














altar is densely covered with vegetation that suggests, 
according to Girard, a great tree laden with fruit. The 
corn and fruit hanging from the ceiling are to be used in 
the planting. Girard (ibid.: 109,219) suggests that the ver­
dant, fruit-laden altar is a Chorti ritual form of the tree 
containing the head of Hun-Hunahpu. 

Following a suggestion by Dr. Pearlman, Coe (1978: 
83; 1982:92) has mentioned that the disembodied head 
frequently found in the center of Late Classic plates may 
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Fig. 4 Disembodied heads withfoliation. (a) Tonsured 
head in center of foliage (after Robicsek 1978:Plate 191 ). 
(b) inverted head with maize foliation, from Zoomorph 
P. Note facial markings and cartouche containing corn 
curl grains and inverted ahau (from Spinden 1913:Fig. 
33 ). (c) Head of tonsured lord placed in flowering cacao 
tree, drawn from vessel in Museo Popol Vuh, Guatemala 
City. 
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represent the severed head of Hun-Hunahpu. The head 
is undoubtedly that of the tonsured young lord. At times, 
it has the corn curl infixed to the back of the skull (Figure 
6c, e). All three of the plates shown in Figure 5 have 
Kan Cross rims. The Kan Cross can be greatly varying 
length; that of Figure Se encircles over half of the rim. 
The frequency of the Kan Cross upon these plates is 
surely not coincidental. Stephen Houston (pers. comm.) 
has noted that the Chama Vase (Coe 1978:Vase 9: Al, 
El, J 1) provides direct substitutional evidence that the 
Kan Cross carried the phonetic value of kan in the Classic 
script. Thompson (1971 :75) notes that in contemporary 
Maya languages, forms of this word denote yellow, ripe­
ness, and by extension, maize. 

Severed heads of God E are present on pages 34a of 
the Codex Dresden and 35b of the Madrid (Figure Sa, 
b). Both are clearly dead; the Madrid example is sur­
rounded by a pool of blood, and the eyes of the Dresden 
head are shut. These Postclassic examples of the maize 
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Fig. 5 Severed heads of the Postclassic God E and 
Classic vessels depicting the disembodied head of the 
tonsured lord; note Kan crosses on plate rims. ( a) Severed 
head of God E surrounded by red pool of blood; note 
necklace (ajier Codex Madrid, p. 35b). (b) Head of God 
Eon Caban earth sign, has bell-shaped nose piece (after 
Codex Dresden, p. 34a). (c) Head with corn curl infix 
in center of bowl, repetitive series of nominal glyphs and 
maize grains inside two Kan crosses (after The Arts Club 
of Chicago 1982:Plate 46). (d) Disembodied head with 
backcurving tassel (after Coe 1982:No. 48). (e) Head 
with corn curl infix (after Coe 1973:No. 11). 
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Fig. 6 Depictions of maize sacks and grains. ( a) Detail 
of vessel representing carapace emergence theme; ton­
sured lord holds maize-filled sack, detail at left ( after 
Robicsek and Hales 1981 :Fig. 59). ( b) Representation 
of maize-filled sack upon Chenes capstone from Xnucbec, 
Campeche, drawn from exhibited piece in Museo de An­
tropologia, Merida. (c) Detail of capstone depicting God 
K pouring maize grain from sack, from Dzibilnacoc, 
Campeche (after Bolz 1975:Plate 36). (d) Hieroglyphs 
of maize grain with the T86 affix (left, Stefa 26, Tikal; 
center, Stela 31, Tikal; right, Stela JO, Copan). 

god share specific features with the tonsured head found 
in the center of Late Classic plates. Terming it the Dis­
embodied Head, Coe (1978:83) notes that the Classic 
entity usually has a necklace at the base of the neck and 
a bell-shaped nose ornament. Whereas the beaded 
necklace is prominent at the base of the Madrid head, 
the Dresden example has the nose ornament. Although 
none of the Classic plates illustrated have the bell-shaped 
nose ornament, it can be seen in other depictions of the 
disembodied head (Figure 5a-c). Coe (ibid.) also mentions 
that the Late Classic head frequently has red swirling 
facial paint (Figure Sc, d). Each of the inverted severed 
heads upon Quirigua Zoomorph P has similar facial pat­
terning and the bell-shaped nose ornament (Figure 4b). 
At the base of the neck are beaded swirls, probably a 
reference to blood. Two streams of foliation grow from 
the cranium; one contains a corn curl cartouche, denoting 
it as a maize cob. The foliated severed heads clearly 
symbolize the cob cut from the stalk. It is probable that 
the disembodied, tonsured head also represents the har­
vested maize. 

