
A Carued Wooden Box f rom the Classic Ma ya Civilization!

\U C II AEL D. COE
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The fin d ing of any wooden object fro m th e Class ic
,\ Ia ya civiliza tion is a rar e event. Wh ile- th e s ma ll
box describ ed her e is of unk nown pro veni en ce and

is in a pr iva te collec tion. th e long text with whi ch it is
ca rved makes it of exce ptiona l import an ce . It measur es
15.3 e rn. long a nd 4 .37 e rn . high. with lid . Th e mat eri al is
a hard wood . pr ob ab ly sapod illa . and th e s urface has
been rubb ed with red hem atit e pigment. Th e box is
oblong in sha pe with four feet. a nd comes in two pieces:
in side is a s mall s tone figurin e of relati vel y crude wor k
man ship . pr obab ly fr om th e Mixtec area and of mu ch
la ter dat e th an th e box itsel f.

How s uc h a peri sh ab le object could ha ve survived
alm ost 13 ce nturies of destru ctiv e for ces is a mys tery.
given th e wet , trop ical cond itions pr evailin g in th e Ma ya
lowlands . On e po ss ible exp lanation is that it might have
been found in a cave . A ve ry simila r . altho ugh p lain. box
was dis cover ed by David P end er gas t in th e cave of
Ac tun P olbi lch e , near th e Sibun Riv er in Beliz e. W ith in
it was a bon e bead , a cut shell, a s ting ray spine, a bon e
need le , an obsidia n Hak e , a bone pin , and a fragm ent of
jade , and lying nearb y were 34 pott ery vesse ls bel ongin g
to th e last decad es of th e Class ic a nd th e earl y part of th e
Post- Cla ssi c (Pe nde rg as t 1974). However. it is ce r ta in
th at th e car ved box illu str at ed her e is much ea rl ie r ,
datin g to th e end of th e seve nth ce ntury A .D. It is a lso
definit e th at our box was manu factur ed in the T or
tugu er o region of Chi ap as , not far wes t of Pal enqu e , and
it is not unlik el y th at th e lim est on e hill s ab ove T or-

tu gu er o could ha ve conta ine d th e cav e th at pr oduced th e
box.

The upper s urface of th e lid has been ca rve d with
th e s tand ing figu re of a Vlaya lord . g ras ping a s taff in one
hand and wha t may be a kni fe in th e othe r. He wears
h igh-b ack ed sandals and a headdr ess fett ed on th e front
with th e ja wless head of a long-li pped god: a \I oan - bir d
feath er is fixed to th e top of th e deit y' s head. Unfort u
na tely. th e glyphs a bove and belo w th e figur e a re badl y
e rode d a nd almost impossi ble to read .

Th e rem ai nin g text is ext raordina rily long fur such a
tiny object. co nsis ting of ..\.1glyphs arra ng ed on th e s ides
and on th e bottum . It will be see n that the glyp hs runnin g
a round the lid a re to read in pair s with th ose on th e sides
of th e body. and that the text con tinues unb rok en on the
bott om . Ther e is a se ries of dat es g iven whi ch all see m to
fall within th e lat e se ve nth ce ntur y. At Fl is one of th e
Embl em Glyph s for P a lenqu e , a nd a t El. Gl . a nd P 2 th e
nam e of a per son who appea rs pr omin ent ly on Stela 6at
T ortu gu er o, possibl y th e lord in wh ose hon or thi s mas
ter piece was fashi on ed. ot only are th e glyphs th em
se lves in Pa lenqu e style , but th er e are sev era l glyphs
and glyph co mbinations which are typi cal of P al enqu e .
Tort ugu er o, on th e basis of its in scripti on s , wa s sub
sidia ry to P al enqu e , a nd one would expec t to find
glyphic conve ntions of th e la tt er site on objects man
ufactur ed at th e for me r.

