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 This thesis examines a special group of Middle Preclassic (900-600 BC) figurines 

excavated at La Blanca, an early Mesoamerican site on the Pacific Coast of Guatemala. 

Figurines at La Blanca are ubiquitous and derive from both elite and non-elite household 

contexts. Because of their widespread distribution, archaeologists associate figurines with 

daily practice and household ritual in ancient Mesoamerica. They represent a rare 

opportunity to examine materializations of the human body across social strata, and 

because their depositional contexts do not seem to suggest ritual care, their context of use 

remains enigmatic.

 With the dawn of the Middle Preclassic period, the community at La Blanca was 

at the center of a dramatic transition: in addition to the reconfiguring of political, social, 

and economic structures, the nature of personhood was profoundly transformed during 

this period. I argue that figurines were actively involved in the ongoing negotiation of 
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social identity and personhood at La Blanca during this important transitional period. I 

specifically discuss a group of figurines from La Blanca called ‘tab’ figurines, which are 

remarkable for their exaggerated sexual characteristics and distinct approach to depicting 

the human form. I examine the ‘tab’ figurine assemblage in depth and examine how 

aspects of their context, form, and function helped their makers negotiate social identity 

at La Blanca.
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Introduction

 Students of early Mesoamerican art and archaeology have long labored under a 

difficult paradox: the most visible and most publicized Mesoamerican art accounts for 

only a tiny fraction of what's actually out there. Pending a broad definition of what 

constitutes "art," the most common examples of Early and Middle Preclassic 

Mesoamerican art are not the colossal, stone heads or smoky, jade celts of the Olmec. 

They are small clay figurines, and while they are more humble than their bigger, brighter 

counterparts, they are vastly more common throughout the early years of the 

development of Mesoamerican art. More importantly, what figurines lack in cachet, they 

more than make up for in other ways. Because figurines are so commonplace, they reveal 

how ordinary people represented themselves and others.

 Archaeologists view figurines as art forms that record aspects of their makers’ 

identities. Making figurines means making choices about what people should look like, 

how they should dress, or what marks an individual as part of one group, but not another. 

Figurines are also important because they were being produced in greatest quantities just 

when early forms of religious authority, political leadership, and social inequality began 

to take hold on a broad scale.  

 By the beginning of the Middle Preclassic period (900-300 BC), the great Olmec 

civilization at San Lorenzo on the Gulf Coast had already risen and fallen. Before its 

decline, however, the elites at San Lorenzo established trade relationships with 
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communities on the Pacific Coast of what is now Guatemala, several hundred kilometers 

away from the so-called “Olmec heartland,” and other communities as well. The inter-

regional cultural sphere that resulted from this confluence of information, social 

practices, and beliefs laid the groundwork for stratified society and the art of government 

throughout Mesoamerica (Clark 1997; Diehl and Coe 1996; Flannery and Marcus 2000; 

Grove 1989). The unique artistic style that developed from this pan-Mesoamerican 

exchange has been historically known as the “Olmec style,” even though it is increasingly 

clear that the elements of Olmec style and iconography were shared, adapted, added to, 

and repurposed in different ways and to varying degrees in different regions (Clark and 

Pye 2000; Grove 1999; Lesure 2004).

 Indeed, much of the archaeological evidence for Middle Preclassic social 

complexity derives from regions beyond the Olmec heartland. Whereas excavation at 

Gulf Coast sites has focused on the relationship between the most impressive examples of 

Olmec art and the newly emergent elite, excavations in the Pacific Coast region of 

southern Mesoamerica have investigated the affects of incipient social complexity in the 

domestic sphere (Clark and Blake 1994; Coe 1961; Lesure 1995; Love 2002, 2007; Lowe 

1975; Rosenswig 2005). 

 Pacific Coast archaeology is important for three reasons: 1) it supplements data 

related to elite status in Mesoamerica with information on commoner households, their 

differentiation, and domestic ritual; 2) it provides one of the most complete pictures of 

the emergence of hierarchically organized societies in Mesoamerica; 3) it provides a 
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regional outlook on the extent and degree of inter-regional interaction during the Middle 

Preclassic period (Fig. 1.1).

 Excavations at La Blanca, on the Pacific Coast of Guatemala, began in 1983 and

continued until 2008. These campaigns exposed a succession of stratified deposits from

the Early, Middle, and Late Preclassic periods. The large majority of artifacts recovered 

date to the Middle Preclassic Conchas Phase (900-600 BC), during which time, La 

Blanca served as a regional center on the Pacific Coast, drawing in populations from 

around the Río Naranjo valley.1  This dramatic increase in population was accompanied 

by economic intensification in subsistence staples, especially maize and the domestic 

dog. An increased and more widespread interest in monumental art and architecture is 

evidence of the consolidation of political power and religious authority. Furthermore, 

differential access to prestige goods at the household level demonstrates the deepening of 

social stratification that must have characterized La Blanca during this major 

transformative period (Love 2002, 2007).

 The inhabitants of La Blanca produced a tremendous quantity of anthropomorphic 

and zoomorphic images in ceramic, dating to the Conchas phase of the Middle Preclassic. 

More than 5,000 fragmentary figurines have been recovered to date. Of these, 322 qualify 

as so-called tab figurines -- the focus of this thesis. This subset of figurines is stylistically 

distinct from the large corpus by a unique configuration of abbreviated and pronounced 

3

1 La Blanca, La Victoria, and Cuauhtémoc are, to date, the only three sites from which 

extensive Conchas phase materials have been excavated and published (Coe 1961; Love 

2002; Rosenswig 2010).



anthropomorphic features, in addition to a prominent ‘cleft and slit’ motif that substitutes 

for a face (Fig. 1.2).

 The collection of tab figurines at La Blanca is important for several reasons. First, 

while large groups of figurines are by no means rare throughout Mesoamerica during the 

Middle Preclassic, no other site in the Pacific coastal region provides a more complete 

picture of social differentiation and craft production than La Blanca. Takalik Abaj and 

Izapa may have also been large sites during the Middle Preclassic, but the Late Preclassic 

material has seen much more attention from archaeologists (Ibid). Second, the tab figures 

are found in archaeological contexts throughout the site--in both elite and commoner 

households. Approximately 75% of the tab figures can be reliably dated on stylistic or 

stratigraphic grounds, which allows for a site-wide examination of figurine distribution in 

relation to household status and ritual economy. Without an appreciation for the regional, 

temporal, and depositional context of these figurines, we could not begin to answer 

questions about the evolution and variation of these images and their significance to early 

Mesoamerican societies. Finally, these important artifacts have helped shape new 

questions and new ideas regarding aspects of the social and cognitive functions of 

figurines in Preclassic Mesoamerica.

