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INTRODUCTION

This catalog of Ancient Maya writing characters is intended as an aid for beginners and
intermediate-level students of the script. Most known Ancient Maya inscriptions date to the
Late Classic Period (600-800 C.E.), so the characters in the catalog roughly reproduce a
generic Late Classic graphic style from the cities in the Southern Lowlands or the area of the
present-day department of Petén in Guatemala and the states of Chiapas and Campeche in
Mexico. The goal of the catalog is not to demonstrate possible variation in the appearance of
individual characters, but to highlight similarities and differences between distinct glyphs.

Although all Maya glyphs look like representations of animate and inanimate objects, they
are all strictly phonetic: characters called syllabograms encode syllables, whereas other
signs known as logograms stand for entire words. The readings of logograms in the catalog
are recorded in bold upper case letters and syllabograms with bold lower case letters. Some
characters have multiple readings and some readings are less certain than others. This
catalog may show several possible readings of a glyph. Uncertain readings are followed by
question marks. The sign that looks like a head of a bat, for instance, has two confirmed
readings in distinct contexts: a logogram SUUTZ' "bat" and a syllabogram tz'i. The third
reading - a syllabogram xu - is plausible, but less well-proven. The corresponding catalog
entry will show all these readings underneath the character:

SUUTZ' /tz'i/xu?

Undeciphered glyphs have also been included in this catalog. Their presence highlights
differences and similarities between some signs. Three highly similar glyphs, for example,
may be distinguished by elements in their upper-left corners. Only two glyphs - k'e and chu
- have been deciphered, but it makes sense to show the third character with a question mark
underneath:

K'e chu ?



Many words in Ancient Maya writing may be recorded with a single logogram or with several
syllabograms. For example, the word otoot "home" may be written with a logogram OTOOT
or with three syllabograms - o, to, and ti - as o-to-ti:

OTOOT 0 to ti

In some Ancient Maya inscriptions, individual characters are arranged in a linear way top-
to-bottom and left-to-right as in the example above. Most Ancient Maya scribes, however,
preferred to group signs into 'blocks'. The overall reading order in a 'block’ follows the same
top-to-bottom and left-to-right convention, but one or two characters are placed in the
center and all other signs are arranged around them. Many characters have two distinct
variants - one for a central position and the other for a peripheral location. Scholars called
the centrally-placed variants "main signs" and the peripheral characters were known as
"affixes", but these labels are misleading, because arrangements of characters within 'blocks'
often have nothing to do with their reading. For example, the syllabograms o and ti in the o-
to-ti spelling shown above have large central variants which look like bird heads and small
peripheral variants which look like feathers on the birds' beaks. Consequently, the three
signs may be re-grouped as different 'blocks' with one central and two peripheral characters
depending on the aesthetic preferences of a scribe:

The smaller peripheral variants may be rotated as they are positioned next to the central
character. The to syllabogram does not have a peripheral variant, but its lower section may
be covered by another sign, so that the remaining part (two scrolls with dotted circles)
always stays on top regardless of the reading order.

There are many signs with sections which may be covered by other characters as we have
seen with to in the example above. Such compound glyphs have two or more elements



arranged vertically or horizontally. They were often created by combining elements from
other signs and may be similar to each other or to the characters from which they borrowed
their constituent parts. For example, the KAL logogram looks like a combination of TUUN
"stone” and CHAM/10 "death/ten" glyphs and is very similar to some compound ba
syllabograms. When KAL and TE' are written together, TE' covers half of KAL and the only
way to distinguish between KAL-TE' and potentially identical spellings such as ku-TE' and
TUUN-TE' is from the context:

CHAM/10 TUUN/Kku

Fortunately, Ancient Maya scribes preferred to avoid potentially ambiguous contexts. Nearly
all compound variants of the ba syllabogram, for example (see page 36 of the catalog), occur
in the spellings of the word utz'ihbaal ("his/her decoration") in tags on drinking cups where
there can be no doubt about the intended reading of the signs.

The catalog begins with rotatable peripheral variants of characters. Only one variant of each
character is included, so it is important to keep in mind that these signs may be turned ninety
degrees or even 'flipped' horizontally or vertically depending on their position in relation to
the central glyph in a 'block’. The next section of the catalog shows peripheral glyphs, which
may not be rotated because they are conflated with other characters or because they belong
to partially covered compound signs. Non rotatable peripheral glyphs are succeeded in the
catalog by non-rotatable central sign variants representing objects which are grouped based
on visual similarities between characters. Representations of hands, bones, and
miscellaneous body parts follow. The next section consists of glyphs which look like skulls.
It is followed by representations of human heads, bird heads, and heads of animals.
Compound characters (including digraphs) conclude the catalog.

There is no overall numbering, but signs on each page are numbered so that it would be
possible to refer to a glyph by its number and the page number. The glyphs are not numbered
in accordance with any previous catalog and no concordance table is included. The
arrangement of glyphs does not replicate earlier catalogs.
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