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ABSTRACT

This thesis supplements John Graham’s earlier study (1972) of Classic Maya inscriptions

at Altar de Sacrificios. Much can be gleaned from scanned enlargements of the glyphs blocks,

including glimpses into the dynastic history of this important pre-Columbian city.  The

inscriptions indicate that Altar de Sacrificios was politically unstable and exerted minor influence

within the Pasión river valley. Further, this study adds to the number of known dates from this

site, while providing a new translation of the inscriptions. Also, the emblem glyph has been

traced through time, and various other lists compiled. I have grown professionally by learning to

work with difficult, eroded texts.
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ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

Altar de Sacrificios sits about a kilometer above the junction between the Pasión and the

Salinas (Chixoy) rivers in the department of Peten, Guatemala (Morley 1938: 310). Most of the

major buildings are situated along ridges that lie slightly higher than the surrounding area,

probably to help with drainage. The climate is tropical, there is rain much of the year, even during

the “dry season”. Rainfall is judged to be in excess of 1,762 mm. (67 inches) yearly with

variations depending on the year (Willey and Smith 1969: 40). The soil has good potential, with a

good supply of minerals, but flooding and poor drainage probably leaches such minerals out

thereby reducing its agricultural promise (Willey and Smith 1969: 39). 

The area includes vegetation of a normal tropical environment: ceiba (Ceiba sp), cohune

palm (Orbignya cohume), vines, thorny American bamboo (Bactris sp.), avocado (Persea sp.),

cacao (Theobroma cacao), tomato (Lycopersicum esculentum), vanilla (Vanilla fragrans) and

many others–some probably brought by the Maya which have flourished on their own in a wild

state (Willey and Smith 1969: 41). Many other crop foods can also be grown in the area including

maize, squash, sweet potato, manioc, chili peppers (Willey and Smith 1969: 42). The fauna of the

area includes opossum, dog, otter, jaguar, Baird’s tapir, the white-lipped peccary (Tayassu

peccari), the collared peccary (Tyassu tajacu), white-tailed deer, various monkeys, owls, hawks,

and other wild life (Willey and Smith 1969: 45).

Despite the land’s potential to supply food and the close proximity of water, there are

some disadvantages to Altar’s location. One such disadvantage is the lack of good building stone

at the site. “The closest sources of the red sandstone and limestone used in later building phases

are 6-12 miles distant from Altar” (Willey and Smith 1963: 86). Further, there are no good palms
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for thatch growing in the immediate area either. Nor is the soil best suited for agriculture; the site

was low enough to flood during the rainy season, without being high enough to catch the breezes

(Willey and Smith 1969: 47). These disadvantages, however, did not deter the local inhabitants

from building there, so the advantages must have been worth the cost. Perhaps the greatest

advantage was the river which allowed for easy transportation and communications.

Altar de Sacrificios’ placement by a major river would have helped consolidate its

importance as a trading center during Classic Maya times (A.D. 455 to 900) (Sharer 1994: 236). 

Further, it is not too far from an overland route to the Bay of Honduras and other river systems

(Thompson 1970: 40). 

Yet, Altar did not arise in a vacuum, for other cities lie in the Pasión Valley that may have

had some impact on the development of Altar and vice versa. Their names are: Cancuen, Seibal,

Aguas Calientes, El Caribe, La Amelia, San Juan Azul, and El Pabellón --which Morley thinks

may be a part of Altar de Sacrificios (1938: 339). During Maya history different cities may have

taken turns in dominating the others as fortune and power shifted (Morley 1938: 340, Thompson

1970: 41, Sharer 1996: 350).

Altar de Sacrificios is comprised of three main groups of buildings and a host of smaller

buildings (see Map). In typical Maya fashion, most of the buildings have been built on top of

earlier buildings. Group A consists of two plazas (North and South) surrounded by twenty-five

different buildings of various functions. Within this group, most of the stelae are clustered around

building A-I, A-II and in the North Plaza itself. A-I forms the northern boundary of the plaza and

A-II forms the western border.
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Group B is located fifty to sixty meters west of Group A. This complex is older than

Group A. The most important building in this complex is B-I, “a 13-meter-high, steep-sided,

nearly square pyramid, measuring about 36 meters at the base” (Willey and Smith 1969: 22).

There are fourteen different monuments located around and on this building, which emphases its

importance. Group C has within it just two plain sandstone altars and no monuments were found

on the site. The following section describes the distribution of the monuments discovered at Altar

de Sacrificios.
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ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS –INVENTORY OF MONUMENTS

The monuments found at Altar de Sacrificios consist of 21 stelae, 2 limestone obelisks, 7

altars with inscriptions, 19 plain altars, 3 censer altars, and 9 sculptured panels. These are each

numbered in the order in which they were found and, therefore the numbering does not  indicate

relationships between the monuments and their landscape. Accordingly, here is a brief

description of the monument’s context by physical location and carved material.

Structure A-I
Stela 4: Limestone. “At plaza level in front (south) wall of Structure A-I. Monument is just west

of main (projecting) stairway and faces south... Stela 4 and Panel 2 are matched by Stela 5
and Panel 1 on the east side of the stairway” (Graham 1972: 16).

Stela 5: Limestone. “At plaza level in front (south) wall of Structure A-I. Monument is just east of
main (projecting) stairway and faces south” (Graham 1972: 21).

Stela 6: Probably refers to pieces of the stone steps. (Graham 1972: 24).
Sculptured Panel 1: Limestone. “Panel is set into the east side-wall of the main (projecting)

stairway of Structure A-I” (Graham 1972: 86).
Sculptured Panel 2: Limestone. “Panel is set into the west side-wall of the main (projecting)

stairway of Structure A-I” (Graham 1972: 88).
Sculptured Panel 3: Limestone. This is “...on the main central stairs of Structure A-I” (Graham

1972: 91).
Sculptured Panel 9: Limestone. Found as a “reused masonry block” in this structure. (Graham

1972: 93).

Structure A-II
Stela 1: Limestone. “Stela originally stood on a terrace, upper platform, or stairway of A-II”

(Graham 1972: 8).
Stela 7: Limestone. “Butt is in place in specially prepared setting in front side of Structure A-II,

near south end... Stela faced east” (Graham 1972: 24).
Stela 19: Sandstone. “The monument was found at ground surface in front of Structure A-II

between Stelae 1 and 2... It shows no evidence of carving. ... Original setting is unknown”
(Graham 1972: 74).

Altar 1: Sandstone. “On top of Structure A-II, about 19 meters south of the north end. Position is
obviously disturbed” (Graham 1972: 75).

Plain Altar 1: Limestone. Found on the top, north end of Structure A-II. (Graham 1972: 84)
Plain Altar 2: Sandstone. Found on the top, center of Structure A-II. (Graham 1972: 84 )
Plain Altar 3: Limestone. Found near top, west side. (Graham 1972: 84)
Plain Altar 4: Sandstone. Found on east slope of Structure A-II. (Graham 1972: 84)
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Sculptured Panel 4: Limestone. “Found in rubble slope of front of Structure A-II near present
location of Stela 1. Like Stela 1 this fragment must have fallen from a position higher up”
(Graham 1972: 91).

Sculptured Panel 7: Limestone. Actually a piece of Stela 1. (Graham 1972: 93)
Sculptured Panel 8: Limestone. Actually a piece of Stela 1. (Graham 1972: 93)

Structure A-III
Altar 5: Limestone. “On top of Structure A-III near north end. Original positioning unknown;

fragments have been moved in recent times” (Graham 1972: 83).
Plain Altar 18: Limestone. Found on the top, south end of this structure.  (Graham 1972: 85)

Structure A-XVIII
Plain Altar 5: Sandstone. Found on top, south end. (Graham 1972: 84)

Structure A-XXIV
Stela 9: Sandstone. “Fallen, on surface ruin of Structure A-XXIV” (Graham 1972: 32).
Plain Altar 6: Sandstone. Found on top of structure. (Graham 1972: 84)

Structure A-XIX
Stela 18: Sandstone. “About 10 meters west of northern end of Structure A-XIX” (Graham 1972:

67). May have been recarved and moved by the Maya. (Ibid.)

