the East Plaza and, at the east end of the Avenida de las Estelas, Structure
XXXVIIL. Not only are these structures/spaces appropriate in and of themselves for this
ritual but they are publicly accessible and oriented east-west (Figure 8.3). In this case,
the western end and the East Plaza is associated with the location of the setting sun into
Figure 8.3: Detail of Naachtun site core showing the location of the East Plaza,

Avenida de las Estelas, and Structure XXXVII1 as well as the route connecting the
three.
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the underworld (appropriately wet) and the eastern end and Structure XXXVIII is
associated with the location of the rising sun into the upperworld; an association that may

have highlighted the vertical symbolism. Another possible route would have tied the
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large reservoir in Group A to Structure XXXVIII, but this path is much more circuitous.
A close parallel for this particular procession route, albeit oriented north-south, is evident
at the site of Chichén Itza. In the North Precinct of this site the Cenote de Sacrificios
(representing a low, watery place) is connected, via a long causeway (Sacbe No. 1) to a
large radial pyramid (representing the ascent to the upper world). Indeed, this route at
Chichén Itza may have provided the inspiration for the example at Naachtun, an idea that
ties in well with the Central Yucatecan-style architecture that is found in Naachtun Group
B.

As discussed in the previous chapter the goals of base-to-summit processions are
twofold. The first, the goal of the ritual itself, is to petition the supernatural realm. The
ritualists symbolically enter all three levels of the cosmos, an extremely powerful act, and
finish by bringing their petition directly to the upper supernatural world. In petitions for
rain, for example, this would mean that the ritualists take their message to the very home
of the Chaaks (god(s) of rain). The second goal, to fulfill the ritual obligations of the
ruling elite, is a little more complicated. Taken from Demarest’s theatre state model, it is
clear that for the ruling elite, as ritual specialists who connect the larger state to the
supernatural realm, their ability to rule is largely a product of their showmanship (the
degree for which this is true is open to debate)—their ability to convince their people that
they effectively communicate with the supernatural world, that they bring rain, ensure
prosperity, or guarantee victory in war. Hence, the second goal is largely reached

through the success of the first.



156

8.2.3 Periphery/Center at Naachtun

In the model for periphery/centre procession constructed in Chapter 7 the ritual
performers metaphorically connect cosmic nodes on the periphery of their world with the
axis mundi of the center. This act requires the presence of a number of physical and
symbolic elements including a space to move through marked by structures or features of
the natural environment that symbolically represent nodal points in the Classic Maya
world model. These spatial and symbolic requirements were included in Demarest’s
reconstruction of processions at Dos Pilas outlined in the previous chapter (Demarest
2006). Additional cosmological, social or political references based on directionality or
reflected in structures and spaces around the procession path may increase the symbolic
importance of the ritual. As made clear in Chapters 1 and 6, while procession (as with
performance in general) may be enacted at a variety of scales including the very small
and private, in this thesis | am discussing procession ritual as a public performance.
Continuing this discussion in this context | am interested in identifying these physical and
symbolic features of the environment in highly accessible or *public’ spaces. At
Naachtun these conditions may be met by proceeding along the formal route outlined in
Chapter 5, Section One.

The eastern and western ends of our proposed procession route (Figure 8.4) are
marked by temple platforms (Structures I and XXXVIII). It has already been noted that
temple platforms were seen as water-mountains, gateways to both the upper and lower
worlds. Further, if the site is taken as a cosmic model then it is likely that Structures |
and XXXVI1I specifically represented the western and eastern mountains (nodal points)

of the Maya cosmic model. If there are peripheral nodal points, then there should also be
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Figure 8.4. Map of Naachtun site core indicating Structures I, X111, XIV, XXXVIII
and the path connecting them.
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a central point. In this case the axis mundi may be represented, among a number of
alternatives, by the ballcourt in Group A (Structures XI1I and XIV). It may be
remembered that the Popol Vuh states that ballcourts are close to both Heaven and
Xibalba, or the under and upper worlds. This is another permeable point between cosmic
levels.

