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Fig. 3 Central pyramid H1 of triadic complex H North. Photo: Project SAHI — Uaxactun.

group. At its sides, slightly in the foreground, stand the
two pyramids designated ‘H III” and ‘HV’, around 13
m tall, maintaining the complete symmetry with each
other and with the central pyramid. HI, H IIIl and H V
create an almost perfect triangle (Nagy/Spotak/Kovac
2009, 381), more precisely the exemplar of a triadic
group of very precise design. Also at the sides of the
central pyramid, but behind the two structures, are lo-
cated, again symmetrically spaced, two much smaller
structures designated as ‘H II” and ‘H VI'. These, to-
gether with the lateral pyramids H IIT and H V, form a
rectangle, the centre of which is the central pyramid H
I. These marginal structures do not have an equal role
to that of the triadic group; after all, they are only a
fraction of their height and size. Therefore, they were
most likely they were intended not to interfere with the
key moment of the sight of the monumental triad. Yet
in a way they subtly complemented it, as together with
these structures the object creates quincunx, another
important element of the Maya symbolic universe.

STRUCTURES OF THE LOWER PLATFORM

The Lower platform offers, from an architectural
point of view, a slightly poorer picture. There are only
two pyramids standing on it. Both, however, contain an
above-standard number of sherds from the later Early
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Classic period (Alvarado/Forné et al. 2010), sugges-
ting their importance associated with their revitaliza-
tion several hundred years after the official abandon-
ment of the complex. A similar frequency of fragments
from the later period has not been recorded from the
objects on the Upper platform. The first, and also the
most investigated pyramid, designated H XV, is stan-
ding on the imperfect west-east axis with the central
pyramid HI on the Upper platform. The deflection
from the optimal direction is about 6° south, which is
barely noticeable, though surprising given the practi-
cally perfect symmetry of the other structures (Kovac
2009, 431). Possibly they were, as it seems based on
the architecture and ceramics, all constructed simulta-
neously as one large architectural complex. Pyramid H
XV takes the form of a radial pyramid; having stairca-
ses on all four sides, originally flanked with additional
lateral stairways and possibly with monumental mas-
ks. It is not unlike the famous pyramid EVII Sub from
Group E, but mostly it resembles a reduced version of
the massive structure 5C-54 from Tikal’s Mundo Per-
dido (phase Chuen).

South-east of the pyramid H XV stands the second
structure, designated H XVI, the ground plan of which
is more similar to that of the buildings from the Upp-
er platform. Importantly, in terms of the ritual aspect,
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Fig. 4 Uncovering and transport of the stela discovered at the
pyramid H XVI. Photo: Milan Kovdc

this structure played as significant a role as pyramid
H XV. One stela was uncovered on the pyramid; (Fig. 4)
unfortunately it was too eroded to provide us with any
epigraphic or iconographic evidence. The stela was lo-
cated above the altar, formed by a sizeable niche in the
forefront of the structure, which was bordered by large
rocks, probably remnants of old stelae that had been
incorporated into the pyramid during the revitalization
of the abandoned structure in Early Classic period. In
the middle of the altar we found two plates placed lip
to lip, (Fig. 5) which possibly originally contained an
organic offering. The plates, as well as the whole altar,
were accompanied by Early Classic ceramics (Goe-
tting 2010). The most remarkable discovery, however,
were dozens (almost 50) of discs made of limestone
and ceramics, which were found on the altar and in its
immediate vicinity. We can only speculate about their

Fig. 5 Finding of ceramic offering in the central axis of the pyra-
mid H XVI. Photo: Milan Kovdc.
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Fig. 6 Main axis between central pyramid HI and HXV. Drawing by M. Riecan and T. Drdpela.

function, but such discs in a similar ritual context, and
from the same time period, were also found at several
other sites in Guatemala.

