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The Ancient Maya Cosmos as Viewed from Stone Sculptures
and Architectual Patterns : A Perspective from the Late Preclassic
Period Southern Maya Lowlands

TATARA Yutaka

Abstract

During the Late Preclassic period, there was massive construction in cities throughout the
southem Maya lowlands. Through studying their layout and associated stone sculptures, it is
possible to examine hypotheses related to ancient Maya cosmology and religion.
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One common architectural motif consists of great stucco masks flanking the central staircase of

important ceremonial structures.

While it is unwise to assume that the masks had the same

significance in each site, they tend to be representations of the Jaguar God of the Underworld.

These representations are associated with the movement of celestial bodies such as the sun and
Venus. Other examples of Late Preclassic artwork appear to be related to earlier versions of the

“Popol Vuh'.

Certain numbers reflected in the sculpture and architecture at these cities are also tied to
important aspects of Maya cosmology. A “triadic” layout consisting of one principal structure
flanked by two smaller ones creates a symbolic three-stone hearth, which symbolizes the center of
the home and the universe itself. The typical plaza group consists of four structures organized in

a square or rectangle, with each structure standing in for the four cardinal directions.

9 and 13

are also common, the former relating the works to the 9 layers of the underworld and the latter to
the 13 layers of the heavens. It is argued in this paper that rulers used these mythological and
cosmological associations to enhance their authority.
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