But if all temple platforms and ballcourts act as cosmic nodes, what makes
Structures I and XXXVII11 specifically representative of the western and eastern
mountains of the world model and what makes Structures XI1I and XIV specifically
representative of the axis mundi? This identification is based partially on the locations of
the structures within the site center and in relation to one another (the temple platforms
are physically located on the edges while the ballcourt is more centralized) and partially
on the way in which the structures are connected (see Figures 8.1 and 8.4). Again,
following the world model outlined above, the edges of the world are linked to the center

by roads facing the cardinal directions. And indeed, at Naachtun it seems that Structure |
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is linked to the ballcourt by a causeway. According to Classic period convention, this is
the black road, the road of the west and the only safe road to Xibalba (Tedlock, D.
1985:358). Structure XXXVIII is similarly linked to the ballcourt via the Avenida, an
elongated plaza that is similar in spatial dimension to a causeway, as well as a series of
plazas. This road is the red road, the road of the east.

Following the model of periphery/centre procession from the previous chapter, a
royal procession along this route may have served to symbolically integrate Naachtun and
legitimize the polity and its rulers by explicitly placing the city in the cosmic model. In
this act the rulers associate the awesome and unalterable supernatural forces of creation
with their semi-divine right to rule. But there may be an additional level of complexity in
this particular procession route.

Naachtun’s chronology as we know it indicates that it generally grew laterally
rather than vertically with Group C representing the oldest occupation followed by Group
A and finally Group B (Walker and Alvarado 2005). As a person physically moves along
this path, they are passing sequentially older or newer structures (depending on the
direction, west or east respectively, of travel). 1f we remember the concept of the
temporalization of space as recorded in ethnographies of modern Maya people (the
Chamulans and Zinacantecos, Chapter 7), then | suggest that, as one moves along the
procession route linking Groups C and B, one is metaphorically passing forward and
backward through time. A procession along this route may therefore not only locate
Naachtun within the cosmic model but establish it firmly in time. This affords the
ritualists using this path the opportunity to draw symbolic power from both the cosmic

realm and from the temporal realm.
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8.2.3.1 A Hypothetical Reconstruction of Periphery/Center Procession at Naachtun

As periphery/center processions along the route described above tie a large
portion of the site together both spatially and temporally, a proposed reconstruction of
this type of procession allows me to address most fully the three questions posed at the
beginning of this thesis. Ethnohistorically, periphery/center-type procession has been
shown to be an element in New Year rituals (Tozzer 1941:139-142). Ethnographically
this type of procession may be incorporated into rituals in honour of the patron saints
(Vogt 1969, 1994) and, as in the example to follow, as part of the ritual surrounding the
inauguration of civic officials (Vogt 1976:129-130). This type of procession is
appropriate for activities of this nature for a number of generally functional reasons—
periphery/center processions are typically public and highly integrative, a seemingly ideal
forum in which to introduce a new ruler to his/her people. But at Naachtun,
periphery/center procession along the above outlined formal route is uniquely appropriate
for an inauguration ceremony. While the relationship between the sun’s path and the
procession route (a fact that would not likely have been lost on any of the ritual
participants or spectators involved in the ritual) has already been mentioned (Chapter 5),
as has the possible temporalization of this route, it will be seen that this is not the only
meaning that may emerge through the ritual act.

Our hypothetical procession begins with the accession of a new ruler toward the
end of the Late Classic period. At this point in its history, Naachtun was experiencing a
growth spurt. While this suggests a measure of prosperity it may also suggest instability
(Sharer 1985). This hypothesis is supported by conflicting textual and architectural

evidence. While an exhumation ritual attended by both a Tikal and a Masul lord at this
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time (corresponding to a resurgence of Tikal’s power after “the hiatus’ covered in
Chapter 5) suggests an amiable relationship between these two states, the presence of
Central Yucatecan style architecture in Structures XXXIX and XL suggests an affiliation
with that region, or alternatively, an effort to distinguish itself from Tikal. If this is the
case, and Naachtun was struggling to find solid footing in the turbulent Late Classic, then
it stands to reason that a newly established ruler may have had a need to establish firmly
and directly, without question, his/her right to rule.

