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Much of the discussion of cacao in ancient Mesoamerica centers on Classic Maya culture, especially the period
between 500 and 800 CE, because of the abundance of ceramics that reference cacao (kakaw) in their texts, and

painted scenes that depict its use. Chemical analyses of residues from the bottoms of Classic period vessels reveal

that cacao was an ingredient of several different drinks and gruels and that it was served in a wide variety of

vessel types. The best known of these is the lidded vessel from Rio Azul (Fig. 1.1), where the chemical signature

of cacao was first identified by scientists from Hershey Corporation in 1990 [1, 2].!

Cacao played an important role in the economic,
ritual, and political life of the pre-Hispanic Maya, and it
continues to be signiﬁcant to many contemporary Maya
communities [3—5]. The different drinks and foods con-
taining cacao that were served are described in hiero-
glyphic texts [6-9], the most common being a frothy
drink that is depicted in scenes showing life in royal
courts and as a beverage consumed by couples being
married (Fig, 1.2).” Field work among contemporary
Maya groups suggests that it continues to be used as part
of marriage rituals in some areas, where it is most com-
monly given as a gift—in cither seed or beverage
form—from the family of the prospective bridegroom
to the bride’s family [11-1 3].> Cacao also represents an
important offering in other ritual contexts, including
those of an agricultural nature [15-17].
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During the pre-Hispanic period, cacao seeds
(also called “beans”) served as a unit of currency, and
they were an important item of tribute [18, 19].
Because the tree can only be grown in certain regions
(those that are especially humid), the seeds had to be
imported to various parts of the Maya area that were
not productive for growing cacao. It was considered
one of the most important trade items, along with
items like jade beads and feathers from the quetzal
bird, which were worn by rulers to adorn their head-
dresses and capes.4

Cacao consumption was not important in and
of itself but rather as part of elite feasting rituals that
cemented social and political alliances. In addition to
being one of the chief components of the feasts, cacao
was one of the items gifted to those participating in the
ritual, as were the delicate vases with their finely
painted scenes of court life from which the beverage
was consumed [20]. The scientific name of cacao,
Theobroma cacao, meaning “food of the gods,” is an apt
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FIGURE 1.1. Vessel from Tomb 19, Rio Azul, Guatemala.
Hieroglyphic caption includes the glyph for cacao (at left on
vessel lid). Source: Museo Nacional de Arqueologia y Etnologia
in Guatemala City. (Used with permission.) (See color insert.)

FIGURE 1.2. Cacao exchange during wedding ceremony.

Source: The Codex Nuttall. A Picture Manuscript from Ancient
Mexico, edited by Zelia Nuttall. Courtesy of Dover Publica-
tions, New York. (Used with permission.)

description of the role it played within ancient Maya
culture.

Cacao use in the Maya area can be traced back
to somewhere between 600 and 400 BCE, based on

chemical remains recovered from spouted vessels from
Belize [21, 22].° But it has a much longer history that
extends back, according to Maya beliefs, to the time
before humans were created. In the creation story
recorded in the text known as the Popol Vuh,® cacao is
one of the precious substances that is released from
“Sustenance Mountain” (called Paxil in the Popol Vuh,
meaning “broken, split, cleft”), along with maize
(corn), from which humans are made, at the time just
prior to the fourth or present creation of the world
[29]. Before this, it belonged to the realm of the
Underworld lords, where it grew from the body of the
sacrificed god of maize, who was defeated by the lords
of the Underworld in an earlier era [31].

At a later time, the maize god was resurrected
by his sons the Hero Twins, who were able to over-
come the Underworld gods [32, 33]. Thereafter,
human life became possible, once the location where
the grains and maize were hidden was located and its
bounty released by the rain god Chaak and the deity
K’awil, who represents both the lightning bolt and the
embodiment of sustenance and abundance [34, 35].°

The deities of importance to this story include
the maize god Nal, Chaak, K’awil, and various Under-
world lords, including the paramount death god (named
Kimil in some sources) and a deity known by the des-
ignation God L. God L played various roles in Maya
mythology, representing a merchant deity, an Under-
world lord, and a Venus god.
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Previous discussions of cacao in Maya culture empha-
size its use and depiction in Classic period contexts (ca.
250-900 CE) from the southern Maya lowlands. The
focus of this chapter is on cacao from the northern
Maya lowlands, the area known today as the Yucatan
Peninsula. In this region, cacao becomes visible in the
archacological record during the Late Classic period,
where it is mentioned in glyphic texts inscribed on
pottery in the style known as Chochola [37, 38]. Addi-
tionally, recent investigations suggest that it was grown
in damp areas such as collapsed caves and cenotes
(sinkholes) [39, 40].

