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Ritual Dance and Music
 in Ancient Maya Society
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Among the ancient Maya, dance was an essential component of many rituals. Dance perfor-
mances were complex events, combining body movement with song, instrumental music, and 
even comedy. Through these performances, the sacred world was visualized and dancers ac-
quired supernatural powers. In addition to a religious function, dance had an important social 
role, particularly for men. Elites employed dance to express political relationships such as alli-
ance and subordination as well as dynastic succession.

Entre los mayas antiguos la danza era un elemento esencial de muchos rituales. Las representa-
ciones danzarias eran eventos complejos que combinaban el movimiento corporal con el canto, 
la música instrumental y hasta la comedia. Por medio de esas danzas se visualizó el mundo sa-
grado y los danzantes adquirían poderes sobrenaturales. Aparte de su función religiosa la dan-
za tenía un importante papel social, particularmente para los hombres. Las élites se servían de 
ella para expresar relaciones políticas como por ejemplo la alianza, la subordinación y también 
la sucesión dinástica.

Among the ancient Maya, musical performance 
was associated with a variety of ritual contexts. 
Among these were sacrifice, war, the ballgame, 
funerals, feasting and divination, and hunting 
(Looper 2009: 58). One of the most common ac-
tivities associated with music was dance. Indeed, 
the presence of musical instruments such as rat-
tles, wooden drums, tortoise shells beaten with 
deer antlers, rasps, trumpets, and flutes in an-
cient Maya art often indicates that a dance ritu-
al is depicted. In addition, dancers or secondary 
figures in dance scenes often part their lips as 
if in song. In Maya art, musicians are frequent-
ly depicted standing or seated in a set order, be-
ginning with the rattle players (who often dou-
ble as singers), flutists, drummers, tortoise-shell 
players, and finally trumpeters (Miller 1988: 327). 
Both ritual music and dance were male dominat-
ed activities among the ancient Maya, as today. 
In this chapter, I outline the overall significance 
of dance in ancient Maya society, highlighting its 
musical associations.

Dance and the Cosmos

The dances of the pre-Hispanic Maya are well 
known, as they were often commemorated in rep-
resentational art and inscriptions (Grube 1992). 
A number of Maya dances were also recorded 
in Diego de Landa’s Relación de las cosas de 
Yucatán, an important sixteenth century doc-
ument (Taube 2001: 306; Tozzer 1941). In an-
cient Maya art, a standing pose in which one 
heel is lifted slightly off the ground line often in-
dicates dance (Maler 1911: 134-135; Miller 1981: 
131). Raised and extended arms are also a com-
mon dance pose (Taube 2001: 305-306). Another 
strong indicator of dance in Maya art is swinging 
costume elements, particularly the ends of aprons 
or loincloths, which suggest motion. Elsewhere, a 
specific costume element or attribute, such as a 
circular fan, indicates dance (Taube 2001:306). 

As in modern Maya society, ancient Maya 
dance was associated with both religious and 
secular contexts (Kurath and Martí 1964). Specif-


