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DYNASTIC MARRIAGE AND SUCCESSION AT T IKAL 

Abstract 

Philip C. THOMPSON 
University of New Orleans 

Use of the Colonial Yucatec Maya as an ethnohistoric analogy 
suggests that the Classic Maya at Tikal practiced bilateral cross 
cousin marriage, traced de.~cent in both the male and female lines 
(double descent) and recognized both matrilineages and pat.rilinca~es. 
Further, Colonial Yucatec Maya inheritance patterns and kin terms 
suggest that the Classic Maya may have intended political office to 
pass alternately to matrilineal and patrilineal heirs, rather than 
strictly patrilineal heirs, as has been proposed (Haviland, 1977) . 
When these rules are applied to the genealogical relationships of 
the rulers of Tikal proposed by Coggins ( 197 5), the resulting 
diagram strongly implies that, while two or more patrilines competed 
for the ruling position, the line of succession was defined by a 
specific pair of matrilines for each 13 katun cycle. 

In a recent article, William A. Haviland ( 1977) presents his 
interpretation of the kinship principles governing the dynastic suc­
cession at Tikal. His work is based on a tentative reconstruction, 
by Clemency Coggins ( 1975), of some of the genealogical relation­
ships of the rulers of Tikal from the fourth to the ninth centuries 
A.D. (see Figure 1) . In the following paragraphs I propose an alter­
native interpretation of the kinship principles underlying the Tikal 
succession. :ivfy views are based on a reconsideration of the Coggins 
diagram as well as analogies provided by the kin term and inheri­
tance systems of the Colonial Yucatec Maya. 

Haviland believes the Coggins genealogy to be evidence of a 
patrilineal rule of political succession. He bases this view on the 
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