Hellmuth (pers. comm.) has mentioned that the Uaxac­
tun Dancer is the full figure counterpart of the disem­
bodied head found on Classic vessels. As with the Holmul 
Dancer, the Uaxactun Dancer is named after the first 
reported site from which vessels bearing his form were 
founJ. Occurring in dance form in the center of Late 
Classic bowls and plates, he is undoubtedly the same 
tonsured individual known as the Holmul Dancer and the 
Disembodied Head. Globular maize grains are frequently 
depicted on the interior of Uaxactun Dancer plates (see 
Smith 1955:Fig. 73a; Coe 1982:No. 44). Kan Cross rims 
are also common on Uaxactun Dancer vessels (e.g., Cog­
gins 1975:Figs. 88a, 106d). The simple reason why so 
many Late Classic plates and shallow bowls contain sev­
ered maize heads, the dancing young lord, Kan Crosses, 
and maize grains, is that such plates most likely contained 
corn. Maize grain is frequently seen placed in similar 
bowls in Late Classic vessel scenes (e.g., Adams 
1971:Figs. 77-80; Coe 1973:Vases 13, 30; Coe 1978: 
Vase 7). 

The tonsured young lord frequently carries a large sack 
across his shoulder; the article is probably a grain sack 
containing maize. In one vessel scene, his sack is shown 
in a cutaway view, exposing the grain inside (Figure 6a). 
On one Chenes painted capstone from Xnucbec, Cam­
peche, God K stands in front of a sack represented with 
a similar "X-ray" view (Figure 6b). In a Chenes capstone 
from Dzibilnocac, God K pours maize grain out of a 
woven sack (Figure 6c). 5 Masses of maize grain can also 
be found in the Classic script, complete with the T86 
maize affix (Figure 6d). 

The Headband Twins, frequently found with the ton­
sured young lord, at times also carry the maize sack. In 
one vessel scene, the twins are seen seated behind the 
young lord (Coe 1973:Vase 43). One of the twins 
(ibid.:Figure 2) holds the sack with both hands. In a vase 
scene showing the young lord receiving or bestowing his 
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regalia, the spotted Headband Twin holds the sack 
(Robicsek and Hales 198 I : Vessel 82). In yet another 
scene depicting the tonsured young lord with the Head­
band Twins, the twin with the jaguar pelt markings holds 
a great bowl or basket containing the young lord's 
jewelry; the other twin holds the sack (ibid.:Vessel 186). 
Although the bag has the typical cloth strap, it is also 
supplied witth the bundle topknot and a glyphic com­
pound (Figure 7a) composed of a Spotted Kan main sign 
(T507), affixed by T679a and T25, Landa's i and ca. 
The same compound is found in the inscriptions at Palen­
que and upon Classic bundles. Examples of such bundles 
occur upon Classic vases and several Yaxchilan lintels 
(Figure 7d-f). The meaning of this compound is un­
known, save that it appears, at least tangentially, to con­
cern maize. This is in part suggested by the Spotted Kan, 
which in form is simply a Kan sign supplied with a series 
of dots. However, the bundle's iconographic context pre­
sently supplies the strongest evidence for maize. Thus, 
in the aforementioned vase scene, the bundle is conflated 
with the young lord's grain sack. Moreover, bundles 
marked with simple Kan signs are also found in Classic 
iconography (e.g., Coe 1973:No. 32; Parsons 1980:Plate 
312; Robicsek 1978:Plate 137). 