 This study contains five chapters, the first three of which are devoted to La Blanca 

and its figurines as archaeological evidence. Chapter 1 begins by addressing my goals 

and field methods for this project and continues with a survey of the state of research for 

Preclassic figurines throughout Mesoamerica. Chapter 1 also provides an overview of the 
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larger body of Conchas phase figurines at La Blanca, including general discussions of 

their design, subject matter, and raw material. Chapter 2, which deals with the ‘tabs’ 

specifically, contains a formal analysis, trait-by-trait breakdown, and typology of the tab 

figurines. In this chapter, I also propose a semiotic framework for analyzing the various 

motifs found on the figurines. This project does not attempt an exhaustive survey of tab-

related imagery elsewhere in Preclassic Mesoamerica.2

 In Chapter 3, I consider the distribution of and access to tab figurines in the 

context of Middle Preclassic La Blanca. Of particular interest is the question of which 

groups within La Blanca’s social hierarchy may have been responsible for manufacturing 

the images; unfortunately, this question cannot be resolved conclusively since the La 

Blanca project has recovered no direct evidence of figurine production. Figural 

representation as a productive practice can be directly linked to a political economy that 

differentiates people’s labor and activities as well as the scale of their social networks 

(Halperin 2007; Hendon 2007). At La Blanca, however, where figurines have been 

excavated from elite and non-elite household contexts alike, the distinctions between 

categories such as elite and non-elite and public and private are blurred and require 

careful attention. Since I am interested in the social dynamics of ancient La Blanca, I 

compare these domestic contexts in terms of wealth, social status, and associated figurine 

data in order to investigate which types of households utilized tabs and why. Patterns in 

the spatial and temporal variation of tab figurines allow for an exploration of theories of 

5
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change regarding social status, household ritual, and gender for the Middle Preclassic. 

This chapter also includes a discussion and more thorough analysis of the ‘cleft’ motif 

found on the headdress portion of the tab figurines.

 The final chapters of the thesis are devoted to interpretive strategies for

understanding tab figurines and their social context in Preclassic Mesoamerica. I

pay particular attention to approaches that foreground the material-cognitive dimension 

and social context of figurine use and distribution. Both chapters include critical 

discussions of how archaeologists have approached deciphering the use and meaning of 

prehistoric figurines elsewhere in Mesoamerica. Taking tab figurines as a case study that 

complicates and extends these approaches, I gauge the efficacy of these approaches for 

figural imagery at La Blanca. 

 In Chapter 4, I emphasize visual-rhetorical strategies of tab figurines and build on 

these analyses by proposing possibilities for interpreting the use and meaning of tab 

figurines in Preclassic social contexts. By comparing the La Blanca tabs with other 

fragmentary bodily imagery in Preclassic Mesoamerica and the European Neolithic, I 

explore possibilities for the cognitive functionality of figurine fragmentation in 

prehistoric societies. Chapter 5 proposes a specific iconographical interpretation for tab 

figurines at La Blanca. I utilize ethnographic analogy to explore the possibility that tab 

figurines were intended by their makers to be humorous and apotropaic images that ward 

off evil in transitional spaces. I extend this analysis to consider the possibilities of what 

an archaeology of humor can hold for our understanding of the overall picture of social 

6



complexity within a particular archaeological context. I argue that humorous imagery 

provides insight into the maintenance of social groups: why a particular group finds a 

figurine amusing explains much about that particular group’s collective identity. 

 Finally, in the concluding chapter, I look at once backwards and forwards, 

offering a summary of the project as well as a perspective on future avenues of inquiry.
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Chapter 1:  Overview of Preclassic Figurines at La Blanca

 This Master’s thesis presents an analysis of one group of Middle Preclassic 

(900-300 BC) figurines from the site of La Blanca on the Pacific Coast of Guatemala. 

The primary concern of this work is to examine a subset of La Blanca figurines, dubbed 

‘tab’ figurines, as thoroughly as possible. I am specifically interested in asking how ‘tab’ 

figurines relate to the ongoing investigations into the dynamics of social complexity in 

southern Mesoamerica during the Middle Preclassic. 

 The Pacific Coast region of Guatemala and southeastern Chiapas, often referred to 

as the Soconusco area, has long been an important area for archaeological investigations 

aimed at understanding the early stages of social change and political development in 

southeastern Mesoamerica. The earliest studies of the region’s significance were led by 

Coe and Flannery (1967) and Shook and Hatch (1979) in Guatemala and the New World 

Archaeological Foundation at Izapa in Mexico (Lowe et al. 1982; Norman 1973, 1976). 

Evidence for early political complexity on the Pacific Coast dates to the Early Preclassic, 

which dates from roughly 1600-900 BC (Clark 1994; Clark and Blake 1994; Clark and 

Pye 2000; Lowe 1975). Clark and Blake (1994) have tentatively identified evidence for 

ranked societies and hereditary inequality at Paso de la Amada, in Chiapas. In particular, 

they focus on the presence of non-household, elite architecture, including a ballcourt, 
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large platform mounds, and an open plaza associated with increased evidence for public 

feasting (Clark 2004: 48-52).  

 The Early Preclassic period also saw a precipitous increase in ceramic wares and 

figurines that indicates early inter-regional interaction with the Gulf Coast Olmec 

(Cheetham 2009). Several scholars have discussed the Soconusco’s participation in the 

larger Mesoamerican sphere of interaction, pointing out that the southern coastal plain 

formed an important trade corridor connecting Oaxaca and the Gulf Coast in Mexico with 

the Maya regions in Guatemala and neighboring Honduras (Clark 1991, 1994; Clark and 

Pye 2000; Fowler 1991). The Pacific Coast, and particularly the Río Naranjo area, was a 

nexus of activity during the Middle Preclassic when the expansion of political power and 

religious ideology, combined with economic intensification, allowed for unprecedented 

growth in the region (Bove 1981; Clark 2004; Lesure 1995; Love 1991, 1999, 2002). 

 La Blanca’s dramatic rise to prominence on the Pacific Coast coincided with the 

start of the Middle Preclassic, around 900 BC (Fig. 1.3). The La Blanca polity was at this 

time evidently able to exert enough clout to attract populations from the surrounding 

regions, causing a spike in the community’s population ( 1999: 90). The site served as the 

administrative center of a multi-tiered, regional settlement (Love 2002). At its peak 

fluorescence, the site spread to cover as much as 200 ha of land (Love and Guernsey 

2007: 920-924; Love 2002). 

 Construction on Mound 1, a colossal, rammed-earth pyramidal structure began 

around 900 BC, at the start of the Conchas phase of occupation (Love 1999). Mound 1 
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formed the core of the ritual precinct at La Blanca, oriented on a north-south axis (Ibid.). 

Among the earliest monumental mounds in Mesoamerica, Mound 1 was razed in the 

1970s for road fill (Fig. 1.4). 

