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Abstract
The models proposed for ancient Maya territorial organization in central Belize differ significantly from one 

researcher to another. Due to the relative dearth of hieroglyphic data, most models have been formulated on 
the basis of archaeological data alone and are predominantly site-specific assessments. Investigations in central 
Belize over the past four decades have, however, brought to light several key pieces of epigraphic data, including 
Emblem Glyphs. When viewed in conjunction, the archaeological and epigraphic data provide a new vantage for 
determining the structure of the Classic-period socio-political landscape of the Belize Valley.

Resumen
Los modelos propuestos para la organización territorial de los mayas del Período Clásico en Belice Central 

difieren significativamente de un investigador a otro. Debido a la escasez de datos jeroglíficos, la mayoría de los 
modelos se han formulado teniendo en cuenta tan solo datos arqueológicos y se centran predominantemente sobre 
cada sitio investigado. Las exploraciones en Belice Central de las cuatro últimas décadas, sin embargo, han sacado 
a la luz numerosas piezas clave que aportan datos epigráficos, incluyendo Glifos Emblema. Vistos en conjunto, los 
datos arqueológicos y epigráficos proporcionan una posición más ventajosa en la determinación de la estructura 
del paisaje socio-político del Período Clásico del Valle de Belice.

Introduction

A variety of models of ancient Maya territorial organisation have been proposed for the Belize 
Valley over the past four decades.  In part, the quantity of such models can be explained by the fact 
that the Belize Valley stands out as one of the most intensively and continuously investigated areas of 
the Maya Lowlands (Garber 2004; Chase & Chase 2004: 9-13). The diversity of models proposed may 
also be a direct consequence of the various archaeological projects that have operated and continue 
to operate in the area. An interesting peculiarity is that these models are – for the most part – centred 
on the sites investigated by a particular project, and few have attempted to merge all extant data 
coherently into a unitary model.  In addition, since the Belize Valley is well known for its dearth of 
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hieroglyphic texts (e.g. Chase 2004: 329), no model formulated to date has really integrated any of 
the few – but crucial – available epigraphic data.1 The implication is that no model formulated can 
adequately account for all the archaeological and epigraphic data of the Belize Valley. In an effort to 

1 Nevertheless, foregoing treatments of glyphic data from the Belize Valley include: Stela 6 at Pacbitun (Healy 
1990; Healy et al. 2004: 213-214; Helmke et al. 2006), the ‘Jauncy Vase’ (K4464) and other texts on portable 
objects discovered at Buenavista del Cayo (Houston et al. 1992: 511-518; Taschek & Ball 1992; Reents-Budet 
1994: 294-311; Reents-Budet et al. 2000; Helmke et al. 2008; Helmke 2012), Stela 1 at Blackman Eddy (Garber 
1992; Garber et al. 2004: 63-67), Stela 1 at Actuncan (McGovern & Grube 1996), Stela 9 at Cahal Pech (Awe & 
Grube 2001), ceramic materials from Baking Pot (Colas et al. 2002; Reents-Budet et al. 2005), and the passing 
mentions made to the Naranjo Emblem Glyph on Stela 8 at Xunantunich (Ashmore 1998: 173; Houston et al. 
1992: 506-507; LeCount et al. 2002: 43; Leventhal 1996: 10; Martin & Grube 2000: 83; Leventhal & Ashmore 
2004: 171).  More synthetic treatments of the glyphic data from the Belize Valley have been conducted by the 
authors in collaboration with Nikolai Grube and Harri Kettunen (Helmke et al. 2003, 2006, 2010).

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 1. Map of the eastern Central Maya Lowlands, indicating major physiographic features that frame the 
greater Belize Valley, including the Maya Mountains, the Yalbac Hills and the Caribbean coastline. Note how the 
dominant sites of Caracol, Naranjo and Lamanai define the cultural boundaries of the research area. Only major 
centres are represented (rendered as dots), and only the fluvial system pertaining to central Belize are depicted. 
The inset map shows the entirety of the Maya area and other sites mentioned in the text. The frame within the 
map outlines the more detailed view of central Belize provided in Fig. 2. Modern national borders are indicated. 
Map by Christophe Helmke (unless otherwise noted all the figures, photos and drawings presented in this paper 
are those of the senior author).
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redress these shortcomings this paper will examine the glyphic texts and, by combination with the 
archaeological data of the Belize Valley, present a new perspective on the ancient Maya territorial 
organisation for this area of the central Lowlands. The purpose is not to critique or evaluate the validity 
of previously-established models. Instead our aim is to present the data relevant to the issue of ancient 
territorial and socio-political organisation for the Belize Valley and, as such, it is hoped that this paper 
may serve as the basis for further research and future models.

The Research Area

The principal physiographic feature defining the greater Belize Valley is the Belize River and its 
many tributaries (Fig. 1).  Geologically the greater Belize Valley area of central Belize is bordered 
by the granitic Maya Mountains to the south and the rolling limestone Yalbac hills to the north. To 
the east, the Belize River courses through perennial salt marches before flowing into the Caribbean 
Sea. The eastern boundary of the Belize Valley is thus eventually defined by the Caribbean shoreline. 
The western boundary of the Belize Valley is difficult to define but can be attributed to the point of 
confluence of the Mopan and Chiquibul Rivers.  Here the Macal and the Sibun Valleys are thus deemed 
part of the central Belize area.

As a means of defining this cultural sub-region we have found that it is aptly framed in relation to 
large neighbouring sites, namely Caracol to the south, Naranjo to the west and Lamanai to the north. 
These sites stand as major territorial capitals, or nodes in their own right, and are identified in the 
glyphic inscriptions by what are known as Emblem Glyphs (see Berlin 1958; Mathews 1991). These 
sites also differ from those of the Belize Valley in terms of ceramic and architectural types as well 
as in their imposing size. It is in these terms that we conceptualise the ‘greater Belize Valley area’ of 
central Belize.

“Major Centres” in the Belize Valley

The first empirical attempt to derive territorial organisation from material remains can be attributed 
to the pioneering settlement surveys conducted by Gordon Willey and colleagues (1965) in the Belize 
Valley and by William Bullard Jr. (1960) in northeastern Peten (Grube 2000: 548). Their analyses of 
settlement size and distribution formed the basis of a three-tiered model of ancient settlement, with 
residential housemounds and small plazuela groups at the bottom and “major centres” at the top 
(Driver & Garber 2004: 287-293; Iannone 2004). The intermediate type referred to “minor centres” and 
encompassed all intervening sites. These studies, as with many subsequent models, however, failed to 
address the great disparity in size between centres. Nonetheless, as part of this original site ranking or 
typology, Xunantunich (Leventhal & Ashmore 2004), Cahal Pech (Awe 1992; Taschek & Ball 2004) 
and Baking Pot (Bullard & Bullard 1965; Ricketson 1931; Audet & Awe 2004) were all attributed the 
label of ‘major centres’ (Willey et al. 1965: 573, 577, 579-580) (Fig. 2).

Following Willey’s pioneering work many additional sites have been discovered, reported, mapped, 
and/or investigated in the Belize Valley, some of sizes comparable to those previously identified by as 
‘major centres’. Among these are the important sites of Buenavista del Cayo (Ball & Taschek 2004), El 
Pilar (Ford 2004), Pacbitun (Healy et al. 2004), Blackman Eddy (Garber et al. 2004), Yalbac (Lucero 
et al. 2004: 96-97), Cahal Uitz Na (Conlon & Ehret 1999), Camalote (Garber et al. 2004: 49), Deep 
Valley (Davis 1980; Wrobel et al. 2010), Saturday Creek (Lucero et al. 2004: 91-93), Bacna (Helmke 
et al. 2005), Hershey (McAnany et al. 2004), and most recently Tipan Chen Uitz (Wrobel et al. 2012), 
Lower Dover (Hoggarth et al. 2010), and Aguacate (Figs. 1 and 2). To these should be added sites 
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that were initially reported nearly a century ago, which have since become foci of investigations once 
more. These are Las Ruinas de Arenal (Taschek & Ball 1999), Actuncan (McGovern 2004; LeCount 
& Blitz 2005) and Minanha (a.k.a. Mucnal Tunich) (Iannone 2005). More peripherally-related are the 
sites of San José (Thompson 1939), Altun Ha (Pendergast 1979-1990), and Chau Hiix (Pyburn 1991), 
which share several architectural and ceramic attributes in common with greater Belize Valley sites.