Following the conquest of the Yucatan Penin-
sula by the Spanish in the early 16th century, we learn
from European chronicles that cacao was important in
various rituals, and that it was grown both locally on
plantations and imported from Tabasco and Honduras
[41-43]. Additionally, Bishop Diego de Landa, writing
in ca. 1566, noted that cacao beans formed a unit of
currency for exchange and were given in tribute. The
owners of cacao plantations celebrated a ritual in the
month of Muwan (corresponding to late April and
carly May) to several deities, including Ek> Chuwah,
who was the god of merchants [44]. Cacao was also



mixed with sacred water and crushed flowers and used
to anoint children and adolescents participating in an
initiation ceremony, or what Landa termed a “baptism”
ritual [45]. Landa further noted that:

They make of ground maize and cacao a kind of foaming
drink which is very savory, and with which they celebrate
their feasts. And they get from the cacao a grease which
resembles butter, and from this and maize they make another

beverage which is very savory and highly thought of. [46]

Archacological data from sites in Yucatan, in
combination with images and hieroglyphic texts painted
in screenfold books (codices) and on the stones used
to bridge the vaults of buildings (called capstones), are
useful in reconstructing the ritual and other uses of
cacao in ancient Maya society.

CACAQO OFFERINGS TO THE DEITIES

We learn, for instance, of its use as an offering to the
gods in several scenes from the pre-Hispanic Maya
codices, which are believed to have been painted in
Yucatan during the Postclassic period.9 A scene on
Dresden Codex p. 12a (Fig. 1.3), showing the god of
sustenance K’awil seated with a bowl of cacao beans in
his outstretched hand, recalls an offering found at the
site of Ek’ Balam dating to the Late Classic period, of

FIGURE 1.3. K’awil, god of sustenance with cacao on
Dresden Codex p. 120. Source: Die Maya Handschrift der Koni-
glichen Gffentlichen Bibliothek zu Dresden (Dresden Codex), by
Ernst Férstemann. Mit 74 Tafeln in Chromo-Lightdruck.
Verlag der A. Naumannschen Lichtdruckeret, Leipzig, 1880.

(Used with permission.)

a pottery bowl filled with carved shells replicating
cacao beans. Several other almanacs from the Dresden
Codex picture the plant or its beans being held by
various Maya deities, including the rain god Chaak,
K’awil, the death god Kimil, and the Underworld god
Kisin.'” The texts associated with these almanacs
describe cacao (spelled hieroglyphically as kakaw) as the
god’s sustenance, or o’och [49]. We have already seen
the importance of these deities in relation to cacao, and
we will see further examples of the role played by
K’awil below.

Another scene, this one from the Madrid Codex
p- 95a (Fig. 1.4), pictures four deities piercing their
ears with obsidian blades in order to draw blood.
Bloodletting rituals such as these are described by
Landa, who noted that piercings were made in the car,
tongue, lips, check, and penis [50]."" As a devout 16th
century Catholic cleric, he was repulsed by these
rituals, but they were an essential part of Maya religion
and focused on the reciprocity between the gods (who
created people out of maize and water) and people
(who, in turn, were required to feed the gods with
their blood) [51, 52]. It is interesting to note that
Landa described women as being specifically excluded
from bloodletting rituals, although one of the figures
in the Madrid almanac is a female deity, as is another
figure pictured letting blood from her tongue on
Madrid Codex p. 40c [53]. This mirrors scenes from
the Classic Maya area, where an important wife of the
Yaxchilan ruler Shield Jaguar is shown drawing a thorny
rope through her tongue to conjure ancestral spirits
[54].

