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Introduction to 
the “Fish” being the most common Maya Hieroglyph 

in the Primary Standard Sequence Dedicatory Formula for Kakaw, Cacao

There are dozens, scores, perhaps hundreds of articles and chapters on the Maya hieroglyphs around the upper part of Early Classic and Late Classic vases, 
bowls and plates. Michael Coe is credited as being the first person to point out that dozens of these texts often have the same hieroglyphs. He named it the 
Primary Standard Sequence. Scholars abbreviated it as PSS. Several decades later, knowledgeable epigraphers and linguists suggested that since the text 
was to “dedicate” the ceramic to an important person, that the name for the text should be “dedicatory formula”. But in biological science, the first name 
given to a plant or animal is continued so as not to have splitter-splatter of plant names. So I still use the abbreviation PSS or the full name Primary Standard 
Sequence Dedicatory Formula. Because otherwise another epigrapher or linguist in the future will suggest an entire different name.

During the 1970’s, 1980’s, 1990’s, I recognized that it would help epigraphers, linguists and archaeologists if each individual glyph of each vase, bowl or plate 
was photographed with a macro lens—one glyph at a time. I have now donated an estimated thousand or so individual 35mm color slides, 35mm B&W 
negatives, and medium format B&W negatives of macro-photos of individual glyphs of hundreds of PSSequences to Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees for Harvard 
University. The purpose of this donation is so these three-decades of photography in museums around the world can be available to epigraphers, linguists, 
iconographers and archaeologists. I show a few samples here, since the kakaw glyph” has already been identified, studied, and published by lots of capable 
scholars.

My long-range goal is to assist epigraphers and archaeologists to identify individual scribes or at least different regional ateliers.

My long-range goal is to find and publish each individual hieroglyph at high resolution so that scholars can see the original painting or original incised glyph. 
Yes, line drawings are needed, but they should be based on digital renderings of the photos of 35mm color slides. Freehand drawings are better-than-nothing 
but are distorted and often lacking in detail.

Since it will be years before all the photos are cataloged, as since only a few are scanned, in the present chapter for the lecture at MUNAG on cacao, I show 
only a preview of what’s to come.
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Museo Popol Vuh, Universidad Francisco Marroquin. 

Since neither the scene nor the inscription have been repainted, the entire 
text is authentic.
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Museo Popol Vuh, Universidad Francisco Marroquin, digital rollout by Nicholas Hellmuth, July 10, 1997, 455 MEGAbytes although a 
quarter-century in the past. FLAAR had the highest quality digital rollout camera in the world in those early years.
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A-360a

I estimate this is a stylized, 
albeit simplified “fish” 
hieroglyph because it has a 
simplified fin in front its 
rounded forehead.

Plus it has a thick curl from 
its mouth.

And a “fin-like” motif at the 
right end of the top of its 
head. But whether the two 
black ovals are the number 2 
(for Ka Ka) or whether the 
W(a) aspect is conflated is 
best left to an epigrapher or 
linguist to comment on.
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Ka (prefix) Ka (main sign) Wa (postfix), kakaw(a), cacao. Museo Popol Vuh, Universidad Francisco Marroquin, photo by Nicholas Hellmuth.
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K8458a is the number listed by Moot 
Fig. 77, but the only photo I found in 
the Dumbarton Oaks database was a 
different angle. The on-line files are 
not high-enough resolution to 
enlarge individual hieroglyphs.

Early Classic style and content of 
PSS glyphs are very impressive. And 
incised glyphs are often more 
“precise” than painted glyphs.
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481648-19

Wa as a 
subfix, not 
as a 
postfix.
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D.O.-97
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VELÁSQUEZ García, Erik
   2009 Los vasos de la entidad política de ‘Ik’: una aproximación histórico-artística. Estudio sobre las entidades anímicas y el lenguaje gestual y corporal 

en el arte maya clásico. PhD dissertation en Historia del Arte, México, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, 
Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas.

Ejemplos de Fórmula Dedicatoria en un par de vasijas mayas del Museo Amparo, by Erik Velásquez
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wk4kZatPP-E
This is one of the ten best videos to show epigraphic documentation of the PSS Dedicatory Formula. Has LOTS of excellent drawings. I am curious whether this 
lecture is available as a PPTx file???
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