Several of these sites have served as the basis of recent models of territorial organisation.  For 
many the size of sites – and therefore their presumed importance – has been emphasised (e.g. Ball & 
Taschek 1991, 2004; Ford 2004). Others have stressed the attributes of ‘major centres’ that are found 
at smaller sites, which would otherwise be classed as ‘minor centres’ (Garber et al. 1993a, 1993b, 
2004; Colon & Ehret 1999; Helmke et al. 2005).2 Such cases urge us to re-evaluate the sometimes 
blurred boundary between ‘minor’ and ‘major centres’ as well as between ‘major centres’ of greatly 
differing size (Iannone 2003, 2004). Nonetheless, and despite the great variability in quantity and 
quality, all these ‘major centres’ of the greater Belize Valley area exhibit (to varying degrees): 1) 
nucleated monumental epicentres, 2) pyramidal temple structures, 3) eastern triadic temples (such as 

2 Xualcanil (a.k.a. Cayo Y) for example has a ballcourt and a causeway terminus with a plain stela and altar 
(Iannone 2003: 16), the similarly-sized minor centre of Chaac Mool Ha also exhibits a ballcourt (Helmke et al. 
2003; Helmke 2009: 210-216), as do the sites of Ontario (Driver & Garber 2004: 298) and Hershey (McAnany et 
al. 2004: 297, 302) while the small Chaa Creek sites exhibit stelae (Connell 2003: 29-30) and Esperanza has an 
uncarved altar (Driver & Garber 2004: 295).

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 2. Map of central Belize or the greater Belize Valley showing the sites discussed in the text. Note how 
‘major centres’ are rendered larger than ‘minor centres’ (map courtesy of the Belize Valley Archaeological 
Reconnaissance project).
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Figure 3. The site of Baking Pot, which exemplifies all the attributes that are typically associated with ‘major 
centres’ in the Maya Lowlands in general and central Belize in particular (adapted by Christophe Helmke and 
Andrew Bevan from maps and surveys by James Conlon). In addition to monumental architecture, housemounds, 
and the Belize River, 5-meter contour intervals are indicated. Numbered items represent the following attributes:  
1) nucleated monumental epicentre; 2) pyramidal temple structures; 3) eastern triadic temple structures 
(“E-Groups”); 4) royal palatial groups; 5) ballcourts; 6) monuments such as stelae and altars; 7) intrasite 
processional sacbeob; 8) sacbe terminus group; 9) royal tombs; 10) reservoirs.

Ancient Maya Territorial Organisation of Central Belize
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E-Group-like configurations), 4) royal palatial groups, 5) ballcourts, 6) monuments such as stelae and 
altars (some of which were carved), 7) intrasite processional sacbeob (causeways), or ‘vias’, 8) sacbe 
termini groups, and 9) in some cases royal tombs (Fig. 3) (see Awe 1992, Ball & Taschek 2004; Bullard 
& Bullard 1965; Conlon & Ehret 1999; Ford 2004; Garber et al. 2004; Healy et al. 2004; Helmke 
et al. 2005; Iannone 2004: 280-282, 2005; Leventhal & Ashmore 2004; McGovern 2004; Taschek & 
Ball 1999).

The typological problem, however, arises when one contrasts, for example, the ‘major centres’ 
of Blackman Eddy and Altun Ha against the ‘major centres’ of Caracol, Naranjo and Lamanai that 
delimit the Belize Valley in cultural terms (Fig. 4).3 Can such greatly differing sites really have served 

3 This difference is underscored all the more if one compares the area occupied by the monumental architecture 
of the epicentre of major sites. Based on the best available published maps, the monumental epicentre of Naranjo 
(Quintana & Wurster 2004: Fig. 10) and Caracol (Chase & Chase 1987: Figs. 46, 47, 50, 51, 52) amount to 
just under 20 hectares, with Lamanai (Pendergast 1981: Fig. 3) encompassing approximately 15 hectares. In 
contrast all the monumental architecture of ‘major centres’ of the Belize Valley fluctuate in areal extent between 
c. 1.2 and 7.3 hectares, for Blackman Eddy (Garber et al. 2004: Fig. 4.1) and El Pilar (Ford 2004: Fig. 15.2) 
respectively. The epicentres of Altun Ha (Pendergast 1979: Fig. 1, 1982: Fig. 1) and Chau Hiix (Pyburn 1991) 
both comprise approximately 3.5 hectares of monumental architecture and therefore fall within the parameters of 
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Figure 4. The primary major centres of Caracol, Naranjo and Lamanai in comparison to various ‘major centres’ 
of central Belize. For Caracol, Naranjo and Lamanai the grey-shaded areas represent plazas and causeways, black 
represent structures. For the smaller Belizean sites, only causeways are shaded in grey, treating structures and 
plazas in black. All maps to scale. Asterisks indicate that causeway terminus complexes are not rendered here.
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the same function in antiquity and be treated equally as ‘major centres’? The epigraphic data from 
the Belize Valley provide some tantalising evidence to suggest that the ancient Maya lords inhabiting 
these sites indeed wished to be seen – at least nominally – as equals in a network of city-states (see 
Trigger 2003: 92-103).

Epigraphic Data from the Belize Valley

Despite the rarity of glyphic texts in the Belize Valley several sites have produced carved monuments 
and inscribed or painted ceramic vessels. In rough chronological order from earliest to latest these sites 
are: Cahal Pech, Actuncan, Pacbitun, Blackman Eddy, Baking Pot, Altun Ha, Buenavista del Cayo and 
Xunantunich. It is noteworthy that these sites have been independently identified as ‘major centres’ 
by archaeologists (Awe 1992; Audet & Awe 2005; Ball & Taschek 1991, 2004; Garber et al. 1993a, 
1993b, 2004; Healy et al. 2004; McGovern 2004; Taschek & Ball 1991; Willey et al. 1965). We will 
focus on particulars of the glyphic texts of Baking Pot, Xunantunich and Pacbitun as these have the 
most bearing on the present study.

Baking Pot

The first glyphic evidence for royal activity at the site of Baking Pot comes in the latter half of 
the Early Classic (c. AD 450-650) in the form of two inscribed ceramic vessels (Colas et al. 2002). 
Interestingly, these were not found in the site core proper but in a burial at an elite plazuela group in 
the southwestern periphery of the site approximately 2.5-km from the epicentre (see Conlon & Powis 
2004). Though known for some time, the implications of the texts have, however, heretofore never 
been addressed.

The texts on the vessels present early examples of dedicatory expressions known as Primary 
Standard Sequences, or as Standard Dedicatory Expressions, and cite the names and titles of their 

‘major centres’ in the upper Belize Valley. Note that in order to make these figures comparable, only the surface 
areas of monumental structures and plazas has been computed, excluding intrasite and intersite causeways, such 
the ones at Caracol (Chase & Chase 2001). In addition, though the most recent map of El Pilar (Ford 2004: 
Fig. 15.2) was used for these computations, it was scaled to fit the average of all pre-1996 maps, since the scale 
presented in the 2004 publication is incompatible with all previously-released maps and grossly exaggerates 
the size of the site. These surface areas were calculated by Andrew Bevan (Institute of Archaeology, University 
College London) using digitised outlines of the monumental site cores as vector polygons in a GIS.

Figure 5. The nominal and titular sections closing the glyphic texts of Vessel 2 from Burial 2, Structure 2, Bedran 
Group, Baking Pot.