Cacao is mentioned as one of the offerings in
the text on Madrid Codex p. 95a, in conjunction with
incense (both pom from the copal tree and k’ik’ made
from the sap of the rubber tree). Bar-and-dot numbers
associated with these offerings in the text indicate the
number of offerings that were given. The deities pic-
tured in the almanac’s four frames include the creator
Itzamna, a female deity associated with the earth,
the wind and flower god, and a second depiction of
Itzamna. Unfortunately, the glyph beginning each text
caption is largely eroded, making it difficult to deter-
mine the action being referenced. "’

Sophie and Michael Coe have suggested that
the blood in the almanac is pictured falling from the
deities’ ears onto cacao pods in the four frames illus-
trated [55]. It is difficult to tell what this object is,
since its appearance is fairly nondescript. It is possible
that, rather than depicting cacao, the elliptical objects
represent some sort of paper-like material, since
blood was usually collected on such strips and then
burned in order to reach the gods in the Upperworld
[56]. The Lacandon Maya of Chiapas still practice
rituals similar to those depicted in the codices; a red
dye called annatto (also known as achiote) is used in
place of human blood, but it has the same general
significance [57].
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FIGURE 1.4. Cacao and incense as offerings during blood letting ritual. Source: Codex Tro-Cortesianus (Madrid Codex). Aka-
demische Druck-und Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1967. Courtesy of the Museo de Ameérica, Madrid, Spain. (Used with permission.)

CACAO IN ASSOCIATION WITH OTHER
PRECIOUS OBJECTS

Another interesting correspondence in both the
codices and other painted scenes is the association
between cacao and the birds known as quetzals (Pharo-
machrus mocino). In the Madrid Codex, for instance,
the deity Nik, whose associations include wind, life,
and flowers, leans with his back against a cacao tree,
grasping a second cacao plant with his hand (Fig. 1.5).
A quetzal bird appears above the scene, with a leaf in
its beak. The text above the frame includes a reference
to the god Nik, who is described as a day-keeper or
priest; this is followed by the glyphic collocation for
cacao.

This scene recalls one of the mural paintings
in the Red Temple at the Late Classic site of Cacaxtla
in Tlaxcala (Fig. 1.6). Although located in the
Mexican highlands, the murals reflect the Maya style
and were probably painted by a Maya artist [58]. The
scene in question pictures the Classic Maya merchant
god, God L, standing in front of a blue-painted cacao
tree; a quetzal is perched on (or about to land on)
the tree. Simon Martin suggests that this scene cor-
responds to the Underworld realm [59]. Although
they come from very different environments, it is not
difficult to imagine what served to link cacao and
quetzals in the minds of the Maya who painted these
images—both were exotic trade items and had sacred
associations.

In later times, as discussed previously, the mer-
chant deity Ek’ Chuwah—a Maya god with clear links
to Yacatecuhtli, the Aztec deity of merchants and trav-
elers—was also one of the patrons of cacao. During
the month Muwan (corresponding to late April and

early May), the owners of cacao plantations in Yucatan
celebrated a festival in honor of this deity. Additionally,
travelers and merchants prayed to Ek’ Chuwah and
burned incense in his honor when they stopped to
camp for the night. Landa noted that:

Wherever they came they erected three little stones, and placed on
each several grains of the incense; and in_front they placed three
other flat stones, on which they threw incense, as they offered

prayers to God whom they called Ek Chuah [Ek’ Chuwah] that
he would bring them back home again in safety. [60]

Three stones were also used to build one’s
hearth, in replication of the original three stones set in
the sky by the gods at the time of creation. This is
illustrated in a scene from the Madrid Codex p. 71a
(Fig. 1.7), which shows the turtle (corresponding to
the constellation Orion) as the celestial location where
the stones were set [61]."

CACAO IN MARRIAGE RITUALS

One of the most interesting of the almanacs featuring
cacao in the Maya codices occurs on p. 52c of the
Madrid Codex (Fig. 1.8). Its text reads: tz’d’ab’ u kakaw
chdak ix kaab’ “Chaak [the rain god] and Ixik Kaab’ [the
carth goddess] were given their cacao.”"* Recently,
Martha Macri pointed out that the verb ts’ab’a is defined
as “payment of the marriage debt [from the wife to the
husband or between marriage partners]”in the Corde-
mex dictionary [65, 66]. This calls to mind rituals pic-
tured in the codices from the Mixtec area of highland
Mexico, where a frothy cacao beverage is exchanged
by those being married (see Fig. 1.2) [67]. Contempo-
rary Mayan speakers in the Guatemalan highlands still



FIGURE 1.5. Flower god Nik with cacao tree. Source: Codex
Tro-Cortesianus (Madrid Codex). Akademische Druck-und
Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1967. Courtesy of the Museo de
Amcérica, Madrid, Spain. (Used with permission.)

follow this tradition. In a folktale from the Alta Verapaz
region of Guatemala, the marriage vows are scaled
with a vessel full of “foamy chocolate” [68].

