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situated the ruler of Yo’okop in the geography of the site over which he
asserted his dominion.

Elite Rulership and Cosmological Beliefs

The visual vocabulary at Yo'okop connected elite rulership to cosmologi-
cal beliefs. Current mapping reveals that Yo'okop consists of four archi-
tectural groups connected by causeways (Shaw 2001b). Together, Groups
A, B,and C and Sacbeob 1 and 2 form a north-south axis that dominates
the site layout (see fig. 9.1). Ceramic analysis in Groups A and B indicates
that the axis was developed during the Preclassic period, although the
roadways were not added until the Terminal Classic. Although Group C
has not yet been surveyed and Sacbe 2 is not included on the present site
map, the causeway is known to continue more than 1 km northeast of
Group B to Group C based upon GPS readings.

In ancient Maya cosmology, north and south were equated with the
vertical movements of the sun. North was the direction of the sky and
was equated with the solar zenith. South, the direction of the under-
world, was equated with the solar nadir. The underworld was believed to
be a watery realm and the source of the primordial sea. The underworld
assocjations of the direction south are underscored by the location of
Yo'okop’s only aguada, at the southern terminus of the site axis.

The cosmological symbolism of the site plan at Yo'okop may further
contextualize the elite lords represented in the site monuments. The ste-
lae all contain watery motifs that associate rulership with the manage-
ment of the water resources in Yo'okop’s aguada and with control of the
supernatural forces that emanated from the underworld and its primor-
dial sea.

Stela 1 depicts a foliated ajaw head suspended upside down from the
open maw of the serpent bar held across the body of the ruler. The foli-
ated ajaw motif is common in scenes depicting the watery underworld
(K3091) and creation cosmology (Coe 1978, 83-87).0n Stela Cat Copién,
a foliated Maize God head, strikingly similar to the foliated ajaw head on
Stela 1 at Yo’okop, is held in a pendant position by a monkey emerging
from the serpent bar held by Waxaklajuun Ub’aah K’awiil} 18 Images of
K’awiil’ (Newsome 1996). Ceremonial bars terminating in foliated pen-
dant heads are also depicted on a stela attributed to El Chorro and on
Panel 10 from Dos Pilas (Mayer 1991, 26-28, pls. 15, 16, and 144).

Stela 2 incorporates a waterbird in the headdress of the ballplayer. As
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creatures that moved between the supernatural spheres of the sky and the
underworld, waterbirds were associated with the underworld (K6551)
and with the ballgame in creation mythology (K1288). Ballplayers are
scen playing the game wearing waterbird headdresses in the Late Classic
Monuments 1 and 2 from Ichmul as well as in two vases (Mayer 1991, pl.
23; Proskouriakoff 1950, fig. 82a and b; K1209, K2912). Ballgame rituals
that involved bird costumes and dance ceremonies were both a Maya
and a pan-Mesoamerican phenomenon (Koontz 2000, 4-12). One Late
Classic Maya vase (K1288) depicts an underworld ballgame with the
Hero Twins and [tzamnaaj, the powerful creator god, in his avian aspect,
whereas other Late Classic Maya vases (K1209, K2803) depict mythic
ballplayers with bird headdresses. Although not shown in a dance pose,
the ballplayer on Yo’okop Stela 2 was probably a participant in 2 ball-
game ritual that incorporated dance and alluded to the creative under-
world forces.

Stela 3, although badly damaged, may also include a water motif. The
partial outline of a fish may be indicated in the extreme upper left cor-
ner. If this reconstruction is correct, the dangling fish indicates that the
subject of Stela 3 wore a Water Lily Monster headdress. In Stela 33 from
El Peru, this headdress is worn by K’inich B’alam, ‘Sun-Faced Jaguar, the
ruler of the site and presumably the husband of Na Chan Ajaw (Wanyerka
1996, 82). A symbol of the surface of still water, the Water Lily Monster
in Late Classic polychrome vases (K5073; K5941) figured prominently as
a symbol of fertility and regeneration in the watery underworld.

Bodies of water were used in Maya rituals to represent the surface
of the underworld or the mythological sea. Yo'okop provides evidence
that natural topography was replicated in ancient ceremonial circuits
in which ritual practitioners symbolically climbed the mountains and
descended to the underworld in order to secure the water resources on
which their existence depended. Water shimmered from the high pool
of Structure S5E1-1 and from the low surface of the aguada and, per-
haps, the plaza. This resource was revered in the depictions of the lords
on their stelae. This feature was, perhaps, both venerated and managed
under the direction of Yo'okop’s likely female kaloomte, Ix Ch’ak Kab, a
relative of Sky Witness, the expansionist ruler of the Kan polity. Through
the alliance she epitomized, Yo’okop was integrated into the thriving Kan
polity while maintaining its independent ecological, cosmological, and
political identity. Her role as kaloomte’ was emphasized in the stairway
inscription of Yo’okop’s architectural water mountain, perhaps because
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Ix Ch'ak Kab performed at least two pivotal functions. In the ritual
sphere, she bridged the natural world of the human plane with the up-
perworld of the ancestors and the underworld of the supernatural forces,
while in the political arena, she united the city of her rulership with her
Kan polity heritage.
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