Ancient Maya Territorial Organisation of Central Belize
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owners (Fig. 5). The titles are the aspects of greatest interest. On Vessel 2 is an early dynastic title 
written as 9-TZ’AK-AJAW, possibly read b’aluun tz’akb’u ajaw (Dmitri Beliaev, pers. comm. 2006).4 
The main sign of this title is composed of two logograms: a stylized and upside down olla besides the 
logogram HA’ ‘water’. Together these two signs form the relational pair with the logographic value 
TZ’AK, following the evidence presented for such sign pairings (Stuart 2003). This exalted, though 
somewhat rare title is known from Early Classic texts where it bestows on the bearer a regnal title 
approximating ‘the ninth in succession’. Although this is the literal meaning of the title, considering 
its occurrence throughout the Lowlands in the Early Classic it remains doubtful that it presented an 
actual dynastic count. Nevertheless, the title is clearly royal and restricted to the highest echelons of 
society. As a result if it can be demonstrated that the vessels recovered at Baking Pot are actually local, 
this would serve as evidence for the presence of a royal dynasty at the site that was active and well-
established by the latter portion of the Early Classic.

Xunantunich

Less well-known are the two fragmentary carved panels that have been discovered at Xunantunich 
over the past decade. Of these, the glyphic text of Panel 2 is the more telling (Fig. 6). Based on style 
and paleographic attributes it has been dated to between AD 780 and 820 (Helmke et al. 2010: 101-
107). The first legible segment represents a variant of the ‘flint and shield’ couplet that is used as part 

4   The same compound had previously been erroneously transliterated as 4-li-TE’-HA’-AJAW, read Chanilte’ Ha’ 
Ajaw and treated as a so-called problematic Emblem Glyph (Colas et al. 2002). In light of the new interpretation 
the preliminary readings and implications of this sign no longer apply.

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 6. Xunantunich, Structure A-32, Panel 2. Note the transcription of the Emblem Glyph at the end of the 
glyphic text.
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of expressions referring to war or martial actions. In this case the expression is written as ti-TOK’ 
ti-PAKAL for ti to[o]k’ ti pakal, or ‘with flint [and] with shield’.

Following this the subject of the clause is expressed as a series of three toponyms. The first two 
belong to a particular class of toponyms suffixed by –nib’ (Helmke et al. 2006: 154-157, 178 n. 2)5. 
Several examples of this type of toponym are known, with three great renditions on a slate mirror 
backing discovered in Burial 49 at Topoxte (Fialko 2000:144-149, Figs. 102-103; see Helmke et al. 
2006: Fig. 7c-d). These examples include a toponym for Naranjo that is possibly read as Chuwaajnib’ 6 
as well as a place name read Te’nib’ for “Tree (Place)” and another read Took’nib’ for “Flint (Place)”. 
The last two may also be represented in the text of Xunantunich Panel 2. These toponyms have not 
been correlated to specific archaeological sites and thus their exact location remains unknown, though 
they are thought to be located in the greater Naranjo area that may well include parts of the Belize 
Valley.

The last toponym in the text is undoubtedly the most important and represents a complete and 
hitherto unknown Emblem Glyph. Its main sign is the glyph for WITZ or ‘mountain’ and is prefixed 
by syllabic signs that together may yield katyaatz (written ka-ta-ya?-tzi). The whole titular expression 
may thus be read K’uhul Katyaatz Witz Ajaw or ‘Godly Katyaatz Witz King’. While we cannot be 

5  Alfonso Lacadena (pers. comm. 2006) has suggested that this –nib’ suffix is analogous to the  
–lib’ suffix seen in the inscriptions of the western Lowlands. Accordingly, the –lib’ suffixes would represent the 
western Ch’olan manifestation, while –nib’ would represent the eastern Ch’olan version of this toponymic suffix. 
Both suffixes serve to qualify places where something occurs or takes place. As such the reference to CHAK-
li-b’i at Tonina would thus have served as a toponym, probably ‘place where seizure takes place’, if chak is the 
verbal root ‘to seize’. Similarly TE’-ni-b’i could be translated as ‘place where trees occur’. Analyzed as –n-ib’ 
and –l-ib’, the -n- and -l- particles must serve to verbalise nouns so that these may in turn be instrumentalized 
with an –ib’ suffix (Helmke et al. 2006: 178, n. 2).
6   Luis Lopes (2003) has suggested, based on the pattern of phonetic complementation for the ‘Jaguar God of 
the Underworld’ (JGU) logogram, that it may have had the value of CHUHAJ ~ CHUWAJ and read chuwaaj. 
This reading is reinforced in the case of the Topoxte mirror backing and an unprovenanced vessel attributed to 
Naranjo’s ruler “Ajwosaaj” (K0681) by the presence of a ji subfix, serving as phonetic complement, and producing 
a long terminal vowel. In Yukatek chuwaj has been understood to target ‘scorpion’ as seen in the entry ek’ chuwaj 
(Barrera Vásquez 1980:151), though Classic-period iconographic depictions of this entity are decidedly feline.

Figure 7. The eastern stucco frieze of the Castillo (Structure A-6-2nd) at Xunantunich. Note how the witz monsters 
are flanked by young maize sprouting from the earflares, denoting the locative suffix –nal. Watercolour rendition 
by Gustavo Valenzuela, courtesy of the Belize Institute of Archaeology.

Ancient Maya Territorial Organisation of Central Belize
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certain of the exact meaning, in this context the most productive gloss for Katyaatz Witz is ‘Clay-
bearing Mountain’7. As such the prominent hilltop upon which Xunantunich is sited and the abundance 
of high-quality sources of clay in the vicinity all suggest that the toponym is that of the site proper. In 
addition, the famous frieze that decorates the side of Xunantunich’s most imposing structure, known 
as El Castillo (Structure A-6), provides some further clues (Fig. 7). The remains of the frieze depict 
small cosmograms with the corresponding earthly realm represented by a series of mountain creatures 
known as “Witz Monsters”. These are also marked by young maize sprouts that together spell out 
witznal or ‘mountainous place’. The iconography of the stucco frieze may thus mark the structure as 
an artificial emulation of Katyaatz Witznal.

At this juncture it bears reminding that the central element of Emblem Glyphs are frequently the 
principal toponym of a site and this pattern seems to be applicable here also (compare the toponyms 
presented in Stuart & Houston 1994: 107 against the Emblem Glyphs tabulated by Martin & Grube 
2000: 19).

Pacbitun

During the first half of the Early Classic the site of Pacbitun began its sculptural tradition. The 
monument known as Altar 3 was discovered broken and cached in later architectural core of Structure 
1 (Paul Healy pers. comm. 2005). Like the Xunantunich panels, it also has been dated stylistically as 
no accompanying date was found. It shows a standing ruler holding a bicephalic ceremonial bar across 
his chest, enclosed within the remains of a quatrefoil cartouche (Fig. 8a). The pose is rigid and the 
iconography stylized, a characteristic that places the monument somewhere in the latter half of the fifth 
century AD. In addition, the ruler is shown standing atop two glyphs (Fig. 8b).

Based on the overall reconstruction of the monument’s figurative scene it seems that these two 
glyph blocks (pY1 and pZ1) may have been the only glyphic text adorning this monument. The 
better-preserved of the two glyphs (Fig. 8b) represents the ancient toponym of Pacbitun, as part of  
a “Sky-Cave” or Chan Ch’e’n locative expression (Stuart 2002, Helmke 2009: 83-86). In the absence 
of additional examples and due to the early style in which it is rendered we are hesitant to provide 
a reading. Nonetheless, the main sign appears to render a gopher head with a mirror sign infixed 
into its forehead, followed by two syllabic signs. The whole collocation was possibly written as  
[CELT]B’AH-ja-ni?, or more simply as B’AH-ja-ni? since mirror signs frequently form integral 
part of Early Classic gopher logograms.