 Positioned atop an elite residential compound on Mound 9, La Blanca Monument 

3, a quatrefoil-shaped basin inset directly into the floor, was discovered in 2008. It also 

dates to the first 100 years of the Conchas phase of occupation (Fig. 1.5). Formed of 

rammed earth and finished with a capping of dark clay and red hematite, Monument 3 

attests to the fact that La Blanca participated in a wider, pan-Mesoamerican sphere of 

interaction, the continued success of which was predicated on the ruling elite’s ability to 

demonstrate their access to the liminal spaces which interconnect the overlapping layers 

of the Mesoamerican cosmos (Guernsey 2010; Guernsey and Love 2008). 

 According to Love and Guernsey (n.d.), the deepening of social complexity 

witnessed at La Blanca at the start of the Middle Preclassic, while unprecedented in the 

Pacific Coast region, is not sufficient to characterize the polity as a state. Rather, it is best 

characterized as a “complex chiefdom”:

Although the elite may have been powerful, and perhaps wealthy, 

the institutions of government were poorly developed. Mechanisms 

of financing governmental operations don’t appear to have existed, 

beyond the ability to draw upon the labor of the populace. The elite 

of La Blanca may have been able to extract a profit from the long-
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distance trade routes that ran along the Pacific coast, but that 

possibility is purely inferential. The La Blanca polity did, however, 

successfully subjugate a large hinterland from which it could draw 

labor and resources.  In that respect, it established the basis for 

centralized power that was to become more pronounced and more 

developed in the years that followed its decline.  (Love and 

Guernsey n.d.)

 Archaeological investigations at La Blanca have focused primarily on the social 

dimensions of the site’s ancient inhabitants. Since no other site in this region has such 

extensive Middle Preclassic occupation and because excavations have not been confined 

to elite or public sectors, but have included commoner households as well, La Blanca 

offers the most complete view of social complexity during the Middle Preclassic. At its 

height, the community of La Blanca on the Río Naranjo formed the regional center of the 

coastal plain of southern Guatemala and Chiapas. Characterized by inchoate power 

structures, shifting socio-political alliances, and an increasingly regional sphere of 

interaction, La Blanca was at the center of a dramatic transformation in ancient 

Mesoamerican life. Amid this deepening social complexity, the ancient peoples of 

southern Mesoamerica, both rich and poor, utilized thousands of handmade, clay 

figurines. My principal research question is how did these figurines help the people of La 
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Blanca express, maintain, negotiate, and contest their identity at La Blanca during this 

intensely transformative period.

 Following current theoretical trends in the social sciences, I view figurine 

production as a form of cultural representation and a form of dialogical practice which, 

through the reiteration of particular formal and stylistic choices, articulates specific social 

concerns at the expense of others. In recent years, archaeologists have come to view 

figurines as art forms that record aspects of their makers’ identities. Making figurines 

means making choices about what people should look like, how they should dress, or 

what marks an individual as part of one group, but not another. 

 Rosemary Joyce (1998, 2003) has successfully demonstrated how widely-

distributed representational practices, like figurine production, can constitute a kind of 

“public construction” of the Mesoamerican body that foregrounds particular social 

concerns. But it is still unclear how images circulated on a smaller, perhaps more private, 

scale factor into this model. Tab figurines, which comprise less than 10% of the entire 

figurine assemblage at La Blanca, allow us to pose new questions regarding the scale of 

cultured material and its relationship to social complexity. Do tabs, as deviant figural 

representations, articulate a different set of concerns? Are issues of sexuality and 

gendered practice defining features of interpersonal and intergroup orientation at La 

Blanca? Do the less widely-distributed tab versions of figurines still constitute a public 

representation of the body, or do they represent a minority view? If so, who participated 

in this representational discourse, and what specific concerns do tab figurines articulate 
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that other figurines do not? The intensive investigations of social complexity and 

domesticity at La Blanca provide that data necessary to discuss the links between the use 

of figurines and the production of self in Middle Preclassic Mesoamerica.

 However, while archaeologists have recognized that prehistoric figurines were an 

important means of negotiating identity in prehistoric social contexts, it is not altogether 

clear how exactly they functioned in this capacity. In other words, which characteristics 

of figurines made them so compelling in the prehistoric social context of La Blanca? 

While previous studies of figurines have focused on clarifying the relationship between 

figurine use and social identity, none have specifically studied the non-discursive,  

unintentional qualities of Preclassic figurine design that result in what Alfred Gell (1998) 

calls the “cognitive stickiness” or “emotional suggestiveness” of their forms. In other 

words, I explore how aspects of figurine use, form, and function helped their makers 

negotiate social and personal identity. In the course of meeting these objectives, I will 

also address some of the theoretical and methodological difficulties that prehistoric 

figurines pose to those studying them.

 The present chapter begins with a thorough discussion of the field work 

undertaken on the tab figurines at the archaeology lab at La Blanca in the summer months 

of 2010. In order to contextualize the project, the present chapter outlines the broader 

assemblage of figurines at La Blanca before narrowing the scope to tab figurines, 

specifically, in Chapter 2.    
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Methodology: re-defining figurines 

 The use of the term “figurine” is common practice in archaeological and art 

historical research; however, it is often inadequately contextualized or problematized as 

an analytical category. What characteristics make an object a figurine? How are figurines 

different from what we consider sculpture? Were these differences significant to the 

people who originally produced, distributed, and used figurines? Before I begin 

discussing La Blanca figurines in depth, it is first necessary to establish a framework for 

the usage of the term here.  

 For the purpose of this thesis project, I consider figurines as an analytical category 

inclusive of all figural imagery that is a) human-made, b) smaller than life size in terms 

of scale, and c) three-dimensional. All of these general criteria have specific, analytical 

ramifications for our understanding of why figurines were made the way they were made, 

how they differed from other prehistoric figural imagery, and how those differences may 

have been important in prehistoric social contexts. While I return to these criteria in later 

chapters of this thesis, a brief elaboration is provided here. 

 The use of the term ‘figural’ is significant to my conceptualization of figurines; it 

indicates “a form of signification that relies on imagery and association rather than on 

rational or linguistic concepts” (Meskell et al. 2008:141). Other types of signification rely 

solely on their naturalism or mimetic resemblance to something else tangible found in the 

physical world. Figurines operate on several semiotic registers. Charles Sanders Peirce’s 
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semiotic model includes three major categories of signs: indexes, icons, and symbols (see 

Elkins 2003; Preucel 2006). Symbols are ‘nonnatural’ signs that encode meanings which 

are generally arbitrary and culturally specific. Icons are ‘natural‘ signs because they 

typically signify based on mimesis or resemblance. Indexes are signs that allow the 

viewer to make meaning through causal inferences between things -- fingernail 

impressions in the clay surface. Exploring how figurines meant, in addition to what they 

meant, is a significant benefit of viewing representation through this semiotic web. 

