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Secret Combinations, 
Warfare, and Captive 

Sacrifice in Mesoamerica 
and the Book of Mormon

Bruce W. Warren

In some ways, the rise of secret combinations described 
in the book of Ether and their relation to warfare and the 
subsequent captivity of kings parallel the Maya traditions 
and customs relating to myths of origin, secret combina­
tions, sacral warfare, and the capture and sacrifice of divine 
kings in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica? Just as the Jaredite 
record states that certain patterns of warfare originated 
with the organization of secret combinations, the Maya 
derive their customs of ritual warfare from ancestral gods, 
practices that they place in the third millennium B.c. The 
fact that some Olmec figurines were reused by the Proto­
Classic Maya, who added Maya hieroglyphs dealing with 
royal accession, indicates some form of continuity with 
these traditions.2

This basic set of closely related themes, myths, and 
rituals can be found in various Maya materials, especially 
in the Quiche Maya sacred book, the Popol Vuh; the three 
famous hieroglyphic panels of the Cross, Foliated Cross, 
and Sun at Palenque, Chiapas;3 Classic Maya painted ce­
ramic vases;4 Mixtec codices; and Maya stone monuments 
and stelae. Although clearly the sources and diffusion of 
the mythology of Mesoamerica are very complex, some of 
the items the Mayan materials discuss may be manifes­
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tations in later forms of historical, religious, anD ritual 
events described in the Book of Mormon.

For instance, the Popol Vuh contains a fascinating ep­
isode centering around Vucub Cakish, his two sons, and 
Hun Hunahpu and his two famous sons the "hero twins" 
that may be related to the book of Ether account of the 
origin of secret combinations in ancient America? The role 
of Vucub Cakish from the Popol Vuh and that of Akish in 
the book of Ether are similar. The names, too, are practi­
cally identical with the word cakish (which means "red 
feather," referring to the macaw parrot. Of course, it needs 
to be Determined if Akish has any connotations involving 
feathers or birds). One of the names for Palenque is Xbal- 
anque, one of the "hero twins" of the Popol Vuh. Benjamin 
Urrutia has pointed out that the first portion of the name 
Xbalanque means "small jaguar" and that the Jaredite 
name Shiblon or Shiblom means "lion cub" in Arabic/ The 
consonants in Xbalan are the same as those in Shiblon, 
that is, the x in Mayan takes the sh sound. The three Pa­
lenque hieroglyphic panels Date the birth of these lords 
into the third millennium B.c. The key date for the rebirth 
of Hun Hunahpu and the birth of his "hero twin" sons is 
the latter part of the year 2360 B.c., which approximates 
the time of the Jaredite civilization? Furthermore, some 
scenes from the Popol Vuh account painted in the Mixtec 
codices Vienna and Nuttall from southern Mexico Depict 
events anD origin myths paralleling the Book of Mormon 
story of the origin of the JareDites.

Secret Combinations in the Book of Mormon
The source of secret combinations in the Book of Mor­

mon is given in the following passage: Satan "DiD plot with 
Cain, that if he would murder his brother Abel it should 
not be known unto the world. AnD he did plot with Cain 
and his followers from that time forth. And also it is that 
same being who put it into the hearts of the people to build 
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a tower sufficiently high that they might get to heaven. 
And it was that same being who led on the people who 
came from that tower into this land; who spread the works 
of darkness and abominations over all the face of the land, 
until he dragged the people down to an entire destruction, 
and to an everlasting hell" (Helaman 6:27-28).

The following passages provide insights into the struc­
ture of secret combinations in the book of Ether:

Now the daughter of Jared being exceedingly expert, 
and seeing the sorrows of her father, thought to devise 
a plan whereby she could redeem the kingdom unto her 
father. Now the daughter of Jared was exceedingly fair. 
And it came to pass that she did talk with her father, 
and said unto him: Whereby hath my father so much 
sorrow? Hath he not read the record which our fathers 
brought across the great deep? Behold, is there not an 
account concerning them of old, that they by their secret 
plans did obtain kingdoms and great glory? And now, 
therefore, let my father send for Akish, the son of Kim- 
nor; and behold, I am fair, and I will dance before 
him, and I will please him, that he will desire me to 
wife; wherefore if he shall desire of thee that ye shall 
give unto him me to wife, then shall ye say: I will give 
her if ye will bring unto me the head of my father, the 
king. . . . And Jared said unto him [Akish]: I will give 
her unto you, if ye will bring unto me the head of my 
father, the king. And it came to pass that Akish gathered 
in unto the house of Jared all his kinsfolk, and said unto 
them: Will ye swear unto me that ye will be faithful unto 
me in the thing which I shall desire of you? And it came 
to pass that they all sware unto him, by the God of 
heaven, and also by the heavens, and also by the earth, 
and by their heads, that whoso should vary from the 
assistance which Akish desired should lose his head; 
and whoso should divulge whatsoever thing Akish made 
known unto them, the same should lose his life. And it 
came to pass that thus they did agree with Akish. And 
Akish did administer unto them the oaths which were 
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given by them of old who also sought power, which had 
been handed down even from Cain, who was a murderer 
from the beginning (Ether 8:9-10, 12-15).

