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Is Sacred Space a Human Construct or a Natural Phenomenon?
Word Count: 5475 words / Image Captions: 123 words

The Ancient Maya City of Palenque-Lakamha': 
Human Made Sacred Space or Natural Phenomena?
An Approach to the Architectural Narrative of the Golden Period


1. Introduction

The aim of this research is to examine whether the sacred space of the ancient Maya city of Palenque-Lakamha' was human made or caused by natural phenomena, a question approached through the architectural narrative of the Golden Age period of this city. 
	Beginning with a contextualisation Palenque, this paper then establishes a theoretical framework to tackle the paradigm of sacred space implicit in the research question, including scholarship on the notions of sacred space and cultural landscape, as well as an approach to the Maya cosmovision. This paper then presents and discusses the findings according to the theoretical framework. The chosen methodology was a library research method based on seminal and recent scholarship on the subject matter. 
	Within the literature review, this paper draws upon the dialectic of culture versus nature posed by Terry Eagleton, the concepts of sacred space postulated by Émile Durkheim and Mircea Eliade, as well as insights on cultural landscape brought forward by Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley. Additionally, the Maya cosmovision is approached via the primary source of the Popol Vuh, the sacred book of the Maya, to gain insights on the Maya notion of sacredness. 
	The findings of this research are grouped into four themes: the first one explores the natural landscape of Palenque, the second and third themes study the architectural narrative of the two representative rulers the Golden Age period, and the last theme focuses on the phenomena of architectural hierophanies.

Palenque-Lakamha'

Set in a natural setting of mountains, rivers and springs, the ancient city of Palenque represents a rich cultural landscape of the Classic Maya Period, which according to David Stuart and George Stuart 'ranks high amongst the enduring achievements of the human past'.[footnoteRef:1] The original Maya name of this place was Lakamha', which means "Big Waters", as firstly deciphered by David Stuart[footnoteRef:2] and Steve Houston, or "Place of the Great Waters", according to Guillermo Bernal Romero.[footnoteRef:3] In 1987, this ancient wonder was proclaimed a UNESCO World Heritage Site.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  David Stuart and George Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City Of The Maya (London: Thames & Hudson, 2008), p. 12.  ]  [2:  David Stuart, 'The Palenque Mythology Inscriptions From The Cross Group at Palenque', in Sourcebook For The 2006 Maya Meetings, Department of Art and Art History (Austin: University of Texas, 2006), p. 92. ]  [3:  Garza, Mercedes de la, Guillermo Bernal Romero and Marta Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha’: Presencia Inmortal Del Pasado Indígena [Palenque-Lakamha': Immortal Presence Of The Indigenous Past] (Fondo de Cultura Económica & El Colegio de México, 2012), p. 61.]  [4:  UNESCO, World Heritage Convention, Palenque <https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/411/>] 

	Apart from its unique architectural and artistic features, Palenque developed its own patron gods, referred to as the Sacred Triad of Gods, firstly identified by Heinrich Berlin[footnoteRef:5] who simply named them GI, GII and GIII. Some scholars like Linda Schele and David Freidel[footnoteRef:6] have linked the gods of the Popol Vuh with the Palenque Triad, concluding that GI represents Venus while GIII the Sun. As established by David Stuart,[footnoteRef:7] these gods were the corner stone of Palenque's mythology and royal lineage since the Triad Progenitor was also the mythical founder of the dynasty.  [5:  Heinrich Berlin, 'The Palenque Triad', Journal De La Société Des Américanistes 52, 91-99.]  [6:  Linda Schele and David Freidel, A Forest Of Kings: The Untold Story Of The Ancient Maya, (New York: William Morrow & Co., 1990), p. 245. ]  [7:  David Stuart, The Inscriptions From Temple XIX At Palenque (San Francisco: The Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, 2005), pp. 81 & 183.  ] 
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Figure 1: Palenque Palace © Kenneth Garrett.

	The Golden Age period of Palenque refers to the renaissance of the kingdom in the 7th century AD, when according to Stuart and Stuart[footnoteRef:8] Palenque emerged as a major political force led by K'inich Janaab Pakal (603-683). As recounted by Mary Miller and Simon Martin[footnoteRef:9], before this period, Palenque was a modest dynasty that came to an end in 611, when enemies from the larger kingdom of Calakmul attacked the city and brought destruction and chaos. According to Garza et. al.,[footnoteRef:10] Pakal was only nine years old when he witnessed the destruction of Lakamha' and had to escape into exile, while the dynasty was broken into two factions. After this turbulence, the family returned to Lakamha' and in AD 615 Pakal accessed the throne as a 12-year-old.[footnoteRef:11] As indicated by Miller and Martin,[footnoteRef:12] Pakal's eldest son, K'inich Kan Bahlam (635-702) inherited the kingdom in 684 and established a new building program.  [8:  Stuart and Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City, p. 33.  ]  [9:  Mary Miller and Simon Martin, Courtly Art Of The Ancient Maya (Thames & Hudson, 2004), p. 201.]  [10:  Garza, Bernal Romero and Cuevas García,'Palenque-Lakamha', p. 79.]  [11:  Ibid., p. 82.]  [12:  Miller and Martin, Courtly Art, pp. 207-208.] 





2. Literature Review

2.1 Sacred Space and Landscape
	
The dialectic of human culture versus nature posed by Terry Eagleton[footnoteRef:13] provides a broader theoretical framework to approach the paradigm of sacred space. Eagleton[footnoteRef:14] has suggested that what we do to the world and what the world does to us reflects a dialectic between the artificial and the natural. According to Eagleton, a dialectical turn indicates that 'nature produces culture which changes nature [then culture is] a medium of nature’s constant self-refashioning [therefore] nature itself produces the means of its own transcendence'.[footnoteRef:15]  [13:  Terry Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), pp. 2-3.  ]  [14:  Eagleton, The Idea Of Culture, p. 2. ]  [15:  Ibid., pp. 3-4.] 