The purpose of this ritual is therefore twofold: 1) To validate the new ruler’s
right to rule by depicting him/her as the logical outcome of historical events begun deep
in the past of the city (most likely with no small amount of spin-doctoring).
Simultaneously this act ties him/her to aspects of Maya religion and specific events in the
creation myth, thereby giving him/her supernatural validation (this following the idea that
ritual specialization is the basis for rulership (i.e. Demarest 2005)). An example of these
concepts in text and image is found on Tikal Stela 31 (front). This stela, carved in an
antiquarian style, may have been intended to tie the individual depicted to past rulers
(Greene 1967). The deity peering down at the individual from the top of the stela
establishes the tie to the supernatural world (Greene 1967). 2) This ritual integrates the
community, bringing it together to witness the new ruler’s accession (ritual has little
effect as a power base if it is not witnessed). It can be expected that messages will be
repeated again and again throughout the course of the ritual in an attempt to reinforce
them.

Group C (Figure 8.5) is a collection of structures located atop a large natural

terrace. Once the heart of Naachtun’s civic and ceremonial world, by the Late Classic



Figure 8.5: Detail of Naachtun Group C.
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period, Group C is isolated on the western side of the site core. The procession begins at

Structure 1, a large platform with three temple structures and a small northern platform

set atop (the whole being oriented generally in accordance with the cardinal directions); a

collection of stelae, most plain, stand in front (to the north) of this structure. Structure |

itself is one of the oldest in the site core, being constructed sometime between 8.0.0.0.0

(41 C.E.) and 8.6.0.0.0 (159 C.E.). At the time of its construction, Naachtun was small,
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just beginning a course through history that would actively stretch nearly a millennium.
By beginning the procession in this location the new ruler is symbolically stating that
his/her beginning is tied to that of Naachtun itself.

In all likelihood the ritual act begins before the procession, at Structure I,
potentially involving a reference to the story of the creator figure ‘First Father’ (the
Maize God) and his brother, and the parallel story of his children, the Hero Twins. As
the Maize God entered Xibalba through the western water-mountain, the ruler’s entrance
and re-emergence from the temple structures atop Structure | (the symbolic western
water-mountain of Late Classic Naachtun’s site plan) may initiate a series of references
to the story of the Maize God and his children that will continue throughout the ritual.

Circumambulating procession at this structure may reflect the act of creation,
effectively tying the beginning of Naachtun to the beginning of the world itself and the
ruler taking part in the ritual. Further, while general claims of ancestry may be made by
referencing the structure itself, it is possible that the new ruler could use this location to
make explicit claims of his/her ancestry. Through ritualized bloodletting and petition it
was possible for the nobility to contact their ancestors (Freidel et al. 1993:204-207;
Schele and Miller 1986:178-179; Sharer and Traxler 2006:149, 436). It is often assumed
that this activity would be performed publicly atop pyramidal platforms (a location
uniquely appropriate for this behaviour as a result of its cosmographic closeness to the
upper supernatural realm).

Indeed, the links between the ancestors and Structure | seem to be confirmed
archaeologically. Within the small northern platform of Structure | the Classic period

Maya ritualistically entombed Stela 26, the stone image of a former ruler. Finally, the
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ritual act may have involved the ‘reading’ of stelae (as has been suggested at Copan)
thereby tying the ruler to other events and figures in Naachtun’s past.

After this is completed, the procession moves east. Amidst pomp and splendour,
the procession probably includes the ruler bedecked in all his/her finery including jade
ear ornaments and quetzal feathers and accompanied by musicians, dancers, and banner-
bearers as in the Bonampak murals, as well as other attendants, nobility, and a throng of
common spectators. The path would carry the ritualists and spectators alike past a series
of densely packed structures, most of which are low platforms (these were likely
incorporated into Group C by 238 C.E.) and stelae (possibly read en route and dating
mostly to the Late Classic period), before bringing into view the immense form of the
acropolis (Structure V). Constructed around the same time as Structure I, Structure V
consists of a very large platform supporting at least two temple structures and six
additional platforms.