ASTRONOMICAL ORIENTATION OF STRUCTURES
While looking closer at the structures from the Upp-
er and Lower platform, we must once again return to
their orientation. First we will focus on the radial py-
ramid H XV; its analogy with the nearby Group E, as
well as its position in relation to the triadic complex
on the Upper platform, encouraged investigation of
its possible function as an astronomical observatory.
As already mentioned, only 6° deflection of its axis to
the south prevented its unequivocal determination as
the solar observatory, which would, in the case of this
mild correction, certainly work. In this regard, we have
outlined some preliminary observations (Kovac et al.
2010, 431). During very basic observations of equino-
xes on 21 of March, the sun rose approximately above
it. Such minimal accuracy, however, would not have
been sufficient for calendar and ritual-astronomical

purposes. Also, given the architectural knowledge and
precision shown by builders in other parts of the same
complex, as well as their astronomical knowledge
shown during the same end of the Late Preclassic peri-
od in Group E, the deflection is practically incompre-
hensible. It would have been sufficient to build the py-
ramid H XV a few metres to the south and everything
would work at the same way as in the case of E VII
Sub or better (thanks to bigger distance between HI
and the observatory H XV). But only if we assume that
they constructed it with a solar cycle in mind. What
if, however, we are too focused on the single assumed
or expected explanation, based on patterns from only
200m distant, and the chronologically and architectu-
rally similar pyramid E7 Sub. Eventually we started to
work with the hypothesis that the ancient Maya had in
fact something else in mind here, and that the deviati-
on is not an error but the intention. In Aveni’s global,
statistical outline of orientations of various structures
across Mesoamerica (Aveni 2005, 320), the orientation
of our axis seems to be relatively frequent. More re-
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cent investigations of orientations of Maya structures
by Ivan Sprajc and Pedro Sanchez, however with dif-
ferent conclusions, are working with similarly (but not
the same way) deflected axes (Sprajc/Sanchez 2012).

The main direction of the whole complex, the direc-
tion from the top of the pyramid H XV to the top of the
pyramid HI, (Fig. 6) has the following parameters: hei-
ght difference of the pyramids - 8m, distance -130.5m.
This direction has an elevation of 3° 30" 28.78"" +/-
19.6 ”* (error in height determination is 0.2 metres) and
azimuth 96° 27 +/- 6, (error from plan measurement).
This is the azimuth of the rising point of the star T
Orion (Alnitak). The azimuth of the rising point of this
star in the Late Preclassic period was 96° 7713 and its
apparent magnitude was 4.39, therefore it was clearly
visible to the naked eye. The difference between me-
asured and calculated azimuth, given the accuracy of
the plan, is 20°. Such accuracy corresponds to measu-
rements made with the naked eye. The result of the me-
asurement seems to be clear: the main direction of the
complex points towards the three bright stars in the belt
of the constellation Orion.?

The change in the apparent magnitude of the star
C Orion (which shines with magnitude 1.74) with the
changing height above the horizon can be seen in Tab. 1.

The orientation of the axis between HI and H XV
towards Orion only underscores the supposition that
the entire Upper platform might represent this conste-
Ilation. (Fig. 7). This is in fact generally assumed about
the triadic groups. The three stars of Orion — Rigel, Sai-
ph and Altinak were already identified with the three
primordial stones of creation, representing the Maya
fireplaces by Ted-
lock in 1985 (Ted-
lock 1985, 261).
The Upper platform
is also remarkable
in that from ano-
ther point of view
it resembles the
Maya cosmogram,
in Mesoamerica
known as quin-
cunx, which corre-
sponds maybe with
a more complex
perception of the
Orion. It would also
be possible to see
the combination of
the Upper and Lo-
wer platform in the

Height above Apparent Visibility to the
horizon Magnitude naked eye
0°08717"" 8,14 No
1°10°01” 6,39 No
2015723 5,24 very weak
3022758 4,47 Yes
4°31°46”" 3,94 Yes
54117 3,52 Yes
6°51712" 3,29 yes