	The opposite theories of religion postulated by Émile Durkheim and Mircela Eliade represent this paradigm. According to Durkheim, the idea of sacred is implicit on his definition of religion as 'a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things, that is to say, things set apart and forbidden'.[footnoteRef:16] In Durkheim's theory, 'religion is an eminently social thing [because] religious representations are collective representations that express collective realities'.[footnoteRef:17] Consequently, in Durkheim's view, sacred spaces like temples and sanctuaries are 'spaces assigned to sacred things and beings'.[footnoteRef:18] From Mircea Eliade's perspective, the idea of the sacred is defined by the hierophany, a concept he coined to define 'the act of manifestation of the sacred [or that] something sacred showed itself to us'.[footnoteRef:19] In Eliade's[footnoteRef:20] view, the hierophany can manifest though nature, in a stone, in a tree or the entire cosmos can become a hierophany. In Eliade's[footnoteRef:21] theory, the effect of the hierophany on space causes the primary religious experience that ontologically founds the world. Consequently, in Eliade's view, sacred spaces like holy sites and sanctuaries are assigned by the hierophany and 'believed to be situated at the centre of the world'.[footnoteRef:22]. Thus, while in Durkheim's perspective, sacred space is socially constructed in the religious process of collective representation, in Eliade's view, sacred space is the result of a spatial hierophany, the manifestation of the sacred with intrinsic existential significance. [16:  Émile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms Of Religious Life, trans. by Karen E. Fields (Free Press, 1995), p. 44.]  [17:  Durkheim, Forms, p. 9. ]  [18:  Ibid., p. 312.]  [19:  Mircea Eliade, The Sacred And The Profane: The Nature Of Religion (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1959), p. 11.]  [20:  Eliade, Sacred And Profane, pp. 11-12.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 21. ]  [22:  Ibid., p. 39.] 

	In addressing the notion of sacred landscape, this research also draws upon an anthropological and archaeological framework posed by Barbara Bender and Christopher Tilley respectively. On one side, Bender[footnoteRef:23] has pointed out that culture and nature are often separated in the archaeological approach to landscape, which focus has generally been on what has been done to the land. In Bender's view, these approaches fail to address the 'active presence of landscapes [and that] people engage and re-engage, appropriate and contest them, use them to create and dispute a sense of identity - whether of self, group or nation'.[footnoteRef:24] Bender suggests that the contestation of landscapes 'is part of the process through which people are both created by, and creators of, the world in which they live'.[footnoteRef:25] On the other side, Tilley's phenomenology of landscape approaches the way 'in which places constitute space as centres of human meaning'[footnoteRef:26] and suggests that 'space is created by social relations, natural and cultural objects [therefore] space is both constituted and constitutive'.[footnoteRef:27] Hence, while Bender's approach highlights the appropriation and contestation of landscapes to illustrate how people create the world and are created by it, Tilley's approach to landscape focuses on human experience and meaning where space is constituted and constitutive through social culture and nature.  [23:  Barbara Bender, 'Theorising Landscapes, and the Prehistoric Landscapes of Stonehenge', Man 27.4 (1992), 735–755 (p. 735) <DOI: 10.2307/2804172>.]  [24:  Bender, 'Theorising Landscapes', p. 735.]  [25:  Ibid., p. 752.]  [26:  Tilley, Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 14.]  [27:  Ibid., p. 17.] 


2.2 Classic Maya Cosmovision

The Maya idea of sacredness can be approached through the concepts of cosmogonic myth and sacred history postulated by Mircea Eliade[footnoteRef:28]. As indicated by Eliade, 'myth narrates a sacred history; it relates to an event that took place in primordial Time'.[footnoteRef:29] According to Eliade,[footnoteRef:30] the primordial myths about the creation of sky and earth, which are cosmic in nature, are the prototypes that come before the secondary myths about the creation of everything else in nature. In a similar vein, Nicholas Campion has indicated that 'beliefs about the cosmos go to the heart of most religious traditions'.[footnoteRef:31] Consequently, the interrelation between cosmogonic myth and sacred history provides conceptual framework to approach the cosmic nature of Maya religion and sacredness.  [28:  Mircea Eliade, 'Cosmogonic Myth and “Sacred History”', Religious Studies, 2.2 (1967), 171-183]  [29:  Mircea Eliade, Myth and Reality (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), p. 5. ]  [30:  Eliade, 'Cosmogonic Myth', pp. 171-173.]  [31:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology And Cosmology In The World's Religions (York University Press, 2012), p. 10.] 