Accordingly, I ha ve paired th e glyphs of th e re main
ing tex t and read th em as follow s :

' I th ank my colleag ue Fl oyd G. Loun s bu ry for a nu mb e r of usef ul comm en ts on th e inscri p tion on the box . as we ll as David H.
Kell ey and P e ter Math ew s (who dr ew my a tte ntion 10 th e im port an ce of S te la 6 fro m T ort uguer u l . Th e dr a wings a re b y Dia ne
Griffit hs Pec k .
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Al
81
A2
8 2
C l
01
C 2
0 2
E l
Fl
E2
F2
G l
HI
G2
H2
I I
Jl
12
J 2
Kl

6 Etz 'n ab
11 Tz e c
2 cla ys
e n d of h a ab
8 Ahau
13T ze c
74. 743"? (c f'. Pal. l ns cr. E . ( 4)
x :88. 229
168: 75 1a (na me . see Tort . 6 . .'\3: 8 8: 0 8: F 5)
P al enqu e Embl em Glvp h
2 u in al s
less on e d a y"?
168: 75 1a (sa me a s E l )
8 Caua«
12 Yax kin
se a t ing ) .. I ..

113. 168: 188 e n t Hone me nt

95.6 32 .575 (cf. D .38a. 41b)
Muan
5 U ? 580
672 va r. x

Ll 11. "
K2 1 t u n
L2 ,-(~ a t i ng ) " e n th ro ne me n t"
xu 113.1 68: 188
:\ I 229.6 17a: 126 ? (I nit ia l S ig n of p ott er y te xt s)
\J 2 9 \J an ik
,,)2 5 d a y» la c kin g to co mp le tinn of Pop

0 1 "e a t in cr
) , h ' " I ' in s ia n)P I i I 3.x'" "e n t ro ne m e n t (Wit I va n a n t m am sign

02 12.6 69: ':' (dc 'e ase d':')
P 2 7.5 1a (n am e. s a me as E 1. G I)

~i)ox LlL S

R2 "e atin o ) I .. . I ' .,, ' e- "en t i ron e ment (WIt I va rian t malll s ign )
S l l l3.x
5 2 79:534 .181 (action glyp h . ('I'. Tik . L3 . H3)
53 11.5.614:51 5:':' ("in th e temp le")
S -+ II. 7-+: 575. ':' (" south " )
5 5 12.669: :' 1d e c ea "ed :')

Th e ca le n d r ica l inform ati on might he s u m ma rize d a s follow s:

Al -81 6 E tz ' na b 11 Tze c (9. 12. 6 . 17. 18)
A2 2 d a ys + 2

C I- D l 8 ,-\ ha ll 13 Tze c (9. 12 . 7. O. OJ
82 e nd of h a ab
E 2-F 2 2 uin al s. less one d ay + 1.1 9

HI- G2 8 Ca ua c 12 Yaxkin 19. 12. 7. 1.19 )
K2 1 tun ID . \". '?) + 1. O. 0 ':'

(9 . 12 . 8. 1.19:')

M2-;'-J2 9 Man ik 15 Pop (9.12. 7.1-+. 7)
QI -Q2 D.:'i . 1.11.5 2 + 1.11. 5

(9 Eh 15 c- i» (9 . 12. 9. 7. 12)

Dak 1

Da te 2

Dan- 3

Da te -+

Dat e 5

Da te 6

Dat e 1, two d a ys bef or e th e tun e nd ing . h a s no
a ctio n glyp h with it. nor is th e tun e nd ing fo llow ed b y
one . Howe ver . th e " s e a t ing " glyp h im m edi at el y fo l
lowe d b y a glyp h p ref ixed with 113 is a s socia ted with
Da tes 3. 4. 5. a n d 6. I am in form e d by Fl oyd Loun sbur y
th at th e 133.16 8: 188 co m bina tion. alo ng with " s ea t ing" .
s ign ifies " e n thro n em e n t" in P al enqu e text s . a nd h e
co ns ide rs th at th e h ead s u bs titu ting for 168: 188in Dat es
5 a nd 6 is m erel y a va ria n t.