From here, the procession descends off of the terrace and follows the sacbe or
causeway running toward Group A, symbolically representative of the western road in
the world model. To the north along this path stands La Perdida, a fifteen metre tall
pyramidal platform, which, at one time faced its twin, Structure XX, across one hundred
fifty meters of open space. A large fortified compound looms to the south of the path. A
reminder of tumultuous times, this bastion was constructed sometime before 554 C.E.
and may be related to increasing aggression from Tikal (by this time very-much a *super
power’ of the Maya world) known to have ‘axed’ the seat of the Masul Lord in 9.2.11.7.8

(486 C.E).
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When the causeway ends, a gradual upward climb brings the procession to
Structures X111 and X1V (constructed by as early as 9.6.0.0.0, 554 C.E.), that together
form a ballcourt, the symbolic axis mundi. It too is fronted by what is now a blank stela.
While physically unassuming, the potential symbolic significance of this location is
immense. Fox discusses ballcourts in general as boundary markers (1996); to pass
through one is to symbolically enter a new space. This symbolism is highlighted at
Naachtun where the ballcourt, as the axis mundi, represents the halfway point of the
procession ritual. Further, as a demonstrated articulation point between all three levels of
the cosmos ballcourts in general are innately powerful, ritual conducted there being
buoyed up by supernatural forces. Indeed, it is a location from which petitions to these
forces could be made. Moreover, much in the same way that circumambulating
processions claim or even create space by tracing its borders, it is possible that
identification of the axis mundi within Naachtun’s core identifies Naachtun symbolically
as the very place of creation and strengthens any claims made to supernatural power
throughout the ritual. And finally, as has already been discussed, the ballcourt factors
heavily in the creation myth of the Maya. A reference to the Xibalban exploits of the
Maize God or the Hero Twins at this point would be fittingly paired with the ritual act
already performed at Structure | and in anticipation of the final ritual act to be performed
at the end of the path.

Following this, the procession likely continues from the axis mundi along a path
symbolizing the eastern road in the world model. This path leaves the ballcourt, and
passes along the northern boundaries of the West and South plazas. The view of the

monumental core is dramatic along this path. To the south stretches a vast plaza nearly
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one hundred fifty meters east-west by one hundred meters north-south (Figure 8.6). The
West Plaza is bound to the west by the aforementioned fortified compound, to the south

Figure 8.6: Detail of Naachtun Group A.
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by pyramidal platforms XV and XVII, the palace-type Structures XVI and XVIII and
with the site’s main reservoir occupying the southeast corner. To the north, the plaza is
bound by the raised bulk of the North Plaza and its monumental architecture, some of the
largest in the site core (completed by late in the third century C.E.). The North Plaza also
holds some stylistic evidence of influence from the south (possibly the result of
emulation much as Ashmore (1986) describes at Quirigud); this in the guise of the Nakbe
and El Mirador-inspired E-group (Structures XXII and XXIII). A linear arrangement of

stelae, all of later date than the surrounding structures, marks the procession route to the
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south of Structures XX and X1X. These stelae were clearly positioned to be accessible to
ritualists using this space, and as the procession moves east it is likely that their content is
read aloud to ritualists and spectators alike.

Passing through the South Plaza, the procession then enters the much-more-
confined East Plaza (Figure 8.7). This smaller plaza, similar in size to the South Plaza,
was constructed some time between 9.6.0.0.0 (554 C.E.) and 9.11.0.0.0 (652 C.E.). At
this time Naachtun was likely relatively free of the influence of Tikal, this phase of
construction corresponding to the well-known ‘hiatus’ at that center. This plaza, studded
with stelae, each presumably read in turn, draws the procession along its length. The
dominant path of movement leads from the northwest corner of the plaza and the
dominating fagade of Structure XXV south past two very long palace-type structures to
the southeast corner controlled by Structure XXX.

Lastly, the procession heads east along the Avenida de las Estelas. Less a
causeway than an elongated plaza defined by the structures and terraces to the north and
south, the Avenida rises as one proceeds east (while as-of-yet unexcavated, this is likely
accomplished by ramps or stairs) past stelae and altars, terminating at Structure
XXXVIII. This is the most recently constructed section of Naachtun (9.11.0.0.0 —
10.3.0.0.0, 652-889 C.E.). With its sprawling palace-type architecture and the *Central
Yucatecan’ influenced Structures XXXI1X, and XL, this is the first architectural evidence
for a relationship with northern centers. Further, Peuramaki-Brown (2006) suggests that
the prominent display of strong (ruling) women on stelae, such as on Stela 19 in front of
Structure XXXVIII, is a characteristic pattern in the Kaan kingdom (at this time centered

on Calakmul).
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Figure 8.7: Detail of Naachtun Group B.
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And yet, there is clearly confusion at this point in Naachtun’s history. The
documented joint participation of the rulers of Masul and Tikal in an exhumation ritual
and reburial in this period followed by the decisive defeat of Calakmul by a newly
dominant Tikal in 695 C.E. as well as the depiction of a Naachtun Lady standing atop a
bound captive from Ox-te-tun (Naachtun Stela 19, located beside the west staircase of