Though tentative, the Pacbitun toponym may be rendered as part of a complete Emblem Glyph 
in the texts of Caracol. This possible example is rendered on Stela 21 in the caption to the bound 
captive kneeling at the feet of Caracol’s then current king (Fig. 9a). Though the name of the Caracol 
monarch is now lost, the dedicatory date of this finely carved slate stela clearly corresponds to AD 
702 (as rendered in the 9.13.10.0.# 3 Kumk’u date on the monument; Houston 1987: 100; Martin & 

7  The modifier of witz is preserved as ka-ta-#-tzi, in which the questionable element compares to a ya syllabogram. 
In this interpretation the resulting term can be segmented morphologically as: kat-y-aatz. Among other possible 
glosses (including referents to a type of plant), the root kat (otherwise káat) is most productively understood as 
‘clay’ in Yukatek (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 303; Bastarrachea Manzano 2005), where we see in terms such as pak’ 
kat and káat for ‘small jar’, ‘olla’, and ‘apaste’ (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 626; Bastarrachea Manzano 2005). In the 
second segment we see the root atz that occurs in compound expressions referring to the ‘giving’ and ‘granting’ of 
charity or alms as yatz (Barrera Vásquez 1980: 970) and as the root atz in terms for ‘payment’ (Barrera Vásquez 
1980: 19). Though tentative, the whole toponymic expression Katyaatz Witz could thus be roughly translated 
literally as ‘clay are the alms of the mountain’ and more loosely as ‘Clay-bearing Mountain’ (Helmke et al. 2006: 
156).

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe
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Grube 2000: 94). The captive’s regalia and his title identify him as being of royal status. The caption 
marking the defeated king names him as Chanal Chak Chapaht/Wak or ‘Celestial Great Centipede’ 
(see Guenter 2007) (Fig. 9c). His royal title is identified by the Emblem Glyph that closes the caption. 
The Emblem Glyph shares many details of the Pacbitun toponym seen on the Early Classic Altar 3. 
The two examples may differ in the details, but considering the temporal span that separates both, it 
is a reasonable match. If our interpretation is correct, the text of Stela 21 would relate that the current 
king of Caracol attempted to expand the northern reaches of his domain sometime around AD 702. It 
is as part of these actions that Pacbitun would have fallen prey to Caracol.

In sum, the few royal titles discovered in the Belize Valley are all associated to sites that archaeologists 
have independently identified as ‘major centres’. To this should also be added the probable Emblem 
Glyph of Altun Ha (Fig. 10), though it too requires additional supporting evidence (cf. Martin & Grube 
2000: 19; Mathews 1991: 20). These findings suggest that perhaps all ‘major sites’ in the Belize Valley 
originally claimed such Emblems though preservation, sampling and lack of inscriptions may be faulted 
for patchy representation elsewhere. The close congruity between archaeological and epigraphic data 
on this point suggests that these alternate approaches have nonetheless produced closely intermeshing 
results. Before proceeding, however, we review Emblem Glyphs and their original function.

Figure 8. Pacbitun, Structure 1, Altar 3. a) General view; b) detail of the toponymic expression referring to 
Pacbitun (photograph and drawing by Christophe Helmke, courtesy of Paul Healy). Scale bar refers to the whole 
of the altar, not the glyphic detail.

Ancient Maya Territorial Organisation of Central Belize
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Emblem Glyphs and Models of Ancient Maya  
Territorial Organisation

What is now known and agreed upon by epigraphers is that Emblem Glyphs primarily served as the 
exalted title of the most prominent members of royal courts (Grube 2000: 549-550; Martin & Grube 
2000: 17-19; Martin 2004). It is precisely because most royal Maya lineages resided in the same place 
over the course of history that many Emblems appear to refer to a particular site (cf. Mathews 1991). 
Nonetheless, the variable component of Emblem Glyphs in many if not most cases actually is the 
principal toponym of the site as we have seen for the Belize Valley. In all cases, however, Emblem 
Glyphs served as titular referents to monarchs of particular royal courts, not sites or toponyms per 
se. Supporting this view is the Mutu’l Emblem Glyph that was divided between Tikal and Dos Pilas 
(Martin & Grube 2000: 42, 55, 56-57), as well as the B’aake’l Emblem shared between Palenque, 
Tortuguero and Comalcalco (Chase 2004: 324; Martin 2004; Martin & Grube 2000: 165). These 
illustrative cases demonstrate that Emblem Glyphs were liable to geographic dispersal when dynasties 
fissioned (i.e. Tikal vs. Dos Pilas) or ruling dynasties expanded their territories (i.e. Tortuguero over 
Comalcalco). This conclusion has recently been furthered by the identification that the Kaanu’l or 
“Snake-Head” Emblem, which came to be used at Calakmul in the Late Classic, superseded a “Stone 
Bat” Emblem that was used locally at the site in the Early Classic (Martin 2005: Figs. 1 and 6). The 

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 9. Caracol, Stela 21. a) Overall view of the front face (drawing by Nikolai Grube); b) glyphic caption to 
the captive (adapted from a photo, by A. Hamilton Anderson, courtesy of the Belize Institute of Archaeology; c) 
drawing of the glyphic caption, rendered at the same scale as the photo.
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sharing of Emblem Glyphs between distant sites clearly negates whatever connotations of ‘place’ that 
may have accrued over the course of their use at a particular site and conclusively demonstrates that 
these did not serve toponymic functions.

Consequently, it is clear that Emblem Glyphs functioned primarily as exalted royal titles. In theory 
each Emblem Glyph represents the same exact title and thus ancient Maya kings claimed to be at least 
nominally equal in rank and status.8 It is precisely on this emic basis that it makes sense to produce 
maps of the Maya area in which sites associated with distinct Emblem Glyphs can be seen as capitals 
of city-state territories under the administration of equally-distinct royal courts, as this is the view of 
political realms that was recorded glyphically by the ancient Maya themselves.

However, research conducted by Simon Martin in collaboration with Nikolai Grube over the past 
decade has shown that not all royal courts were equal in status (Martin & Grube 1995, 2000: 17-21). 
The key here is to recognise the dichotomy between the “title” and “status” of particular institutions 
or incumbents thereof, in anthropological terms (see Trigger 2003: 71-74, 75-76). Thus, while all 
lords bearing Emblems Glyphs claimed nominally-equal titles, their respective power, charisma and 

8   Though it must be remarked that the ajaw title was only one of many by which nobles were able to distinguish 
themselves and invoke prerogatives of their social position. Indeed, the modifying prefix k’uhul (“godly/divine”) 
to the title ajaw that became standard in the Late Classic is an innovation dating to the middle Classic. This 
innovation was apparently motivated by the desire to reinstate original hierarchies amongst a growing proliferation 
of ajawtaak ‘kings’ between those that were deemed “godly” and those that were not (see Houston 1986; Grube 
2005: 87, 97, 98). In the late Early Classic we also see the introduction of the kalo’mte’ title, perhaps under 
the influence of Teotihuacan. Though the meaning of this title remains elusive it is clear that it is superordinate 
to k’uhul ajaw and that the title of kalo’mte’ was only gained by a second enthronement into the appropriate 
institution. This title and its associated practices were reserved for the most prominent royal courts in the Lowlands 
and thus stands as another means of creating title-based inequalities between persons of noble birth. In addition, 
we see a proliferation of other lesser titles that are restricted to particular regions or sites, such as the sak chuwe’n 
title of Naranjo.