In the Madrid Codex scene, the deity pair
stands across from each other, holding what may be
honeycomb in their hands, as suggested by the scene
on Madrid Codex p. 104c [69]."° The cacao mentioned
in the text is shown hieroglyphically on the side of the
vessel (an abbreviated spelling of /ka-ka/). Two ele-
ments that remain to be identified (with another two
above the deities’ outstretched hands) appear on top
of the vessel. Scholars have suggested that similar ele-
ments found in a different context (see later discus-
sion) represent jade earspools or jeweled flowers, a
symbol of preciousness [70]. Another possibility may
be suggested, as pointed out by Simon Martin [71],
based on similarities between the elements depicted

FIGURE 1.6. God L and cacao tree. From the Red Temple
at Cacaxtla, Tlaxcala, Mexico. Source: Photograph by David

R. Hixson. (Used with permission.) (See color insert.)

and their use in the glyph that has been read as inah, or
“seed” by Floyd Lounsbury [72]. Among both the con-
temporary and pre-Hispanic Maya, cacao beverages
were often flavored with honey and crushed seeds
[73, 74].

An element of the composition that remains
unexplained is the rattlesnake that forms a U-shape
around the vessel. Rattlesnakes commonly appear in
Maya art in association with the rain god Chaak, who
is mentioned in the almanac’s text. Additionally, the
U-shape it assumes is reminiscent of the shape formed
by cenotes (and glyphs representing cenotes) in Maya
art.'® In this regard, it is of interest to note that recent
research in the Yucatan Peninsula indicates that cacao
trees grow wild in cenotes, which provide the humid
microenvironment necessary for their survival [75]."
Scholars have proposed that groves of cacao trees
were planted in dry sinkholes (rejolladas) by the Maya
of Yucatan in pre-Hispanic times to supplement cacao
obtained from cacao-rich areas in Belize, Tabasco,
and Honduras, a possibility first suggested by native
chroniclers [78]. Recent archaeological research in the
vicinity of Ek’ Balam and several other sites in the
northern Maya lowlands is suggestive of cacao produc-
tion in those regions during pre-Hispanic times [79—
81]. The rattlesnake in the picture, therefore, may
symbolize a cenote where cacao and other precious
substances (including virgin water for making the
cacao beverage) were gathered. It may also indicate
that the ceremony in question took place in a location
below ground, such as a cave or dry cenote. Recent
studies suggest that caves were the loci of many dif-
ferent types of rituals of importance to the pre-
Hispanic Maya, and they continue to function in
this manner [82].
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FIGURE 1.7. Turtle constellation with three hearthstones

from the Madrid Codex. Source: Codex Tro-Cortesianus
(Madrid Codex). Akademische Druck-und Verlagsanstalt,
Graz, 1967. Courtesy of the Museo de América, Madrid,
Spain. (Used with permission.)

RESCUE OF CACAO FROM THE UNDERWORLD

A capstone recovered from a structure called the
Temple of the Owls at Chichén Itza (Fig. 1.9) has a
painted image that is similar in certain ways to that
on Madrid Codex p. 52c. The similarities include a
serpent, depicted here in a curled position with an
open mouth, from which the god of sustenance K’awil
emerges; an emphasis on cacao, here represented by
the hanging pods; and globular elements like those
occurring in the madrid scene. The lower part of the
picture is enclosed within a U-shaped element symbol-
izing a cenote, whereas the upper part includes a glyphic
text along the top and glyphs indicating celestial ele-
ments along the two sides. The outer edges of the upper

FIGURE 1.8. Wedding ceremony with cacao and honey-
comb from Madrid Codex p. 500. Source: Codex Tro-
Cortesianus  (Madrid Codex). Akademische Druck-und
Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1967. Courtesy of the Museo de
Ameérica, Madrid, Spain. (Used with permission.)

FIGURE 1.9. God K’awil with cacao and precious foods.
From the Temple of the Owls, Chichén Itza, Yucatan,
Mexico. Courtesy of the Peabody Museum of Archaeology
and Ethnology, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA. (Used

with permission.)



FIGURE 1.10. God K’awil as “burden” of year. Source: Die
Maya Handschrift der Koniglichen Gffentlichen Bibliothek zu
Dresden (Dresden Codex), by Ernst Férstemann. Mit 74
Tafeln in Chromo-Lightdruck. Verlag der A. Naumannschen
Lichtdruckeret, Leipzig, 1880. (Used with permission.)

arca are marked by bands and rays, perhaps representing
the sun or the scales of a caiman [83, 84].