Structure XXXVII1) suggests that Naachtun is still very much tied to the south. As
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already stated, it is this extended period of turbulence in Naachtun’s history that may
have sparked the procession ritual here suggested.

In a final ritual act, the new ruler ascends the radial pyramid (Structure XXXVIII)
and enters the temple atop (in a base-to-summit procession) symbolizing a return to the
middle world, and in emulation of the rebirth of the life-giving Maize God, or indeed, the
Hero Twin Hunahpu, re-emerges from the east as the sun, the ultimate demonstration of
his/her power and validation of his/her rulership completed.

8.3 Discussion

As presented above, the purpose of this ritual is twofold: 1) To validate the ruler
of Naachtun’s right to rule by depicting him/her as the logical outcome of historical and
supernatural processes 2) To integrate the community, bringing it together to witness the
new ruler’s accession. The second goal is easy enough to deal with immediately as the
very nature of this type of procession as well as its setting along the major thoroughfare
of Naachtun’s site core would tend to draw witnesses. The first goal however is best
discussed in two parts.

The first goal, to validate the ruler’s accession through references to history and
mythology, may be thought of as two separate symbolic paths through the same physical
space. While the ultimate goal is the same in both instances, the ways in which each
‘symbolic’ path uses space are distinctive. In order to tie the new ruler into the line of
past rulers the ritualists take advantage of what McAnany (1995) calls the “principle of
first occupancy.” Simply put, one’s position in the hierarchical organization of a site is
suggested to be related to the history of one’s particular lineage at that site. For the new

ruler, a legitimate kin tie to Naachtun’s previous rulers was indeed possible. However,
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even if the kin tie did not exist, the ruler may have been able to use the temporal aspect of
the procession route—beginning in Naachtun’s deep past at Group C and moving forward
to the new ruler’s present in Group B—to make a statement of his/her heritage.

Following the principle of first occupancy, he/she would have likely placed him/herself
and his/her lineage within the deep past of the site. These ties would have been inferred
time and again as the procession effectively wrote the new ruler into the history book that
is the architecture along this procession route. At Naachtun, as at Quirigua (Looper
1995), architecture, space, and the ritual that utilized them constituted the narrative media
represented by elaborate images and text at other sites (such as Tikal Stela 31).

In order to tie the ruler into the supernatural realm the ritualists may have used the
procession in yet a different way. For this they would have called on aspects of
Naachtun’s built environment, and of the procession route in particular, that reflect
cosmological ideals or scenes from myth. The west-east directionality of the path
coupled with architectural features analogous to the western and eastern mountains with
their associated roads leading to the axis mundi fits well with the world model in which
the sun follows this path east to west daily in the upper world and west to east (the
direction of our procession) nightly in the underworld (Xibalba). In this way the ruler
may be emulating the sun’s nightly path through the underworld (emphasizing the
removal of the ritual act from normal daily events), and indeed claiming an association
with this deity.

The association of the ruler with the cosmic realm is only strengthened by ritual
re-enactments of some of the key events in the myths of the creation myth, a feat

facilitated by both the direction of the procession and the specific architectural features
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along the path. At the western water-mountain (Structure 1) the ruler may have
symbolically entered the underworld, just as the Maize God did in the Popol Vuh.
Following the procession to the ballcourt (along which elements of either the Maize
God’s and/or the Hero Twins’ journey may have been represented), ritual activity at this
location may have re-enacted the Hero Twins’ and their father’s struggles for life and
death against the Xibalbans. And finally the procession would have drawn the ritualists
to the eastern water-mountain (Structure XXXVII1) where the ruler would symbolically
re-emerge from death as the Maize God or transform him/herself into the reborn sun just
as did the Hero Twin Hunahpu. In this way the new ruler may have demonstrated his/her
ritual powers and tied his/her claim to rule to the very fabric of creation.