 The significance of the small scale of figurines is directly related to their tripartite 

semiotic potential. Although figurines are all smaller than life-sized, they should not be 

considered models, which strive to reproduce likenesses of objects accurately and fully, 

but on a diminished scale. The Neolithic figurine specialist Douglass Bailey (2005:26-43) 

has suggested that figurines are better described as miniatures. Unlike models, miniatures 

preselect certain features deemed necessary for representation while leaving out others. 

Thus, a natural question to ask of figurines is what concerns are represented by depicted 

features, and what is the significance to the archaeologist of what is left out? The process 

of miniaturization also induces significant cognitive responses. According to Bailey, 

“miniturism empowers the spectator...by reducing the world-at-large’s reality, it makes 

the world manageable” (2005:33). 

 That figurines are man-made and three-dimensional in form also contributes to the 

inherent manipulability of the figurine format. Their weight, size, and carved-in-the-

round quality invite tactile response on the part of the viewer and, perhaps, provoke self-
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identification as well. The three-dimensional, volumetric aspects of figurines are also 

compositional tools. In subsequent chapters of this thesis, I emphasize that some tab 

figurine specimens are visually suggestive of both phallic and yonic forms only when 

viewed from multiple perspectives. The visual puns that figurine makers are able to 

accomplish because of the medium’s three-dimensionality are often overlooked by 

studies which only consider the perspective of the anthropomorphic form on the whole.

Preclassic Mesoamerican figurines

 Previous studies of Preclassic figurines have followed typological systems that 

emphasize attributes putatively related to gender at the expense of other analytical 

schema. Small accumulations of clay clumped on either side of the chest are generally 

supposed to indicate women’s breasts while large stomachs are taken to represent 

pregnancy. In recent years, there has been a growing historiographic trend in figurine 

scholarship, which has problematized the emphasis on female gender as the primary 

analytical axis of figurine analysis (Conkey and Tringham 1995; Lesure 2002; Tringham 

and Conkey 1998). Such analyses are said to overly rely on unsustainable, Westernized 

psychoanalytical interpretations of the power of female sexuality and goddess veneration 

in prehistoric societies. In Mesoamerica, research on figurines has adjusted slightly; 

figurine traditions at geographically disparate sites, such as Playa de los Muertos in 

Honduras, Chalcatzingo in the Valley of Mexico, and San José Mogote in Oaxaca, are 
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treated as representations of feminine fertility at different life stages (Joyce 2003; 

Cyphers-Guillén 1993; Marcus 1998). 

 Before I begin my discussion of the figurine assemblage at La Blanca, I briefly 

summarize the current terrain of prehistoric figurine studies in Mesoamerica. 

Archaeologists working in Mesoamerica have featured figurines in their research, albeit 

to varying degrees, since the 1930s. During his excavations in the Valley of Mexico, 

Vaillant (1930, 1931, 1935) collected large quantities of early Mesoamerican figurines, 

which he arranged according to style into dense chronological sequences. Vaillant’s 

classificatory scheme mimicked methods developed to analyze ceramic wares, but in 

addition to paste, temper, and slip, Vaillant also focused on the stylistic elaboration of 

figurine heads as a diagnostic feature. Originally employed as a means of relative dating, 

his typology influenced important cultural-historical approaches to figurines for later 

periods (Butler 1936; Kidder et al. 1946). Moreover, Vaillant’s emphasis on stylistic 

change and the head as the site of individuation still hold sway in recent scholarship on 

figurines (Arroyo 2002; Cyphers-Guillén 1993; Joyce 1998).

 The cultural-historical approach utilized in early studies of Mesoamerican 

figurines employed binomial classification schemes similar to those employed for 

ceramic analysis (Butler 1935; Kidder et al. 1946; Vaillant 1935). The conventional 

nomenclature consisted of a capital letter, which generally identified a chronological 

cultural sequence, followed by a string of numbers that identified a stylistic type; for 

example, O-1456 identifies a “standing, Oriental-eye” figurine of the Ocós phase (Kidder 
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et al. 1946: 235). This system was indicative of the cultural-historical approach to 

archaeological interpretation, in which typologies of artifacts were created in order to 

establish rough chronological sequences of culture groups (Trigger 2007: 224-225).  One 

of the many unintended consequences of the cultural-historical approach was the 

construction of a prehistoric landscape devoid of people as active social agents. The 

binomial nomenclature system pulled figurines into the sphere of the archaeologist’s data 

set and further disengaged figurines from the people who produced them.  

 Although many archaeologists still classify figurines according to style, ceramic 

type, and spatio-temporal context, in general, they are no longer regarded as indices of 

culture sequences. With the advent of “New Archaeology” and processualism in the 60s, 

iconographical and functionalist studies of figurines became increasingly prominent.  

While studies of iconography attempt to read either prehistoric imagery’s subject matter 

or symbolic intent to get at meaning, functionalist interpretations treat figurines and other 

artifacts as tools for survival -- part of mankind’s “extrasomatic means of adaptation,” to 

quote Lewis Binford’s famous processualist maxim.3  Whereas the cultural-historical 

typologies treated figurines as the products of culture, the iconographical and 
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9; Sandstrom, Ch. 10). 



functionalist approaches of the New Archaeology regard figurines as reflections of 

culture and cultural processes (Trigger 2007: 345).  

 The majority of current studies simultaneously investigate the iconographic and 

functionalist context of Preclassic Mesoamerican figurines. Cyphers-Guillén (1993) has 

analyzed Cantera phase figurines from the site of Chalcatzingo, in Morelos, and proposed 

that they represent women and young girls at different points in the female life cycle. For 

Cyphers-Guillén, this iconographic interpretation is warranted because the vast majority 

of figurines appear to be female and of those female figurines, pregnancy appears to be a 

predominant theme. She then suggests that these figurines could have played a tangible 

role in the actual life-cycle rituals that would have accompanied changes in age grade for 

women at Chalcatzingo (Cyphers-Guillén 1993: 218-219).

! Joyce (1998, 2000, 2003) has proposed a similar interpretation for Preclassic 

figurines from Playa de los Muertos in Honduras. Based on stylistic differences between 

hairstyles, jewelry and costume, and other indications of age (e.g., wrinkles or sagging 

flesh, etc.), Joyce suggests that Playa de los Muertos figurines can be separated into four 

distinct categories. Categories would have been based on age grade and each would have 

depicted the stereotypical, ideal woman for that category; thus, figurines served as 

models against which other women could occasionally evaluate themselves (Joyce 2003: 

257-258).

 Marcus (1998) also offers an interesting iconographic, functionalist interpretation 

for Preclassic figurines from San José Mogote, in the Valley of Oaxaca. Marcus argues 
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that women made and arranged figurines during domestic rituals that took place within 

households. These figurine tableaus provided opportunities for the living to commune 

with the dead, specifically ancestors. Like the Preclassic figurines at Chalcatzingo and 

Playa de los Muertos, a variety of San José Mogote figurines have been recovered -- 

various gestures, hairstyles, and kinds of clothing were selected in order to depict the age, 

marital status, social rank and gender of specific ancestors. Interestingly, Marcus suggests 

that after the ritual had been completed, the women would have broken or mutilated the 

figurines so that others could no longer use them.