	As recounted in the Maya creation story of the Popol Vuh,[footnoteRef:32] the hero twin brothers, Hunahpu and Xbalanque, went to great lengths[footnoteRef:33] to defeat the underground lords of Xibalba, who have tricked and murdered[footnoteRef:34] their father, One Hunahpu, and their uncle, Seven Hunahpu. After avenging them, the hero twins adorned their father, who revived as the planet Venus, and then they arose as the Sun and the Moon respectively.[footnoteRef:35] It is thus the apotheosis of One Hunahpu as Venus which comes before the apotheosis of the Sun and the Moon. In this way, the heliacal rise of Venus as a Morning Star anticipated the first sunrise of the current Maya creation, which was observed and awaited by the new created humans.[footnoteRef:36] The Popol Vuh also encrypts an association of Venus with maize, the main grain food of the Maya, an essential for their survival. According to Allen J. Christenson,[footnoteRef:37] the Maya saw death as a necessary part of life and that for maize to grow and produce, a seed must first die and be buried in the earth. When One Hunahpu descended into the underworld of Xibalba to die before the new creation of humans would come, he entered the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth which relates the cycle of maize with Venus. The hero twins also inherited this supernatural connection with maize and, consequently, all of them overcame death. In this way, the Maya cosmogonic myth sits at the core of Maya religion and sacredness, it represents the creation of the world, the supernatural cycle of maize and the meaning of death and rebirth.  [32:  Popol Vuh: Sacred Book Of The Quiché Maya People. Electronic version of Popol Vuh: The Sacred Book of the Maya, Translation and Commentary by Allen J. Christenson (University of Oklahoma Press, 2003), pp. 141-173.]  [33:  Popol Vuh: Sacred Book, pp. 141-173.]  [34:  Ibid., pp. 107-111]  [35:  Ibid., p. 177. ]  [36:  Ibid., p. 194.]  [37:  Ibid., Note 278, p. 116. ] 

	Regarding the spatial directions, Karen Bassie-Sweet[footnoteRef:38] has indicated that the Maya had four directional terms, where east was associated with the rising Sun and west with the setting Sun, however, instead of north and south the Maya identified the zenith (heaven) and nadir (underworld). As pointed out by Dennis Tedlock,[footnoteRef:39] both modern and ancient Maya equate zenith with "up" or "above" and nadir with "down" or "below". Susan Milbrath[footnoteRef:40] has indicated that in the tropical regions of Mesoamerica, the astronomical events of zenith and nadir passage divide the rainy season from the dry respectively, and thus zenith signalled the time when corn was planted (early February), while nadir marked the beginning of the dry season (early November). In line with this, Alonso Mendez and Carol Karasik[footnoteRef:41] have suggested that zenith and nadir passages were probably perceived in Mesoamerica as metaphors the natural cycles of birth, death, and regeneration. [38:  Karen Bassie-Sweet, Maya Sacred Geography And The Creator Deities (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008), pp. 11-12. ]  [39:  Dennis Tedlock,'Myth, Math, and the Problem Of Correlation In Mayan Books', in The Sky In Mayan Literature, ed. by Anthony Aveni (Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 247-273 (19-24).]  [40:  Susan Milbrath, Star Gods Of The Maya: Astronomy In Art, Folklore, and Calendars (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999), p. 14. ]  [41:  Alonso Mendez and Carol Karasik, 'Centering The World: Zenith And Nadir Passages At Palenque', in Archaeoastronomy And The Maya, ed. by Gerardo Aldana, Gerardo Villalobos and Edwin L. Barnhart (Oxford and Havertown: Oxbow Books, 2014), pp. 97-110 (97).] 

	Equally relevant is the cosmogram of the Maya worlds indicated by scholars such as Garza[footnoteRef:42] et al, Liendo and Filloy[footnoteRef:43] and Mendez and Karasik.[footnoteRef:44] According to this cosmovision, the vertical levels of space are indicated by the cosmic World Tree and include the Upper, Middle and Lower Worlds, representing the supernatural sphere, the earthly plain and the realm of the dead or Xibalba, respectively. [42:  Garza, Bernal Romero and Cuevas García,'Palenque-Lakamha', p. 138.]  [43:  Liendo Stuardo, Rodrigo and Laura Filloy Nadal, 'Palenque: La Transformación De La Selva En Un Paisaje Urbano' [Palenque: The Transformation Of The Jungle Into A City Landscape], Arqueología Mexicana, XVIII.107 (2011), 46-52 (p. 47-51).]  [44:  Mendez and Karasik, 'Zenith And Nadir Passages', p. 101.] 
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Figure 2: The Maya World Directions, drawing. © Alonso Mendez


3. Methodology

The methodology used in this research is based on a library research method covering seminal and recent scholarship on the subject matter, including studies on the Palenque landscape, selected architectural buildings, cosmovision and archeoastronomy. The methodology also included a compilation and selection of photos, drawings and maps to illustrate landscape and architectural narrative. The selected architecture includes landmark buildings of the Golden Age of Palenque. Special attention was given to buildings features and orientation in the landscape, which allowed a reconstruction of the architectural narrative, that is an interpretation of the story told by the building within the natural landscape. Therefore, this research has only focused on the architectural structures, it does not include hieroglyphic texts that are embedded on the buildings, and only limited pieces of iconographic art were addressed. 

4. Findings and Discussion

4.1 Natural Landscape of Palenque
	
As described by Stuart and Stuart,[footnoteRef:45] Garza[footnoteRef:46] et al. and Liendo and Filloy,[footnoteRef:47] Palenque-Lakamha' is situated in a rainforest zone of low mountains and hills in between two different environmental zones, the vast plains of Tabasco on the north and the mountain range of Chiapas on the south. As indicated by Liendo and Filloy[footnoteRef:48], Palenque faces north and was built on top of three natural decks. [45:  Stuart and Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City, p. 33. ]  [46:  Garza, Bernal Romero and Cuevas García, 'Palenque-Lakamha', p. 17	]  [47:  Liendo Stuardo, Rodrigo and Laura Filloy Nadal, 'Palenque: La Transformación De La Selva En Un Paisaje Urbano' [Palenque: The Transformation Of The Jungle Into A City Landscape], Arqueología Mexicana, XVIII.107 (2011), 46-52 (p. 47).]  [48:  Liendo and Filloy, 'Palenque: Transformación De La Selva' , pp. 46-47. ] 