Figure 10. Various attestations of the probable Emblem Glyph of Altun Ha. a) Altun Ha, jadeite plaque from 
Tomb B-4/6 (RP 256/3) (based on a drawing by David Findlay and inspection of the original); b) unprovenanced, 
limestone effigy of God N (K3331) (based on a photograph by Donald Hales, courtesy of Phil Wanyerka); c) 
Najtunich, Drawing 34 (based on a photo by Chip and Jennifer Clark); d) Najtunich, Drawing 65 (based on a photo 
by Chip and Jennifer Clark); e) Altar de los Reyes, Altar 3 (based on a drawing by Nikolai Grube).
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influence differed quite noticeably over the course of Maya history. The model builds upon that of Peter 
Mathews (1988; 1991), but adds a historically-specific dimension in which many lesser kings were 
drawn into hierarchical networks of alliance and vassalhood below the auspices of a more powerful 
king. As part of these allegiances overlords would supervise and endorse vassal kings when they took 
office; vassals and overlords also conjointly partook in ritual actions together; and alliances were 
cemented by ritualised gift exchange and marital unions (Martin & Grube 1995, 2000: 17-19). As such 
the territorial model initially formulated by Peter Mathews remains intact, but the small nominally-
independent kingdoms within that model were variably held under the sway of one superior lord or 
another. This epigraphically-devised model finds a close match in the “tributary systems” as defined 
by Bruce Trigger, in which royal capitals exerting influence over others are classed as ‘hegemonic 
city-states’ (Trigger 2003: 94-103, 114-115).

Archaeological Models of Ancient Maya Territorial 
Organisation

Of the many archaeological models formulated to date, the one that is most inclusive of Belize Valley 
data and that agrees most to that formulated by Mathews, is the one initially proposed by James Garber 
and colleagues in 1993 and subsequently revised (Garber et al. 1993a, 1993b; Driver & Garber 2004; 

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 11. The ancient Maya territorial organisation of the Upper Belize Valley as proposed by Garber et al. 
(1993a, 1993b; Driver & Garber 2004) and amended by Conlon and Ehret (1999) (map modified by Christophe 
Helmke, based on Map 4 in Driver & Garber 2004 and the map presented by Conlon & Ehret 1999).
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Conlon & Ehret 1999).9 In this model each ‘major centre’ of the Belize Valley (or site that exhibits the 
attributes of ‘major centres’, irrespective of absolute size) is viewed as a separate territorial node. In so 
doing Garber and his colleagues have found that there is a regular spatial patterning in which most ‘major 
centres’ in the Belize Valley are spaced at nearly equal intervals of 9.9 km on average (Fig. 11).

The model, however, fails when applied to the headwaters of the Belize Valley where the concentric 
arcs of Cahal Pech, Buenavista, Actuncan and Xunantunich grossly intersect. In large part this may 
be due to the riverine course of the Macal and Mopan Rivers, which in that area predispose for 
asymmetrically-shaped territories. The important point to stress here is that the prominent periods of 
occupation at several of these sites is successive and that a synchronic territorial model for this part of 
the Belize Valley is thus difficult to achieve. Based on available data it would seem that for sites along 
the Mopan River the sequence is as follows: Actuncan (Early Classic), Buenavista (Middle and Late 
Classic), and Xunantunich (Terminal Classic) (Leventhal & Ashmore 2004; McGovern 2004; Taschek 
& Ball 2004). As such these sites should be treated as ‘major centres’ or territorial nodes during 
the most important phases of their occupation, though it has to be conceded that a certain degree of 
overlap has also been documented. Nonetheless, based on this sequentiality, Actuncan, Buenavista and 
Xunantunich should be viewed conjointly as alternating nodes for this westernmost polity in the Belize 
Valley, which would have extended around these sites in antiquity. Similarly, the newly discovered 
site of Lower Dover is so close to Blackman Eddy that is hard to hypothesize that both should be 
independent nodes of two different polities. Again there may be some diachronic sequentiality here 
since Blackman Eddy is well-known for its very early occupation and Preclassic architecture (Garber 
et al. 2004), whereas all the evidence gathered for Lower Dover to date is entirely Late Classic (see 
Hoggarth et al. 2010). As such Lower Dover appears in large measure to be the successor and inheritor 
of what might be termed the Blackman Eddy polity.

According to the model of Garber and his colleagues (1993a, 1993b; Driver & Garber 2004), 
several ‘minor centres’ are located anywhere between 4 and 5 kilometres along arcs traced around 
‘major centres’, thereby supporting the spatial coherence that this model projects. This finding provides 
some insight into the function of ‘minor centres’ in the Belize Valley as lesser nodes maintaining the 
extent of the territory under the control of a ‘major centre’ (cf. Iannone 2003). As such ‘minor centres’ 
can be seen as provincial administrative seats managing the exaction of surplus production from the 
surrounding realm for eventual redistribution to the central royal ‘major centre’ (see Lacadena García-
Gallo 2008; Helmke et al. 2004). In addition, the regular-spacing of ‘major centres’ implies a certain 
consistent underlying territorial structure that reinforces the identification of these sites, in spite of 
their small size and spatial distribution. Supporting this conclusion is the fact that the 9.5-km long 
earthworks surrounding the large site of Tikal are spaced approximately 4.5km from the epicentral 
core (Chase & Chase 2003: 114; Haviland 2003: 134-142; Puleston & Callender 1967). Similarly, 
the “interior ring” of ‘minor centres’ surrounding Caracol occurs on an arc of approximately 3.0 km 

9 It should be reiterated here that most models for territorial organisation in the Belize Valley are site-specific. 
Thus Ball and Taschek (1991; Taschek & Ball 2004) have focused on Buenavista del Cayo, but have suggested 
that Xunantunich and Cahal Pech formed part of the polity centred on Buenavista. Ford (2004: 242, 248-250) 
has preferred seeing El Pilar as the pre-eminent site in the Belize Valley on account of its size and preferential 
environmental setting. In turn, the investigators of Xunantunich and Cahal Pech have refuted the models of Ball and 
Taschek as well as Ford and have argued for the autonomy of these sites and the discrete polities they reconstruct 
(Ashmore 1998; Iannone 2003; Leventhal & Ashmore 2004). Other researchers have opted for reconstructing 
discrete polities around the major centres that they have investigated, without attempting to integrate other such 
sites (Awe 1992; Audet & Awe 2005; Conlon & Ehret 1999; Driver & Garber 2004; Garber et al. 2004; Healy et 
al. 2004; Helmke et al. 2005; Iannone 2005; Lucero et al. 2004; McGovern 2004; Taschek & Ball 1999).
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(Chase 2004: 113, 114) whereas at La Milpa, satellite sites occur at a distance of c. 3.5 km (Tourtellot 
et al. 2000). The relative consistency of minor centres at boundaries between 3 and 5 km distant, in the 
central Maya Lowlands, irrespective of site size, implies that there is a logistically-motivated reasoning 
behind this pattern, which cannot be overstated (see Chase & Chase 2003; Iannone 2003).

The Influence of Naranjo and Caracol on the Belize Valley

The melding of archaeologically – with epigraphically – devised models produces a highly 
“balkanised” view of the Belize Valley, which is entirely in keeping with conclusions reached for 
the adjoining Mopan and Chiquibul Valley sites in the south-eastern Peten (Fig. 12) (Laporte 2001; 
Laporte et al. 2003; Laporte & Mejía 2006). As a patchwork of small and medium ‘major sites’, the 
Belize and Mopan Valley areas contrasts sharply with the highly centralised and even territorially-
gregarious Caracol (Fig. 12). The network of causeways at Caracol not only defines the limits of the 
territory under its direct control (economic and/or political), but clearly indicates that its evolutionary 