In this chapter I laid out some common ground between the models of procession
ritual suggested in Chapter 7 and the physical and symbolic landscapes of Naachtun as
constructed in Section One. A number of potential procession routes were outlined. In
order to draw together the concepts associated with procession ritual in this thesis, one
hypothetical ritual in particular was discussed, physically located along the formal route,
and within the social, political, and religious setting of Late Classic Naachtun. In the
following, concluding, chapter, this reconstruction will be referenced in order to answer

the three questions posed in Chapter 1.
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Chapter Nine: Summary and Final Thoughts
9.1 Introduction

At the outset of this thesis three questions in particular were posed of Maya
procession ritual in the Classic period: 1) What spatial and symbolic characteristics were
required of the built environment for the successful completion of a procession ritual? 2)
How were society, politics, religion and ritual interrelated, and how could the act of ritual
procession relate to these interactions? 3) Specifically, can evidence be seen for
procession ritual archaeologically and what can be suggested of it in the context of
Naachtun? In an effort to address these questions, and following a rather circuitous route,
I have touched on the physical, socio-political, and cosmological environments of the
Maya area in general and of Naachtun in particular. | have discussed site planning
principles related to these environments. | have presented the evidence for Classic period
procession ritual and its ethnographically recorded counterpart, and generated a basic
model for this behaviour. In this chapter I have brought it all together to suggest a
number of processions that may have been supported by the physical and symbolic
environment of Naachtun and the socio-political and religious context of Naachtun in the
Late Classic period. If I have been successful thus far we should now be in a position to
forward some answers to those questions initially posed.

9.2 Summary

The first question, “What spatial and symbolic characteristics were required of the
built environment for the successful completion of a procession ritual?” is the most basic
of the questions asked and was discussed primarily in Chapter 7. Fundamentally,

procession ritual is tied to cosmographical locations (cosmologically charged structures
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and spaces). The term indicates the ritual movement of actors from perceived nodes in
the cosmic model that serve as access points between levels of the cosmos. In form,
procession ritual can be broken into three categories, each with its own particular
symbolic and spatial requirements: Circumambulation, Periphery/Center, and Base-to-
Summit.

In circumambulating processionals, the ritual performers metaphorically connect
sacred points on the horizon of their world model. Physically, these nodes may be
represented by mountain or hilltop shrines, by the corners of a field, by the posts of a
house, or even by the quarters of the human body; the point is that a specific space is
circumscribed. Symbolically, ritual circumambulation seems to make reference to the
time of creation, when the four corners of the world were laid out.

In periphery/center processionals, the ritual performers metaphorically connect
cosmic nodes on the periphery of their world with the axis mundi of the center.
Physically, these processions involve movement between a peripheral location (whether a
distant community or shrine, or simply the boundary of a town), and a central location
(whether a town site in general, a specific building, or even a specific person) always
representing the axis mundi. Symbolically, periphery/center procession seems to serve as
a unifying force. By connecting the edges of the world to the center they are
symbolically drawing the two together. And as suggested above, periphery/centre
processions may likewise be used to centre a person, place, thing, or action.

In base-to-summit processionals, the performers are making a direct reference to
the layered cosmos, and indeed, this seems to be the most direct method of petitioning the

supernatural. Metaphorically, performers pass from one cosmic level to the next.
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Physically, this is accomplished by connecting topographical locations representative of
the underworld (“watery,” or low places, caves or churches) with locations representative
of the upperworld (hilltop or mountain shrines). The journey always emphasises vertical
change though this is not necessarily a one-way performance and indeed is often cyclical
as the performers move from hilltop to hilltop, or metaphorically back and forth between
the cosmic levels.

Physically and conceptually all three forms of procession tend to overlap. This is
to be expected as all three types of ritual performance make reference to the same basic
cosmic model. Itis also likely that overlap is intentional, designed to accomplish similar
goals in different ways. Repetitive ritual is to be expected. By repeating and rephrasing
ritual performers are making sure that the ritual is as likely to succeed as possible and
reinforcing concepts or messages that the ritual carries.