Structure B-I
Stela 10: Sandstone. “On east end of second terrace of front of Structure B-I. ... Censer Altar C

probably associated” (Graham 1972: 39). 
Stela 11: Sandstone. “On west end of second terrace of front of Structure B-I. ... Censer Altar B

probably associated” (Graham 1972: 44).
Stela 12: Sandstone. “Butt in place in fifth step at eastern edge of the lower central staircase of the

front of B-I. Back of butt extends into step six so that back is flush with the riser of step
seven. ... In line with Stela 13...” (Graham 1972: 48).

Stela 13: Sandstone. “Butt in place on west edge of first terrace of central block of main lower
stairway of front (north) of Structure B-I” (Graham 1972: 54).

Stela 20: Sandstone. Uncarved. “It was situated on the second terrace platform of Structure B-I,
behind Censer Altar A” (Graham 1972: 74).

Stela 21: Sandstone. Uncarved. “[It] is also on the north face of Structure B-I. It is set in a niche
in the stair, a short distance above Stela 20” (Graham 1972: 74).

Limestone Obelisks: Limestone. These are on the north face also. (Graham 1972: 74).
Altar 6: Sandstone. “Situated upon the platform of Structure B-I...” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 15: Sandstone. “Structure B-I, north face, east of Censer Altar A” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 16: Sandstone. “Structure B-I, north face, first platform.” (Graham 1972: 84).
Censer Altar A: Sandstone. “Censer Altar A was situated on the second terrace of the north face

of Structure B-I” (Graham 1972: 85).
Censer Altar B: Sandstone. This altar is “...also on the second terrace”  (Graham 1972: 85).
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Censer Altar C: Sandstone. “The altar was found near the butt of Stela 10..."  (Graham 1972: 85).

Structure B-III
Altar 7: Sandstone. This altar is on the platform of this structure. (Graham 1972: 84).

Structure B-IV
Plain Altar 14: Sandstone. Found near top of the stairs, on the east side. (Graham 1972: 84).

Structure B-IX
Stela 14: This is a stone described by Morley, which is not a stela. (Graham 1972: 58).
Altar 3: Sandstone. “About 8 meters in front of central block of stairway of front (north) of

Structure B-I, in line with great censer altar an central columns of Structure B-I” (Graham
1972: 81).

Structure C-II
Plain Altar 17: Sandstone. Found on top of this structure. (Graham 1972: 85).
Plain Altar 19: Sandstone. Fount on top, southwest corner.  (Graham 1972: 85).

North Plaza
Stela 2: Limestone. “Found on ground surface in North Plaza about 8 meters in front of Structure

A-II and between Stelae 3 and 19. Original position unknown” (Graham 1972: 13).
Stela 3: Limestone. “About 8 meters in front (east) of Structure A-II, near the northwest corner.

Originally faced east” (Graham 1972: 15).
Stela 15: Limestone. “Easternmost of three stelae (Stelae 15-17) in an east-west line stretching

across the center of North Plaza, Group A. Stela butt still in place and facing north”
(Graham 1972: 58).

Stela 16: Limestone. Center monument in line. Facing in same direction (Graham 1972: 62).
Stela 17: Limestone. Western side of the line, north facing (Graham 1972: 64).
Altar 4: Sandstone. “North Plaza, Group A, about 15 meters north of the Stelae 15-17 line though

showing no clear placement in relation to these, roughly in center of the east-west
dimension of North Plaza” (Graham 1972: 82).

Plain Altar 9: Limestone. “A Group, North Plaza, foot of Structure A-II” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 10: Limestone. “A Group, North Plaza, foot of Structure A-II, with Stela 3” (Graham

1972: 84).
Plain Altar 11: Limestone. “A Group, North Plaza, with Stela 17” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 12: Limestone. “A Group, North Plaza, with Stela 16” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 13: Limestone. “A Group, North Plaza, with Stela 15” (Graham 1972: 84).
Sculptured Panel 5: Limestone. “On plaza floor level at base of Structure A-II near Stela 3"

(Graham 1972: 92).
Sculptured Panel 6: Limestone. Found near base of Structure A-II. (Graham 1972: 93).

South Plaza
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Stela 8: Sandstone. “In South Plaza about 15 meters east of Structure A-XVII and 19.5 meters
south of Structure A-V” (Graham 1972: 26). Found in association with Altar 2. (Ibid)

Altar 2: Sandstone. “At butt of fallen Stela 8, resting on original ground level, and thus apparently
in approximately original location” (Graham 1972: 78).

Plain Altar 7: Limestone. “A Group, South Plaza, south end” (Graham 1972: 84).
Plain Altar 8: Sandstone. “A Group, South Plaza, with Stela 18” (Graham 1972: 84).
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GENERAL CHRONOLOGY AT ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

From the work of Willey, Smith, Adams, and Graham at Altar de Sacrificios has come the

following general chronology of Altar. This is included to give a larger perspective on the site

through time than what the monuments themselves tell us. Obviously people lived on the site

before the first monument and probably for a period after the last one was erected. The phases

described here are based on ceramics, architectural style, radio-carbon dates, and dates on the

monuments themselves. The dates given for each phase are listed and there is some disagreement

as to what the absolute dates should be (Willey 1973: 15).

Adams Version Smith Version

Xe phase 900-600 B.C. Same
San Felix phase 600-300 B.C. Same
Plancha phase 300 B.C.- 150 A.D. Same
Salinas phase 150-450 A.D. Same
Ayn phase 450-554 A.D. 450-570 A.D.
Veremos phase 554-573 A.D. 570-585 A.D.
Chixoy phase 573-613 A.D. 585-630 A.D.
Pasión phase 613-771 A.D. 630-780 A.D.
Boca phase 771-909 A.D. 780-900 A.D.
Jimba phase 909-948 A.D. 900-950 A.D.

(Table from Willey 1973: 21)

This table is useful in understanding what was occurring during a certain time period and

how it relates to the dates presented on the monuments themselves. Here is a brief summary of

each phase:

XE PHASE

This phase is characterized by pottery found at ground surface under house mounds and

some of the larger buildings. Willey reconstructs this phase as simple farmers who lived in thatch
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and pole houses with a simple (perhaps egalitarian) political system. There is little to suggest

trade.

SAN FELIX PHASE

Houses were built on clay mounds rather than on ground surface. Group B was started

with Construction G of B-I, F of B-II, F and E of B-III. “These platforms were terraced and faced

with lime-encrusted river shells, or almejas, laid up in mud mortar or sometimes, in a kind of

plaster made of ground-up almejas” (Willey 1973: 27) with some use of red sandstone. This type

of facing continues for a long time at Altar. There is evidence that this phase marks the beginning

of a ceremonial or civic center at Altar (Willey 1973: 27). Nine burials are associated with this

phase and all are accompanied by at least one pottery vessel, with other goods rare (Ibid).

PLANCHA PHASE

During this phase, structure B-I was rebuilt. The earlier construction G was hidden below

construction F, which was a clay platform with a plaster floor and a wattle-and-daub building on

top whose interior walls were painted red (Willey 1973: 31). This building was then remodeled

several times during this phase, with construction B being the last remodeling of this phase.

Construction B was a terraced pyramid with an almeja coating and red sandstone stairs. This

building is definitely a part of the pyramid tradition of the Maya lowlands (Ibid).

Another feature of this phase is that more houses are built (28). Archaeologists also found

15 burials with pottery grave-goods, obsidian and jadeite (Ibid, 32). The obsidian and jadeite

suggests trade with other centers since they are not local commodities.

SALINAS PHASE
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Structure B-I received several face-lifts during this period. Its final form is 13 meters high,

with 10 or 11 terraces, with several staircases. It is covered in red sandstone with a small structure

on top. B-II and B-III also were faced with red sandstone blocks. City size grew little during this

period, with 14 additional mounds being added to the sum. Caches were found under

construction A of B-I and presumably held food or other perishables. (Ibid 34-35)

This phase was one of change moving toward Classic civilization. Trade goods now

include marine objects as well as obsidian eccentrics (found in the burials). Some of the plain

altars may be assigned to this period (by caches found under them). The ceremonial structure

was enlarged and achieved its final face, and new ceramic styles (polychrome) were found. (Ibid

37)

AYN PHASE

This phase is characterized by stelae-raising. Red sandstone stelae were raised around and

on B-I. Also the Censer Altars, limestone obelisks and some of the altars (both plain and carved)

date to around this time period and possibly into the next. The plain altars of Group C would also

be dated to this time period. There was some Teotihuacan pottery found here (Willey 1973: 34-

36).