I am not suggesting that bundles found in dynastic 
scenes simply contained maize. Maize was probably used 
as a metaphor for other valued substances, such as jade 
and blood. From the Early Classic to the Late Postclassic, 
maize and bloodletting were closely identified among the 
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Fig. 7 HieroglyphsonLateC/assicbundles. (a)Bundle­
sack carried by spotted Headband Twin; note glyphic 
compound with Spotted Kan main sign, same as on exam­
ples d, e, and f (after Robicsek and Hales 1981 :Vessel 
186). (b) Spotted Kan compound from Temple of the 
Inscriptions, Pa/enque. ( c) Stucco compound from Palen­
que. (d) Bundle with Spotted Kan compound placed on 
throne behind God L (after Coe 1973:Vase 49). (e) Bun­
dle with Spotted Kan compound, Yaxchilan Lintel I. (j) 
Bundle with partially obscured glyphic compound, Yax­
chilan Lintel 5. 

178 

Maya (Figure 8). Jeffrey Miller ( 1974: I 54) noted that 
the Xoc Monster and spondylus belt serve as symbols of 
women; however, this assemblage is also commonly 
worn by the tonsured young lord. Schele (l 979a:46) in­
terprets its presence on males as a reference to bloodlet­
ting; much like suckling a child, the rulers nourish the 
gods with their blood. In support of this interpretation, 
Schele cites the Popa/ Vuh episode when men were 
created to nourish the gods. It should be noted that this 
was the race of men fashioned from maize (Recinos, 
Goetz, & Morley 1950: 167). The tonsured young lord 
at times has a decidedly feminine caste, which parallels 
the female, life-giving quality of maize. Among Highland 
Maya groups, corn is commonly identified with the blood 
of parturition. Ximenez recorded that the seventeenth 
century Pokomam cut the child's umbilical cord over a 
corn cob; the bloodied seed was saved for the planting 
(cited in Edmonson 1971: I 08). A similar custom con­
tinues among contemporary Tzotzi I. The small crop, 
termed the "child's blood", is shared within the family 
(Guiteras Holmes 1960:6). Vogt (1969:63) mentions that 
among the Zinacanteco Tzotzi I, two maize cobs are 
placed on the woman's abdomen immediately after birth. 

It is possible that three of the Classic female parentage 
statement glyphs identified by Schele, Mathews, and 
Lounsbury ( 1977) represent hand-held maize grain (Fi­
gure 9c-e). One of the hieroglyphs is a hand holding the 
corn curl grain. The hand can also hold a Ben sign; in 
his study of the ahpo affix, Lounsbury ( 1973) provided 
the phonetic value of ah for the Ben sign. In a number 
of Highland Maya languages, ah is a term for maize 
(Lounsbury, pers. comm.). For the third variant under 
discussion, an inverted Ahau is held. It is possible that 
the inverted Ahau is purely phonetic, and signifies al, a 
term for mother's child in a number of Maya languages. 
However, the inve11ed Ahau is often paired with the corn 
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Fig. 8 Depictions of maize in associmion with blood let­
ters. (a) Figure at base of Yaxha Ste/a 2, Early Classic; 
note maize cob in forehead and shining lancet in mouth. 
( b) Late Classic F o/iated Maize God holding bloodletter, 
Copan Stefa H. (c) Postclassic representation of bowl 
containing Kan sign grains and stone and stingray spine 
perforators, Codex Madrid, p. 37. 
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Fig. 9 Classic iconography and hieroglyphs pertaining 
to maize and women. ( a) One of two carved slabs found 
east of Great Plaza at Copan. Foliated Maize God in 
dancing position; note beaded belt and Xoc Monster 
spondylus medallion (drawn from potograph, courtesy 
of Peabody Museum, Harvard University). (b-d) Three 
forms offemale parentage indicator glyph, identified by 
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Fig. 10 Early Classic examples of bearded, maize­
headed figures. ( a) Detail of Tikal incised vessel repre­
senting bearded male holding serpent from which Tikal 
Rowers emerge; note maize foliation and corn grain car­
touche in headdress. (b-d) Glyphic exmples of Early 
Classic maize-headed youths with beards (b, Pomona 
Flare; c, after Coe 1973:No. 50; d, after Bolz 1975:Plate 
52). 
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Schele, Mathews, and Lounsbury. (e) Inverted Ahau 
placed in corn curl cartouche, from Quirigua Zoomorph 
P (see Figure 4b). (j) Inverted Ahau and corn curl grain 
on opposite sides of ear spool, from sarcophagus lid, 
Temple of the Inscriptions, Palenque. (g) Postclassic 
codical form of affix T84. 

curl in Classic iconography (Figure 9f, g). Moreover, a 
similar element forms the seed of affix T84 (Figure 9h), 
an affix identified as representing maize (Knorozov 
1967:83). 