Th er e is . of c ou rse, a lway s roo m for d oubt in in-

sc rip t ions fro m th e g re a te r Pal enqu e region. Th e 39-day
int er val from Dat e 2 to Da te 3 is exp resse d in a uni qu e
ma nn er , ra th e r th an b y th e us u al Dist an c e N um be r. if
thi s rea d ing is cor re c t : thi s wo uld mean th a t th e s up erfix
of th e Qu in cunx glyp h a t F2 is to b e in terpr et ed as " les s
one " . go ing co u n te r to th e c on cl us ion of Th omp s on
(1950 : 170-1 ) th at Quin cun x only su bs t itu tes for th e
u su al kin s ign in Di st an c e umb er s wh en th e coef fic ie nt
is 5 or 7 . H e re ad s thi s in Yuca tec a s bix o n th e ba si s of
thi s u sa ge in Yu c at e c, P ok orn an. Kek chi , Qui ch e , a n d

2David Ke lley has not ed to me th e r-Inse a ppro xima tion oft his int er va l. 585 days . 10 th e s ta nda rd Maya Ve nu s per iod . 58+ da ys .
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C akchiquel; however, in othe r May an lan gu ages, thi s
restri ct ed applica t ion of th e class ifier is not found (F loy d
Loun sbur y, per sonal com m unica tion). Th e 1 tun glyph
a t K2 ma y or m ay not be a Dist an ce N u m ber ; ifit is, th en
th e h yp oth e ti cal Dat e 4 la ck s th e Ca le nda r Roun d equ i
va le nt. I do think th at it is impli ed , how ever, since 1 tun
is im m ediat el y follo we d by a n "e n th rone me nt" glyph
pa ir. O f cons ide ra b le int er est is th e " la c king" gly ph
with number five supe rfixe d bef or e the Pop month sig n
at N2. Su ch an e mplo ym ent of th e glyp h ha s so far been
kn own onl y to exp ress th e id ea that 5 tun s wer e lackin g
to th e end of th e curr en t katun , that is , th e fift eenth tun
had been rea ch ed (T ho mpso n 1950: 191-2 ). It th er ef ore
see ms that th e r eading " five da ys la cking until th e end of
P op " is calle d for h er e. Finally , th e obviou s Dist an ce
N u m be r at QI-Q2 , lik e the 1 tun glyp h at K2 , rea ch es no
exp resse d dat e, nor d oe s it t ell one wh eth er to count

forwa rd or ba ck war d.
It would be ra sh to cl aim a fin al a nd d efiniti ve

int erpr et atio n of th e in scripti on, but th er e a re some
sugges tive cl ues . Th e glyp hs a t 0 2a nd S5 impl y th at th e
per so nage who appe a rs to be th e pr inc ipa l figu re in th e
text ( 168: 751a , A ll Bal am "L or d .lagu arY ) is d ec eased .
T he da tes r efer to va rious oc casion s on whi ch h e sea t ed
him self upon hi s thron e, pr esum abl y a t Tortu gu ero ,
whil e th e fin al four glyphs car ved on th e und er si de of th e
box sugges t ce re mo nies in hi s honor to be car ried out in a
tem pl e pla c ed to th e s ou th . eithe r in T ortu g uero , or in
th e par ent ce n ter. Pal e nq ue . Las tly, th e box is so me
wa y. eith e r by d escent as an h eirloom or. mor e lik el y, by
a nc ie n t lootin g of th e tomb of " Lord Jag ua r" hi mself
passed into th e han ds of a Po st- Classi c cacique a nd was
depo s it ed by him . togeth er wit h a :\I ix tec figurin e , in a
re mot e cave of inlan d Chiap as .

Fig . 1. The Box itself,
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Fig . 2 . The side of the box .
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Fig . 3 . Th e top of the box . Fig . 4. Th e top of th e box , ill ustrat ed .
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Fig . 8 . The und ersid e, illustra ted .
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