[image: A group of ancient buildings with Palenque in the background

Description automatically generated]
Figure 3: Palenque Cross Group © Guillermo Aldana / Raíces Arqueología Mexicana

As introduced, the ancient Maya name of this place was Lakamha', "Big Waters"[footnoteRef:49] or "Place of the Great Waters".[footnoteRef:50] Stuart[footnoteRef:51] has suggested it refers to the Otolum stream which runs through the heart of the city and falls as cascades at the base of the ridge below (Figure 4). According to Garza[footnoteRef:52] et al., the name of Lakamha' refers to the abundance of water resources, perennial streams and mountain springs. As pointed out by Stuart,[footnoteRef:53] the Otolum emerges from a prominent mountain spring situated behind Temple XIX and two major temples face directly towards this spring, strongly suggesting that it was a major sacred site in the local landscape. Hence, the waters at Lakamha' were perceived as sacred, especially the mountain spring of the Otolum river.  [49:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 92. ]  [50:  Garza, Bernal Romero and Cuevas García, 'Palenque-Lakamha', p. 61.]  [51:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 92. ]  [52:  Garza, Bernal Romero and Cuevas García, 'Palenque-Lakamha', p. 61.]  [53:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 92. ] 
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Figure 4: Otolum Stream © The Mayan Ruins Website

	Another relevant landscape feature indicated by Stuart and Stuart[footnoteRef:54] is a prominent mountain known as El Mirador, which feeds the Otolum stream and may have been venerated as a sacred mountain, since it holds a small and ruined structure on its artificially flattered summit. Overlooking the main ceremonial area of Palenque, this mountain was named Yemal K’uk’ Lakam Witz ("Descending Quetzal Mountain"), as deciphered by David Stuart,[footnoteRef:55] and it was cited as such in the hieroglyphic texts of the Cross Group temples that are clustered at its base. According to Stuart and Stuart,[footnoteRef:56] these texts celebrate the birth of Palenque's Triad of Gods at Matwiil, their mythical place of destiny at Palenque. Thus, this imposing mountain of Lakamha' was seen as the place where the Sacred Triad of Gods came to existence, therefore, it was considered sacred.       [54:  Stuart and Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City, p. 18.]  [55:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 92.]  [56:  Stuart and Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City, p. 18.] 

	In addressing the research question, according to the evidence above, it is feasible to suggest that the natural landscape of Lakamha' may have triggered the manifestation of the sacred, that is the hierophany posed by Eliade. On one side, mountains symbolise ascension to heavens according to Maya cosmovision of "above". This is also reinforced by the evidence that the gods of the Sacred Triad of Palenque were born in the prominent mountain overseeing the ceremonial centre. On the other side, the abundance of water was essential for survival and the maize cycle, which according to Popol Vuh, encodes a metaphor for human life. In this way, the natural phenomena of mountains and waters may have caused the hierophany or irruption of the sacred. These phenomena mirror the idea of sacredness in the Popol Vuh. 

4.2 Architectural Narrative of Janaab Pakal

The main monumental architecture commissioned by Janaab Pakal included the Palace, Temple of Inscriptions (TI) and Temple XIII (TXIII).  
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Figure 5: Central Palenque, Chiapas, Mexico © Gobierno de México
	
As indicated by Miller and Martin[footnoteRef:57] and Garza[footnoteRef:58] et al., by the second half of the 7th century Pakal started reconstructing the Palace by burying the damaged complex under a higher platform where he raised the Houses E, C, A and B, respectively. As recounted by Garza[footnoteRef:59] et al., the Palace displayed monumental stairs and galleries, including the Maya arch, high ceilings and T-shaped windows, representing the Maya glyph of Ik' which signifies "wind". As told by Miller and Martin[footnoteRef:60] Pakal set up his throne room in House E in the southwest of the Palace, which was painted in white, and where he placed the Oval Palace Tablet, containing the scene of his accession, receiving a crown from his mother, Lady Sak K'uk'. As seen on Figure 5, the Palace sits at heart of the ceremonial area facing all directions and as noted by Schele,[footnoteRef:61] it receives direct sunlight through the day on its east and south facades respectively, with the Sun rising at its east while its west facade is highlighted at sunset. As monitored on site by Mendez and Karasik,[footnoteRef:62] the Palace also exhibits alignments to zenith and nadir passages of the Sun through doorways, galleries and the T-shaped windows designed by Pakal to exploit these phenomena. Thus, Pakal literally buried the turbulent times that previously destroyed the city and created a new chapter for Palenque.  [57:  Miller, and Martin, Courtly Art, p. 202.]  [58:  Garza, Bernal Romero, Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha', p. 93.]  [59:  Garza, Bernal Romero, Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha', p. 96.]  [60:  Miller, and Martin, Courtly Art, pp. 202-203.]  [61:  Schele, Linda, 'Sacred Site And World View At Palenque', in Dumbarton Oaks Conference On Mesoamerican Sites And World-Views, ed. by Elizabeth P. Benson (Washington DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1981), pp. 87-117 (p. 105)]  [62:  Mendez and Karasik, 'Zenith And Nadir Passages', pp. 102-103. ] 
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Figure 6: Northern Façades of the Temple of the Inscriptions and Temple XIII, 3D models and Drawings © Arianna Campiani and Nicola Lercari.

