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Preface

THIS BOOK is a revised and updated version of a
doctoral dissertation submitted to Yale University
in 1981. It includes discussions of the historiog-
raphy, chronology, native history, epigraphy, func-
tion, plan and massing, visual and proportional
effects, and architectural sculpture of the magnifi-
cent palace building known as the House of the
Governor at the northern Maya site of Uxmal, Yu-
catan, Mexico.

I owe thanks to many persons for helping me
complete this project. I am particularly grateful
to George Kubler and Esther Pasztory, who in-
structed me in the critical appreciation of pre-
Columbian art. During my undergraduate years at
Columbia University, Esther Pasztory awakened
me to the richness, beauty, and meaning of this
art tradition and stimulated me to make it my area
of concentration. It has been a rare privilege to
work with George Kubler, who was my doctoral ad-
viser at Yale University. His deep and wide-ranging
knowledge of pre-Columbian art has served as an
inspiration and a challenge. During the preparation
of the dissertation he read drafts of all chapters and
patiently and enthusiastically counseled me on how
to improve both structure and content, enabling me
to shape my research into a work of scholarship.
Throughout the process of revision he has con-
tinued to be helpful in countless ways.

I also owe a special debt to Michael D. Coe and
Floyd Lounsbury, also of Yale University. Michael
Coe’s exuberant and infectious interest in Maya ico-
nography and Floyd Lounsbury’s profound knowl-
edge of Maya hieroglyphic writing are responsible
for much of the new information I am able to pro-
vide. Floyd Lounsbury provided me with extensive
comments and criticisms on chapter 5, on the hi-
eroglyphic inscriptions at Uxmal.

Others to whom I wish to give special thanks in-
clude David H. Kelley and E. Wyllys Andrews V.
David Kelley commented on my hieroglyphic inter-
pretations, and his studies of northern Maya inscrip-
tions have deepened my own knowledge of writing
and history in this area. I have had many discussions
by letter or telephone with Will Andrews regarding
Puuc archaeology and chronology, and he gave me
free access to relevant records at the Middle Ameri-
can Research Institute at Tulane University.

I would also like to thank Anthony Andrews and
Joann Andrews, who graciously allowed me to use
the archaeological library in their home and re-
search center, Quinta Mari, in Mérida. During
the early phases of my research H. E. D. Pollock
was helpful, providing information on Puuc chro-
nology and then-unpublished maps of Puuc ruins.
Anthony Aveni and John Carlson have helped me
understand the astronomical significance of the
House of the Governor, and George Andrews has
shared his knowledge of specific Puuc ruins and
construction techniques. Rosemary Sharp and I
had valuable discussions on the significance of cut-
stone facades, while Donald Roberston encouraged
my studies of architectural design and proportion.
Information on Frans Blom’s research at Uxmal was
provided by Mr. Edward Hinderliter, of Media,
Pennsylvania, while Ian Graham sent me prelimi-
nary drawings of several hieroglyphic monuments
from the northern Maya area. I have also profited
from many discussions with Joseph W. Ball regard-
ing the archaeological ceramics of Yucatan and the
native historical tradition contained in the Books of
Chilam Balam.

During 197677 I was able to travel to Mexico
thanks to funds provided by the Josef Albers Travel-
ing Fellowship administered by Yale University. I
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would like to thank Eduardo Matos Moctezuma,
then director of the Archivo Técnico of the Insti-
tuto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, for per-
mitting me to review unedited reports of archaeo-
logical excavations and reconstructions undertaken
at Uxmal. Dr. Alberto Ruz Lhuillier, then direc-
tor of the Center for Maya Studies at the Univer-
sidad Nacional Auténoma de México, kindly an-
swered questions concerning his work at Uxmal,
and Marta Foncerrada de Molina discussed her
studies of the architectural sculpture of Uxmal.
For my work in Yucatan I owe a particular debt to
Norberto Gonziles Crespo, then director of the
Centro Regional del Sureste of the Instituto Na-
cional de Antropologia e Historia, in Mérida, who
provided me with permits to use ladders on the
House of the Governor and to survey the platform
system. He also introduced my wife and me to two
guides, Mario Magaia and Pedro Gongura, of Ox-
kutzcab, who conducted us to many smaller Puuc
ruins. Alfredo Barrera Rubio, also of the Centro
Regional del Sureste, provided me with air photos
of Uxmal and informed me about settlement pat-
tern studies. I also wish to thank all other members
of the Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia
who helped me obtain the permits necessary to
complete my work at the House of the Governor.
During 1977-78 I was the recipient of a Robert
Woods Bliss Fellowship and was privileged to work
on sections of this book as a junior fellow of the Cen-
ter for Pre-Columbian Studies, Dumbarton Oaks,
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Washington, D.C. I would like to thank Elizabeth
P. Benson, then director of the center, for her help
locating resources and for general discussions of my
topic. I returned to Uxmal in March, 1978. I am
grateful to Roy Whitehead, of Hingham, Massachu-
setts, for acting as my field assistant on that trip. We
surveyed the platform system of the House of the
Governor and thoroughly measured the building at
that time.

