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Ancient Mayan Ritual Sacrifices, an honour or a horror? What are the differing ways in which it is perceived?
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In this independent project I will be writing about religious rituals and sacrifice within the Lowland Mayan people, the manner in which the rituals and sacrifices were done, the detail behind them and the gods responsible. To do this, I will be using a mixture of archaeology, anthropology and historical sources where necessary, as well as this, the religious context of the rituals and sacrifices will be observed and briefly analysed. A conclusion will be made with research conducted to answer the question of how these rituals and resulting sacrifices were perceived, not only to the Mayans in their time, but how different cultures might react to the brutality of the religion and whether comparisons can be made.
The focus of this project will be on the lowland Mayans and their civilisation, and this will be centred around the north of Central America, which includes Mexico (the Yucatan peninsula), Guatemala and Belize. As this region is so wide, the climate varies from desert to tropical rain forest and it is believed that between three to thirteen million people would have lived in this region during the classical Mayan period, there is such a difference in population numbers because taking accurate records would have been difficult through such a large region. They were said to have lived in thirty different small polities, or states with their own regional governments, and this would have varied from big city states, to smaller states.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  (Gomez 2020)] 

Different states with their own governing would imply that these people would have spoken different dialects and to some extent, because of the total size of the lowland Mayan civilisation, different languages, but not only this, the states would have different ways of approaching politics, worshipping and placating the gods and doing rituals etc. The Gods of the Lowland Mayan Civilisation would all be similar, they would all be respected for a similar attribute, but they would have had different names and perhaps not all looked the same. 
Primarily, this project will be focusing on the archaeological site of Chichen Itza, Tinum, in the state of Yucatan in Mexico. The focus on El Castillo, the temple of the serpent God known as Kukulcan, for physical evidence of ritual and sacrifice from the classical period. Chichen Itza is a pre-Columbian city built by the Mayan people of the terminal classic period, so much of the city and temple still stands and so it is a great source of information because of this[footnoteRef:2]. There is a wealth of information from the Maya script, also referred to as Maya glyphs, which is the only Mesoamerican writing system that has been, for the most part deciphered through years of study, mostly through the efforts of scholars like Michael D. Coe, J. Eric S. Thompson and Tatianna Proskouriakoff.  [2:  (Ball 2001)] 

Different types of ritual ‘sacrifice’
To delve in properly, the rituals and their resulting sacrifice must be speculated. Different rituals require different forms of sacrifice, several that have been identified are; ritually shooting the victim with arrows, hurling sacrifices into a deep sinkhole, entombing alive to accompany a noble persons burial and tying the being who is the sacrifice into a ball for a ritual re-enactment of the Mesoamerican ball game, as well as good old fashioned disembowelment.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  (Sharer and Traxler 2006)] 

Naturally, the most talked about sacrifices are the ones involving decapitation, the removal of the heart from the chest etc. perhaps because of their graphic depictions in old Hollywood movies in some form or another, or perhaps because of details given by Spanish colonists who had chance to witness such rituals. The rituals to do with decapitation were some of the most important and they were usually done for the dedication of important building projects and also for the enthronement of a new ruler. This method of sacrifice called for an enemy ruler to be decapitated, was meant to be a re-enactment of the the decapitation of the Mayan Maize God by the Death Gods.[footnoteRef:4] In reality, and what is not always displayed on the reliefs, but perhaps written down instead is that sometimes the victim, depending on the circumstance, was tortured, whether that was being beaten viciously, scalped or in some instances burnt and disembowelled, a vicious prelude to the main event that would wait for them. As a symbol, the “head” or “heads” of people seems to hold some significance, in art and Mayan glyphs, and are often represented as gifts to the Gods in artwork[footnoteRef:5]. Within the Dresden Codex, a head of the Maize God is the centre of attention on the bark pages, in rituals and ceremonies where musicians are involved, it is thought that perhaps the head was that of an impersonator of the Maize God, victims often represented the gods they were sacrificed to[footnoteRef:6]. Further explanation on just what the Dresden Codex is, and the sister codex’s that also exist, they are a series of books made of bark and written in Mayan glyphs. They are named after the cities they were located in, so, the Madrid Codex, the Paris Codex and the Dresden Codex[footnoteRef:7]and are some of the most important sources regarding Mayan language, culture and religion.  [4:  (Sharer and Traxler 2006)]  [5:  Ibid pp. 528]  [6:  (Thompson 1970)]  [7:  Ibid pp. 106] 