The TI and TXIII (Figure 6) are situated next to each other in the south of Palenque's ceremonial centre. As pointed out by Stuart and Stuart, the funerary TI of Pakal was probably 'conceived as a man-made mountain for ancestor worshipping'.[footnoteRef:63] Precisely, Garza[footnoteRef:64] et al. maintain that the nine-level TI of Pakal symbolises the nine levels of Xibalba, the Maya underworld. As hypothesised by Bernal Romero,[footnoteRef:65] Pakal initially commissioned the five-level TXIII as a funerary temple for himself and his queen, Tz'akbu Ajaw, but later he changed his mind and only his queen was buried there. It has also long been held that Pakal's workers first carved his crypt into bedrock before the pyramid began to rise, as indicated by Miller and Martin,[footnoteRef:66] after Alberto Ruz Lhuiller[footnoteRef:67] and Schele.[footnoteRef:68] However, both hypothesis have been debunked by recent 3D data architectural analysis conducted by Arianna Campiani[footnoteRef:69] et al., which strongly suggests that TI and TXIII were part of the same mausoleum project ordered by Pakal. According to Campiani[footnoteRef:70] et al., this is based on evidence of a stepped platform building connecting these temples, as well as a natural terrace that extended continuously from TI to TXIII (their Figure 12). Equally relevant is the account given by Campiani[footnoteRef:71] et al. concerning the discovery of a spring water channel underneath the TI in 2016, which according to Arnoldo Gonzalez Cruz[footnoteRef:72] was part of a water tunnel system built well before the funerary chamber. Campiani[footnoteRef:73] et al. have suggested that this spring water may have motivated Pakal to place his tomb above it, and thus it explains the level difference between the tombs. Thus, these new findings indicate that TI and TXIII were part of the same mausoleum project and that Pakal's pyramid-temple was aligned to the spring channel. [63:  Stuart and Stuart, Palenque: Eternal City, p. 166.  ]  [64:  Garza, Bernal Romero, Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha', p. 109. ]  [65:  Guillermo Bernal Romero, 'La Historia Dinástica De Palenque: La Era De K'inich Janahb' Pakal (615-683 D.C.)' [Dynastic History Of Palenque: The Age Period Of K'inich Janahb' Pakal (AD 615-683)], Revista Digital Universitaria, 13.12 (UNAM, 2012), 2-16 (p. 10) ]  [66:  Miller, and Martin, Courtly Art, p. 206.]  [67:  Alberto Ruz Lhuillier, El Templo De Las Inscripciones: Palenque [The Temple of The Inscriptions: Palenque], 2nd ed. (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, [1973] 2013).]  [68:  Linda Schele, 'Architectural Development And Political History At Palenque', in City States Of The Maya, Art And Architecture, ed. by Elizabeth P. Benson (Denver: Rocky Mountains Institute for Pre-Columbian Studies, 1986), pp. 110-137.]  [69:  Arianna Campiani, Rodrigo Liendo Stuardo and Nicola Lercari, 'The Mausoleum Architectural Project: Reinterpreting Palenque's Temple of The Inscriptions Through 3D Data-Driven Architectural Analysis', Ancient Mesoamerica, 33. 2 (2022), 278-293 (pp. 288-289) <DOI: 10.1017/S0956536120000498>.]  [70:  Campiani, Liendo Stuardo and Lercari, 'Mausoleum Architectural Project', pp. 288-289.]  [71:  Ibid., pp. 288-289.]  [72:  INAH (Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia), 'Descubren Sistema De Canales Bajo El Templo De Las Inscripciones De Palenque' [Water Tunnel System Discovered Under The Temple Of The Inscriptions at Palenque], Arqueología Mexicana (July 2016), electronic document <https://arqueologiamexicana.mx/mexico-antiguo/descubren-sistema- de-canales-bajo-el-templo-de-las-inscripciones-de-palenque> [accessed 24 November 2024]. ]  [73:  Campiani, Liendo Stuardo and Lercari, 'Mausoleum Architectural Project', p. 289.] 

	In discussing the research, it is firstly logic to think that Pakal's architectural narrative constitutes a human construct of sacred space, however, a closer look also indicates that he may have been maintaining the initial sacredness flowing from Lakamha'. In part, the aim of Pakal's monumental program may have been to consolidate the political and religious stand of Lakamha' and its sacred rulers, since Pakal had previously witnessed the destruction of the city as a 9-year-old. An analysis under the concepts provided by Bender, indicates that the "appropriation" of the city by the enemy kingdom of Calakmul caused the exile of Pakal and divided the dynasty into two factions that then "contested the landscape". In a similar vein, Durkheim's idea of sacredness as a social construct that "sets sacred things apart and forbids them" can also apply here, since the monumental program of Pakal was clearly creating a public display of sacredness to be forbidden from the enemy, as well as displaying private sacredness inside the mausoleum. However, Eliade's idea of hierophany irrupting the landscape with an absolute sense of orientation and existential meaning can be clearly seen in the location of TI and TXIII, both in the south of the ceremonial centre (realm of the dead), while the Palace sits at the heart of this cosmogram (earthly realm), clearly aligned with the zenith and nadir passage of the Sun. There is also a remarkable symbolic parallel between the sacred spring that originates the Otolum stream, and the spring chosen by Pakal to be the centre of his temple, precisely both run through the heart of the ceremonial centre. Finally, there is also the idea of the sacred mountain contained in TI and TXIII, symbolising the place where the ancestors rest and the gods emerge. Hence, although Pakal's architectural narrative was a human construct of sacred space, it was also maintaining and amplifying the natural hierophany of Lakamha'.
 