I would also like to thank my mother, Mrs. Tid
Kowalski, and my grandfather, Floyd Gates, of
Tulsa, Oklahoma, who made many of the inked
drawings and maps for this book. Thanks also go to
Barbara Fash for providing several of the final draw-
ings. An expert job of obtaining the best possible
photographic images from my negatives or from
books was done by Herb Nelson, of Northern Illi-
nois University.

Finally, my deepest gratitude goes to my wife,
Mary Fleming Kowalski, and my children, Sarah
and David. My children have had to tolerate my ab-
sences while I was typing or visiting libraries. Mary
accompanied me to Mexico several times, most im-
portantly during the extended visit of 1976-77.
Among other things she has been a field assistant,
photographer, artist, editor, and typist. Without
her help and encouragement this book would not
exist.

DeKalb, Illinois JEFF KARL KOWALSKI



Introduction

IN his important study of the Maya, the Relacion
de las cosas de Yucatan, Bishop Diego de Landa
averred that “If Yucatan were to gain a name and
reputation from the multitude, the grandeur and
the beauty of its buildings, as other regions of
the Indies have obtained these by gold, silver and
riches, its glory would have spread like that of Peru
and New Spain.”"

This book is concerned with the building tradi-
tionally known as the House of the Governor at
Uxmal (figs. 1-4, 199). This edifice so perfectly
exemplifies the “grandeur and beauty” of which
Landa speaks that it has consistently been acknowl-
edged as the masterpiece of Maya architecture in
the New World. Typical of this adulation is the hom-
age paid to the House of the Governor by John Lloyd
Stephens in 1841:

There is no rudeness or barbarity in the design or pro-
portions; on the contrary, the whole wears an air of ar-
chitectural symmetry and grandeur; and as the stranger
ascends the steps and casts a bewildered eye along its
open and desolate doors, it is hard to believe that he sees
before him the work of a race in whose epitaph, as writ-
ten by historians, they are called ignorant of art and said
to have perished in the rudeness of savage life. If it stood
this day on its artificial terrace in Hyde Park or the Gar-
den of the Tuileries, it would form a new order, . . . not
unworthy to stand side by side with the remains of
Egyptian, Grecian and Roman art.

Impressive masonry structures such as the House
Of t'he Governor are the tangible remains of a great
civilization which flourished in northern Yucatan
centuries before the arrival of the Spaniards. By
the time Landa encountered the Maya and com-
pﬂed his important record of their customs and be-
liefs, they had already entered into a cultural de-

cline, reflected by a lessening of quality in art and
architecture. It was during the Classic period (ca.
A.D. 250-900) that the ancient Maya created one of
the New World’s most intellectually advanced and
artistically rich civilizations, centered in the low-
land jungles of northern Guatemala and extending
into Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, and adjacent
parts of Mexico, including the Yucatan Peninsula.
The Classic period witnessed the zenith of social
complexity in these areas, with a host of thriving
cities and carved monuments attesting the Maya’s
cultural achievements.