Heart extractions were supreme religious expressions[footnoteRef:8], extreme in most cases and required steps to be done towards the ritual before acted upon, so for example, bloodletting from a body part or perhaps more than one body part, such as the tongue, ear, nose etc. In some cases, men performed bloodletting from the penis as well, using a tool made from animal bone, usually the spine of a stingray[footnoteRef:9]. The person to be the sacrificed was then tied to an altar, either stone or wooden, and meticulously vivisected for the retrieval of the heart, cutting away at anything that might hinder said retrieval.  The heart was usually burnt, the smoke from this reaching the gods, and the body brutalised further afterwards, usually through dismemberment and then burning the corpse for disposal[footnoteRef:10].  [8:  (Tiesler 2006)]  [9:  (Moser 1973)]  [10:  (Blos and Cuccina)] 

If the body was not burnt and disposed of, it may have been cannibalized, this was the case for some sacrifices that were seen as particularly strong warriors in battle. The body would be chopped up into pieces for consumption and shared with those spectating and other warriors in the area, as the idea was that the strength would be transferred through what was consumed of their earthly shell. This thought process is in indeed shared with other indigenous cultures in the world, before colonisation and somewhat after, though it is not something that translates well to the modern audience, as cannibalism of any kind is considered to be the highest taboo in western civilisation especially, for many different reasons, one being that it can be harmful to the body scientifically, and that it can damn the soul to a sad existence, such as some Native Indian lore, that describes men who commit the act of cannibalism turning into creatures known as Wendigos, monsters that crave the flesh of humans[footnoteRef:11].  [11:  (Brightman 1988)] 

The removal of a still beating heart from a mortal body is considered to be a monumental offering for the Gods as well as a hearty meal to keep them appeased. The ritual developed with time, in the Post Classic period circa. 900 – 1524 AD, the sacrifice was painted blue (a colour associated with sacrifice) and made to wear a headdress to address the significance of the ritual, and the ritual was moved to the summit of a step pyramid or the courtyard in plain view, attendants would also dress the part, appearing as the four Chaacs, to restrain and display the body on the altar[footnoteRef:12]. When this is presented in Mayan art, the blood that comes fourth from the body, spraying, is depicted as feathers[footnoteRef:13], most likely quetzal feathers, because they implied that the blood was precious and sacred to the ritual.  [12:  (Coe 1966)]  [13:  (Thompson 1970)] 

Display was just as important in the ritual, elements such as appearance and instruction were taken very seriously, revered almost, as it was all a part of the ritual that showed great respect and admiration to the gods, so all aspects of it were to be treated with the utmost respect and the diligence it was due. Linked to this kind of sacrifice, a ritual involving arrows was also commonplace, the victim chosen was painted blue, the colour associated with sacrifice in their culture, and shot down with arrows by priests wielding bows, whilst tied to a stake. Elaborate dances followed the ritual, and the sacrifice, a man in this example, was pierced through the penis, his genital blood being smeared on an effigy, to feed the gods. There are obvious sexual elements within some of the sacrifices that are known, it can only be assumed that the dispersal of blood from these areas held significance with fertility, and with this is in mind would be worth more to the gods because of that element, but there is not a significant explanation behind the actions, perhaps because there is no explanation to be had. 
From archaeological findings of pottery and stelas, slabs of decorated stone that are usually quite tall and are used to mark graves, in Aztec and Incan sites, there were known to be child sacrifices as well. This is certainly the case with Chichen Itza as well, where children were said to have been offered to the cenote there, the hearts already torn out. Although these would have been a very rare occurrence and were speculated to have happened in specific circumstances, so for example, a ‘supernatural being’[footnoteRef:14] who would have attempted to eat the souls of those more powerful, like kings and priests, would be appeased with a child sacrifice instead. These sacrifices were mainly seen in the region of Comacalco, although there is not that much information regarding these sacrifices, perhaps because they did not occur very often. As there is not a lot of information, nor a mass of evidence of them occurring in lowland Maya, other than speculation and data gathered from other regions and populations of similar temperament, this theme will not be further explored upon.  [14:  (Sharer and Traxler 2006)] 

Could anyone be a sacrifice? what made them special? 
The act of human sacrifice is detailed in a vast collection of late Maya and early Spanish colonial texts, this also includes the Madrid Codex, the K’iche’ epic Popol Vuh, the K’iche’ Titulo de Totonicapan, the K’iche’ language Rabinal Achi, the Annals  of the Kaqchikels, the Yucatec Songs of Dzitbalche and Diego de Landa’s Relacion de las Cosas de Yucatan[footnoteRef:15]. Despite the information that can be learnt from these sources, a great deal of information regarding the ancient Maya, such as their structure, culture and their language has been lost and destroyed thanks to the efforts of the Spanish inquisition in converting the Mayan people to Catholicism. The information and the language, especially the Mayan glyphs have had to be relearnt because of this, and so the information that we learn and glean is not always straight forward. [15:  (Thompson 1970)] 