4.3 Architectural Narrative of Kan Bhalam

The main monumental architecture commissioned by Kan Bahlam is known as the Cross Group (Figure 7), and it is composed by three major pyramid-buildings: Temple of the Cross (TC), Temple of the Sun (TS) and Temple of the Foliated Cross (TFC).
	As recounted by Miller and Martin,[footnoteRef:74] four years after the death of his father, Kan Bahlam completed and dedicated the Cross Group in 692, featuring a distinctive pattern at the top of the three main pyramid-temples of this complex, consisting of a shrine within a shrine inset into a rear chamber containing a monumental tablet each. As noted by Alonso Mendez[footnoteRef:75] et al., these temples were erected on three natural hills rising around a small central plaza (Figure 7): TC was placed on the tallest hill in the north, TFC was nested at the base of the eastern mountain, and TS was set on a low mound in the west. Following Claude Baudez[footnoteRef:76] et al. and David Freidel[footnoteRef:77] et al., Mendez[footnoteRef:78] et al. have indicated that these temples were dedicated to the three patron deities of Palenque (GI, GII, GIII), as well as they represented the three Maya "hearthstones of creation" in the constellation of Orion. Stuart[footnoteRef:79] has indicated that the relative heights of these pyramids reflect the hierarchy of the Palenque Triad: GI associated with the highest TC, GII (Unen K'awiil) with the medium height TFC, and GIII with the lowest TS. As seen, the three main temples commissioned by Kan Bahlam have strong religious associations with the Sacred Triad of Palenque, and thus his building program distinguishes him from his father who had a stronger focus on the sacred dynasty.      [74:  Miller and Martin, Courtly Art, p. 208.]  [75:  Alonso Mendez and others, 'The Astronomical Architecture Of Palenque's Temple Of The Sun', in Archaeoastronomy And The Maya, ed. by Gerardo Aldana, Gerardo Villalobos and Edwin L. Barnhart (Oxford and Havertown: Oxbow Books, 2014), pp. 57-75 (p. 59).]  [76:  Claude François Baudez, Martha J. Macri and Jan Mc Hargue, 'The Cross Group at Palenque', in Eighth Palenque Round Table, 1993, ed. by Merle Greene Robertson, Martha J. Macri and Jan McHargue (San Francisco: Pre-Columbian Art Research Institute, 1996), pp.121-128]  [77:  David Freidel, Linda Schele and Joy Parker, Maya Cosmos: Three Thousand Years Of The Shaman's Path (New York: Harper Collins, 2001 [1995]), pp. 65-69. ]  [78:  Mendez and others, 'Astronomical Architecture Palenque', p. 59.]  [79:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 88. ] 
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Figure 7: Palenque Cross Group, Chiapas, Mexico © Amazing Temples

	Scholars like Garza et al. refer to the Cross Group as 'the temples of the Divine Triad'[footnoteRef:80] and have suggested the three pyramids also represent the cosmogram of the Maya worlds. According to Garza[footnoteRef:81] et al., GI is associated with water and sky and was also known in Palenque as the “Ruler of 6-Sky", which explains the six-level pyramid of TC and its placement in the north (Upper World). Also shown by Garza[footnoteRef:82] et al., the second TFC represented the earthly plane (Middle World) and was dedicated to the cult of Unen-K’awiil, the patron deity of agriculture, a Palenque version of the Maya Maize God. Also indicated by Garza[footnoteRef:83] et al., the lowest TS was dedicated to GIII, known as the "Sun Jaguar of the Underworld" and, accordingly, this temple was originally designed as a nine-level pyramid symbolising the nine levels of Xibalba (Lower World). As pointed out by Mendez[footnoteRef:84] et al., it has long been held that the TS was orientated to face the Winter Solstice, however, their observations on site did not confirm a direct alignment, instead the results indicate it is aligned with the nadir passage of the Sun. This is consisting with the patron deity of this temple. Thus, the three main temples commissioned by Kan Bahlam not only represent the Sacred Triad of Palenque, but also reenact the cosmogram of the Maya worlds in a similar way that occurs with Pakal's architecture     [80:  Garza, Bernal Romero, Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha', p. 138.]  [81:  Ibid., pp. 141-143.]  [82:  Ibid., p. 142.]  [83:  Ibid., p. 142.]  [84:  Mendez and others, 'Astronomical Architecture Palenque', p. 73.] 

	In addressing the research question according to these findings, it is logic to think that Kan Bahlam's architectural narrative is both an evident human construct of sacred space and an enhancement of natural phenomena of sacredness from Lakamha'. On one side, the Cross Group has a strong connection with the sacred spring and sacred mountain, as pointed out by Stuart,[footnoteRef:85] since its main TC faces directly to this prominent spring and the whole complex sits at the base of the sacred mountain (El Mirador), where the gods of the Sacred Palenque Triad were born. On the other side, as indicated by Garza[footnoteRef:86] et al., the Sacred Triad represented sacred natural powers that were venerated in Palenque, GI was associated with sky and water, GII with the maize cycle, and GIII with Xibalba and the nadir passage of the Sun. Hence, although these pyramid-temples were a human construct of sacred space, they seemed to have amplified the natural hierophanies of Lakamha'.  [85:  Stuart, 'Palenque Mythology Inscriptions', p. 92.]  [86:  Garza, Bernal Romero, Cuevas García, Palenque-Lakamha', pp. 138-143.] 