This phase is fully Classic Maya as shown by the stelae, an essential element of the

Classic Mayan expression. The population at the site does not appear to have changed much, but

there is new pottery types strongly reminiscent of Teotihuacan. The burial caches include shell

ornaments, greenstone beads, obsidian, jadeite and a stingray spine. All five burials were found in

house mounds (Ibid). 

VEREMOS PHASES
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This is the time of the inscription hiatus at Altar. During this period, construction moved

over to Group A. Construction D of A-III occurred during this phase. It is a red sandstone

structure with terraces and stairs. The population might have declined during this phase, or seem

to have because of  sampling difficulties (Ibid 44). Eight burials were found, with pottery and

jadeite. The Teotihuacan pottery is missing, but certain stylistic features thereof remain (Ibid 44).

CHIXOY PHASE

Red Sandstone continues as the building material of choice during this phase.  Some of

the stelae in the South plaza date to this period, while construction E at A-I occurred. Four burials

were found in A-I with the only grave goods being ceramics and three other internments were

taken from Mound 2.  Altar 1 may also come from this period, it is located on construction D of

A-II. (Ibid 46-47)

“The stelae cult probably was revived at this time, and it appears in a more typically Late

Classic form–that is, with larger stelae, emphasis on portraits, and long noncalendrical glyphic

texts. Only the material at Altar are still atypical, with a continuing use of red sandstone” (Willey

1973: 47)

PASION PHASE

Construction began in the Northern Plaza as A-I received several new faces. Construction

D (red sandstone) was followed by C (red sandstone and limestone) and next by B as “the first

all-limestone platform” (Willey 1973: 47). Other buildings were refinished with limestone, and the

ballcourt (Structure A-V) was built. 

This is also the time of great monument raising. Many of the monuments associated with

Group A were placed in this time period. The caches associated with the monuments had large
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amounts of obsidian, and other artifacts including stingray spines. The population was also

raising, with higher occupational levels noted (Ibid 50). Several spectacular burials were found in

A-I, all were female. One such burial of a middle-aged woman had pottery, jadeite, shell, flint,

obsidian and stingray spines interred with her (Willey 1973: 50). 

Other goods found during this phase include barkbeaters, stone spindle-whorls, ring-

stones, a slate-backed pyrite mirror, ceramic goods (flare-type ear ornaments, mask, beads),

jadeite beads, stemmed flint projectile points, and other wares. (Ibid 51-52)

The image at this time is that of a thriving community with relations within the area, the

coast, and highland regions. Ceremonial activity was beginning to move to Group A from Group

B, and limestone was become the building material of choice.

BOCA PHASE

This phase shows a general cessation of monument raising. Construction during this

phase is of inferior quality as compared to the prior phase. Interestingly enough, the population

appears higher during this phase than during prior ones. An overwhelming 41 burials seem to

date from this phase or the beginning of the next. These have varying amounts of grave goods

with just pottery being the norm (Willey 1973:53). The pottery quality also appears to decline,

there is a decrease in polychrome types and the designs are also simplified. Obsidian is still

abundant, but no stingray spines were found for this period.

JIMBA PHASE
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Little, if any, construction occurred during this period. The population seems lower, and

the ceramics are different. Earlier types are replaced by Fine Orange or Fine Gray ware. The

individuals represented on the pottery also appear different from the prior Maya figures. They

have “straight foreheads, short straight nose and prominent chins” (Willey 1973: 58). The

costumes are also different as are the hair styles. This indicates a clear break with the earlier

Maya. At the end of this phase, Altar de Sacrificios appears to have been abandoned.

POST JIMBA

There is little evidence for post-Jimba occupation. (Willey 1973: 58)
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RESEARCH PROBLEM

In light of recent breakthroughs in Mayan Epigraphy (Coe 1992: et al), it has become

necessary to take a new look at previously examined sites, by this means our understanding of

the Maya can grow by (1) applying a modern knowledge of this ancient script to a site that has

only been subjected to a calendric study, and (2) viewing the inscriptions using computer-

enhanced enlargements of the monument’s photos. Through this process I hope to understand

what the inscriptions say about dynastic sequences, verb-use, the chronology and calendrics, and

foreigners mentioned at Altar. 

This study will allow Maya epigraphers to better understand the role that Altar de

Sacrificios played in the Mayan lowlands.
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PRIOR WORK AT ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

Altar de Sacrificios was first discovered on July 11, 1895 by Teobert Maler, who revisited

the site on June 23, 1904 “on a mission of exploration for the Peabody Museum of Harvard

University” (Willey and Smith 1969: 4). He named the site “Altar de Sacrificios” because he

thought Altar 1 was used for sacrifice. (Incidentally, there is no evidence that it was.) He

discovered six stelae while he was there, and many altars.

          Ten years later, In April Spinden and Morley visited the site. They found another stela, and

took notes on the inscriptions of all seven. Thereafter, “Frans Blom and his associates of the John

Geddings Gray Memorial Expedition of the Tulane University of Louisiana visited this site in the

spring of 1928, but reported no new monuments” (Morley 1938: 310). The next to visit Altar was

a pair of Frenchmen, Bernard de Colmont and François Geoffrois de Chaume (Morley 1938:

310).

The Twentieth C.A. Expedition, involving A. Ledyard Smith, H. E. D. Pollock and E. M.

Shook, worked on the site in May of 1937. They discovered seven more stelae and Groups B and

C (Willey and Smith 1969: 5). They then created a map of the area (Morley 1938: 310). The next

expedition greatly improved upon this map.

Archaeologists from the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard

University began extensive excavations at Altar de Sacrificios in 1959 and continued work there

until 1963 (Willey and Smith 1969). Their work forms the basis of our knowledge of Altar de

Sacrificios as they photographed, mapped, dug, and catalogued all of the artifacts, monuments,

and buildings that they could.
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The decision to dig at Altar was due to several factors. First, little was known about this

area. Some of it had been explored, but no one had done any excavation into the region. Also, it

was thought that Altar’s ceramics would give insights into Maya lowland and highland

relationships and might answer questions about Mexico’s influence in the area (Willey and Smith

1969: 8).

After several years of digging, the Harvard archaeologists created a complete site map (see

Map), discovered much about architecture and stratigraphy, found four new monuments and

more stone altars, readjusted the dates obtained from the monuments, found several caches of

goods under or close to altars and stelae, uncovered 136 human burials from nearly every

location and time period covered by the site, and established a continuous ceramic sequence

beginning with Middle Preclassic and going to the terminal Late Classic or even Early Postclassic

Period (roughly spanning a thousand year interval) (Willey and Smith 1969: 35). Further, they

collected and studied several thousand artifacts of various kinds, along with the burials, and

caches. This work helped to lay the foundation of our knowledge of the whole region.

Thereafter, Stephen D. Houston discovered the emblem glyph of Altar (Houston and

Mathews 1985; Houston 1986). More people, including Ian Graham, have also visited the area,

but no new excavations have been undertaken.
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METHODOLOGY

The methods used in this thesis consist first of a working knowledge of ancient Maya

language, imparted by Stephen D. Houston in his courses on the Ancient Maya. 

Second, I took the photos presented in Hieroglyphic Inscriptions and Monumental Art

of Altar de Sacrificios (Graham 1972) and scanned them into a computer at very high resolution.

This allowed minute details to be seen that were previously hidden by erosion scars on the

surface. These images became the basis of my work. By constantly comparing the enlargements

to the originals, I became more aware of the images and the information they contain. Also I

compared the enlargements to drawings of the same stelae, when available. Through much effort

and sacrifice of eye-sight, I have achieved a better translation of these inscriptions than any

previously attempted.
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The Translations

In this next section I will present my translation of the various monuments at Altar de

Sacrificios. The monuments are arranged in numeric order according to Graham 1972, which is

largely based on the time when the individual monument was discovered, not when they were

originally created by the Maya.

The order of presentation is first, a picture of the monument (when available), followed by

a Mayan transliteration in table format, with each square corresponding to the actual position of

the glyph on the monument, and finally an English paraphrase of the inscription.

