Sacbe’ob: Geography of the Maya Causeways

By Dan Shaw

The purpose of this paper is to catalog the details known about the Maya causeways. These features have apparently not been subjected previously to an extensive research, which might reveal promising locations for exploratory excavations.

BACKGROUND

In October of 1997, I traveled to the Yucatan to visit the archaeological ruins. The features of the ruins which were of the greatest interest to me were the causeways. Because of my previous studies of alignments of sacred sites, and the geometric relationship between sites, these causeways which connect distinct urban areas peaked my interest. I chanced upon a booklet on the sacbe’ob by Diaz-Bolio at the Acuario Hotel at Tulum. After returning from Mexico, I opened a book by Devereux which I hadn’t looked at, but only just purchased before I left. In it, Devereux compares the sacbe’ob with the Nazca lines, as well as alignment myth and artifacts from many other cultures. 

I visited first Kohunlich, then Tulum, Chichen Itza, and Coba. Chichen was the only of the sites at which I spent more than one day. I took photos of some of the interesting features, and made rubbings of some of the plaques.

METHOD

Cogolludo (according to D-B) reports that sacbe’ob criss-crossed the entire Yucatan. Only remnants of these causeways remain. To narrow the scope of this report the author has focused on inter-site sacbe’ob, and has passed over data specific to intra-site sacbe’ob. 

To generate a map of the causeways, a list of nearly 100 archaeological sites and their latitudes and longitudes was obtained from the work of Aveni. These coordinates were only in degrees and minutes and not seconds. An Excel spreadsheet was used to translate lat-long to decimal degrees. These coordinates were then imported into ArcInfo.

ArcInfo allows for each sacbe’ob to be associated with its own data file, but I haven’t figured out how to draw these features yet!

Characteristics of the Sacbe’ob

The Sacbe’ob have some enigmatic qualities, which raises questions about their utility and their symbolic purpose. Constructing these causeways required extensive labor and materials, exceeding even the effort expended in buiding the famous temples and pyramids. “The blocks are long, well-hewn, and laid in massive courses up to a level between 1.0 and 1.5 meters above the ground. The construction of half a kilometer of such masonry would represent the labor consumed in building a fair sized pyramid or platform. Hence this causeway must be related to matters of real importance.” (Roys & Shook). These causeways were straight and level beyond all reason. The Maya had neither horse nor wheel, and the sacbe’ob could have served the purpose of speeding foot travel with much less massive and less exacting construction. 

The religious and ritual purposes of the causeways have been explored by Zuidema and Devereux. Indeed, evidence has been found of shrines at junctions of sacbe’ob, and of symbolic archways. Sketches of a shrine and ramps appeared in the Coba reports. 

The Maya built other linear features, namely defensive walls which have sometimes been mistaken for sacbe’ob. (Kurjack).

No consistent methodology for describing these causeways has been settled. 

Causeways are commonly formed of two parallel walls of stone slabs filled with smaller material, layered and compressed. Morley provides a picture of a cylinder, ostensibly a roller, which weighed 5 tons and could have been used to compress the road surface.

Roys and Shook illustrate a cross-section of a sacbe with successive layers of surfacing. Their picture shows a roadbed either flat of convex due to wear at the outer edges. “The cross section shows enough camber to insure adequate drainage.” Conversely, Wagner specifically describes a concave road with edges raised. This concave “road”, perfectly level and paved with a compact, impermeable surface, raises some intriguing questions. Could these canals have captured rainwater to float small vessels? 

Extrapolating from known sites to likely sites

Devereux reports that he was able to determine the location of some ruins by extrapolating from the direction of a relict causeway on Cozumel. 

Segovia traversed the sacbe between Ake and Izamal, to find an unreported ruin 7 km. east of Ake, which he named Xemna. Xemna group is connected to the main sacbe by its own northward branch, 9 m. wide and 150 m. long. The main sacbe is uniformly 13.2 meters wide, and appears level throughout, making only one slight directional change at Xemna. 

Etymology of the word “sacbe”

Morley gives “sac” as “something artificial, made by hand” and “be” as “road”. A conflicting source give sacbe as a derivative of “zacbe” which is the milky way.

page 81: "Historical corroboration for the existence of sacbes at the time of Spanish contact can be found in a statement by Las Casas and in the description of Cozumel given by Juan Diaz. He mentions stone roads raised at the sides and concave in the middle. (Wagner 1942a:71)." [Freidel]

 Evidence of pre-Hispanic straight track systems in Mexico survives in the region around the archaeological site of La Quemada in the western state of Zacatecas. About 100 miles of Indian roads have been identified there, and dated to between AD 700-800. They were first mapped by CharlesDe Burghes in 1833 and again by Charles Dickson Trombold in 1974.  Segments of sacbeob have been discovered on the island of Cozumel off the peninsula's northeast corner, a Mayan pilgrimage site for the worship of the moon goddess, Ixchel. Some of these connected different settlements, the best-preserved section being between San Gervasio and the northeast coast of the island. It was mapped for over three miles. It is about five feet wide and had shrines posted along it. Because of the sacbe's straightness, it was possible to predict where further sections might appear at points where visible traces had disappeared. [My emphasis.]

 --Shamanism and the Mystery Lines: Ley Lines, Spirit Paths, Shape-Shifting & Out of Body Travel, by Paul Devereux Despite the esoteric title, this is a most scholarly and thorough work, which focuses on consciousness. 

The Great North Road ran from Chaco Canyon to Twin Angels Pueblo and presumably continued north to Aztec Ruins. Dashed grey line [in illustration, not shown here] shows alignment of Chaco and Casas Grandes. [Lekson]

 The infrared photograph of El Mirador, taken by a NASA aircraft a mile up [can detect]... low causeways, or sacbes because of differences in vegetation growing along the roadways. Three sacbes join in an area called the Crossroads...another... leads northwest. The roads underscore the importance of El Mirador as a great trade center. 

--National Geographic, Nov. 1992, pp 104-105 

 The Arch at Labna, unlike it's counterpart at Kabah, is extremely well preserved, even down to some remaining red and green paint inside the sculpted cornices.

--msnbc.com/news/107385.asp 

The other salient physical fact at Yaxuná is the great 100km (60 mile) long sacbé, raised causeway that runs straight as an arrow from the center of imperial Cobá and ends among the pyramid platforms in the ceremonial precinct of Yaxuná. The sacbé posed tantalizing questions of raw power politics of ancient Yucatan. -- David Freidel 

 At Coba, a site in Quintana Roo, Mexico, is a classic Mayan city. It was built around 4 large lakes and the area has been continuously inhabited for a thousand years. The largest structure at the site, the Nohoch Mul (Great Mound) pyramid, is 120 feet tall. One of the more than 16 sacbes leads due west out of the city for 62.5 miles to the minor site of Yaxuna', the longest one in Mayaland. 

-- Ken Goehring, College of the Siskiyous [snowcrest.net/goehring/maya/classic.htm] 
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