Information to do with the process of the sacrifice and the ritual behind it have been made apparent in these sources, as well as physical sources such as reliefs in archaeological digs[footnoteRef:16], for example, the ball court within Chichen Itza has depictions of decapitation upon the walls of the court, carved in great detail[footnoteRef:17]. With this information in mind, it can be assumed that ritual life in ancient Maya was common enough, and well respected and to some extent a joyous occasion to spectate and participate within, because it brought a level of closeness with the gods.        [16:  (Zaccagnini 2020)]  [17:  Ibid] 

From what can be gleaned from the sources available, it is believed that mostly high-status prisoners of war were made the sacrifices for the rituals[footnoteRef:18] that resulted in death/decapitation. As mentioned previously, decapitation of a sacrifice was used in ritual during the enthronement of a new ruler, and the other prisoners of war who were lower in status were used for labour throughout such rituals. However, we do also see examples of livestock being used in certain rituals, usually ones that concerned harvest and some to do with the weather Gods, the Chaacs[footnoteRef:19].  [18:  (Sharer and Traxler 2006)]  [19:  (Thompson 1970)] 

The sacrifice of humans held higher purpose, as mentioned previously, but that does not mean that the sacrifice of animals was any less important. There was a lot of animal sacrifice, animals like; quail, deer, dogs etc. Quails were thought to have been used during rituals and ceremonies for purity, because of their water source (drinking from dew), but there is also evidence through art that jaguars may have also been used as sacrifices in rituals, during funerary rites, with great respect as they were seen as ‘spiritual companions’ to powerful kings.
Specific to Chichen Itza, there is a Sacred Cenote in the city, where sacrifices were hurled into during times of famine, disease and drought[footnoteRef:20]. Because the cenote was a natural sinkhole, any bodies hurled in would be instantly swallowed and as it was thought to be approximately 50 metres wide and with a 20 metre drop in itself, little to no victims would survive the drop, and they would not have wanted to, as the sinkhole would have pulled them under and crushed them with sheer pressure. If some victims did survive these drops, it was through pure luck alone, and the Mayans would have seen it as a miracle, something that greatly interested them. The survivors would have been able to talk to Chaacs in the sinkhole, and upon their survival, share what the gods had to say. This form of sacrifice was practiced until the Spanish conquest of the Yucatan, after the cities decline no less.  [20:  (Sharer and Traxler 2006)] 

Was it a way of vengeance?
The act of sacrifice for ritual is a very profound act, in any capacity, and holds religious importance in all of its being. It would not have been conducted on a whim, the ritual had to be planned and prepared for, things had to be just right for them to work in favour for the gods to get their nourishment. However, it must be said that the Mayans were proud of war and battles, they prided themselves on victories over others who disputed with them, so it can be regarded in some sense as pure vicious vengeance for a hard fought battle, but with the aspect of religion in mind, it is far more then any mortal vengeance, it transcends that purpose in act alone. As blood is such a sacred ingredient to the rituals, those chosen to die would have to be special in some circumstance or another for the ritual to hold any meaning, and it would not do to spill blood on a whim, it would have been disrespectful to the gods to waste such nourishment. However, we see instances of humans in religious power flaunting this superiority in a community of followers in all religions, so no one can claim that this would not have happened in a scheme of vengeance because humans are known for deceptions when they have the power to control the outcomes of others life’s, it can simply be stated that there is no physical evidence to suggest otherwise. 
Were those chosen to participate drugged? If not, why? What drugs were used? What was the drugged affect?
There are no specific records of drugs being used during, specifically, a sacrifice that can be found, but we do know that the Mayans dabbled with hallucinogenic mushrooms, cacti and toad skin. As well as this there are accounts of ancient “enemas”[footnoteRef:21] infused with alcohol and a psychedelic herb to better heighten a trance of the individual during a ritual. Mostly, we see these drugs being used in divination, where a priest or individual of such knowledge attempts to talk to the spirits for information regarding the future, war, famine etc.  [21:  (Carod-Artal 2015)] 

The ballcourt in Chichen Itza has imagery of bloodletting, another ritual taken to nourish the gods, but there is speculation on whether psychedelic herbs could have been used during some of these bloodlettings. It was a sacrifice that the nobility participated in, the dispersal of blood from a body part such as the tongue, ear and nose, then soaking a fabric or feather in the blood collected and throwing it into a fire[footnoteRef:22]. This ritual was used to conjure ancestors or feed gods, depending on the summoner’s prerogative. If the person conducting the ritual was attempting to summon an ancestor and were successful, they would claim to see them in the fire and smoke created by the burning of the blood-soaked offerings. [22:  Ibid] 