Tab. 1 Apparent magnitude of the star T Orion (Alnitak)
above the horizon.

sky, even if not in complete proportional concordance,
considering that the pyramids H XV and H XVI from
the Lower platform might, in correspondence to Orion
on the Upper platform, represent the stars Procyon and
Sirius. The dominance of the orientation towards Ori-
on is further supported by the fact that, twice extending
the main axis between HI and H XV, nearly 400m in a
direct line, a large pyramid F VIII originating from the
Late Preclassic period is located on the top of archi-
tectural structure ,,El Tiburon®; it is the largest structu-
re in Uaxactun and it shares with H I the same angle
as H XV. Due to the elevation, Orion would have been
easily observable on the axis F VIII — H I, under the
same conditions (Fig. 8).

PLACE OF ORION IN THE MAYA CONCEPT
OF CREATION

The question ‘Why Orion?’, fortunately has quite a
well-founded explanation, based on Maya mythology
and sacred cosmology. Stela C from Quirigua bears

Fig.7 Ideal reconstruction of the triadic complex H North with constellation of Orion above

the central pyramid HI. Drawing by Jan Szymanski and Marcel Krizan.
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an inscription referring to the Maya creation story,
dating it to the 13th of August 3114 BC. Even more
importantly for us it states that at that time ‘the three
stones were set’ (Freidel/Schele/Parker 1993, 65-66).
The reference to the three stones of creation is found
also in Palenque (Milbrath 1999, 267). Research has
proven Tedlock’s argument that the triangle which
they form in the sky was considered to be the proto-
type of the Maya hearth (Freidel/Schele/Parker 1993,
66-67), which from the earliest times of Maya cul-

ture until today, consists of three hearthstones in a
triangular arrangement. The place of creation was lo-
cated in the sky, and was identical to the hearth. As
mentioned, it is now certain that it corresponds to a
triangle in the constellation of Orion, formed by the
stars: Rigel, Saiph and Alnitak. Thanks to the inscrip-
tion from Quirigua we also know their Maya names:
,Jaguar throne stone“, ,.Snake throne stone®, and
,,Water/Waterlily throne stone®. It is probably related
to the first fire, as the primary energy of the universe,
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corresponding, for example, to the Aztec’s ideas asso-
ciated with the god of fire Xiuhtecuhtli, representing
the initial energy of the universe, who by its dosage
formed time (calendar) and therefore existence (Le-
on-Portilla 2005). Quetzalcéatl also burnt to death in
the fire at the end of his reign, and from the first fire,
after the self-sacrifice of the gods Nanahuatzin and
Tecucistécatl, the sun and the moon were ultimately
born, as we are informed by the old Nahua myth tra-
ced to Teotihuacan.

In the middle of the triangle nebula M 42 is lo-
cated, visible to the naked eye, which probably re-
presented the first fire itself, or its smoke, while the
stars represented stones of the hearth. It is this nebula
which may be related to the Aztec’s constellation of
Mamalhuaztli, for now tentatively placed in Orion,
and which was of fundamental importance to the anci-
ent Mexicans, probably representing the heart of their
universe and the place of creation. In the Maya high-
lands, inhabited by Quiché Maya, Orion was visible
in a true zenith position (Milbrath 1999, 266). Quiché
associated it with the deity U K ‘ux Kah (Heart of the
Sky), which supports its connection with the idea of
centrality represented by the hearth. The cosmic he-
arth of creation is mentioned in Quiché’s Popol Vuh
(Tedlock 1985, 261), but also in Yucatec’s Chilam Ba-
lam of Chumayel (Roys 1967, 107).