 In the case studies briefly presented here, the archaeologists routinely identify these 

figurines as young women on the basis of secondary sexual characteristics and costume. 

Obese and steatopygous figurines are also commonly found and generally identified as 

pregnant women. These two figural categories are so ubiquitous and widespread that even 

figurine traditions at geographically disparate sites, such as Playa de los Muertos in 

Honduras, Chalcatzingo in the Valley of Mexico, and San José Mogote in Oaxaca, are 

treated as representations of feminine fertility at different life stages (Cyphers-Guillén 

1993; Joyce 2003; Marcus 1998). In all three cases, the household is considered the 

appropriate venue for figurine production and use. As we will see, the patterns developed 

between these three studies also emerge with the figurines in La Blanca; however, in later 

chapters I offer significant diversions from these interpretations.
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Middle Preclassic figurines at La Blanca

 One of the primary motivations for my analysis of figurines in the field was to 

address the full repertoire of anthropomorphic figurine iconography. Before I began a 

categorical analysis of individual tab figurines at La Blanca, I first familiarized myself 

with the entire assemblage of figurines. The collection under examination included all 

figurines excavated by the project to date (1983-2008) including the sample previously 

studied by Barbara Arroyo (2002). My analysis utilized both archaeological data (e.g., 

spatial and temporal context, and type) as well as art historical methodologies (e.g., 

iconography and formal analysis) in order to broaden the range of interpretive strategies 

suitable for discussing tab figurines. 

 My project differs from previous studies of Preclassic figurines in its 

consideration of the full range of iconographic traits and anthropomorphic figural 

expression. While most figurines appear to exhibit naturalistic features, others show a 

pronounced lack of these features. These substitute abbreviated or abstract renderings for 

naturalistic representations. By quantifying which features are exaggerated, which ones 

are de-emphasized, and how often they occur together or independently, I hope to 

investigate, rather than assume, which bodily characteristics and which kinds of 

representation were priorities of their makers. More often then not, a trait-by-trait 

analysis of each figurine demonstrates that most specimens are composed of a 

combination of naturalistic and abbreviated features. The tab figurines are exemplary of 

this kind of representation.

21



 I superficially distinguished between tabs and other figurines by comparing each 

figurine to the typology developed by Barbara Arroyo (2002), where tabs correspond to 

what she labeled as Type 9 or “hidden head” figurines (Fig. 1.6). A large number of these 

figurines had already been sorted out prior to my arrival at the lab at La Blanca, and these 

also served as a basis for comparing specimens. It is worth noting from the outset that, in 

many instances, identifying a fragment as a particular body part can by very challenging.4 

For this reason, there is an unavoidably subjective aspect to figurine analysis. 

 The designation ‘tab’ figurine originally derives from Michael Coe’s (1961) 

monograph on La Victoria, a site neighboring La Blanca on the Pacific Coast of 

Guatemala. Coe classified several figurine fragment specimens as tab figurines, which he 

distinguished from the larger assemblage by an elongated, tapered tab of ceramic which 

extended from the torso in place of a head (1961:112-115). The tab portion is typically 

incised with an abstracted vertical, bi-symmetrical slit running the length of the tab. This 

incision or slit is most often accompanied by an upwards-pointing chevron at its base and 

an indention or cleft at the tip of the tab. Evidently, tabs can be marked by any one of 

these motifs in isolation or in combination with any other; there are also specimens with 

tabs that appear unworked. In addition to these distinctive features, the tab portions are 

often adorned by elaborate headdresses or coiffures in a very similar manner to the larger 

body of Preclassic figurines.
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 Coe’s name for the tab figurines is something of a misnomer, however. Several 

examples from the collection at La Blanca lack a face or head, but their torsos do not 

extend into a tab. Instead, the torsos are surmounted directly by an amorphous 

protuberance which serves as a base for head decoration. Hence, the most salient feature 

of what we call tab figurines is not the tab for which they were originally named, but 

simply the depicted absence of face. This apparently stands in direct contrast to the large 

majority of contemporaneous anthropomorphic figurines that represent individuals 

rendered with naturalistic faces and detailed features; mouths, eyes, pupils, ears, nose, 

cheeks, and hairline are all depicted clearly. Headdresses and hair styles also receive 

special attention in the more conventionally-styled figurines. Indeed, there is so much 

variation in head adornment that it has become a major criterion for distinguishing one 

type of figurine from another. In a sense, the tab figurines’ lack of a head is an even more 

dramatic focal point and perhaps foregrounds the emphasis on the head more so than the 

other figurines, a point which I return to in Chapter 4.

 After designating the distinguishing characteristics of tab figurines and separating 

them from the larger figurine assemblage, I created a spreadsheet in which I entered 

detailed and standardized information on each specimen according to forty-five variables, 

in addition to the archaeological provenience data. Eleven of these variables pertain to 

physical characteristics of the figurines, including their dimensions, surface treatment, 

paste color, etc., while the rest coded iconographic or formal-analytical information 

related to the presence or absence of particular bodily characteristics (e.g. belly, breasts, 
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buttocks, etc.) and type of headdress treatment or cleft, slit, and chevron motif. A 

breakdown of the variables used in this trait-by-trait analysis are discussed in Chapter 2. 

 In addition to this micro-scale iconographic analysis, I collected a total of 512 

photographs of tab figurines as well as representative examples of other figurine varieties  

from the collection. Archaeological variables and physical characteristics of figurines 

were recorded in order to compare the tab figurine assemblage with the wider body of 

Preclassic figurine production and distribution, while iconographic and stylistic analyses 

attempted to identify the salient features of tab figurine use within La Blanca and the 

greater Pacific Coastal plain.

Archaeological Distribution

 The chronological information employed here is specific to the Pacific Coastal 

region of Guatemala. Following Coe (1961) and Love (2002), I adopt the traditional 

chronological schema for the Middle Preclassic on the Pacific Coast: the Conchas A, B, 

C, and D subphases. Initially devised by Coe at La Victoria, this relative sequence is 

derived primarily from ceramic evidence. Marion Popenoe de Hatch (1987) and Michael 

Love (2002) have since revised this sequence (Figs. 7 & 8) .

 The absolute chronology used in this study was also adopted from Love (2002). 

The Conchas A subphase corresponds to: 900 - 825 BC; Conchas B to: 825 - 750 BC; 

Conchas C to: 750 BC - 675; and Conchas D to: 675 - 600 BC. Figurine production 

appears to be rare at La Blanca before the Conchas A subphase, and the vast majority of 
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figurines recovered by the La Blanca Archaeology Project date to Conchas B, C, and D 

subphases (Arroyo 2002). The collection of 915 figurine fragments from La Victoria, 

which also date to the Conchas phase of the Middle Preclassic, provides the best body of 

material for comparison (Coe 1961:91-95).