Perhaps this is an indicator to the use of herbs during the ritual to “heighten the trance” of the individual for the ritual to be completed properly. To this day, Mayan shamans still use some of these herbs with their trance like properties to heal those inflicted with depression, and physical ailments as well. 
Where did the gods come from?
The gods associated with ritual and sacrifice within ritual were assumed to be death gods, but the record shows that the first humans to do sacrifice and bloodletting offered this nourishment to Awilix (a goddess of the moon, magic and of jaguars), Tohil (a god of fire and a Chaac) and Jacawitz (a god of the mountains)[footnoteRef:23], their names would vary of course depending on the region of Maya. There are exactly three places that these gods can come from, the underworld, a paradise located in one of the heavens and a celestial home where warriors stayed, both on the battlefield and those sacrificed on the block. Women who died from childbirth also went to this celestial home as the warrior’s counterparts. [23:  (Thompson 1970)] 

The death gods come from the underworld, a place described as the ‘land of fears’, and depending on the region this land can have two different names. The lowland Maya, the people of the Yucatan region especially, called their underworld Xibalba[footnoteRef:24], whereas the highland Maya would call it Metnal. Any sacrifices pertaining to these gods may have been done out of fear of upsetting them. These gods were also appeased with sacrifice, as were the Chaacs, the rain gods that have been mentioned previously, who were also linked to the fertility of the land and were not depicted as monsters, as the death gods often are.  [24:  Ibid pp. 301] 

What was the purpose of the different rituals? Nourishment and Good harvest?
Blood was viewed as a potent source of nourishment for the ancient Mayan deities, the sacrifice of a living creature was one of the most important types of ritual sacrifices to gain such nourishment. Blood from the ‘victims’ or participants was shown to be smeared onto an idols’ (effigy to a god or several gods depending on the ritual and its purpose) mouth[footnoteRef:25] as the transaction of feeding the gods for goodwill in whatever aspect the ritual may have been conducted for. As mentioned previously, sacrifices were also done for the enthronement of a new king as well, and if a powerful warrior was captured in battle that was reason enough to sacrifice him to the gods for nourishment and prestige among other regions, cannibalism also plays a part in this, as it was normal enough to share the body parts of a warrior around to eat.  [25:  Ibid pp. 175-176] 

Comparison to other rituals relating to sacrifice and death in other cultures
In terms of spectating such rituals, there was obvious respect and high regard held for the rituals, despite the gore interwoven with the ritual itself. However, this delight in death can be mirrored in other cultures, old and new. We see the romans with their coliseum, pitting gladiators against one another, something that is reflected with Mayan athletes who would battle in the ballcourts for prestige[footnoteRef:26]. We do not perhaps see it in the same circumstances, but there is most certainly a fascination with death in cultures around the world, the English during the medieval period would hang, draw and quarter those who were convicted of treason.  [26:  (Sharer and Traxler2006)] 

Despite it being linked to justice and punishment and not quite ritual and religion, it is still a bloody affair that thousands liked to spectate, and the victim of the punishment was under law of the Judaeo-Christian God, his soul sent to hell for whatever ‘crimes’ he may have committed whilst on the mortal plane. 
In terms of ritual and religion, there was a period in Hindu history, where a funeral of a husband, burning on a pyre, demanded the widow be subjected to the flames also, to re-incarnate with her husband, the sacrifice, known as Sati, was stopped after a while, and the widow was replaced with livestock of some kind instead for ethnical reasons[footnoteRef:27].  [27:  (Jain; website)] 

Ancient Egyptians did not perhaps sacrifice in the same sense, but when a Pharaoh died servants were often sacrificed to accompany him to the afterlife[footnoteRef:28], as well as the Pharaohs favourite pets or steeds, sometimes his wife and concubine also, although this was usually done with poison or starvation in the servants case, instead of beheading and self-immolation. Mayan ritual and sacrifice is unique in that it thrives on blood and vicious maiming in order to nourish the gods, it is not a common trait found in other modern religions, but the fascination with death and conquest certainly is a human trait that all cultures expand on to some extent. To the ancient Mayans, the sacrifice of others was both a necessity and a luxury, keeping the gods nourished for good harvest and victory in battle against their enemies, as well as granting them knowledge of the heavens and their ancestors.  [28:  (Donadoni 1997)] 