As we have seen, K’awil is associated with
cacao on several occasions in the codices, including
Dresden Codex pp. 12a and 25a (Figs. 1.3 and 1.10).
In the latter scene, he corresponds to the patron of the
year (he is depicted as the deity being carried on the
back of the richly attired figure), and cacao is men-
tioned as one of the offerings he receives. These images
differ significantly from the capstone from Chichén
Itza, which scholars interpret as showing the emer-
gence of K’awil from the Underworld [85, 86]. He is
shown with grains and plants important to the survival
of humans, which were originally stored within the
earth (mentioned earlier), until they were revealed and
brought to the earth’s surface. Among these, according
to Maya mythology, were maize (corn), cacao, honey,
and various tropical fruits [87]. In light of this, it is
possible that the elements resembling jade earspools
might instead represent gourds or one of the tropical
fruits mentioned in the creation story.18 If this were
the case, then the scene on Madrid Codex p. 52c, like
the Chichén capstone, might refer not only to a
wedding ceremony, but perhaps also to one of the
paramount moments in the story of creation—that
taking place just prior to the formation of the first
human couple out of maize and water. The substitution
of Itzamna in the picture for Chaak in the text, there-
fore, takes on greater meaning, as the rain god was
associated with releasing maize and the other foods
from their home within the earth, whereas Itzamna is

FIGURE 1.11. God Chaak emerging from serpent repre-

senting a cenote. Source: Die Maya Handschrift der Koniglichen
offentlichen Bibliothek zu Dresden (Dresden Codex), by Ernst
Forstemann. Mit 74 Tafeln in Chromo-Lightdruck. Verlag
der A. Naumannschen Lichtdruckeret, Leipzig, 1880. (Used

with permission.)

the primordial creator to whom humans owe their
existence [89, 90]." The earth goddess may here be
signifying the forces of fertility and creation that are
one of her primary attributes in the Maya codices
[91].7

An almanac in the Dresden Codex, running
across the middle (b) register of p. 31 through 35 (Fig.
1.11), pictures a scene very similar to that on the cap-
stone—a deity emerging from the gaping mouth of a
serpent. In this instance, however, it is Chaak, rather
than K’awil, who is pictured, and he holds his lightning
axe aloft (rather than a vessel with precious substances).

paly PADW UJBYION BY4 Ul ODIDD) JO 3|0y aYy|

Q



| 4a4dpy)

pApy d1updsiy-aid 8y} Buowy upyodny ur asn opop)

§

FIGURE 1.12. Emergence of creation and death deities. Source: Codex Tro-Cortesianus (Madrid Codex). Akademische Druck-
und Verlagsanstalt, Graz, 1967. Courtesy of the Museo de América, Madrid, Spain. (Used with permission.)

This almanac likely pictures the role played by Chaak
in bringing water from cenotes to the sky, where it
falls to the carth as rain. A textual reference to rain (or
chaak) as the sustenance of the year provides support
for this identification [92]. The scenes in question may
also, however, be referencing myths concerning the
role of the rain deity in providing maize, cacao, and
other plants to humans. Imagery picturing the rain god
with an upraised axe has been suggested to symbolize
the moment before he struck the mountain of suste-
nance to make its bounty available [93]. In that case,
the images on Dresden Codex pp. 31b—35b would also
be a reference to the origin of life on earth.

A further scene, from an almanac on Madrid
Codex p. 19a (Fig. 1.12), also is relevant to this discus-
sion. It contains two frames, the first picturing the
creator Itzamna emerging from the open jaws of a rat-
tlesnake, and the second the death god Kimil in a
similar position. If these scenes are interpreted in the
same way as those previously discussed, they appear to
show the creator and the death god emerging from the
Underworld. The former brings ha’ waah “food and
drink,” while the latter has his hand raised to his face
in a gesture signifying death. This almanac clearly
shows that, with the emergence of Itzamna and Kimil
onto the earthly plane, humans were given both the
means to survive and the reality of death at the end of
their life’s journey.