Therefore, behold, it came to pass that because of 
the secret combinations of Akish and his friends, behold, 
they did overthrow the kingdom of Omer. . . . And it 
came to pass that Jared was anointed king over the 
people, by the hand of wickedness; and he gave unto 
Akish his daughter to wife. And it came to pass that 
Akish sought the life of his father-in-law; and he applied 
unto those whom he had sworn by the oath of the an­
cients, and they obtained the head of his father-in-law, 
as he sat upon his throne, giving audience to his people. 
For so great had been the spreading of this wicked and 
secret society that it had corrupted the hearts of all the 
people; therefore Jared was murdered upon his throne, 
and Akish reigned in his stead. . . . Now the people of 
Akish were desirous for gain, even as Akish was desirous 
for power; wherefore, the sons of Akish did offer them 
money, by which means they drew away the more part 
of the people after them. And there began to be a war 
between the sons of Akish and Akish, which lasted for 
the space of many years, yea, unto the destruction of 
nearly all the people of the kingdom, yea, even all, save 
it were thirty souls, and they who fled with the house 
of Omer (Ether 9:1, 4-6, 11-12).

Cycles of prosperity followed by periods of hard times 
characterize subsequent Jaredite history. Secret combina­
tions appear to follow the same pattern, with their prom­
inence during prosperous times and their decline during 
hard times (see Ether 9:1, 26; 10:33; 11:15, 22; 13:18; 14:10). 
The Jaredite history also reveals the custom of beheading 
the king or those members of the secret combinations who 
divulged secrets (see Ether 8:10,12,14; 9:5; 15:30—31). An­
other well-documented Jaredite custom was the tradition 
of capturing the reigning king and holding him in captivity 
for long periods of time, sometimes for the remainder of 
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his life (see Ether 7:7; 8:3-4; 9:7; 10:14, 30-31; 11:9, 18-19, 
23).

Secret Societies in Pre-Columbian Mesoamerica
Secret societies in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica (in 

which the jaguar was the totemic guardian) were con­
cerned initially with obtaining political power through war­
fare and obtaining economic gain by secrecy, deceit, and 
assassination, with the addition of later elements of open 
warfare resulting in the capture of enemy kings. Mexican 
artist and writer Miguel Covarrubias describes the nature 
of secret societies in Mesoamerica as follows:

In those days the ancient jaguar cult prevailed 
throughout southern Mexico and in Central America, 
superimposed upon the formal, official Indian religion. 
After the Conquest it took the form of politico-religious 
secret societies of people who had the jaguar as beast- 
kln or totemic guardian. These societies were called na- 
hualistas, from nawal, totem. The word nawal or nahual 
Is today the name of a sort of werewolf, a weretiger, to 
frighten children who won't go to sleep. The nahualistas 
were much like criminal secret societies of the African 
Tigermen. To quote Sahugun . . . , "People like assas­
sins, daring and accustomed to kill, they carried on their 
persons pieces of jaguar skin, of the forehead and chest, 
and the tip of the tail, the claws, the canines, and the 
lips to make them powerful, brave, and fearsome." 
Chieftains who wanted to be courageous ate jaguar flesh 
roasted or boiled. It was used as a cure for insanity, for 
fevers, and "to cool off the temptations of the flesh."

In ancient times the jaguar was an earth god, symbol 
of the interior of the earth and of the night, of darkness, 
because jaguars were believed to swallow the sun and 
cause eclipses. He was the god of caves, the dark interior 
of mountains, the "Atlantean god of earthquakes, who 
supported the world upon his shoulders." As such he 
was worshipped throughout southern Mexico and par­
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ticularly around Tehuantepec. The Maya of Chiapas 
called him Uotan, "Heart," "Innermost"; the Mexicans 
knew him as Tepeyollotl, "Heart of the Mountain," 
"Heart of the Land," and worshipped him at second 
hand, having acquired him along with the religious 
magic calendar from the tropical south, where he ruled 
over the third week as an ominous, unlucky sign.8

There are numerous parallels between secret societies 
found in many parts of the world, as Sorenson notes/ but 
often because of their secret nature very little is known 
about them. That secret societies Did exist in pre-Colum­
bian Mesoamerica and that they parallel to a certain degree 
those found in the book of Ether in some respects is none­
theless certain.