A recognizable cluster of traits distinguished the
Maya from other peoples at this time. These in-
clude architecture employing the corbeled vault;
the Long Count and Initial Series dating system; a
hieroglyphic writing system with a mixed picto-
graphic, logographic, and phonetic script; and a
specialized stela and altar cult.® Although they pos-
sessed a certain cultural cohesion and individuality,
the Maya were also firmly included in the wider
cultural entity known as Mesoamerica, which em-
braced much of central and southeastern Mexico
and at times reached as far south as Costa Rica and
Nicaragua. The Maya were making contact, trading,
and interchanging ideas with other Mesoamerican
peoples throughout their history. Although Maya
civilization in the south experienced an irreversible
decline and collapse between about A.p. 800 to
900, there was a rapid cultural and architectural
florescence during this same period in the northern
Yucatan peninsula. It was at the end of this time,
sometimes referred to as the Terminal Classic pe-
riod, that the House of the Governor was con-
structed. The succeeding centuries from A.D. 900
to 1200 saw the rise to power of Chichen Itza, a vi-
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tal new capital in Yucatan, where the culture and
art style incorporated both traditional Maya and
central Mexican “Toltec” elements. The House of
the Governor, created at a critical developmental
juncture, thus may be discussed not only as an ex-
ceptional aesthetic object but also as an important
monument for the reconstruction of northern Maya
culture history.

The concurrent rise of the northern centers and
fall of the southern Maya was accompanied, and
caused in part, by the growing influence of the
Chontal or Putun Itza Maya. These were militar-
ily powerful groups of Chontal-speaking peoples
who occupied a gulf coast homeland from Tabasco
to Champoton in Campeche, and who served as
middlemen for trade between Central America and
highland Mexico. Uxmal and other Puuc centers
apparently participated in an important circum-
peninsular trade route, supplying the Chontal with
commodities (e.g., cotton, cloth, slaves) for trans-
port to central Mexico or Veracruz, and obtain-
ing from them elite goods along with new artistic
and architectural forms and cultural and religious
concepts.

Increasing wealth and trade help account for the
construction of buildings as grandiose and tech-
nically superior as the House of the Governor and
the Nunnery Quadrangle at Uxmal. Trading con-
tacts also help explain the distinctive blend of inno-
vative local stylistic features, Classic Maya forms,
and foreign or “non-Classic” elements visible in
Puuc architecture. Features such as the elongated
range plan, tripartite architectural arrangement,
mat-weave lattice, long-snouted mask panels, and
dynastic human figural sculptures of the House of
the Governor are based on earlier southern lowland
or central Yucatan traditions. Other Uxmal edi-
fices, such as the West Structure of the Nunnery,
adorned with prominent feathered serpent sculp-
tures, display syncretistic combinations of Maya
and Mexican forms and symbols. Simultaneously,
the House of the Governor and other Late Puuc
structures possess characteristic local features, such
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as the use of lime concrete cores covered by ex-
pertly finished masonry, and an architectonic har-
mony between the geometric stone mosaic sculp-
tures and the sharply rectilinear buildings they
adorn.*

Despite general agreement concerning the aes-
thetic merit of the House of the Governor, and
although there exists documentary knowledge of
both the building and the site dating from the six-
teenth century, the edifice has almost never been
treated in more than a chapter or section in general
descriptions of Maya archaeology, art, or architec-
ture.® Consequently, until this time the student of
Precolumbian art history has had to consult a wide
range of studies to form a more comprehensive
view of this building. The lapse this presented in
studies of Maya architecture would be comparable
to a similar lack of sustained discussion of a Euro-
pean monument of the caliber of the Parthenon or
Chartres Cathedral.

This book is an art historical monograph that sup-
plies a more complete examination of the House of
the Governor. Gaining a deeper understanding of
this edifice requires recognition that it is a complex
phenomenon. While it is clear that the House of
the Governor is a material object (composed of
stone, mortar, wood, and plaster) with a tangible
existence, it is also an aesthetic object whose forms
have been arranged consciously to evoke a strong
visual-emotional response from the viewer. In addi-
tion it is a cultural expression, or what has rightly
been termed a “persisting event,”® made in a par-
ticular time and place by people with a specialized
world-view.

In this book I portray the House of the Governor
in its richness and complexity of meaning—as a
monument in which material, cultural, spiritual,
and aesthetic aspects are inextricably interrelated.
Such a holistic approach is as productive as it is
challenging, for by examining and tying together
these separate strands of meaning we will ultimately
be able to form a more coherent image of the House
of the Governor.