 Interestingly, all of the tab figurines were found in Conchas D stratigraphic 

contexts , and figurine production virtually ceases at La Blanca and elsewhere in the 

Pacific Coast region by the beginning of the Late Preclassic (personal conversation w/ Dr. 

Michael Love, 07/2010). In her typology of figurines at La Blanca, Arroyo (2002) notes 

that the five tab-type figurines she studied all date to the Conchas D phase. She 

speculates that, “It is possible that this unusual ‘hidden’ head form related to some ritual 

undertaken at the close of the Conchas phase. The significance of this form can be 

interpreted as a desire to hide some aspects of individual identities, possibly in specific 

rituals” (Arroyo 2002: 234). It is also worth noting that the transition from the Middle to 

the Late Preclassic is marked not only by diminished figurine production, but by an 

increase in monumental art forms that, in some cases, are clearly related to their 

miniature predecessors (Guernsey 2010, n.d.; Love and Guernsey 2008). While the 

precise nature of the rituals mentioned by Arroyo are undoubtedly inaccessible to us, her 

estimation of the function of the tabs will feature heavily in the later chapters of this 

thesis. In Chapter 5, I propose that tab figurines were intended to be humorous and 

apotropaic images, which could have, indeed, been involved in specific rituals or 

represented key characters in those rituals. 
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 Both the size of the figurine sample at La Blanca and its chronological 

distribution accord well with what is known from other sites on the coast plain of 

Guatemala and Chiapas. Most Preclassic sites in this region have a large quantity of 

figurines dating to the Middle Preclassic and see a sharp decrease at the beginning of the 

Late Preclassic period. This pattern stands in marked contrast, however, to the evidence 

from other regions, including the Valley of Oaxaca and Central Mexico, where figurines 

still appear extensively into the Late Preclassic (Lesure 2002; Marcus 1996).

 In keeping with depositional patterns elsewhere in Mesoamerica, the large 

majority of Preclassic figurines recovered at La Blanca come from excavated domestic 

contexts (Clark 1994:255-265; Cyphers 1993: 217; Lesure 1997; Love 2002:125-132; 

Marcus 1996). Figurines have also been excavated from “public” or ceremonial sectors at 

La Blanca as well. In these cases, however, the figurines mostly derive from structural 

fill , which likely originated from domestic middens around the site. Elsewhere in 

Preclassic Mesoamerica, at Cahal Pech, Naranjo, and Playa de los Muertos, for instance, 

figurines do appear in association with “public” spaces and ceremonies, but apparently 

maintain the ritual valences acquired through daily household ritual (Guernsey n.d.: 

191-194). 

 At La Blanca, the distinction between “public” and “private” contexts of figurine 

use are no less blurry; figurines are associated with elite and commoner households alike, 

albeit to varying degrees. In Chapter 3, I consider these contexts more fully in order to 

discuss which social groups at La Blanca accessed, used, and distributed tab figurines. It 
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seems clear that the majority of figurines, which appear to represent women in various 

life stages, represent a public consensus of stereotypical social roles. Tab figurines stand 

to complicate this commonly held view. Given that tabs are found in the same contexts as 

other figurines, they demonstrate that consensus-building and the public construction of 

role models were not the only functions of Preclassic figurines.

 Another remarkable point about figurines is the evidence that suggests that 

figurines were not subject to ritual care or special attention. While shells, animal bones, 

and small stone pebbles were evidently cached or deposited during what appear to be 

dedication rituals associated with the construction of public architecture at La Blanca, 

figurines do not appear to have been so deliberately deposited (Love and Guernsey n.d.). 

Quite the contrary, figurines were discarded in middens and architectural fill without the 

special treatment expected of inalienable ritual paraphernalia (Appadurai 1988). Seeing 

as these clay miniatures were among the first figural representations in prehistoric 

Mesoamerica, this is a somewhat unexpected pattern.

 Because the excavations at La Blanca have explicitly focused on household 

differentiation, it is clear that figurines were used and discarded across the site, in both 

elite and commoner households. Their ubiquity suggests that they were involved in daily 

practice and domestic ritual; however, their unexceptional distribution and disposal 

challenges scholars to come up with new observations, methods, and theories for 

interpreting their significance within prehistoric social contexts. 
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 It is also possible that our understanding of prehistoric depositional practices and 

their import need to be reevaluated. In Chapter 4, I discuss a series of studies comparing 

archaeological contexts in Neolithic Britain and Europe, in which disarticulated human 

remains, fragmentary figurines, and animal bones were deposited or amassed together in 

structured deposits. These formal depositions have been interpreted as socially adaptive 

strategies for non-literate societies, as necessary for the maintenance of social hierarchies, 

and as forms of non-verbal communication (Chapman 2000; Fowler 2002; Thomas 1998, 

2000, 2002). I suggest that figurine fragmentation and middening might have been 

similarly significant acts in Preclassic Mesoamerica.

Material

 All of the figurine examples in this study are made of hand-modeled, fired clay. 

The range of pastes utilized at La Blanca to model figurines appear to have been locally 

sourced, as is the case with other household ceramic wares (Michael Love, personal 

communication, 04/11). The surface treatment of figurines often involved dyeing or 

painting with a red hematite pigment; however, due to the challenging nature of 

archaeology on the Pacific Coast, surface conditions of excavated materials are poor and 

painted decoration is only rarely preserved.

 To my knowledge, no tests have been conducted on the La Blanca figurines to 

determine the possible source of the clay from which they are formed. The figurines’ 

paste, color, and surface treatment, however, are very similar to those of the ceramics at 
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the site.5 There are a few specimens which exhibit a much finer paste than the majority of 

the figurines. These are normally very small figures, and the workmanship seems to be on 

par with the finest ceramic wares produced at La Blanca (Michael Love, personal 

communication, 07/10).

 A small sample of figurines underwent testing to determine whether or not organic 

residues were concentrated in the mouths of figurines. The results of this analysis were 

inconclusive (Michael Love, personal communication, 07/10).

 While clay was locally and presumably readily available to the majority of the 

inhabitants of La Blanca, other materials such as stone may have been more difficult to 

obtain and model. Jade does not appear to have been widely available on the Pacific 

Coast, and it does not seem to have been used for carving. It was, however, commonly 

worked into very small beads and may have served as currency at La Blanca(Love 2007). 

Only two fragments of stone sculptures have been recovered from La Blanca to date. 

Monument 1 is a partial stone face, carved in the “Olmec style,” that was found during a 

salvage operation (Shook and Heizer 1976: 6). The other fragmentary stone sculpture, La 

Blanca Monument 2, is a knee fragment from a standing anthropomorphic figure.