Maya Warfare and Jaredite Parallels
Two general aims of Maya warfare were the consoli­

dation of rule and territorial expansion. Marriages between 
two dynasties or the obtaining of oaths of allegiance from 
other lords or chiefs often consolidated rulership. If mar­
riage alliances and subservient oath swearing DiD not work, 
then warfare was the answer. These traditions are similar 
to the wars fought between Akish and his sons, as found 
in the Book of Mormon (see Ether 9:12).

A Late Classic Maya example (between a.d. 726 and 
740) of territorial expansion by means of warfare comes 
from the site of Dos Pilas, Guatemala, on one of the trib­
utaries of the Usumacinta River. The ruler of Dos Pilas 
conquered several of the neighboring kings and created a 
territorial state that lasted only until the conquering king's 
death. Then his successor was defeated and the expanded 
kingdom collapsed.™

Three examples of this type of territorial expansion will 
be Described from the book of Ether:

After the space of many years, Morianton, (he being 
a descendant of Riplakish) gathered together an army 
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of outcasts, and went forth and gave battle unto the 
people; and he gained power over many cities; and the 
war became exceedingly sore, anD diD last for the space 
of many years; and he diD gain power over all the land, 
and Did establish himself over all the land. . . .

There arose a rebellion among the people, because 
of that secret combination which was built up to get 
power and gain; and there arose a mighty man among 
them in iniquity, and gave battle unto Moron, in which 
he Did overthrow the half of the kingdom; and he did 
maintain the half of the kingdom for many years. AnD 
it came to pass that Moron diD overthrow him, anD did 
obtain the kingdom again.

And it came to pass that there arose another mighty 
man; and he was a descendant of the brother of Jared. 
And it came to pass that he did overthrow Moron, and 
obtain the kingdom; wherefore, Moron dwelt in captivity 
all the remainder of his Days; anD he begat Coriantor. 
AnD it came to pass that Coriantor dwelt in captivity all 
his days (Ether 11:9, 15-19).

Most of the Late Classic battles were fought just before 
a king was to accede to the throne. Thus two bearers carried 
the victorious king in a sedan chair at the time of his acces­
sion to the throne to witness the beheading of a captured 
king."

Captive Sacrifice of Kings
From the 125 monuments known at the Mayan site of 

Yaxchilan on the west bank of the Usumacinta River in the 
state of Chiapas, Mexico,1" it is possible to describe many 
details concerning Maya kings and ritual warfare.0 We 
know, for instance, that the public dressing of the king 
was supervised by his wife. The king, in preparing for 
warfare, would dress in emblems of the central Mexican 
god Tlaloc, the Maya equivalent of Chac-Xib-Chac. Some 
Late Classic rulers at Yaxchilan were outsiders, hence the 
Tlaloc emblems. Items from the jaguar were part of the 
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ceremonial dressing of the king. The gods of the Maya 
required blood-letting from many people, especially the 
shedding of the king's blood. Hence, on the same day as 
the ceremonial dressing of the king, a battle would be 
fought with some neighboring king. One of these kings 
must be captured. The captured king would be stripped 
of his clothing, bound, and often mutilated. This scene 
was followed by various blood-letting rituals involving 
many prominent priests and members of royalty. On the 
same day as the battle, or soon thereafter, the victorious 
king went through a ritual exchange of a jaguar paw with 
one of his cahals (a governor or subchief under his au­
thority).

The fate of the captured king was usually horrible. He 
would be displayed publicly and stripped and bound on 
the temple stairway of the victorious king. Then he would 
be displayed in front of the victorious king's throne, at the 
feet of his captors. Some captured kings were immediately 
mutilated by pulling out their fingernails, cutting off the 
ends of their fingers, or pulling their teeth.™ Scalping, heart 
sacrifice, beheading, and disembowelmenf were other 
possible fates of the captured king. However, in some cases 
the captured king was kept in captivity for several years, 
as were many in Jaredite times, but most were ultimately 
tortured and killed.™ In time, the ritual killing of the cap­
tured kings was tied to the sacred 260-day calendar, the 
planet Venus, and the ritual ball game (see appendix). 
Captured kings could be killed in more than one way, but 
decapitation, symbolic of certain astronomical events, was 
the main form of killing. As David Kelley notes, "It has 
been clear to all serious students of Mesoamerican culture 
that there was an intimate relationship between astronom­
ical knowledge, the calendar, and religious beliefs and rit­
uals."17

All this suggests that Jaredite secret combinations, war­
fare, and capture of kings have numerous parallels that 
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survived among the Maya for many generations. Though 
the forms of their rituals have changed, certain elements 
of rituals in Maya culture have remained since Olmec times 
(presumably the time of the Jaredites) even to the present 
day. With relatively few written records from Olmec times 
extant, a more exhaustive comparison is Difficult at present.