During a recent Princeton conference devoted to early 
Maya art, David Stuart ( 1982) presented a paper concern­
ing the Classic symbolism of dynastic blood. He men­
tioned that the Tikal rowers appear to be closely identified 
with dynastic bloodletting. The rowers are best known 
from a number of the carved bones found in Burial 116 
at Tikal. The principal passenger in these scenes is the 
tonsured young lord (see Trik 1963:Figs. 3, 4, and 5). 
It is interesting that although Kelley ( 1976:236) does not 
interpret the tonsured deity as a maize god, he suggests, 
on the basis of the animal passengers, that these scenes 
concern the mythical theft of corn. On an Early Classic 
Tikal ceramic vessel, the rowers emerge from the heads 
of a bicephalic serpent (see Coe 1965). The head of the 
central figure holding the serpent has a corn seed car­
touche sprouting maize foliage (Figure !Ob). The beard 
is found in other Early Classic examples of the young 
lord (Figure l0c-e). Example c, from the Pomona Flare, 
has been previously identified by John Justeson (pers. 
comm.) as a representation of the maize god. 
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An identifying feature of Classic emblem glyphs is the 
so-called water group prefix (Figure I la). Both Seier 
( 1902-1923, III:649) and Barthel (1968a: 168) have men­
tioned that the prefix may represent blood; Barthel fa­
vored lineage blood in particular. Stuart ( 1982) also con­
siders the water group to be a reference to dynastic blood. 
He compares the prefix to similar streams found issuing 
from the hands of Yaxchilan rulers (Figure I Id). Stuart 
notes··'that the perforator god, identified by Joralemon 
( I 974j·, usually hangs inverted next to the ruler's groin. 
The spondylus shell, another probable reference to blood­
letting (S.Chele 1979a), commonly depends below the 
perforator. Stuart notes that cartouches found in the Yax­
chilan streams also occur in the water group affixes. Thus 
the Yax and Kan signs present in the Stela I bloodstream 
are also fouhd in water group affixes T36 and T37. The 
Stela 1 stream has yet another cartouche, this one contain­
ing a cluster of maize grains (Figure 11 d). Both the Yax 
sign, a sign for green, and the aforementioned Kan Cross 
also appear to refer to maize. The other water group signs 
allude to previously discussed maize imagery. Thus the 
spondylus of T38 is commonly worn by the tonsured 
young lord. It has been suggested that the inverted Ahau, 
present in T40, refers to maize grain. Finally, affixes 
Tl4 and T39 contain the globular and com curl grain 
elements (Figure 11 a). Barthel ( 1968a: 165-166) notes 
that these function as water group affixes in the Postclas­
sic codices. 
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Fig. 11 Glyphic and iconographic imagery concerned 
with bloodletting and maize. (a) Classic and Postclassic 
examples of water group prefix. (b) Representations of 
corn upon Temple of the Foliated Cross, Palenque. (c) 
Detail of inverted maize cob, from East Jamb of Temple 
of the Foliated Cross, Palenque. (d) Detail of Stela 1, 
Yaxchilan. Beaded stream falls from hand of ruler, con­
tains Kan cross, Yax sign, and corn grain cartouches; 
detail of grain cartouche at lower left. 
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The beaded streams found in the Yaxchilan bloodlet­
ting depictions and the water group prefix are notably 
similar to Classic representations of maize. The corn 
plants carved upon the Palenque Tablet of the Foliated 
Cross contain lines of seed very much like the beaded 
edges of the water group (Figure 11 b). In Tzotzil, the 
words for hanging seed corn are cohi or cohol; the term 
for the dripping down of juice or blood is cohlahet 
(Laughlin 1975: 122). Fought (1972:498) has recorded a 
modern Chorti account explicitly identifying maize seed 
with blood: 

People when they are dying, save their com which has beautiful 
grains. They look for those with beautiful white grains, with 
black com, with red com. Because they say that that is the 
blood of Jesus Christ. 