Note:

The first 9 stelae are shown in tables, for I had ‘cut’ each monument into its individual

components. This proved too time-consuming a project and impractical for the entire body of

monuments at Altar de Sacrificios. Thereafter, the monuments are shown uncut.
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 1, Back TRANSLITERATION

COLUMN A COLUMN B COLUMN A COLUMN B

1 ISIG 9 BAKTUN

2 11 KATUN 10 TUN

3 0 UINAL 0 KIN

4 11 AHAU 18 CH’EN

5 K’AL-TU:N-ni Ruler 5

6 EG 10  TUN
1 KATUN

7 NAME ti-AJAW-le

8 EG HALF PERIOD
ENDING

Stela 1: Interpretation.
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Stela 1 consists of 2 different images on the front and on the back. The text pictured here is the
back. The front of the Stela shows a man dressed in an ornate costume wearing a large headdress.
There is a brief inscription by his forehead which I could not interpret because of its advanced
state of erosion

The inscription on the back of the monument says:

ISIG   9.11.10.0.0   11 AHAU  18 CH’EN K’AL TU:N NAME E.G.
On this date, August 23, 662 A.D. Ruler 5 raised this monument. He is the Lord of Altar de
Sacrificios.

1.10.0.0        Ruler 5 ti-AJAW-le E.G. HALF PERIOD ENDING
Distance Number. Ruler 5 is in the Lordship of Altar de Sacrificios at the End of the Half Period.
Long Count Calendar Round Gregorian Equivalent Action Name

9.11.10.0.0 11 AHAU   18 CH’EN AUGUST 23, 662 A.D. Stone Raising Ruler 5
-    1.10.0.0 DISTANCE NUMBER
---------------
 9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU      8 KAYAB JANUARY 27, 633 A.D. Half Period Ending Ruler 5
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Stela 2

This monument consists of just one date.

5 AHAU (10.1.0.0.0)

Stela 3

This monument may have contained inscriptions in the past, but they have completely eroded.
(Graham 1972: 16)
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 4

COLUMN A COLUMN B COLUMN c COLUMN D

1
&
2

MISSING MISSING MISSING MISSING

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1
0

1
1
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1
2

  

Column A Column B Column C Column D

1 & 2 ISIG (Graham 1972: 18) Missing Missing

3 9 BAKTUN 10 KATUN yi-?-ya

4 3 TUN 17 UINAL IK k’u Ruler 6

5 0 KIN 4 AHAU EG U-BA

6 God 7 / GLYPH F 11 GLYPH D CH’AB ch’a-HOM-ma

7 GLYPH C 9 GLYPH A 3 KATUN ah-AJAW-wa

8 8 MUAN DEATH U-BA U-HUN-TAN-na

9 u IK le 3 KATUN K’IN chi

10 TITLE DN of ? IX-AJAW?-wa 17 KIN 12 UINAL

11 OCH-BI NAME 2 TUN / 9 AHAU? 16 KANKIN?

12 ?-k’al-aj TOK’ PAKAL ?-aj ye-EB

Stela 4.

ISIG 9.10.3.17.0   4 AHAU 8 MUAN   LUNAR SERIES
On this date, December 17, 636 AD under this moon 

DIED, ta IK-le  3 KATUN  TITLE     DN of   ?     OCH-BI      NAME      
died (taken by the wind) the 3 Katun TITLE.  A short time later. He enters the road NAME

?-K’AL-aj TOK’ PAKAL
It is raised his  flint-shield

   MISSING   y-?-ya K’U-IK  Ruler 6 EG  
The Wind-god Ruler 6    of Altar de Sacrificios

U-BA CH’AB  CH’AHO:M  3 KATUN AJAW  
He is himself a son of the Scatterer,  a  3 Katun Lord.

U-BA U-HUN-TAN K’IN CHIJ IX-AJAW
He is the cherished one of the sun-deer, The Female-Lord.

2.12.17   9 AHAU 18 KANKIN  3-?-aj y-EB
On this date he is walked? up the stairs (Is acceded to the throne?)

Long Count Calendar Round Gregorian Equivalent Action Name
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU 8 MUAN December 17, 636 Died NAME
+           ?? Distance Number(s)
+    2.12.17 Distance Number
--------------
9.10.5.17.0 09 AHAU 18 KANKIN December 7,  638 Accession? Ruler 6
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 5

COLUMN A COLUMN B COLUMN C Column A Column B Column C

1
&
2 

ISIG

3 9 BAKTUN 5 CH’EN T’AB-ay

4 10 KATUN AJAW?
K’U? u-chi

5 11 TUN K’ATUN IX-K’U

6 12 UINAL ix-ik a-AJAW-wa

7 17 KIN ? DAY 12 ?

8 7 CABAN y-EB

9 G EG

10 F AJAW Passive
Verb

11 3   D ye-bu

12 5   C CHAK
NAL ?

Emblem
Glyph of
Altar de
Sacrificios
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Stela 5.

This stela is also badly eroded. For the first date, I am relying on the description given by John
Graham (Graham 1979:22), since he was on the scene and thought that he could make out many
of the more eroded signs.

ISIG 9.10.11.12.17    7 CABAN 5 CH’EN    LUNAR SERIES   
On this date, August 14, 644 AD under this moon,

T’AB-ay K’U?-AJAW? U CHI ?-K’ATUN K’U-IX   KATUN AJAW
He offers the dedication, the Holy Lord in behalf of The Deer? A ?-Katun Holy woman, and
Female-Lord.

?-Day  12 Month  
On this date,

Y-E:B ? ?     EG         AJAW?  
The stairs, the NAME of Altar de Sacrificios, the Lord?  

VERB YE:B ?   CHAK NAL ?   EG
Passive Verb  The stairs, ?   The Red place at Altar de Sacrificios.

This stela could be showing a form of poetry among the Maya. The clause “The stairs”  is
repeated twice. This repetition could be similar to our poetry.

Long Count Calendar Round Gregorian Equivalent Action Name
9.10.11.12.17 7 CABAN 5 CH’EN August 14, 644 T’AB-ay NAME

?            12 ? Passive Verb NAME

Stela 6

This “monument” may actually be a piece of the stairway. (Graham 1972: 24)

Stela 7

This stela is in several pieces and while much of the portrait remains, the other inscriptions have
worn away. Graham accepts Morley’s date of 9.14.0.0.0    6 AHAU 13 MUAN for this stela since
Morley was certain of the glyphs he could read when he examined this stela, 30 years before
Graham.  (Graham 19972: 26) Accordingly, I will accept it also.
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 8 --Right Side

COLUMN A COLUMN B Column A Column B

1 ISIG

2 9 BAKTUNS 9 KATUNS

3 15 TUN 0 UINAL

4 0 KIN / 8? AHAU G9 F / 10 D

5 4 C / A 9 13 CUMKU / u-?-wa

6 U LAKAM TU:N-na
/ ? AJAW? bolon yok-te

7 ? / AJAW? or EG?
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Stela 8.

This stela consists of four worked sides of a monument. The front shows a figure that is badly
eroded. He appears to be holding a scepter. The back of the monument is also badly eroded, as
are the sides.

Right Side:
9.9.15.0.0    8 AHAU 13 CUMKU   LUNAR SERIES 
On this date, February 23, 628 AD under the auspices of this moon 

U-?-wa      U LAKAM TU:N        ?-AJAW Bolon-yok-te ? AJAW/EG
VERB (probably raises) The monument-stone Ruler 4 is a Lord at Altar.

Left Side: (Labeled C and D by Morley.)

Column C Column D

1 u ba i-pi

2 NAME NAME

3 NAME NAME

4

5

6

7

Left Side:

He is Lord Lizard? of TIKAL.

Unfortunately, we do not know what this
Tikal ruler was doing at Altar de Sacrificios. 

Back:
As you can see, the back is very heavily eroded. While it is possible to pick out perhaps 5 glyphs
of the 40 present, I did not try to analyze this one, owing to its high degree of erosion.
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 9 -- Back (Columns numbered by Morley)

COLUMN AB COLUMN CD Column AB Column CD

1

 

ISIG 9 BAKTUN

2

 

10 KATUN 0 TUN

3

 

0 UINAL 0 KIN

4

 

1 AHAU G9

5

 

8? KAYAB 8 D?