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 12. Thiessen polygons rendering the reconstructed territorial organisation for the eastern Central Maya 
Lowlands. Data for the Mopan and Chiquibul Valleys of south-eastern Peten are based on the results of the Atlas 
Arqueológico de Guatemala project (Laporte 2001; Laporte et al. 2003; Laporte & Mejía 2006); data for the Upper 
Belize Valley are based on the present study. Numbered site designations are as follows: 1) Las Ruinas de Arenal, 
2) Xunantunich, 3) Buenavista del Cayo, 4) Cahal Pech, 5) Baking Pot, 6) Lower Dover, 7) Blackman Eddy, 8) 
Camalote, 9) Hanging Rock (a.k.a. Irish Creek), 10) Cahal Uitz Na, 11) Tipan Chen Uitz, 12) Deep Valley, 13) 
Hatzcab Ceel (a.k.a. Mountain Cow), 14) La Rejoya, 15) Ucanal. Note the causeways extending from Caracol, 
which neatly define the territory under its direct control.
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Figure 13. Miniature Cabrito-cream Polychrome vase, Burial 1, Structure B, Baking Pot.  Height of vessel is c. 
9 cm. The whistle-like component modelled into the rim is visible in the upper left portion of the photo and the 
whistle’s “window” is marked by circular void in the drawing, at the start of the next. a) Photograph (by Carolyn 
Audet); b) roll-out drawing of the vase, at the same scale as the photo, with red paint rendered as black. For clarity, 
orange wash and blue-tinted gesso are not rendered (drawing based on composite photo mosaic by Christophe 
Helmke and inspection of the original).

trajectory differs quite radically from that of adjacent sites in the Belize Valley (see Chase & Chase 
2001; Trigger 2003: 355-358). Though the Emblem Glyphs of the Belize Valley suggest that local lords 
claimed independence we know from statements of overlordship in the remainder of the Lowlands that 
all sites were part of overlord-vassal networks (see Martin & Grube 1995, 2000: 17-21) or ‘tributary 
networks’ (Trigger 2003: 94-103, 114-115) at one point or another. In this political climate it is difficult 
to imagine the small sites of the Belize Valley remaining completely independent throughout the course 
of their history. Indeed, we think that it can be readily said that these sites must have been drawn under 
the sphere of influence of Caracol, Naranjo, or Lamanai during at least parts of their histories. Even 
if matters of local politics and administration remained the autonomous prerogative of Belize Valley 
kings, many other aspects including diplomacy, trade, tribute and warfare were undoubtedly managed 
indirectly from abroad.

Naranjo

In this regard the epigraphic data of the Belize Valley provide us with additional clues. The extensive 
evidence for Naranjo’s influence has already been well-documented for Xunantunich (Ashmore 1998: 
173; Houston et al. 1992: 506-507; LeCount et al. 2002: 43; Leventhal 1996: 10; Martin & Grube 
2000: 83; Leventhal & Ashmore 2004: 171) and Buenavista in particular (Helmke 2012; Houston  
et al. 1992: 511-518; Taschek & Ball 1992; Reents-Budet 1994: 294-311; Reents-Budet et al. 2000). 
To these should be added finds made at Baking Pot, a cave near Las Ruinas de Arenal, Cahal Pech, 
Hershey, and possibly even Altun Ha, which all exhibit glyphic references to Naranjo or its kings.

The Baking Pot evidence consists of a miniature cylinder vase with a small whistle-like component 
modelled into the rim (Fig. 13a-b). This cream-polychrome vase was discovered in Burial 1 of Structure 
A1 (formerly Str. B) along with ten other ceramic vessels (Audet & Awe 2005: 361-362; Helmke & Awe 
2008). Though made of highly friable ‘volcanic ash’, it is clear that it represented two waterfowls, as is 
typical of “Holmul Style” ceramics from Naranjo-area workshops (Reents-Budet 1994: 179-186). The 
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glyphic texts adorning this small vase are arranged in a single row along the rim, and two short diagonal 
columns separating the avian figures. The text is opened by a dedicatory Primary Standard Sequence,10 
and the remainder is closed by an extensive nomino-titular string referring to the ancient owner of the 
vessel.11 Though eroded in several key parts, the remaining details are in keeping with the K’ahk’ X Chan 
Chaahk (H1-I1; Fig. 13b) names that were typical for Naranjo monarchs in the Late Classic, between AD 
693 and sometime after 780 (see Martin & Grube 2000: 74-81). In addition, referents to Naranjo’s royalty 
are present in the form of the prestigious Sak Chuwe’n (K3) (“Pure Artisan”) title, here prefixed – as was 
customary – by Elk’in 28 (K1-K2) (see Naranjo Stelae 13, 21, and the reverse of Altar 2). Another partly 
legible collocation (J2) may record the ethnonym of Naranjo as Wak Kab’nal Winik ‘Six Earth-place 
Person’. The remaining elements of the nomino-titular sequence find its best match with the king known 
as K’ahk’ Ukalaw Chan Chaahk (Audet & Awe 2005: 362; Grube & Martin 2004: II-67), who reigned 
between AD 755 and c. 780 (Martin & Grube 2000: 80-81; Grube 2004: 204-205).12

Similarly, a cream-polychrome vase depicting a Holmul Dancer scene rendered in pure Naranjo-
area style (see Reents-Budet 1994: 179-186) was found in a cave “near Benque Viejo” (Gann 1925: 
72) that is to say, near Xunantunich (as it is now known). Little of the glyphic text adorning this vase 
was recorded in the original silver-print with the exception of the Calendar Round date, which appears 
to read 8 Ajaw 8 Woj (Gann 1925: 72). Based on the vessel’s style this date probably commemorates 
the period-ending of 9.13.0.0.0, or the 14th March, AD 692. This temporal placement would make the 
vase contemporaneous to the reign of Naranjo’s “Lady Six Sky” and precede the accession of her son 
K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chaahk by about a year (see Martin & Grube 2000:74; Grube 2004: 200-201). 
Gann’s description of the cave’s location is wanting, though due to geological conditions, caves occur 
predominantly to the south of Xunantunich in the karstic foothills of the Vaca Plateau. Gann appears 
to have investigated several caves in the area and those that have since been relocated are situated 
in the vicinity of the cave known as Chechem Ha (approximately 10 km southeast of Xunantunich) 
(Cameron Griffith pers. comm. 2003). As such, the original find spot of this vase was probably in an 
area proximate to Las Ruinas de Arenal (or c. 20-25 km from Naranjo).

The reference to Naranjo that has been found at Cahal Pech is of a different sort (Fig. 14). In a 
central northern room of the Late Classic (c. AD 700-800) Structure A-1, in the palatial complex at the 
site, the plastered rear wall over the throne was inscribed with three short glyphic clauses (Helmke et al. 
2003). Though viable, the execution of the glyphs is in keeping with graffiti seen elsewhere in the Maya 
Lowlands, such as at Tikal (Trik & Kampen 1983: Figs. 29c, 31d, 32a, 42, 69d, 78a) and Nakum (Hermes 
et al. 2001). The clause of interest is the final one (B7-B9), which is headed by a weathered non-standard 

10   The Primary Standard Sequence can be analysed as: a-AY?-ya GOD.N-yi yu-k’i-b’i ti-yu-ta IX TE’-le ka-
{ka}-wa > ay ?VVy yuk’ib’ tiyuta[l] ix[im] te’[e]l kakaw > “here got “dedicated” the drinking-implement for the 
‘fruit’ of maize-cacao”.
11   The names and titles of the ancient owner of the vessel have been analysed as follows: K’AK’-KAL? #-cha-# 
# ch’a?-#-NAL[WINIK] # EL-K’IN-ni {8}-20 SAK-CHUWEN? > k’a[h]k’ [u]kal[aw] [chan] cha[ahk] ? ?-nal 
winik ? elk’in a[j] k’al sak chuwe[’]n.
12   Thus by the time the local lord of Baking Pot was gifted the miniature vase of K’ahk’ Ukalaw Chan Chaahk 
(AD 755-780+), Naranjo’s sphere of influence extended by as much as 30 km to the east. This is nearly double 
the distance when compared to that of his predecessor K’ahk’ Tiliw Chan Chaahk (AD 693-728+), who clearly 
maintained a particular relationship with Buenavista del Cayo (c. 15 km distant). In contrast K’ahk’ Tiliw 
Chan Chaahk’s relation to the contemporary Ucanal king “Itzamnaaj” B’ahlam (as documented as part of the 
unprovenanced vase K1698; see Houston et al. 1992: 511-512) indicates that the sphere of influence at the time 
extended more to the south towards Caracol (as Ucanal is located as much as 30 km to the south), rather than 
being focused on the Belize Valley. It is apparently, under the reign of K’ahk’ Ukalaw Chan Chaahk, once the 
Naranjo dynasty had redressed itself from the military failures of Yax Mayuy Chan Chaahk (AD >730-744), that 
the Belize Valley would once more receive Naranjo’s attention.