The apex of the hearth’s triangle is formed by the
star Alnitak, which is at the same time the bottom-
most of the three stars of Orion‘s belt. Orion‘s belt
represents the brightest group of three stars in the
sky, and those three stars are also close to the celes-
tial equator (Milbrath 1999, 266). Thus the belt co-
nnected to the hearth emerges first from behind the
horizon, and in a more vertical position than in more
northerly latitudes. The Maya probably imagined
it as astillejos, a stick for igniting fire (Thompson
1972, 68). It rose from behind the horizon first, fo-
llowed immediately after by the hearth and the fire
in its centre. This is how the first fire of creation
was probably ignited, the one constantly imitated by
the New Fire ceremony in Mexico and also known
in Classic Maya environment (Romero 2012, 34);
and which for the strongly cosmologically orienta-
ted Preclassic Maya culture represented the sacred
creation of the world.

The stars of Orion (although not in the constellati-
on representing Orion in Western tradition) were by
the Maya called Ak Ek*, which means ‘Turtle stars’ or
‘Constellation of the Turtle’. It is not clear which of
the stars of Orion represented this turtle, as depictions
are ambiguous. For example, in the Madrid Codex the
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turtle carries three stones arranged in a triangle, co-
rresponding to the three stars of Orion representing
the hearth of creation. Alternately, a mural from Bo-
nampak depicts Orion as a turtle, the shell of which is
bearing the image of the three stars of Orion‘s belt in
a straight line. There probably existed an awareness
of Orion as a turtle, but no uniform interpretation as
to which of the particular stars of Orion represent it.
It is possible that this ambivalence is also reflected in
the early Maya architecture, where the three stones of
Orion are represented by the triadic group; Orion‘s
belt, however, might be related to the so-called Group
E. Furthermore, it is possible that the constellation
of the turtle could be also represented by Gemini
(Milbrath 1999, 267). It is the neighboring bright
constellation, of similar astronomical-mythological
qualities, therefore they might have been confused in
some regions or times. Nevertheless, the turtle was a
crucial symbol, especially for Orion. After all, in the
presumed representation of the ‘Maya zodiac’ in the
Paris Codex, Orion is apparently depicted as a turtle.
Moreover, in the Dresden Codex, where on page 49
the turtle is depicted as a victim of the god of Venus;
it most likely does not represent anything other than
setting of Orion in opposition to the rise of the Mor-
ning Star in November 1225 (Milbrath 1999, 267).

We could also ask why Orion was represented by
the turtle, as frankly, the similarity of this constella-
tion with the animal is in no way obvious. Among
present-day Lacandon Maya we have identified myth,
which says that at the bottom of the lake live two
giant turtles that are ‘great-grandfather’ and ‘great-
-grandmother’ of an ancient water deity called Chak
Xok or Ah Xok (Kovac 2000, 73). They come from
the beginning of time, they are very tired and there-
fore need constant care. The turtle therefore probably
represents an ancestral being, which was associated
with the creation of the world, the beginning of eve-
rything.

The story of creation played a very important role
in the early history of the Maya, and not only in the
birth of the Preclassic Maya architecture, when the so
called triadic groups developed. We are today practi-
cally certain that their shape, distribution and mea-
ning represent the first three stones of creation from
Orion. Re-enactment of the creation, was probably
also the theme of the key rituals that might have had
arole in restoring the sacred universe during the kin-
g’s enthronement, or during other important moments
that imitated the creation. The rising of Orion above
the triadic group therefore had to have remarkable
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significance, obviously symbolizing the re-creation
of the world, and had cause to be validated by the
highest political and social institutions.

‘ENTER THE SUN’

Although our measurements dismissed a link be-
tween the central axis of the pyramids HI and H XV
and observation of equinoxes and solstices, that does
not completely rule out other possibilities of Sun ob-
servations within the whole architectural complex at
Group H North. Until now we have not taken into an
account the neighboring pyramid H XVI, where the
stela and the altar full of peculiar offerings were dis-
covered. Between the pyramid H XVI and HI is an
elevation of 4°11735.05"" and azimuth 65°137°45.76""
(24°467°14.24°" in the north east direction), the plan
accuracy considered: 65°14°+/- 6°. These data indi-
cate a focus on the summer solstice, the estimated
azimuth of which, for 23 June of the year 150 AD
and for a given altitudinal angle, is 66° 25°46°‘. The

X

difference between the measured direction and the
direction of the summer solstice is only - 1° 12° +
/ - 6°. Taking in to the consideration the space on
the top of the pyramid HI, we can conclude that this
course could indeed be used to observe the summer
solstice (Fig. 9).