4.3 Architectural Hierophanies

As recounted by John Carlson,[footnoteRef:87] the notion of "architectural hierophany" was introduced to Mesoamerican studies by Linda Schele[footnoteRef:88] in 1974. Schele's architectural hierophanies were initially endorsed by Carlson[footnoteRef:89] and Anthony Aveni.[footnoteRef:90] After Schele, the terms "architectural hierophany" and/or "astronomical hierophany", have been adapted in Archaestronomy to identify natural solar phenomena of light and shadow playing across architectural features.     [87:  John Carlson, 'Astronomical Investigations And Site Orientation Influences At Palenque', in The Art, Iconography and Dynastic History of Palenque, Part III: Proceedings of the Segunda Mesa Redonda de Palenque, 1974, ed. by Merle Greene Robertson (Pre-Columbian Art Research, 1976), pp. 107-122 (p. 107).]  [88:  Schele Linda, 'The Attribution Of Monumental Architecture To Specific Rulers At Palenque', in Actas del XLI Congreso Internacional de Americanistas, proceedings of the XLI International Congress of Americanists, Mexico City, 2-7 September, 1974, Volume 1 (Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, INAH, 1975).]  [89:  Carlson, 'Astronomical Investigations At Palenque', p. 110.]  [90:  Anthony F. Aveni, Skywatchers Of Ancient Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1980), pp. 284-285.] 

	 In 1973, Schele experienced two interconnected hierophanies in Palenque when observing the Winter Solstice. On one side, Schele[footnoteRef:91] noticed that from most locations in the Palace, especially from its west side and the Tower, the Sun entered the Earth behind the ridge of the TI over its approximate centre, in an angle of entrance that resembled the first flight of stairs to Pakal's tomb. As described by Schele,[footnoteRef:92] this phenomenon (Figure 8) casted a shadow from this ridge that gradually enveloped the Palace and main plaza of Palenque while, at the same time, a depression in the ridge allowed the Sun to fully shine on the Cross Group. On the other side, Schele[footnoteRef:93] observed that as the Sun disappeared behind TI, the sunlight fell across the front of TC, illuminating its internal panels and highlighting one depicting God L, one of the chief gods of the underworld, until the last direct sunlight fell on the feet of this God before the TC was also covered by the shadow of the TI's ridge. According to Schele,[footnoteRef:94] this is the only time of the year when direct sunlight ever hits the front of the TC. Both Schele[footnoteRef:95] and Aveni[footnoteRef:96] early suggested that these hierophanies were so broadly structured that they could never have been intended to collect astronomical information, instead they were meant to represent symbolic meaning.  [91:  Schele, 'Palenque: House Of Dying Sun', p. 49.]  [92:  Schele, 'Sacred Site Palenque', p. 105.]  [93:  Schele, 'Palenque: House Of Dying Sun', p. 49.]  [94:  Ibid., p. 49.]  [95:  Ibid., p. 50,]  [96:  Aveni, Skywatchers Of Ancient Mexico, p. 286.] 
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Figure 8: Sunset behind Temple of Inscriptions, Palenque © Archeoastronomy of Palenque
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Figure 9: Sarcophagus Lid of Janaab Pakal, Palenque, Chiapas, photo & drawing. © Merle Green Robertson / FAMSI

	More recent observations in Palenque, conducted by Mendez[footnoteRef:97] et al. have confirmed the architectural hierophanies identified by Schele, and have also highlighted the significative connection between Winter Solstice and the TI, since this building started by Janaab Pakal was completed by Kan Bahlam who consecrated it near the Winter Solstice (22-23 December, 688). Mendez[footnoteRef:98] et al. have also identified other architectural hierophanies, one of them involving TS in the Cross Group. As observed by Mendez[footnoteRef:99] et al., during the nadir passage of the Sun in Palenque (9 November at 9:15 am), the rising Sun centres with the central doorway of TS (Figure 10) and enters the temple at a direct perpendicular angle, illuminating the inner sanctuary. Because of this, Mendez[footnoteRef:100] et al. have sustained that the nadir passage of the Sun determined the alignment of TS and, consequently, determined its main architectural hierophanies: the morning Sun shining directly along its central axis, while at night the virtual sun illuminates the central axis of the underworld (nadir). This is consistent with the association of this temple with GIII, the "Sun Jaguar of the Underworld".   [97:  Mendez and others, 'Astronomical Architecture Palenque', p. 59.]  [98:  Ibid., pp. 57-75. ]  [99:  Ibid., p. 65.]  [100:  Ibid., p. 73.] 

	In approaching the research question, it is relevant to consider is the experience of the architectural hierophany. According to the phenomenology of landscape posed by Tilley, architectural space 'is a deliberate creation of space made tangible, visible and sensible [playing] a fundamental role in the creation and recreation, production and reproduction of existential space'.[footnoteRef:101] Precisely, in Tilley's[footnoteRef:102] view, existential space contains the social meanings of sacred space, symbolic space and mythic space, which are then created and recreated in the architectural space. As pointed out by Schele,[footnoteRef:103] both TI and TC are adjacent to large plaza areas and many people would have seen the scale of the architectural hierophanies, thus linking the perception of real cosmic events with mythology and rulers. In a similar vein, Mendez et al. have suggested that in the TS hierophany at nadir, 'the dramatic morning light may have illuminated a noble personage standing in the centre of [TS] who would have been visible to a larger audience gathered in the plaza'.[footnoteRef:104] In the words of Aveni, these architectural hierophanies 'must have provided some of the most powerful religious experiences the common person could witness in the open-air environment of the ceremonial centre'.[footnoteRef:105] [101:  Tilley, Phenomenology Of Landscape, p. 17.]  [102:  Ibid., p. 16.]  [103:  Schele, 'Sacred Site At Palenque', p. 104.]  [104:  Mendez and others, 'Astronomical Architecture Palenque', p. 72.]  [105:  Anthony Aveni, Skywatchers: A Revised And Updated Version Of Skywatchers Of Ancient Mexico (Austin: University of Texas Press, [1980] 2001), p. 300. ] 