The second question, “How were society, politics, religion and ritual interrelated,
and how could the act of ritual procession relate to these interactions?”” can be answered
by looking to Chapters 3, 6, and 7. It should be clear from the discussion in Chapter 3
that, as variable as Maya social, political and religious systems were, the common thread
that unites all models of these systems is their extremely high degree of interrelation; so
much so that it is inconceivable that one could effectively discuss any one part of the
system (such as politics or religion) without addressing a number of other parts. It is
clear that political systems are derivative of social divisions and that religion is often
structured to support these divisions.

Further, it is clear that ritual could be employed to manipulate this system. In

Chapter 6 | discussed the role of public performance in integrating and delineating a
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community and in supporting the creation and maintenance of the social order. | have
emphasized the ‘theatre state model’ (Chapter 3 and Section Two) outlined by Tambiah
(1976, 1977) and championed in the Maya area by Demarest (1992, 2004:206) as
suggesting a convincing element in the power base of the Maya elite. In this and the
previous chapter | have illustrated the ways in which procession ritual, as a form of
public performance, relates to and draws on the social, political, and religious spheres;
how it can be used to integrate and delineate a community, and how it may play a part in
the creation and maintenance of the social order by calling on the ‘unalterable facts’ of
history and religion.

Finally, “Specifically, can evidence be seen for procession ritual archaeologically
and what can be suggested of it in the context of Naachtun?” This question was initially
addressed in the introduction and has been built on in Chapters 4, 5, and 7. As indicated
in the introductory chapter, procession ritual leaves no diagnostic material traces to be
found archaeologically. Nonetheless, it has been shown (Chapter 7) that there is ample
evidence for the existence of procession ritual in the Classic period, and with careful
attention paid to the ethnographic record we can begin the fill in a model of this
behaviour (as above).

In the context of Naachtun specifically, I am able to suggest much about
procession ritual. As discussed in this chapter, within the site core of Naachtun exists an
environment both symbolically and spatially appropriate for the gamut of procession
ritual types. The Maya constructed an environment particularly appropriate for
periphery/centre processions during the Late Classic period (this chapter) and one that

appears to have been formally recognized and maintained (Chapter 5). This environment
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also affords us the opportunity to suggest a level of temporal symbolism seen in
ethnographic processionals but not typically obvious in archaeological reconstructions.
While at other sites—Dos Pilas (Demarest 2006), Cerros, Uaxactun, and Tikal (Reese-
Taylor 2002)—temporal references to the mythological past may be suggested through
cosmological references to the creation myth, at Naachtun, the site’s lateral pattern of
growth (as opposed to vertical and radial) has created an environment that may literally
reflect the passage of time (as suggested in the reconstruction above). | do not mean to
suggest that temporal references of this kind were necessarily made at Naachtun or
intentionally incorporated into Naachtun’s site plan, but I do think it highly likely that
this feature of Naachtun’s built environment was recognized by the people who lived
there and that it could have been referenced through the act of ritual procession.

9.3 Further Research

Until they come up with a DVD player with a really, really good rewind feature
seeing procession ritual in the built environment of Classic Maya city centres will be a
task for the imagination. We will be stuck discussing what “could have been,’ rather than
what necessarily ‘was.” Again, the problem with concretely identifying procession ritual
in the archaeological record stems back to the transient nature of the ritual. Discussions
of this topic will always be something like building a very unstable house of cards.

While this may never change, we may be able to strengthen our foundation with a
bulk of circumstantial evidence. It is improbable that anything on on the order of the
Bonampak murals will be found at Naachtun directly tying an event in the history of
Naachtun to a specific ritual event, however, a number of other things could be done at

the site given enough time and money. Continuing archaeological investigation will
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undoubtedly reveal more information on structure use and symbolism that may be tied
into the hypothetical processions outlined above. Will excavation of Structure | reveal
iconographic motifs concretely linking it with the underworld, identifying it as a water-
mountain, as a place of creation or as a home for the ancestors? Will Structure XXXVIII
indeed prove to be associated with concepts of the upper world? Can we find physical
evidence of the use of the processional path outlined above (can we look at compactness
or degradation of plastered plaza surfaces)? And indeed, as our understanding of Classic
Maya politics, society, religion, and ritual in general improves, so too will our ability to

interpret what scant evidence we have.
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