The back of stela 9 seems to consist of just a date, along with the appropriate lunar information.
9.10.0.0.0   1 AHAU 8 KAYAB LUNAR SERIES 
January 27, 633 AD
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 ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS, STELA 9, Left Side

COLUMN E Column E

1

 

5 C

2

 

10 A

3

 

ah-?-ya

4

 

U CHOK

5

 

OBJECT

6

 

YOK-TE K’U
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7

 

(NAME)

8

 

ah-AJAW-wa

 
Stela 9, left side
This side of the stela appears to be continuing the lunar series found on the back of Stela 9. In
addition it has the name of Ruler 4 inscribed on it.

5C 10 A   ah-?-ya  
Lunar Series Initial Sign of Primary Standard Sequence 

U CHOK   OBJECT     Yok-te K’U  ?   ah-AJAW-wa
He Scatters in the bowl (for the?) God-Name/Ruler 4    Lord.
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Stela 9, Right Side

Column A 

1 ?

2 3? KIN
5 UINAL

3 5 TUN
2 KATUN

4 ?
1 MULUC

5 17 ZOTZ
i-u-ti

6 u-K’AL-wa tu:n

7 16 +20 
ts’ak-bu-il

8 EG
?-AJAW-wa

Stela 9, Right Side.

?  2.5.5.3 ?   1 MULUC 17 ZOTZ
Distance Number counting Backwards to this date.

I U:T U K’AL-wa TU:N 36 TS’AK-BU:L EG ? AJAW
Then it happens, he raises the stone the 36th Ruler at Altar, ?
the Lord

This describes the raising of a monument  in honor of the
36th ruler and founder of the Altar dynasty. I think this
founder is mythological name, since 36 rulers at this one
site would push the history of the city to far into the past.
The part of the founder may be acted out by the current
ruler. Since the founder is not named explicitly, Ruler 4
must be the name of the founder or the actual name is well
enough known that it is entirely missing.

Stela 9 Summary

Long Count Calendar Round Gregorian Equivalent Action Name
9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU 8 KAYAB January 27, 633 CHOK YOK-TE K’U NAME
-    2.5.5.3? Distance Number (Ruler 4)
------------- 
????????? 1 MULUC 17 ZOTZ Mystical Time? K’AL-wa (36th Ruler) YOK-TE K’U 
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Stela 10. 
As seen from the picture, Stela 10 has been dramatically broken and repieced together.

Column AB Column C Column D

1 ISIG 1 G9 F

2 9 BAKTUN
2 6C 9A

3 13 YAXKIN VERB

3 1 KATUN
4 3 KATUN NAME

5 yi-HEAD

4 0 TUN 6

5 0 UINAL 7

6 0 KIN 8 NAME

7 6 AHAU 9 NAME NAME

9.1.0.0.0   6 AHAU 13 YAXKIN
August 28, 455 AD

G9 F 6C 9A
Moon Series

Ruler 1

This is the earliest text found at
Altar de Sacrificios. Although
much of it is weathered, there is
an Early Classic Name (Houston
1986: 4)

Stela 11

Column AB Column C Column D

1 ISIG 1 F 4C

2 9 BAKTUN
2 9A 13 UO

3

3 2 KATUN
4

5

4 0 TUN 6-7

5 0 UINAL 8

6 0 KIN 9

7 4 AHAU 10 K’AK’-? NAME

8 11 to-EG AJAW-wa

Stela 11

This stela is also rather damaged,
as only the top and bottom of the
stela are pictured.  I am using
Graham’s date for this stela, since
much of the stela is  unavailable to
me. (Graham 1972: 45)

9.2.0.0.0    4 AHAU 13 UO   
May 15, 475 AD,

G9 F 4C 9A    
with this moon series

K’AK’-?  Ruler 2  AJAW-wa
Early Classic Name of Altar (as a
place) Lord. (Houston 1986:4) 
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Stela 12, Right Side

Column A Column B

1
ISIG

2

3 9 BAKTUN 4 KATUN

4 10 TUN 0 UINAL

5 0 KIN 12 AHAU

6 G9 F

7 8 MOL 7 D

8 ? C 10 A

9 X4? IS

10 ts’a-pa-ja u-LAKAM-
tu:n-il

11 HEAD1 U-?

12 HEAD1

13 NAME BAT

14

Stela 12.

The front of Stela 12 appears to contain the figure of
a ruler wearing an elaborate headdress in a typical
Classic pose.

Stela 12, Right Side.
This side is rather eroded, yet many of the  details
may be worked out.

9.4.10.0.0  12 AHAU 8 MOL LUNAR SERIES Initial
Series
August 26, 524 under the current moon. Initial Series

TS’AP-aj U LAKAM TU:N-il  Head1 U-? Head 
It is raised, the stone by Ruler 3

Then something else and a Bat. (The bat head may
indicate who carved this stela.)

Stela 12, Left Side.

Column A

1 U BA

2 ATL-ATL sa-na

3 GOD N?

4 ? BIRTH?

5 U-ti-ya

6 EG / 4 AHAU

7 chi-yi / u 4-TU:N-ni

8 K’ATUN ch’o-hom/
4 AJAW ?

Stela 12, Left Side

U BA ATLATL-SAN GOD N?   ?  BIRTH?
himself the Atlatl of the God? (Name?) Is Born out of the
Earth?

U:TI EG   4 AHAU   CHI:y   U 4 TU:N 
It happened at Altar, The 4th AHAU CHI:y his 4th TU:N

K’ATUN CH’OHOM 4 AJAW?
The Katun Scatterer, the 4th Lord?

Something unclear is happening here. This continues the
text from the right side, and mentions an Atlatl, which is a
mexican spear-thrower. This might be showing early
contact with Teotihuacan. 
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Stela 13

Column A Column B

1 ISIG

2 9 BAKTUN
3 KATUN

3 0 TUN
0 UINAL

4 0 KIN
?

AJAW

5 ? /  2 AHAU

6 18 MUAN? NA-?-HAND

7 ? PARENTAGE?

8 U KAL HEAD ?

9 ?

10 ?

Stela 13.
This stela is badly faded in places.

9.3.0.0.0   2 AHAU 18 MUAN
On this date, January 30, 495

Something... U KAL ? ... AJAW   na-?-hand

Something happened that is totally missing.

Stela 14
This Stela does not exist. But the numbering remains to prevent confusion. (Graham

1972: 58)
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Stela 15.
This stela was found in several pieces and pieced back together by the archaeologists. The
pictures included show the pieces of the stela. The pieces mention just a single date, and I agree
with Graham’s decipherment of this date. (Graham 1972: 61)

9.16.18.5.1    5 IMIX (4 XUL)      + 1.12.19    13 AHAU 18 CUMKO

Long Count Calendar Round Gregorian Equivalent Action Name
9.16.18.5.1 5 IMIX 4 XUL May 15, 769      ?     ?
+   1.12.19 Distance Number
-------------- 
9.17.0.0.0 13 AHAU 18 CUMKO January 24, 771

Stela 16.
This severely eroded monument is almost impossible to read. Although there is an EG in the
middle of the back picture.

Stela 17.
This is a giant 4 AHAU stela, dating to 9.15.0.0.0 with some glyphic features.  MUAN?

Stela 18, Front.
This stela shows an elongated figure with glyphic text above and in front of him.
All specific details have weathered away except some of the larger glyphs, giving a reading of:
ISIG 9.4.0.0.0 13 AHAU G9 6C A
This would give the date as 13 AHAU 18 YAX (October 18, 514 A.D.)



37

Stela 18, Back

Column G Column H Column I Column J

1 6

2 TO:K?

3 ?-le

4 ISIG 9 BAKTUN

5 9 KATUN 5 TUN

6 0 UINAL 0 KIN 9 AHAU

7 G9 F AJAW

8 11 D 2 C wa IS

9 X? 9 A 4 ?  YAX?

10 18 UO K’AL TU:N 4? u-ti-ya

11 NAME NAME Altar as place KAN/ CH’EN

12 NAME 8 ? 1 MULUC

13 13 MUAN? VERB? 12 ZOTZ 10

14 ?-ta

15 CHAN-?-ha-sa AJAW? ya-AJAW-wa

16 NAME KATUN?

Stela 18, Back.
The information in G1-J3 appears to be a continuation of the information being presented from
the front.  Then we have a date:
ISIG 9.9.5.0.0   9 AHAU 18 UO    G9 F 11D 2C X? 9A 
This date corresponds to April 16, 618. Lunar Series.  Then we jump backwards in time:

K’AL TU:N  NAME    8 AHAU  13 MUAN.
He raises the stone.  The date is 9.7.10.4.0  (January 3, 584)

VERB? ? ?  CHAN-?-has AJAW? NAME KATUN ? AJAW NAME
Something happens, then we have Ruler 4.