Appendix: 
Ritual Ball Game

Detailed pictorial anD hieroglyphic evidence from the 
Maya site of Bonampak, Chiapas, Mexico,™ Demonstrates 
that a prime time for ritual warfare was At the first ap­
pearance of the planet Venus as it emerged from either 
superior or inferior conjunction as either the Evening or 
Morning Star. Successful warfare was thought to depend 
upon the support of the gods of the planet Venus. Mayans 
usually initiated fighting on the last days of either the 
superior or inferior conjunction. This timing was important 
so that the ritual beheading of the captured king could take 
place in the ritual ball game at the time of the appearance 
of the planet Venus.19

This ritual ball game is representative of the earliest 
myths anD legends of the Maya. In the Popol Vuh, the ritual 
Drama of the brothers Hun Hunahpu (One Flower) and 
Vucub Hunahpu (Seven Flower) has its setting during the 
"Dry season" when the two brothers are invited to the 
underworld of Xibalba for a ritual ball game with the lords 
of the dead. The brothers lose the ball game and are de­
capitated. Later during the "rainy season," the twin sons 
of Hun Hunahpu are also invited to the underworld for a 
ritual ball game with the lords of Xibalba. However, in the 
ball game, the "hero twins" Defeat the lords of Xibalba and 
kill them. These sets of brothers have cosmic associations 
with the Sun, Moon, and the planet Venus.20

Certainly by Middle Classic times (a.d. 400-700), the 
Popol Vuh drama had developed to the point that the broth­
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ers Hun Hunahpu and Vucub Hunahpu have an intricate 
involvement in the sophisticated calendars of Meso­
america. Kelley has demonstrated that the date 1 Ahau (1 
Flower) 13 Muan occurs at the end of a calendar round of 
fifty-two years during the dry season, at the superior con­
junction of the planet Venus, and that the same date occurs 
at the end of a 104-year cycle during the rainy season, 
when the planet Venus is in inferior conjunction at the 
autumnal equinox.21 When the date 1 Ahau 13 Muan occurs 
at the autumnal equinox, it represents One Flower as the 
corn god Cinteotl ready for rebirth at the midpoint of the 
inferior conjunction of Venus. Significantly, 240 days later 
the other brother of the drama, Vucub Hunahpu (Seven 
Flower) is descending into the underworld at the superior 
conjunction of Venus.

When Hun Hunahpu (One Flower) descended into the 
underworld during the dry season and was defeated in 
the ritual ball game by the lords of Xibalba, he was de­
capitated. His head was hung in a calabash tree, and later 
he was reborn during the rainy season as the corn god 
Cinteotl mentioned above.

Note that all the lords and gods involved in the un­
derworld ball games and sacrifices have names in the 260­
day ritual calendar. In fact, Zipacna, one of the sons of 
Vucub Cakish, has the calendar name One Crocodile. In 
the Mixtec codices One Crocodile is married to Thirteen 
Flower, and his calendar name is the first position in the 
ritual calendar and his wife's calendar name represents the 
last position. Obviously Zipacna and his wife have fun­
damental connections with the ritual calendar. Thus the 
rituals were tied closely to the calendar since early times.

During the Classic period of Mesoamerica, there are 
several examples of captured kings (after playing in the 
ritual ball game) being taken to a temple and bound in the 
shape of a rubber ball and rolled down the temple steps 
to their deaths Then the captive king would be decapi­
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tateD, and often his head would be coated with rubber and 
used as the ball in future ball games. Perhaps the curious 
Olmec monument from coastal Guatemala that shows the 
bodies of two individuals bound together into the shape 
of a ball reflects an early stage of this ritual ball game.23

The interrelationships between ritual and warfare in 
Maya culture suggest that being in harmony with the uni­
verse was of prime importance. Thus, the timing of warfare 
and capture of kings with the sacred 260-day calendar 
suggests that those kings seeking to gain power and control 
sought to be in harmony with the universe at the time of 
their accession.
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