 Although the intrinsic qualities of stone may have lent the material an inherent 

value in and of itself during Preclassic Mesoamerica (Stuart 2010), no evidence directly 

suggests that this appreciation for the materiality of stone was in place at La Blanca 

during the Middle Preclassic. It is worth noting, however, that the elite representational 

29

5 For a detailed analysis of ceramics at La Blanca, see Love 2002.



media par excellence at La Blanca shares many similarities with stone. Both Mound 1 

and Monument 3 were formed by a sophisticated rammed-earth technique. According to 

Love (2010) “The techniques of making earth as hard as stone, whether by ramming it or 

firing it, may have had just as much symbolic importance as using stone itself” at La 

Blanca (156).

Design 

 The fact that the La Blanca figurine corpus is composed chiefly of fragments 

makes the discussion of their design challenging. While complete examples are few, they 

generally  coincide with what we see in the fragmentary assemblage. Neglecting to point 

out, however, the incomplete nature of Preclassic figurines is, in my estimation, a serious 

impediment to research on the subject (see Chapters 3, 4, and 5).

 Because of the dearth of complete specimens, archaeological typologies of 

Preclassic figurines typically focus on head and eye types as a means of relative dating, 

following George C. Vaillant’s (1930, 1931, 1935) classificatory scheme originally 

employed in the Valley of Mexico. The earliest figurines excavated at La Blanca date to 

roughly 1200 BC. They are referred to as Ocós-type figurines after the period of 

occupation from which they were recovered. There are very few examples of Ocós-type 

figurines at La Blanca (Arroyo 2002). Ocós type figurines featured elongated, oval-

shaped heads and a distinctive style of eyes, which consists of a small holes punched in 
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the center of the eye to represent the pupil and two similarly-sized holes punched on 

either side of the pupil to simulate the corners of the eye.

 With the dawn of the Middle Preclassic at La Blanca, figurine production appears 

to have ramped up exponentially. Compared to earlier occupational phases, the Conchas 

phase saw a dramatic expansion in both the quantity and variety of types of figurines 

produced. The largest samples of Conchas phase figurines consist of approximately 1200 

fragments published by Arroyo (2002) from La Blanca and 915 fragments from La 

Victoria (Coe 1961:91-95); however, stylistically similar figurines were also present 

during the Middle Preclassic at Izapa (Lowe et al. 1982), on the Gulf Coast (Drucker 

1952), and in Oaxaca (Marcus 1998) as well.

 Unlike earlier figurines, which are classified according to the technique of their 

manufacture, the diversity of Conchas phase figurines requires classification according to 

head types. This description of La Blanca figurine designs relies heavily on Arroyo’s 

(2002) typology. In contrast to earlier figurine styles, the Conchas figurines feature a 

variety of head types and a new punch technique for rendering eyes with deep, large 

pupils. Although the majority of Middle Preclassic figurines at La Blanca were depicted 

nude, their crafters focused an inordinate amount of attention on decorative elements, 

including jewelry and ear spools. The modeling of hair and headdress ornament receives 

the most decorative elaboration, however, and it is here that we see the majority of 

variation in Middle Preclassic figurines at La Blanca. Although the tab figurines lack 
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heads, by definition, the abstract motifs inscribed into the tab surface and the modeled 

headdresses still receive special attention (Figs. 1.9 & 1.10).

Subject Matter

 I used three major categories to identify the “subject matter” of each figural 

image: anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and therianthropic. These distinctions are 

somewhat ethnocentric in the sense that they are used primarily for comparative purposes 

and their meanings are arbitrarily assigned -- obviously, they do not pertain to culturally-

specified categories of representation. The majority of figurines are apparently 

anthropomorphic; however, a small minority of figurines appear to depict birds, lizards, 

monkeys, and dogs (Fig. 1.11). A still more rare category of figurines at La Blanca are 

those that represent therianthropic or transitional figures which seem to depict hybrid 

figures (e.g., one example of an anthropomorphic figure with a bird head or bird mask, as 

well as hybrid creatures, including a winged dog). Some of these therianthropic 

representations could very well depict masked or costumed individuals, in which case 

they could be reclassified as anthropomorphic (Fig. 2.33). It is unclear whether tab 

figurines, which also might depict masked individuals, should be categorized as 

anthropomorphic or therianthropic. For the time being, tabs are classified as 

anthropomorphic figurines.
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 I refrained from assigning individual figurines gender designations, which other 

studies have attempted based on the presence or absence of specific anatomical features, 

types of clothing, and headdress. Where gender designations are inferred from depicted 

anatomical features, the features in question are primarily secondary reproductive traits, 

usually breasts and large bellies. Primary reproductive traits, such as genitalia or public 

triangles, are almost never represented in Preclassic figurines at La Blanca. The tab 

figurines, by contrast, often exhibit imagery which might have overtly sexual 

connotations. Where phallomorphic or yonic imagery appears to be represented, its 

presence was noted, but not associated with a particular gender. This is, in part, a 

theoretical strategy to avoid presuming which characteristics denoted gender at Preclassic 

La Blanca, but it is also by necessity, as several examples in the collection appear to 

exhibit both phallomorphic and yonic forms simultaneously.
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Chapter 2:  Tab Figurines at La Blanca

 This chapter provides an in-depth examination of the Middle Preclassic tab 

figurines recovered from La Blanca. I utilize both formal analysis and the insights of 

semiotic theory to explore how tab figurines intersect with the materialization of identity 

though figural imagery. Where once the currents between art history and archaeology ran 

deep, only recently have art historians begun to weigh in on stylistic interpretations of 

prehistoric figurines in Mesoamerica (cf. Halperin 2009 for exceptions). Meyer Schapiro, 

one of the most influential art historians of the twentieth century, published his seminal 

essay on “Style” in 1953, not in a journal dedicated to art, but in Anthropology Today, a 

collection of essays edited by A.L. Kroeber. Kroeber, “the Dean of American 

Anthropology,” was similarly invested in the wedding of art historical and archaeological 

methods. According to Schapiro, when we refer to style we “usually mean the constant 

form--and sometimes the constant elements, qualities, and expression--in the art of an 

individual or group” (Schapiro 1953: 51). Schapiro’s formulation of style, as a means of 

recognizing patterns in how a particular social or ethnic group produces material culture, 

has been a fundamental building block for Mesoamerican scholars.

Methodology: formal analysis, semiotic theory, and prehistoric figurines
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 Formal and stylistic analysis is especially prescient where narrative iconographic 

context is largely unavailable. Formal analysis or formalism is grounded in the New 

Criticism, popularized by the literary critics Robert Penn Warren and Cleanth Brooks in 

the mid-twentieth century. Although the New Criticism principally focused on literary 

theories, the basic principles of this literary formalism inspired the well-known formal 

analytical method espoused by the modernist art historian Clement Greenberg. The basic 

assumption of formal analysis is that a close reading of the text itself is the primary 

means of analysis. Here, I employ formal analysis of each figurine according to the 

coincidence of particular bodily characteristics (e.g., the presence or absence of a head, 

‘cleft and slit’ motif, headdress, navel, breast tissue, arms & legs, etc.). 