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe
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Figure 14. Graffito etched into the north wall of Room 2, Structure A-1, Cahal Pech (drawing based on photographs 
by Jaime Awe and field sketches; the original no longer exist).
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Type V Calendar Round date (#-AK’AB’? 4-#-SIHOM at B7). The three intervening glyph blocks are 
too eroded to read, but the final two do retain some diagnostic elements. The penultimate collocation (B9) 
is composed of the WINIK main sign, and is surmounted by what may be the KAB’ logogram, from 
the base of which appear to emanate vegetal swirls that may cue the locative –NAL. Together this would 
yield kab’nal winik, forming part of the Naranjo ethnonym seen earlier. Only the main sign of the final 
collocation remains (T520, at B9), though on account of its size and placement it would be consistent 
with the central glyphic element of the title Sak Chuwe’n. As such it seems clear that the last clause of the 
text refers to an individual of Naranjo, though the context and type of reference remains unknown. This 
reference to Naranjo is all the more intriguing since the preceding second clause (B1-B6) of the graffito 
refers to a royal accession (B3-B4), presumably that of the local Cahal Pech lord (B5-B6) (Helmke et 
al. 2003). Thus unlike the ceramic vessels that imply gifting and diplomatic relations, the references at 
Cahal Pech may have recorded interactions of a different nature.

Much further to the east, in the Sibun River Valley, is the Hershey site where another key piece of 
evidence has recently been uncovered, in the form of another portable ceramic vessel, or in this case 
as a sherd thereof (McAnany et al. 2004: 297, Fig. 3). Here the reference to Naranjo appears as an 
incised glyphic text in which all that remains is a fragmentary mention to the site’s Emblem Glyph, 
possibly read Sa’u’l (‘place where atole abounds’) (see Lacadena & Wichmann n.d.: 20-28; Helmke 
& Kettunen 2011; Tokovinine & Fialko 2007: 1, n. 1). That the text was incised rather than rendered 
in polychrome suggests that the specimen dates to the latter facet of the Late Classic, when incising 
became the dominant decorative mode. Based on this small piece of evidence it does seem as though 
Naranjo’s sphere of influence may have extended as much as 70 km to the east, even if the vessel in 
question was obtained down-the-line by indirect gifting.

Almost on the Caribbean shore is Altun Ha, where two ceramic vessels have been recovered that may 
refer to the mythological founder of the Naranjo dynasty, the so-called ‘Square-Nosed Beastie’ (Fig. 15) 

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 15. Examples of the mythical and so-called ‘Square-Nosed Beastie’. a) Naranjo, Stela 24 (drawing by Ian 
Graham); b) Naranjo, Stela 13 (drawing by Ian Graham); c) Naranjo, Altar 1 (drawing based on a photograph 
by Christophe Helmke); d) Tikal, Temple IV, Lintel 2 (drawing by Simon Martin); e) Unprovenanced ceramic 
vase, K2358 (drawing based on a photo © Justin Kerr); f) Copan, Stela J (drawing by Linda Schele); g) Altun 
Ha, incised ceramic Vessel RP 595/161 (drawing based on photos by Christophe Helmke and inspections of the 
original); h) Altun Ha, Petkanche ceramic Vessel RP 595/56 (drawing based on photos by Christophe Helmke 
and inspections of the original).
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(see Martin & Grube 2000: 70, 71-72; Schele 1992: 140-141). The deposit from which these vessels stem 
was associated with the royal residence at Altun Ha and has been dated to the early Late Classic, Kankin 
Phase (ca. AD 650-700) (Pendergast 1979). The principal identifying features of the logogram that may 
refer to the dynastic founder of Naranjo is the squared snout and the human hand that is clenched in its 
jaw. This mythical beast is known from other contexts, such as the inscriptions of Palenque and Copan 
where the texts make it clear that is was an important supernatural entity in the distant mythic past. But 
it is at Naranjo where texts make it clear that royalty traced its ancestry directly to this mythical entity. In 
other examples we also have the logogram MIH for ‘nothing, none’, or IK’ ‘black’ as a modifying prefix 
(Fig. 15c and f).13 In the Altun Ha examples (Fig. 15g-h) we have the same identifying features and in 
one case (RP 595/56) the logogram has a ko syllabogram as a prefix (possibly as a rare initial phonetic 
complement). The references to this supernatural figure at Altun Ha remain unclear, but it is highly 
probable that these are also retrospective references to mythological figures. Whether the references to 
this figure at Altun Ha formed part of wider network of shared mythologies or was introduced under the 
Late Classic influence of Naranjo, however, remains to be elucidated.

The important ritual mace sceptre (K7966; Fig. 16) produced during the reign of one of Naranjo’s 
kings (Martin 2008) also testifies to the fluctuating relations that Naranjo maintained with sites of 

13 A mythological reference to this character is also made on the verso of Stela J at Copan, where it too has ik’ 
“black” as a prefix, in a retrospective passage dated to [13.12].8.0.18.0.0. 2 Ajaw 18 Woj of the previous creation, 
or c. 5066 BC.

Figure 16. Unprovenanced, limestone mace sceptre (K7966), originally from Naranjo and referring to actions of 
K’ahk’ Ukalaw Chan Chaahk (drawing based on photographs © Justin Kerr).
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the Belize Valley. The patron of the slate sceptre remains to be properly identified since the inscribed 
dates fall either on AD 720, 772 or even as late as 824 (Martin 2008: 4). As such it is either that of a 
predecessor or successor K’ahk’ Ukalaw Chan Chaahk. As is well-known the preferred raw material 
of these maces was slate (see Healy et al. 1995; Willey et al. 1965: 479-482, Figs. 295a-f, 299, 300; 
Martin & Grube 2000: 91). The greater Belize Valley has several high-quality sources of this material 
while none are known for Naranjo (indeed the geology of the Naranjo area is not the type that would 
likely contain slate deposits). That this implement was made of fine-grained limestone (Justin Kerr 
pers. comm. 2003) rather than the expected slate bespeaks of an inability to procure the appropriate raw 
material, presumably during a time of hostilities. The fleetingness of political alliances is underlined 
all the more when we consider that the slate mace may well have been produced for a predecessor 
or successor of the Naranjo king whose name appears on the polychrome vase found at Baking Pot.

Caracol

Caracol also maintained ties with Belize Valley sites, though these relations are less obvious and 
apparently more intermittent. In fact, as we have seen, the pervasiveness of Naranjo’s influence on the 
Belize Valley is attested by the many ceramic vessels that were distributed via networks of ritualised 
gift-exchange. Considering that the royal court of Caracol does not appear to have maintained ceramic 
workshops specialised in the production of highly-decorated polychrome vessels that would have been 
suitable for gifting (see Houston 1987: 97), it is not surprising that Caracol’s influence on the Belize 
Valley appears to be underrepresented. In addition, distance may have been a determining factor, since 
Naranjo is literally at the threshold of the Belize Valley, whereas Caracol is more distantly-sited to 
the south.

Arlen Chase (2004: 328-330), however, points to the introduction of ritual features that clearly 
originated at Caracol and eventually appear at select sites in the Belize Valley. Notable among these 
attributes are the so-called ‘finger bowl caches’ (Fig. 17a) at Cahal Pech (Cheetham 2004: 137, 145), 
as well as the appearance of funerary attributes (i.e. slate capstones for tombs dated to the Coc phase, 

Figure 17. ‘Finger bowl’ caches at Caracol and Baking Pot. a) Example of a cache from Caracol, Str. B-19 
(photograph by Arlen Chase); b) cache below the masonry altar of Str. 190, Baking Pot (photograph by Carolyn 
Audet).
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or AD 550-700) at Pacbitun (Healy et al. 2004a: 214-215, 2000b: 230, 235), which are in keeping 
with practices observed at Caracol (Chase 2004: 328-330). Recent research at the ‘major centre’ of 
Minanha, located nearly midway between Cahal Pech and Caracol has uncovered additional evidence, 
including the construction of tombs with passages designed for multiple re-entries, in keeping with the 
known funerary practices at Caracol (Iannone 2005: 32). Again, based on relative distance, it is not 
surprising to see that the influence of Caracol is attested at Minanha to a great degree and in a manner 
unlike any found in the Belize Valley.