With respect to some inaccuracies in solstice da-
tes (solstice can be observed in the same form over
several days), the observatory on the radial pyramid
H XV also allowed the eventual corrections of Haab
calendar. The Sun, around the year 150 AD, rose
above the central pyramid HI exactly on the 9" of
March and 7% of October. This direction, therefore,
might have been used to observe the sunrise during
these days, which could have served for relatively
accurate calculation of the length of the solar year,
or to commemorate unspecified holidays associated
with these dates.
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Fig. 9 Possible link of the pyramid HXVI to the summer solstice observable above HI. Drawing by M. Riecan and T. Drdpela.
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PRESUMED RITUAL FUNCTION
OF THE COMPLEX

In order to outline the possible ritual function of
the complex H North, first we have to return to the
Maya perception of Orion as a turtle. According to
the notions of present-day Maya, recorded by Red-
field and Rojas, tortoises plead for the rain with their
tears and when the ground is wet, they are not visible
at all, but when the ground is thirsty, you can see them
everywhere (Redfield/Villa Rojas 1962, 207). This
idea can be linked well with the Turtle constellation
Ak Ek’, alias Orion. During the dry season Orion is
clearly visible, but as soon as the rainy season begins
in early May, Orion disappears from the sky in con-
junction with the Sun. Orion thus ‘pleads for the rain’
and as soon as the rains begin, it disappears. It does
not need further stressing that the start of the rainy
season was extremely important for the Maya society;
it is when the future harvests or famine were decided,
because planted maize grains had to receive moistu-
re. This critical time was logically the object of main
agricultural rituals.

During the late Preclassic period, Orion disappeared
from the sky on May 2" with an accuracy of +/- 3 days
and remained invisible until the 20* of June when its
heliacal rising occurred. We believe that the disappea-
rance of Orion, exactly at the beginning of the rainy se-
ason, could not go ritually unnoticed, especially when
we established that the central axis of the whole com-
plex H North was focused on Orion. Observations of the
constellation’s disappearance above the radial pyramid
H XV observed from H I — the assumed residence of the
king, probably commenced the main agricultural ritual
taking place at the same pyramid linked with the public
space. The ritual in turn, could have been a general sign
to start sowing maize.

The heliacal rising of Orion on 20" of June above cen-
tral pyramid H I observed from H XV marked the vic-
torious return from the underworld. Young maize stalks
appeared in the fields and life conquered death. The rising
of Orion during this period was most likely a confirmation
of the liberation of maize from the underworld — Xibalba,
and the sign of future harvests and prosperity. Maize was
symbolically ‘born’, or as more accurately illustrates the
text in the Chilam Balam of Chumayel, ,,green corn stalk
(personified as Ah Mun) was born in heaven‘ (Roys 1967,
112).

Hypothetical Maya procession immediately after
the first rise of Orion, still taking place in dark, could
celebrate sunrise representing the summer solstice
observable above the same pyramid H I. Around the
times of the heliacal rising of Orion on 20" of June,
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and summer solstice on 23 of June, we can easily
see their overlaping, because both astronomical phe-
nomena can be observed: the heliacal rising of Ori-
on from 17" to 23" of June and the summer solstice
from 20" to 26" of June. Three days, during which the
observation of the overlapping phenomena was po-
ssible, were most likely presented as part of a single
story.