? ? 4?  4?  UT:I Altar KAN CH’EN   1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ (9.7.15.12.9)     ?  ?  ya-AJAW-wa.
Something. It happened at Altar as a place (Stuart and Houston 1994: 13) . Then a date and
finally Lord.
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Altar 1.
This is the altar by which the site was named. As seen in the picture, the glyphs are inscribed on
the surface of the altar, rather than on the sides. This suggests that the top of the altar was not
used, or just the center was used. Perhaps, this served as a throne.

A B C D E F G H I

1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ 11 TUN? EG? 3 KATUN?

1 MULUC 12 ZOZT
This is the same date as inscribed on Stela 18. Possibly this date is repeated several times.

Altar 2.
This altar has the glyphs inscribed into the sides, perhaps because the top was used for
ceremonies?

A B C D E F

9 u-ti-ya 7/12?

G H I J K L

?-wa-ta ?-yi i-K’A-ay u-?-IK’-il

9 ?  UT:I   7/12 ????   I K’A-ay U-?-IK’-il
A date, then it happened, another date ????  Then the death, possible talking about a God?

Altar 3
This altar is too badly erodes to discern details. Since it is a sandstone monument, it

probably dates to 9.5.0.0.0 or earlier. (Graham 1972: 81)

Altar 4
This altar is “complete in three articulated pieces, resting on three small support blocks.
Preservation extremely poor; glyphs entirely illegible. Evidence of burning, particularly in
center of altar. (Graham 1972: 82)

Altar 5
“Erosion extremely severe, almost all outlines of original carving now lost or very

indistinct. ... This is the only carved limestone altar now known at Altar de Sacrificios. Being
limestone, it can be considered as post 9.10.0.0.0” (Graham 1972: 83).

Altar 6
This altar is carved on the top and sides, but the preservation is such that details are

impossible to make out. On the top surface is a sunken square hole that Graham postulates might
have been used to hold offerings. (Graham 1972: 84)
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Sculptured Panel 1

Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column F

1 4 BEN ta-AJAW 4 AHAU

2 ?-ta 16 TZEC VERB? 7.14.0 bi-xi-ni-ya

3 ?-ha-?-aj ah-AJAW-le 3 KATUN
AJAW

3.10.7 le-AJAW-
k’u

ix?
KATUN?

4 AH YAX HA u-?-TU:N-na tu-hi-yi-aj-
hand-wa

AH YAX
HA

9 AHAU 8 CH’EN

Sculptured Panel 1.

VERB (?-ha-?-aj) AJAW AH YAX HA U ? TU:N ?
Verb in the Lordship. Named he of the Green Water,  Copan? (Ruler 5)

4 BEN 16 TZEC ?  3 KATUN AJAW DN 3.10.7  
9.10.0.6.13. ? The 3 K’atun Lord Then a short time later it is 9.10.3.17.0 (December 17, 636)
 
tu-hi-yi-aj-hand-wa AH YAX HA ta-AJAW 4 AHAU (8 MUAN)
VERB? Ruler 5, the Lord. 9.10.3.17.0

DN 7.14.0 BIXIN:y  Le-AJAW-na   ix? KATUN?   9 AHAU 8 CH’EN
Time passes. He leaves, his lordship. (Ruler 7?) The date is 9.10.11.13.0

LONG COUNT CALENDAR ROUND ACTIVITY NAME
? ? ? Ruler 5

9.10.0.6.13 4 BEN 16 TZEC Birthday? Ruler 5
+      3.10.7 DISTANCE NUMBER
--------------- 
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU 8 MUAN ? “
+      7.14.0 DISTANCE NUMBER
---------------
9.10.11.13.0 9 AHAU 8 CH’EN BIXIN:y Ruler 7?
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Sculptured Panel 2.

Column A Column B Column C Column D Column E Column F

1 2.3 DEATH 6?

2 ah AJAW NAME

3 ?-na-aj 9 KAL ? 12 MULUC 2 ?

4 8 AKBAL 11 KAYAB yi-chi-A-AL k’u AJAW 9 AHAU 8 CH’EN

This panel is more difficult to read than the previous.
It begins with a DN of 2.3. I believe this counts forward to the next date in this manner:

9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU 8 MUAN (Mentioned on St 4, Sculptured Panel 1)
    +       2.3 DISTANCE NUMBER
-------------- 
9.10.4.1.3 8 AKBAL 11 KAYAB

Dead ah-AJAW NAME ? 9-KAL?  8 AKBAL 11 KAYAB
The lord dies. Then the date of 9.10.4.1.3 (January 29, 637)

Then something...  12 MULUC   2 ?  Y-ICHAL K’U AJAW   something   9 AHAU 8 CH’EN
In view of The holy Lord 9.10.11.13.0

The date 9.10.11.13.0 is one that we saw previously and appears to mark when this panel and
several other monuments were dedicated.
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Sculptured Panel 4. Since this is just a fragment, all grids are preceded by a ‘z’ for unknown.

Column zA Column zB Column zC Column zD Column zE

z1

z2 NAME NAME ?-na

z3 NAME 3 KATUN ZOTZ

z4 AJAW 11 TU:N

z5 LUNAR? 12 IX 17 ZOTZ?

z6 AHAU? VENUS ah-EG-ya

z7

This panel is really difficult to read.
NAME 3 KATUN AJAW 11 TU:N  12 IX 17 ZOTZ (9.12.0.15.14) VENUS? ah-EG?
NAME, The 3 Katun Lord. 11 Tu:ns?  May 11, 673. War against Altar.
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Sculptured Panel 3

This is a limestone block that Graham reports as badly eroded. Unfortunately there is no
picture available. (Graham 1972: 91)

Sculptured Panel 5

This is another limestone piece but again without legible glyphs or illustration. (Graham
1972: 92).

Sculptured Panel 6

This panel also is illegible.

Sculptured Panel 7 & 8

Based on unpublished photos, Graham considers these as pieces of St. 1 (Graham 1972:
93).

Sculptured Panel 9

This is a fragment uncovered in a masonry wall, probably dating to early Late Classic.
(Graham 1972: 93)
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Altar Vase

This vase was recovered from a burial of a woman in building A-III (Adams 1963:90).
This vase shows 6 human figures involved in some kind of ritual activity, perhaps involving
human sacrifice. (Smith, Willey and Adams 1962: 20) The vase currently resides in the Museo
Nacional de Arqueología (National Museum) Guatemala City.

The Top Rim reads: 
3 AHAU 18 ZOTZ  IS ?  U–?-aj T’AB-ay NAME 
9.16.3.0.0 (Adams 1963: 90) The dedication?

yu-?-ba  yu-TA-il ?-na te-e-le  ? ?  Ye-bu k’u chum?-bi
His drinking vessel? for fruity and woody drinks?  The stairs to the Holy Accession?

Red Sandstone Block

This block came from the surface of A-I. I agree with John Graham in reading this as 5
Katun. (Willey 1972: 255)

Bone Pins and Spatula

Both of the pins come from A Group buildings. They were probably used to fasten hair,
rather than clothing. (Willey 1972: 236) Perhaps they were used in dancing or for fastening on
ornate pieces of the headdress.

Pin A: u-ya-xa AH EG AJAW    The YAX (NEW/GREEN) EG Lord   Ruler 5?
Pin B: u-ba-ki SAK   (The white captive)
Spatula C: ha-?  AH ? chi?-bu? AJAW?      He of CHI:B? Lord?

Bone Pin and Stingray Spines

The bone pin and Sting ray spines pictured here give no clue as to their original locations.
Willey just mentions that they were found in burials and caches and that they would have been
traded from the coast. He recognizes that they are important enough to be inscribed, but does not
mention the specific context of their discovery. (Willey 1972: 239-241) Adams mentions that the
stingray spines if they are from a cache, would have come from A-I or A-III (Smith 1972: 206). 