Conctision

The rich mythology surrounding the production and
use of cacao by Mayan speakers in different eras and

regions points to its enduring quality as a gift from the
gods. Although cacao no longer is used as frequently
in Maya rituals today, it continues to function as a
marker of important life events such as birth and mar-
riage, and in agricultural ceremonies such as those
documented among the Ch’orti’ Maya of Honduras
[94, 95]. It is also an important component of the cer-
emonies involving offerings to the Lacandén Maya “god
pots,” where it is characterized as a melding of the
female (represented by cacao, because it is prepared by
women) and the male (represented by a fermented
drink called balché¢, made by the men) [96]. This mirrors
its use in feasts 1500 years ago, when it was also pre-
pared and frothed by women, as illustrated by Classic
period artists portraying life at royal Maya courts on
ceramic vessels [97].
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Enetrotes

1. For a discussion of the methodology of analyzing resi-
dues, see Jeffrey Hurst [2].

2. A fermented drink made from the pulp of the plant may
also have been consumed [10], although it assumes little
importance in Mayan art and writing.

3. But see Elin Danien for an example of chocolate (in
beverage form) being given by the bride to her husband

to consummate their wedding [14].

4. The quetzal makes its home in the highland Maya area.
Its brilliant blue and green tail feathers were prized by
peoples throughout Mesoamerica during the pre-His-
panic period and represented an important trade item.
Today, the quetzal is the national bird of Guatemala.

5. The history of its cultivation and the linguistic etymol-
ogy of the term kakaw are considered in a recent book
edited by Cameron McNeil, and previously by Lyle
Campbell and Terrence Kaufman, and Karen Dakin and
Seren Wichmann [23-25].

6. The PopolVuh is an alphabetic text that dates to the 16th
century from the highland kingdom of the K’iche’
Maya. Its anonymous authors note that it had pre-His-
panic antecedents; it was probably recorded hieroglyph-
ically in a screenfold book, or codex [26, 27]. The
stories it contains—and others that were not written
down—may be seen as carly as the second century BCE
from various parts of the Maya arca and beyond [28].
Clearly, the mythology represents a tradition that

spanned the region called Mesoamerica.

7. The concept of Sustenance Mountain is still found
among highland Maya cultures, where it represents the

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

realm of the honored dead and the place where rain
clouds are created. Its surface overflows with life,
including game and fruit trees [30].

. His name consists of two parts: k’aa “surplus, abun-

dance” and wi’il “sustenance” [36].

. Although the almanacs and tables in the codices refer to

events in the ninth through 15th centuries, they are
thought to be 14th or 15th century copies of much
carlier manuscripts [47, 48].

In the Maya codices, deities are pictured engaged in
the activities that should be performed in their honor
by those worshipping them. Deities had generally
positive or negative associations. Of those named
above, Chaak and K’awil were associated with posi-
tive auguries (abundance of food being the most
common), and the death and underworld gods were
associated with auguries such as “evil thing” and “dead
person.”

Scenes from the Madrid Codex show deities drawing
blood from their ears, tongue, and genitals, whereas
other almanacs depict the implements used (including
obsidian blades and stingray spines).

Maya texts are usually in the form verb—object
(optional)—subject—title or augury, a feature shared
with the Mayan languages today.

There is disagreement among scholars as to the Western
correlate to the Maya turtle constellation. I follow
Harvey and Victoria Bricker in their identification [62],
although Gemini has been suggested as an alternative
(63].

The passive form of the verb was first recognized by
Alfonso Lacadena [64].

Although the male deity is named as the rain god Chaak
in the text (see Figure 1.8), the creator deity Itzamna is
pictured, painted a brilliant blue color used to signify
rainfall and fertility.

A cenote is a sinkhole filled with water. Sinkholes,
caverns, and cenotes are common features of the topog-
raphy of the Yucatan Peninsula, which is composed of
limestone crisscrossed by underground rivers.

The soils of Yucatan are dry and rocky and not suited
to trees such as cacao, nor does the climate provide
enough water in the form of rain. For many years,
scholars were therefore confused by statements by
Spanish chroniclers who commented on cacao planta-
tions in Yucatan [76, 77].

In his analysis of the capstone image, Karl Taube pro-
vides evidence suggesting that these motifs are flowers,
specifically flowers from the cacao tree [88].

In the Maya codices, as in the Popol Vuh, creation is the
work of a paired male and female couple. According to
Maya beliefs, men and women play complementary
roles in all aspects of daily life.

An older female deity, pictured with wrinkles, is more
commonly shown as Itzamna’s counterpart in scenes

relating to creation.
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