The act of sacrificing another being, whether animal or human, was commonplace amongst the people of ancient Maya, in all regions, and was by no means a horrendous act to see or be involved in, unless of course you are the victim chosen for the sacrifice itself. The Mayans enjoyed their rituals and spoke of it through glyphs and art work, they became quite adept at performing rituals, to the point where it both fascinated and horrified Spanish colonists, and ultimately the difference in culture ended in a bloodbath that would nearly extinguish the culture, its language and the people all together. 
Where does the information come from
A lot of the information we can find on ancient Mayan civilisation is seen through the structures they left behind, sites that archaeologists have studied meticulously with pottery and stelae depicting religious practices, coronations, gods etc. Tikal in Guatemala is one of the most preserved ancient Mayan cities[footnoteRef:29], with its structures and plaza still somewhat in shape, as well as wall art etc. As is Chichen Itza, with its grand temple standing tall, a temple dedicated to the God Kukulkan is much more a religious beacon to the people who would have walked around it. Only priests and kings were allowed to enter temples and walk to their summit[footnoteRef:30], and these two titles were nearly interchangeable as priests were learned men who held the knowledge of the heavens and knew how to conduct important rituals.  [29:  (Thompson 1970)]  [30:  (Demarest 2004)] 

Information from the Mayan glyph language, especially what is scribed on the Madrid Codex, pertains to sacrifice, as well as the tools used to draw blood, which were buried with priests, as an indicator to their office[footnoteRef:31], it was not solely stingray spine either, obsidian blades were also found in burial sites. A lot of this evidence comes from Tikal in Guatemala, a very popular city in highland Maya, and some of the tools recovered there were inscribed with glyphs themselves[footnoteRef:32]. The knowledge that there were most certainly sacrifices in Chichen Itza does not simply come from the art work, stelas and glyphs, but also from the fourteen skulls found, arranged to face each other and buried that way purposely in ritual, this is by no means the highest count of sacrifice skulls found, but it is still a decent amount to be found in a city that was in decline. Iximche, the ancient Mayan capital, has around forty-eight decapitated skulls, most seem to have been buried with obsidian knifes. [31:  (Thompson 1970)]  [32:  Ibid pp. 176] 

Overall it may be said, that ritual sacrifice in Ancient Maya, especially in Lowland Maya Yucatan was alive and thriving before the Spanish conquest, and somewhat after it also. Despite what a modern audience in a western civilisation might say about the rituals, they were a common thing to behold in ancient Maya, and they were treated with the utmost respect because they dealt with superior deities who were seen as all powerful and somewhat whimsical to their mortal counterparts. As well as this, the rituals were so integrated into the people’s daily life’s that they became a necessity to them, an act that needed to happen in order to live a fruitful mortal life unhindered and travel safely to the underworld. Their intense, vicious nature can be mirrored in other civilisations that are thought to be civilised and respectable where death is concerned, we find that is not always the case. Not many religions use sacrifice in religious rituals, and perhaps not to such a bloody extent as the Mayans did, but it is known to have happened in paganistic communities especially, for example, Vikings, Hindu, Celts etc. this did not make them savage, it simply meant they had a different approach to the enigma that is death, and saw it as a tool to gain closeness with a god/s and receive some form of blessing in return usually.
Mayan rituals held blood sacred, and this is not a trait that we see in other religions, which perhaps explains why the rituals were and are still perceived to be so violent and vicious in nature, and why those raised in countries steeped in Christianity and pragmatism cannot understand the spirituality behind the acts. Human nature expresses a morbid curiosity for death and what it holds for the individual who slips the mortal coil, and the ancient Mayan priests were no different, but they were not afraid to dabble with what they perceived to be supernatural forces in the universe and heavens. Religion will always play a part in communities and civilisations, it can advance in art and spoken word, mathematics and language, but it can also be used as a tool to destroy and replicate, an excuse for ignorance and hatred, as Christianity was viewed by the indigenous Maya. 
In the Mayans case, the ritual of sacrifice was not the end to life, as they held the aspect of life to high standards and considered it to be precious among all other things. Instead of an end to life, it was placing these life’s in the hands of the deities to protect and rule over, it was something one could aspire for. This of course, does not mean every single one of the Mayan people agreed with these rituals and their token barbarity involved, it is very rare to find a civilisation that all agrees with one another where religion is involved especially, but there is no evidence of peoples objecting to the sacrifice specifically. If there was evidence for such a disagreement, the peoples involved would not have been treated kindly, it would have been thought of as disrespectful to the gods to go against the grain, as it were. Generations of sacrifice and the rituals passed down would be a hard thing to against indeed, and with no outside voice to say otherwise, until the Spanish conquest, there would not necessarily be a need to question the way things are. 
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