Bone Pin A: ? -xa ta xa?
Stingray Spine B: CHUM? ? ?
Stingray Spine C: ? ? 10-? 7-?  HOK? Accession.
Stingray Spine D: ? ? ? HEAD HA
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CONCLUSIONS

The monuments at Altar de Sacrificios coupled with the archaeological data give a general

picture of this site’s inscriptional history.

The Maya raised their first stela in 455 AD (9.1.0.0.0 or Ayn phase) on Structure B-I,

which is the original ceremonial center. Their stelae raising centered around this building for 60

years. The stelae were raised in an ordered pattern around the building giving it the appearance of

a well-designed endeavor. During this time, all of the monuments (stela and altars) were created

from sandstone. 

After this period, there is an “inscription hiatus” (Graham 1972: 116) from 9.4.10.0.0 (524

AD) to 9.9.5.0.0 (618 AD), corresponding to the Veremos phase,  with perhaps a single altar

inscribed during this period, namely Altar 1. The reasons for this hiatus are not clear.

When monument raising begins anew (Chixoy phase), it is no longer clustered around the

pyramid (temple) called B-I. The active area is now to the south-east in the South Plaza. This

activity (9.9.5.0.0 - 9.10.0.0.0) concludes the sandstone era of the site.

Beginning with 9.10.10.0.0 (642 AD), stelae raising moves again and limestone becomes

the choice of monument material (Pasión phase). Some of the earlier buildings are even

redecorated in limestone. This time the focus is at North Plaza and mainly building A-I.  This

remains the focus of all stela activity until 10.1.0.0.0 (849 AD or Boca phase) when the

inscriptions stop. 

People continue to live at Altar for almost 100 years more, yet they do not erect any more

monuments.
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WHAT DO THE INSCRIPTIONS TELL US?

The inscriptions at Altar de Sacrificios record texts meant for the general public. The

subject matter of such texts generally deals with the ‘royal’ life and times of the monarch or lord

over his dominion. The inscriptions of Altar are no different. Their main focus, where such can be

determined, is to mark the various rituals that the current lord is engaged in. 

Many of the monuments mark major period endings listing the leader at that time. This

would be similar in our culture to putting up a monument inscribed with the President’s name for

the years 1780, 1790, 1800, 1810, ... 1900, ... 1990, ... 2000. For the Maya, the intervals that their

calendar represent mean much more than just another year. It foretold how the next cycle would

be different, or how the year would end. The cycles of time each had their own special meaning

to the ancient Maya, similar to horoscopes–but with much more meaning. (Thompson 1950)

Another function of monumental architecture was to record the important happenings of

the ruler. Such events include his birth, accession to the throne, wars, building dedication, rituals

and death. This translation did not find many of this kind of event recorded, probably due more

to the advanced state of erosion on the monuments than the lack thereof.

What this translation does do is to provide a new look at all of the monuments. While

many of the glyphs are eroded, much of what is left can be translated. This translation allows

epigraphers to see the variation in the Altar texts, with changes over time in verb and emblem

glyph form, indicating changes in language use and stylistic changes as well. Also, it begins to

form a dynastic tree of rulers over Altar de Sacrificios, which I hope will be beneficial to those

who come after me in correlating the rulers with burials and other events in the valley.
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ALL DATES FROM ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS IN CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER

Long Count Calendar Round Monument Material Structure
Mystic Time? 1 MULUC 17 ZOTZ St. 9 Sandstone A-XXIV

9.1.0.0.0 6 AHAU    13 YAXKIN St. 10 Sandstone B-I

9.2.0.0.0 4 AHAU    13 UO St. 11 Sandstone B-I

9.3.0.0.0 2 AHAU    18 MUAN St. 13 Sandstone B-I
9.3.0.0.0 2 AHAU    18 MUAN Alt 3 Sandstone B-IX

9.4.0.0.0 13 AHAU  18 YAX St. 18- Front Sandstone A-XIX
9.4.10.0.0 12 AHAU   8 MOL St. 12- Right Sandstone B-I

9.7.10.4.0 8 AHAU    13 MUAN St. 18- Back Sandstone A-XIX
9.7.15.12.9 1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ St. 18- Back Sandstone A-XIX
9.7.15.12.9 1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ Altar 1 Sandstone A-II

9.9.5.0.0 9 AHAU    18 UO St. 18- Back Sandstone A-XIX
9.9.15.0.0 8 AHAU    13 CUMKU St. 8- Right Sandstone South Plaza

9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU     8 KAYAB St. 1 Limestone A-II
9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU     8 KAYAB St. 9- Back Sandstone A-XXIV
9.10.0.6.13 4 BEN       16 TZEC Sculptured Panel 1 Limestone A-I
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN St. 4 Limestone A-I
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN Sculptured Panel 1 Limestone A-I
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN Sculptured Panel 2 Limestone A-I
9.10.4.1.3 8 AKBAL  11 KAYAB Sculptured Panel 2 Limestone A-I
9.10.5.17.0 9 AHAU    18 KANKIN St. 4 Limestone A-I
9.10.11.12.17 7 CABAN   5 CH’EN St. 5 Limestone A-I
9.10.11.13.0 9 AHAU     8 CH’EN Sculptured Panel 1 Limestone A-I
9.10.11.13.0 9 AHAU     8 CH’EN Sculptured Panel 2 Limestone A-I

9.11.10.0.0 11 AHAU 18 CH’EN St. 1 Limestone A-II

9.12.0.15.14 12 IX        17 ZOTZ Sculptured Panel 4 Limestone A-II

9.14.0.0.0 6 AHAU   13 MUAN St. 7 Limestone A-II

9.15.0.0.0 4 AHAU   13 YAX St. 17 Limestone North Plaza

9.16.3.0.0 3 AHAU   18 ZOTZ Altar Vase Ceramic A-III
9.16.18.5.1 5 IMIX       4 XUL St. 15 Limestone North Plaza

9.17.0.0.0 13 AHAU 18 CUMKU St. 15 Limestone North Plaza
10.1.0.0.0 5 AHAU    3 KAYAB St. 2 Limestone North Plaza
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ALL DATES AT ALTAR WITH LUNAR SERIES

Long Count Calendar Round Lunar Series Monument
9.1.0.0.0 6 AHAU    13 YAXKIN G9 F         6C  9A St. 10
9.2.0.0.0 4 AHAU    13 UO G9 F         4C  9A St. 11
9.4.0.0.0 13 AHAU  18 YAX G9            6C    A St. 18- Front
9.4.10.0.0 12 AHAU   8 MOL G9 F  7D  ?C 10A X4 St. 12- Right
9.9.5.0.0 9 AHAU    18 UO G9 F 11D 2C   9A X? St. 18- Back
9.9.15.0.0 8 AHAU    13 CUMKU G9 F 16D 4C   9A St. 8- Right
9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU     8 KAYAB            8D 5C 10A St. 1, St. 9- Back
9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN G7 F 11D  C  9A St. 4, SP 1, SP 2
9.10.11.12.17 7 CABAN   5 CH’EN G   F  3D 5C St. 5

It is interesting to note that the Lunar Series occurs at Period-Endings, with only one exception.
What the significance of this is, I do not know. Perhaps with the raising of a period ending
marker, the Maya desired to note all relevant information, in a way making it a formal affair.
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LIST OF ACTIVITIES AT ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