Furthermore, several images from the Classic
Maya period depict the Maize god identified with Hun
Hunahpu from the Popol Vuh (Kelley 1980, 26), as
he emerges out of the cracked turtle shell. The scene
is generally interpreted as a triumphant return of this
deity from the underworld, the victory over the forces
of darkness and at the same time sprouting of maize.
The interpretation of this depiction as that of heliacal
rising of Orion would be fitting, if only because of
the turtle from which the deity emerges. Even more
so, because it is not Hun Hunahpu, but a different god
(Taube 1992, 48) - his son Hunahpu, also known as
Hun Ajaw, who after departure from the underworld
is converted into the sun. The concept of associating a
victorious return from the underworld with the image
of heliacal rising of Orion/Turtle, from which emer-
ges the god/sprouting maize in conjunction with the
solstice, is strong enough not to be considered a co-
incidence. Linking of multiple levels of meaning in
the big myths is a rule rather than an exception, and
their cosmological model could not be ignored. It is
easy to imagine that a perfect interplay of the miracle
of creation, a celestial symbol of which disappears
at the time of sowing, only to reappear, along with
green corn and solstice, must have been impressive.
The connection of astral events with vegetal ones mi-
ght have posed mystery of extraordinary power, and
documented use of ritual structures H XV and H XVI
long after the abandonment of Group North H only
demonstrates their extraordinary religious and social
importance.

CONCLUSIONS

If we are to briefly summarize the possible astro-
nomical and ritual function of the newly discovered
complex H North at Uaxactin, we have to recognise
the fundamental division between the Upper and Lo-
wer platform. The Upper platform, where structures
appear to represent the stars of Orion and symbolize
the story of creation, is elevated by almost 5 metres
above the Lower platform, and its enclosed space
may not have been available to ordinary visitors. Its
eastern location and sky-related features place it sym-
bolically into the celestial sphere; it probably served
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as the residence of the ruler and his family. Given the
regular appearance of the constellation Orion over
the main structure, and also its direct representation
by the structures, there is no doubt that the complex
not only reflected, but also ritually perpetuated, the
creation of the world. Here dynastic rituals might also
have taken place reflecting the restoration of the uni-
verse, guaranteed by the figure of the king and his
descendants.

The Lower platform could not exist by itself and
was orientated and linked to the Upper platform. It
is not markedly delimited and is freely accessible
on two sides, which evokes an open space designed
for public rituals. It was built to the west of the
Upper platform, overlooked by huge masks of the
underworld Sun and probably represented the land
of the underworld. The radial pyramid H XV located
here only confirms the Cohodas’ assumption about
the connection between the radial pyramids and the
underworld (Cohodas 1980, 218). Above the radial
pyramid as well as above the more distant pyramid
F VIII, was from H I possible to observe the di-
sappearance of the constellation of Orion into the
underworld, i.e. its heliacal setting precisely at the
beginning of the rainy season. This would certain-
ly have been related to the most important agrarian
rituals linked with the sowing of maize. Swapping
places, above the pyramid H I was observed from
radial pyramid H XV the heliacal rising of Orion,
related to rituals associated with the next phase of
the agricultural cycle. This coincided with the su-
mmer solstice, which has been observed from the
neighboring pyramid H XVI above the top of the
same royal residence H 1.

The unexpectedly rich astronomical use of the
complex H North demonstrates the well-known
Maya emphasis on the cosmogony and cosmology
associated with the flourish of the royal cult and
public agricultural rituals. It seems that their bi-
ggest boom falls right at the spectacular dawn of
the Maya history — the Late Preclassic period. The
central focus of the complex H North on Orion is
a surprise in a way. So far the dominant orienta-
tion of structures to the heliacal setting of Orion
is confirmed from Quiché Utatlan (Freidel/Schele/
Parker 1993, 103) which, although geographically
and chronologically too distant, might reflect the
same Maya ritual-mythological complex. Perhaps it
is only a matter of time before similarly orientated
architectural complexes from the early Maya histo-
ry will be confirmed in other areas of the Southern
Lowlands.
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