Investigations at Baking Pot, focusing on Structure 190 (the causeway terminus complex for 
the sacbe that originates in Group 2 in the monumental site core) has also produced additional new 
evidence for connections between the Belize Valley and Caracol, stretching back to the Early Classic 
(Audet & Awe 2004: 55-56; Awe & Helmke 2005: 44). Excavations of Str. 190 exposed two uncarved 
stelae at the base of the platform, and testing at the structure’s summit revealed the presence of a large 
circular masonry altar dating the earliest documented phase of construction (Fig. 17b). Search for sub-
stela caches revealed an imposing dedicatory offering comprising the deliberately-shattered remains 
of numerous ceramic vessels, including several censers with typological affinities to early facet Early 
Classic Candelario Appliquéd specimens as well as stylistic similarities to specialised cache containers 
known as ‘face pots’, both of which are typical of the ceramic assemblage of Caracol. Testing of the 
masonry altar uncovered a dedicatory cache consisting of 186 unslipped ceramic vessels, dated to the 
later facet of the Early Classic. Of these vessels, 26 are unslipped miniature bowls, some set lip-to-lip 
and containing human phalanges, constituting the earliest reported example of ‘finger bowl’ caching in 
the Belize Valley. These findings reiterate the connections to the ritual practices of Caracol and suggest 
much earlier interactions with, or influences on at least some sites of the Belize Valley.

Another link to Caracol can be seen in the realm of onomastics. The so-called Vessel 2 from Baking 
Pot records the name of its ancient owner as Yo’hl K’inich (Colas et al. 2002: 37) (Fig. 18a). Names 
conforming to this structure predominate at Caracol (Martin & Grube 2000: 86-99 passim) and are 
otherwise only known from Najtunich (Martin & Grube 2000: 97), Mountain Cow (Martin & Grube 
2000: 96, 99), Comalcalco (Grube et al. 2002: II-42), Quirigua (Martin & Grube: 216-217) and the 
site known from the epigraphic record as Yootz (Boot 1999, 2002: 23) (Fig. 18). These types of names 
refer to epithets of the solar deity K’inich in its various guises, with each name targeting a specific 
manifestation of that supernatural entity’s central essence as marked by the initial element of the name 
(Pierre Robert Colas pers. comm. 2002). Thus, for example, k’ahk’ yo’hl k’inich can be translated 
literally as “fire is the heart of the Sun”.

Site Transliteration Transcription

Baking Pot ?-OL-K’INICH ? yo’hl k’inich
Comalcalco T351-na-[OL-la]K’INICH ?-n yo’hl k’inich
Mountain Cow T351-na  OL-K’INICH ?-n yo’hl k’inich
Caracol T351-OL-la  K’INICH ?-n yo’hl k’inich
Caracol T351-OL-K’INICH ... ?-n yo’hl k’inich
Caracol tu-mu-OL-K’INICH  tum yo’hl k’inich
Najtunich 2tu-mu-yo-OL  K’IN-chi tutum yo’hl k’inich
Quirigua tu-tu-ma yo-OL  K’INICH tutu’m yo’hl k’inich
Yootz K’AK’-OL-la  K’IN[chi]-ni k’ahk’ yo’hl k’inich
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These names are restricted geographically and occur preferentially at sites that together form a 
nucleated area in the middle of the eastern Central Lowlands (with Quirigua and Comalcalco as outliers). 
As such the presence of this type of name at Baking Pot, where it may refer to a local ruler is all the more 
suggestive, since it is really at Caracol that the yo’hl k’inich names were most prevalent and favoured. 
This pattern is especially significant since the vessel that bears this name is contemporaneous to the Early 
Classic proliferation of ‘finger bowls’ at Baking Pot in prominent ritual settings.

Summary and Conclusion

In this synthetic study the few – but crucial – glyphic texts of the Belize Valley have been 
scrutinised for evidence of ancient territorial organisation in the area. These analyses have resulted 
in the identification of the possible Emblems Glyphs of Altun Ha, Pacbitun and Xunantunich and an 
exalted royal title at Baking Pot. Furthermore, the evidence for Naranjo and Caracol’s interactions with 
Belize Valley sites has also been outlined. The references made to the Emblem Glyphs identified in 
the Belize Valley span anywhere between AD 450 and 820, which imply that sites in the area already 
formed a network of city-states during the last facet of the Early Classic (c. AD 450-650). At the other 
end of the temporal spectrum we have the late ascendancy of Xunantunich in the Terminal Classic (c. 

Christophe Helmke, Jaime Awe

Figure 18. Examples of yo’hl k’inich regnal names in the Maya Lowlands. a) Baking Pot, Bedran Group, Vessel 2 
(drawn from the original); b) Comalcalco, Modelled Brick 2 (drawn from a photo by Michel Zabé); c) Hatzcab 
Ceel, Altar 1 (drawing by Nikolai Grube); d) Caracol, Stela 16 (drawing by Simon Martin); e) Caracol, Stela 3 
(drawing by Simon Martin); f) Caracol, Altar 23 (drawing by Simon Martin); g) Najtunich, Drawing 82 (drawn 
from a photo by Chip and Jennifer Clark); h) Quirigua, Stela C (drawing by Simon Martin); i) Unprovenanced 
ceramic tripod plate (K4669 / MS1421), referring to a lord from Yootz (drawn from a photograph © Justin Kerr).
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AD 780-890) (LeCount et al. 2002) and the coeval appearance of its Emblem Glyph. The latter case 
attests to the rise of royal courts in the wake of waning centralised powers such as Naranjo (Helmke 
et al. 2010: 120-121).

The apparent autonomy of Belize Valley major centres as heralded by their Emblem Glyphs 
was undoubtedly tempered by the royal courts of Naranjo and Caracol, which – as we have seen – 
maintained diplomatic ties and may have engaged in martial actions against their smaller neighbours 
throughout the Classic period. More specifically, we have been able to demonstrate that it was 
the Late Classic kings of Naranjo who engaged in relations with the Belize Valley (AD 692-820). 
In contrast, ritual behaviour that conforms to Caracol religious practices is known for the Belize 
Valley during the Early Classic (c. AD 250-650) and the middle of the Late Classic (c. AD 700). 
Nonetheless these relationships appear to be inconsecutive and changing, with portable high-
quality ceramic vases at Buenavista and Baking Pot signalling ritualised gift-exchange, while the 
last reference to Naranjo at Xunantunich commemorates a dance performance between the local 
lord and the contemporary Naranjo king (Helmke et al. 2010: 107-110). The fluctuating nature 
of these relationships is highlighted all the more by the dual evidence for Naranjo and Caracol 
influence at Cahal Pech and Baking Pot. At Baking Pot the interactions with Caracol and Naranjo 
are sequential and temporally-discrete, suggesting a change in political orientation and alliances that 
was subsequently maintained. At Cahal Pech, however, the evidence is apparently contemporaneous 
and Caracol’s Late Classic influence at the site may mark the northernmost effects of its martial 
actions against Pacbitun.

Consequently, the royal courts of the Belize Valley appear to have been caught in a tug-of-war 
between the imposing centres of Naranjo and Caracol throughout much of the Classic period. Though 
the results presented here are provisional we hope that our hypotheses may eventually be refined by 
forthcoming glyphic data and believe that they provide a useful basis for future research to build  
upon.
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