I suspect that blood was considered as dynastic seed, the 
vital material which linked the generations of the living 
and the dead. 

The Classic act of phallus perforation parallels a basic 
Mesoamerican agricultural practice, the dehusking of the 
cob. Steggerda ( 1941 :Plate 2 ld) has illustrated a number 
of husking pins collected among contemporary Yucatec 
Maya. Made of antler, sharpened bone, and wood, they 
are used to pierce and separate the husk, thus exposing 
the seed. If these instruments were found in the context 
of a Classic elite tomb, they would probably be identified 
as bloodletters, such as were used in rites of penis perfor­
ation. Boos (1968:2, 3) has illustrated two examples of 
a rare type of Zapotec um. Following Caso and Bernal 
(1952:99), Boos (ibid.:7) noted that the urn figure has a 
corn cob phallus and a vaginal plaque upon the waist. 
However, neither Boos nor Caso and Bernal mention the 
significance of the large twisted cord held in both hands 
and passing under the phallus. In Mesoamerica, such 
cords were commonly passed through the wounds in­
flicted during penitential bloodletting (e.g., Yaxchilan 
Lintels 15, 17, and 24; Codex Madrid: pp. 19, 82). The 
figure thus appears to be an individual wearing a female 
symbol on his waist as he engages in bloodletting from 
his cob phallus. In this sense, the Zapotec entity closely 
resembles the tonsured young lord, who is identified both 
with maize and blood and wears the female Xoc Monster­
spondylus medallion upon his waist. 

It has been mentioned that the young lord's elongated 
and tonsured head is commonly found with the Classic 
God K, a deity closely identified with elite lineages and 
dynastic descent (Schele 1979a). At times, the young 
lord can be found with the forehead torch of God K, 
such as upon Copan Stela 11 (Maudslay 1889-1902, 
I:Plate 112) and a Late Classic incised vessel (Smith 
1952). Kelley (1965: 108) has demonstrated that the 
Palenque Tablet of the Foliated Cross concerns the birth 
of God K, or GII, on I Ahau 13 Mac. In the Temple of 
the Foliated Cross, representations of maize and bloodlet­
ting are explicit. On one side of the tablet, Pacal holds 
the perforator while standing upon a maize plant; on the 
flanking door jambs, both Chari-Bahlum and Pacal hold 



bloodletters (Joralemon 1974). Considering his strong 
association with both blood and dynastic descent, it is 
possible that the tonsured young lord was considered as 
the founding mythical ancestor of the Maya elite. The 
Popa/ Vuh states that mankind originated from maize, a 
material personified as the Classic tonsured young lord. 

Conclusions 

The entity isolated and identified by Hellmuth as the 
Principal Young Lord appears to be a Classic god of 
maize. His elongated, tonsured head mimics the long 
tasseled cob. Maize grain, at times infixed into his head, 
is an identifying feature of his personified nominal glyph. 
His jade ornaments evoke verdant, precious qualities of 
the living plant. The god's delicate features and Xoc 
Monster-spondylus medallion suggest the feminine nur­
turing qualities of corn; among contemporary Mam 
Maya, maize is termed "Our Mother" (Valladares 
1957: 196). The sack which he carries appears to contain 
maize grain. He is frequently found in canoes or wading 
in standing bodies of water among fish and water lilies, 
all of which suggest Puleston' s (1977) iconography of 
raised field agriculture. 