	In this way, the architectural narrative of solar hierophanies indicates, on one side, a clear human construct of a meaningful sacred space, while on the other implies an amplified experience of a natural solar phenomena of sacredness emanating from Lakamha'. It is precisely Palenque's hilly terrain that causes variation of solar light and shadow, as well as the phenomenon of the Sun setting in the ridge behind Pakal's TI and, at the same time, directly illuminating the TC of Kan Bahlam. It is thus feasible to suggest that these solar phenomena may have determined the placement of the buildings in first instance. According to Tilley's insights, the meanings ascribed to these phenomena define sacred space, where symbolism and myth are then created and recreated in the architectural space. Thus, the architectural hierophanies, as human constructs of sacredness, enhance the solar phenomena and dramatically reenact the mythology. This results in a tangible, visible and sensible experience of the natural hierophany, magnified and amplified by the architecture, providing in this case a religious experience of the sacred. Hence, the architectural hierophanies encode both a human construct and a natural phenomenon of sacred space.  
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Figure 10: Nadir Sunrise, Temple of the Sun (TS), Palenque © Alonso Mendez
	In this way, the architectural narrative of solar hierophanies indicates, on one side, a clear human construct of a meaningful sacred space, while on the other implies an amplified experience of a natural solar phenomena of sacredness emanating from Lakamha'. It is precisely Palenque's hilly terrain that causes variation of solar light and shadow, as well as the phenomenon of the Sun setting in the ridge behind Pakal's TI and, at the same time, directly illuminating the TC of Kan Bahlam. It is thus feasible to suggest that these solar phenomena may have determined the placement of the buildings in first instance. According to Tilley's insights, the meanings ascribed to these phenomena define sacred space, where symbolism and myth are then created and recreated in the architectural space. Thus, the architectural hierophanies, as human constructs of sacredness, enhance the solar phenomena and dramatically reenact the mythology. This results in a tangible, visible and sensible experience of the natural hierophany, magnified and amplified by the architecture, providing in this case a religious experience of the sacred. Hence, the architectural hierophanies encode both a human construct and a natural phenomenon of sacred space.  

5. Conclusions

The aim of this research was to examine whether the sacred space of the ancient Maya city of Palenque-Lakamha' was human made or caused by natural phenomena, a question that was approached through the architectural narrative of the Golden Age period of this city. With this aim, an historical and religious contextualisation of Palenque was provided, followed by a theoretical framework facing the paradigm of sacred space implicit in the research question, including scholarship on the notions of sacred space and cultural landscape, as well as an approach to Maya cosmovision. The chosen methodology was a library research method divided into four themes which findings and discussion are summarise below. 
	The first theme explored the natural landscape of Palenque. The evidence indicates that the natural phenomena of mountains and waters of this place may have triggered the manifestation of sacredness, that is the hierophany posed by Eliade. Both natural phenomena are implicit in the sacred book of the Popol Vuh and Maya cosmovision, the mountains representing "above" or "up" for heavens and zenith, while the abundance of waters is essential for the maize cycle of birth, death, and regeneration. Symbolically, the original name of this place, Lakamha', means "Great Waters". Additionally, the local mythology tells that gods of the Sacred Triad were born in the prominent mountain overseeing the ceremonial centre. Hence, it is feasible to sustain the sacred space of Palenque-Lakamha' was caused by the natural hierophany in first instance. 
	The second and third themes studied the architectural narrative of the two representative rulers the Golden Age period. It was firstly logic to think that their architectural narrative was a human construct of sacred space, however, a closer look also indicated that these kings may have been maintaining the initial sacredness flowing from Lakamha'.  On one side, the aim of the building program may have been to consolidate the political and religious stand of Lakamha' and its sacred rulers, after experiencing what Bender calls the "appropiation" and "contestation" of landscape. In a similar vein, according to Durkheim's idea of sacredness, this building program was creating and setting sacredness "apart" and "forbidden" from the enemy. On the other side, Eliade's idea of the natural hierophany irrupting the landscape with an absolute sense of orientation was clearly seen in the locations the temples according to the cosmogram of the Maya worlds, also displaying alignments with the zenith and nadir passages of the Sun. There were also symbolic parallels observed between the sacred spring and sacred mountain of Lakamha' and the spring under the funerary-temple of Pakal, as well the mountain-made pyramids symbolising the sacred place where the ancestors rest and from where the gods of the Sacred Triad emerged. Therefore, although the architectural narrative of these kings constituted an evident human construct of sacred space, it was also maintaining and amplifying the natural hierophanies of Lakamha'.
	The last theme focused on architectural hierophanies, understood as natural solar phenomena of light and shadow playing across architectural features. On one side, they were a clear human construct of a meaningful sacred space, while on the other they amplified the experience of natural phenomena. It is precisely Palenque's hilly terrain that causes variation of solar light and shadow and thus it is logic to think that these phenomena may have determined the placement of the buildings in first instance. According to Tilley's insights, meanings ascribed to these types of phenomena define sacred space, where symbolism and myth are then created and recreated in the architectural space. Thus, the human construct of sacredness enhanced the solar phenomena and dramatically reenacted the mythology through architectural hierophanies. As seen, this resulted in a tangible, visible and sensible experience of the natural hierophany, which was then magnified and amplified by the architecture, providing a religious experience of the sacred. Therefore, Palenque's architectural hierophanies were intended to magnify the phenomenological experiences of sacredness emanating from nature. 
	Thus, Eagleton's dialectic of human culture versus nature has been at play across this research, the constant self-fashioning of human-made sacred space versus nature-made sacred space. The findings of this research indicate that the sacred space of the ancient Maya city of Palenque-Lakamha' was firstly caused by natural phenomena and then was maintained and enhanced by the architectural narrative. Hence, the Golden Age period of this city is a prime example of the sacredness of nature transcending through culture.
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