A.D. LONG COUNT CALENDAR ROUND EVENT PERSON STELA
28 AUG 455 9.1.0.0.0 6 AHAU    13 YAXKIN Period-Ending Ruler 1 St. 10
15 MAY 475 9.2.0.0.0 4 AHAU    13 UO Period-Ending Ruler 2 St. 11
30 JAN 495 9.3.0.0.0 2 AHAU    18 MUAN Period-Ending Unclear St. 13
30 JAN 495 9.3.0.0.0 2 AHAU    18 MUAN Period-Ending Unknown Alt 3
18 OCT 514 9.4.0.0.0 13 AHAU  18 YAX Period-Ending Unclear St. 18- Front
26 AUG 524 9.4.10.0.0 12 AHAU   8 MOL Period-Ending Ruler 3 St. 12- Right
4 JAN 584 9.7.10.4.0 8 AHAU    13 MUAN Unclear Ruler 4 St. 18- Back
26 MAY 589 9.7.15.12.9 1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ Unclear Unclear St. 18- Back
26 MAY 589 9.7.15.12.9 1 MULUC 12 ZOTZ Unclear Unclear Altar 1
16 APR 618 9.9.5.0.0 9 AHAU    18 UO Period-Ending Ruler 4 St. 18- Back
23 FEB 628 9.9.15.0.0 8 AHAU    13 CUMKU Period-Ending Ruler 4 St. 8- Right
27 JAN 633 9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU     8 KAYAB ½ Period-Ending Ruler 5 St. 1
27 JAN 633 9.10.0.0.0 1 AHAU     8 KAYAB Scatters Ruler 4 St. 9- Back
9 JUN 633 9.10.0.6.13 4 BEN       16 TZEC Birthday? Ruler 5 SP 1 
17 DEC 636 9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN Death Unclear St. 4
17 DEC 636 9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN Unclear (Death?) Ruler 5 SP 1
17 DEC 636 9.10.3.17.0 4 AHAU     8 MUAN Death NAME SP 2
29 JAN 637 9.10.4.1.3 8 AKBAL  11 KAYAB Unclear Unclear SP 2
7 DEC 638 9.10.5.17.0 9 AHAU    1 8 KANKIN Accession? Ruler 6 St. 4
14 AUG 644 9.10.11.12.17 7 CABAN   5 CH’EN Dedication Unclear St. 5
17 AUG 644 9.10.11.13.0 9 AHAU     8 CH’EN Leaving Ruler 7? SP 1
17 AUG 644 9.10.11.13.0 9 AHAU     8 CH’EN Unclear (Leaving?) Unclear SP 2
23 AUG 662 9.11.10.0.0 11 AHAU 18 CH’EN Period-Ending Ruler 5 St. 1
11 MAY 673 9.12.0.15.14 12 IX        17 ZOTZ Unclear Unclear SP 4
5 DEC 711 9.14.0.0.0 6 AHAU   13 MUAN Period-Ending Unknown St. 7
22 AUG 731 9.15.0.0.0 4 AHAU   13 YAX Period-Ending Unknown St. 17
23 APR 754 9.16.3.0.0 3 AHAU   18 ZOTZ Period-Ending Unknown Altar Vase
15 MAY 769 9.16.18.5.1 5 IMIX       4 XUL Unknown Unknown St. 15
24 JAN 771 9.17.0.0.0 13 AHAU 18 CUMKU Period-Ending Unknown St. 15
30 NOV 849 10.1.0.0.0 5 AHAU    3 KAYAB Period-Ending Unknown St. 2

Mythic Time 1 MULUC 17 ZOTZ Period-Ending Founder/Ruler 4St. 9
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FOREIGN MENTION OF ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

Altar de Sacrificios has been mentioned in the inscriptions from 2 other sites. These are Itzan and
El Chorro. (Houston 1986: 4)

The inscriptions mention “He of 7 Captives, Lord of Altar” (9.15.11.16.15)
ITN Stela 17, C13b-D13.

And “He of 20 Captives, Lord of Altar” (9.16.17.4.18)
ITN Stela 17, H12.

The reference from El Chorro is an eroded glyph on the hieroglyphic stairway. (Msc. 9)

This is significant in that it shows that Altar had some influence on its neighbors.

FOREIGNERS MENTIONED AT ALTAR DE SACRIFICIOS

The only foreigner mentioned in the inscriptions is a Lord from Tikal, on Stela 8, Left side, C1-D2
(Graham 1972: Fig. 19). 

On the Altar Vase there may be other references, but I was unable to translate those parts of the
vase.

Again, this illustrates that there is some contact with the outside world occurring at Altar. This
interior evidence supports the archaeological findings of trade items within the site.
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BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER

The picture that the inscriptions presents of Altar de Sacrificios is that of a small city

gradually changing over time, with indications of an unstable political environment. The rules in

the beginning of the inscriptions have a different emblem glyph than succeeding rulers, this could

indicate a change in the political alignment of the site between early classic and middle classic

times. Further, there is only one instance in which a ruler’s parents were mentioned, at other sites

rules mentioned their lineage frequently showing the stability of their family in leading their

people. The lack thereof suggests shifting political power--maybe very few rulers came from the

same line or ruled for very long.

Another intriguing lack at Altar de Sacrificios, is the mention of war against other sites

and taking captives. Again, most other sites in the Maya region boasted of their prowess in war

and in taking captives. At Altar de Sacrificios there is only one explicit mention of war, in Panel 4,

and that war might be against Altar de Sacrificios. The man mentioned in connection with the

war also does not claim to be Lord of Altar de Sacrificios. This suggests that Altar might not have

fought much with their neighbors, possibly because they were too busy with internal difficulties.

This evidence suggests that Altar de Sacrificios might have had an unstable political situation in

which the lordship changed hands rather frequently. 

This explanation also explains the impersonal nature of the stelae. Most of the dates are

period markers, rather than self-glorifying. The impersonal nature of the dates would survive

political chaos where personal stelae might not have, due to the Maya’s tendency to deface the

images and names of deceased figures (or rivals) in the stelae as a means of ensuring that they

will be completely forgotten.
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All together, the evidence suggests that Altar de Sacrificios might not have had a stable

political atmosphere. While its physical location suggests that it might play an important role in

the Pasion river valley, the inscriptions at Altar and other sites indicate that Altar de Sacrificios

might have been just another local player among many.



55

Bibliography

Adams, Richard E. W.
1963 “A Polychrome Vessel From Altar de Sacrificios,” Archaeology, vol. 16, no. 2,  

pp 90-92.

Coe, Michael D.
1992 Breaking the Maya Code. New York: Thames and Hudson Inc.

Graham, John A.
 1972 Hieroglyphic Inscriptions and Monumental Art of Altar de Sacrificios, Papers of

the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Vol 64.
No. 2. Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Houston, Stephen D.
1986 Problematic Emblem Glyphs: Examples from Altar de Sacrificios, El Chorro, Río

Azul, and Xultun. Washington D.C.: Center for Maya Research.

1987 The Inscriptions and Monumental Art of Dos Pilas, Guatemala. Yale University:
U.M.I. Dissertation Services.

Houston, Stephen D. and Peter Mathews
1985 The Dynastic Sequence of Dos Pilas, Guatemala. Pre-Columbian Art Research

Institute Monograph 1. San Francisco.

Morley, Sylvanus G.
1937-38 The Inscriptions of the Peten. 5 volumes. Washington, D.C.: Carnegie

Institute of Washington, Publication 437.

Sharer, Robert J.
1994 The Ancient Maya. Fifth Ed. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.

Smith, A. Ledyard
1972 Excavations at Altar de Sacrificios: Architecture, Settlement, Burials and

Caches. Papers of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard
University, Vol 62. No. 2. Massachusetts.

Smith, A. Ledyard, Gordon Willey, and Richard E. W. Adams
1962 “Altar de Sacrificios, Cuarto Informe Preliminar 1962" Antropología e Historia

de Guatemala, vol. 14, no. 2, pp. 5- 32. Guatemala.



56

Stuart, David and Stephen Houston
1994 Classic Maya Place Names. Studies in pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology.   

No. 33. Washington D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks Trustees for Harvard University.

Thompson, J. Eric S.
1950 Maya Hieroglyphic Writing, An Introduction. Norman: University of Oklahoma

Press.

1970 Maya History and Religion. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.

Willey, Gordon R.
1972 The Artifacts of Altar de Sacrificios. Papers of the Peabody Museum of

Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, Vol 64. No. 1. Massachusetts.

1973 The Altar de Sacrificios Excavations: General Summary and Conclusions.
Papers of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard
University, Vol 64. No. 3. Massachusetts.

Willey, Gordon R. and William R. Bullard Jr.
1961 “Altar de Sacrificios, Guatemala: Mapa Preliminar y Resumen de las

Excavaciones” Estudios de Cultura Maya. vol 1, pp. 81 - 85. Mexico.

Willey, Gordon R. and A. Ledyard Smith
1963 “New Discoveries at Altar de Sacrificios, Guatemala,” Archaeology, vol. 16,    no.

2,   pp 83-89.

1969 The Ruins of Altar de Sacrificios, Department of Peten, Guatemala: An
Introduction. Papers of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology,
Harvard University, Vol 62. No. 1. Massachusetts.