In many respects, the long-headed tonsured deity over­
laps with the Classic individual having cranial maize 
foliation. At Copan, this latter figure occurs in dancing 
posture wearing the beaded belt and Xoc monster-spon­
dylus medallion. Both the tonsured and foliated figures 
can appear as disembodied heads, a probable reference 
to harvesting the cob. Much like the Bonampak Stela 1 
depiction of the tonsured deity, the foliated figure is also 
found emerging from Cauac heads (e.g., Lintel 3, Temple 
IV, Tikal). Most importantly, with the Young Lord glyph 
of the primary Standard Sequence and the personified 
glyph of the number eight, there are cases of direct sub­
stitution between the foliated maize head and the tonsured 
lord nominal glyph. However, although the tonsured and 
foliated characters are perhaps aspects of the same entity, 
it is doubtful that they are entirely equivalent. The glyphic 
substitutions, although notewrothy, are rare. Moreover, 
whereas the tonsured lord is one of the principal charac­
ters depicted on Late Classic vessels, there is apparently 
no representation of the foliated character in any of the 
ceramic scenes. It is possible to discuss something of the 
mythology surrounding the tonsured lord. For example, 
one can note the canoe journey, his watery exchange 
with nude young women, the emergence from the 
carapace, and also the particular characters he is involved 

with, such as the Headband Twins, the howler monkey 
artisans, and the Tikal Rowers. In contrast, the foliated 
entity is represented in a far less narrative manner; he 
usually appears in isolation, without the rich contextual 
associations found with the tonsured character. Although 
the foliated figure continued into the Postclassic as God 
E, the tonsured entity seems to have largely ended with 
the Classic collapse. An interesting exception occurs on 
page 36b of the Codex Dresden. Here God B canoes a 
tonsured individual supplied with a horizontal strip of 
dark hair; the verbal compound at Al contains the nom­
inal glyph of God E. There are Kin and Akbal glyphs at 
A2, signs frequently paired with the Tikal Rowers. It is 
noteworthy that in this scene, which so strongly suggests 
the Classic canoe episode, the passenger is not the con­
ventional God E, but a rare Postclassic form of the ton­
sured lord. Because they are not entirely equivalent, the 
two Classic entities should have separate names. Suitable 
terms would be the Tonsured Maize God (TMG) and the 
Foliated Maize God (FMG). It will take considerably 
more research to determine how and to what degree these 
two categories are distinct. 

Notes 
' The Classic and Postclassic forehead spirals are not entirely the same. 
Whereas the Postclassic form is an integral part of the foliation curling 
off the head, the Classic feature is a separate element affixed to the 
brow. In the present study, it will be seen that this Classic curl represents 
maize grain, not foliation. 

' The Aztecs compared a type of tonsured head to a maize cob. Duran 
( 1971 :82) describes a Nahuatl term for certain Aztec youths: 

These youths who lived in seclusion were called 
elocua1ecomame. When this name is described in our language, 
it almost sounds nonsensical [since it refers to] the 1ecoma1e, 
which is smooth and was used in referring to their shaved heads. 
And to indicate that their heads were tonsured, to the word elo!I 
["ear of com"] was employed. People called this tonsure "a 
smooth head like a gourd with a round rim like that of an ear 
of corn." 

'Hellmuth (pers. comm.) notes that the Stela H backrack is not entirely 
identical to the Holmul Dancer type. Thus, there is no known Holmul 
Dancer having the Quadripartite Badge or the sun god head burden. 
However, this does not discount the fact that 18-Jog is dressed as the 
tonsured young lord. This deity occurs with other dancing apparel; the 
Uaxactun Dancer is such an example. Of the various representations 
of the deity with a backrack, that upon Copan Stela H is most similar 
to the Holmul Dancer. 

4 I am grateful to Rufino Vargiez ofTelchaquillo, Yucatan, for describ­
ing the structure to me. 

5 Karl Herbert Meyer (pers. comm.) kindly provided me with informa­
tion regarding the provenience of the two capstones. 
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As an additional resource for the reader, the original Figure 1 is 
reproduced on the following page in larger dimensions.



Fig. 1. The head of the tonsured young lord. (a) Central Mexican representation of corn as anthropomorphic head; 
note corn silk hair and backcurving tassel (after Codex Borgia, p. 24). Figs. b, c, f, and g have saurian headpiece; 
all but (d) have backcurving tassel. Examples e, f, and g have capping, beaded head ornament. (b, after Robicsek 
and Hales 1981:Vessel 69; c, after Coe 1973:Vase 25; d, after Lothrop 1936:Plate 1a; e, Stela 1, Bonampak; f, after 
Robicsek and Hales 1981:Vessel 117; g, after Coe 1978:Vase 14.)
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