 By quantifying which features are exaggerated, which ones are de-emphasized, 

and how often they occur together or independently, the formal analysis of tab figurines 

investigates, rather than assumes, which bodily characteristics and which kinds of 

representation were priorities of their makers. Previous studies have focused primarily on 

the predominance of female figurines and used this point to track the emergence of 

gender stratification, sexual identity, and patriarchal ideology in early Mesoamerica 

(Joyce 2001, Lesure 1997). The tab figurines at La Blanca, however, clearly complicate 

this discussion. While the Preclassic Mesoamerican figural tradition may emphasize 

certain bodily characteristics we might associate with sexuality, it concomitantly de-

emphasizes others. For instance, breasts, stomachs, and buttocks are often depicted in 

figurines while genitalia are apparently absent.
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 Similarly, I turn to semiotic theory to avoid assuming a priori the symbolic 

representational priorities of tab figurines. Preclassic figurines appear to have been 

designed to emphasize fragmentation and bodily division, especially through the stylistic 

elaboration of the head (Arroyo 2002; Cyphers-Guillén 1993; Joyce 1998, 2003; Marcus 

1996). Not only do the figurine assemblages at La Blanca show a clear preponderance of 

fragmentary heads, but the heads also receive more individual detail than the fragmentary 

appendages and torsos. Interestingly, the tab figurines seem to call attention to the head 

through its iconic absence or substitution with the ‘cleft and slit’ motif. Because the ‘cleft 

and slit’ motif on the tab section of these figurines closely resembles the highly symbolic, 

multivalent corn-kernel motif associated with the maize god and the iconic cleft mountain 

(Taube 1996, 2004), iconographical analysis is necessary to elucidate the possible 

associations between tab figurines and the widely shared ritual objects and ideological 

concepts that characterize what Reilly (2000: 376) calls the “Middle Formative 

Ceremonial Complex.”

 The iconographical analysis utilized here is oriented within a semiotic framework 

derived from the work of Charles Sanders Peirce (cf. Preucel 2006). Peirce’s semiotic 

model includes three major categories of signs: indexes, icons, and symbols. Symbols are 

‘nonnatural’ signs that encode meanings which are generally arbitrary and culturally 

specific. Most interpretations of Mesoamerican art operate on the symbolic register. Icons 

are ‘natural‘ signs because they typically signify based on mimesis or resemblance. 

Indexes are signs that allow the viewer to make meaning through causal inferences 

36



between things -- fingernail impressions in the clay surface of a figurine index the hand 

of its maker, for example. Exploring how figurines meant, in addition to what they meant, 

is a significant benefit of viewing representation through this semiotic web.

Material Matters: figurines as material culture

 Although I employ methodologies perhaps more closely wed to art history than 

anthropology, I treat figurines, like ceramic vessels, jade beads, and monumental 

sculpture, are a form of material culture. Historically, archaeologists have theorized 

material culture as the evidence of human activity, beliefs, and cultural norms (Trigger 

2007; Ucko 1995). From this perspective, artifacts such as figurines are the material 

manifestations of ancient cultures that “reflect, consciously or unconsciously, directly or 

indirectly, the beliefs of the individuals who commissioned, fabricated, purchased, or 

used them and, by extension, the beliefs of the larger society to which these individuals 

belonged” (Prown 1993: 1). 

 The treatment of material culture as the passive vehicle of meaning, however, 

considerably undersells the power of the artifact, the archaeologist’s fundamental unit of 

analysis. For Hodder, “whether an artifact does or does not ‘reflect’ a particular type of 

interaction or information flow” is a less compelling question than asking how a 

particular artifact has been utilized, since “individual artifact types may be used to 

emphasise or deny, to maintain or disrupt, ethnic distinctions or networks of information 

flow” (Hodder 1982: 85). In Hodder’s formulation, material culture is no longer a passive 
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reflection of human culture, but rather a semiotic multi-tool that does much more than 

record thought, actions, and beliefs. Here, material culture has the capacity to not only 

reflect or represent, but to inhibit, hide, exhibit, and monumentalize. 

 Still, more recent approaches to material culture treat artifacts as active 

participants, or agents, in the fundamental social processes through which people learn, 

remember, and develop a sense of social identity and personhood (Appadurai 1988; 

Meskell 2004; Miller 1998). These approaches emphasize the “materiality” of material 

culture and the ability of the artifact to undergo changes in meaning with shifts of 

temporal and spatial context. For prehistoric figurines, archaeologists have been 

particularly drawn to materiality as a theoretical construct for explaining how the 

fashioning of figurines contributes to the fashioning of selfhood (Gillespie 2001; Joyce 

1998, 2003, 2005; Lesure 1997; Nakamura and Meskell 2009). Making figurines, the 

argument goes, means making choices about what people should look like, how they 

should dress, or what marks an individual as part of one group, but not another.

 This line of reasoning, often referred to collectively as embodiment theory, tends 

to subvert more conventional methodologies such as stylistic and iconographical analysis. 

Rooted as they are in highly theoretical currents like phenomenology and post-structural 

feminist discourses, embodiment approaches tend to be “exclusivist in tone” and lack a 

“middle range” that convincingly links theory with artifactual evidence (Lesure 2005). 

 More importantly, studies of prehistoric figurines based solely on embodiment 

methodologies miss a powerful theoretical insight regarding the materiality of prehistoric 
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figurines: both the style and the iconography of figurines can be independent of human 

intention when the forms of the things themselves encourage our understanding of them 

(Gell 1998). In this sense, the synergistic cooperation of objects lends them a productive 

power, or agency, of their own--independent of their makers (Davis 1996; Latour 2000).

 This is an especially important point when it comes to analyzing groups of 

figurines. Modeling figurines entails making decisions about form and style that may 

occur with or without deliberate reflection on meaning. Insomuch as figurine-making 

involves a kind replication, review, and revision of existing forms, it should be regarded 

as a kind of thinking (Davis 1993, 1996); thus, certain cognitive aspects of figurine form 

and symbolism become open to critical investigation (Bailey 2005, 2007; Davis 1996). 

These  nondiscursive features of material culture--what Schapiro (1953) referred to as the 

“emotional suggestiveness of forms”--are best apprehended through stylistic analysis. 

Similarly, Gell (1998) has argued that minor difference in form and decoration can 

engage the viewer by forcing him or her to mentally adjust for the difference between 

what is expected and the variation that is presented. Gell suggests that this process of 

disambiguation lends the object a “cognitive stickiness” (Gell 1998: 90-95). In the final 

chapters of this thesis I discuss particular aspects of tab figurines which may have 

contributed to their “cognitive stickiness” or “emotional suggestiveness,” specifically 

themes related to iconic absence, visual ambiguity, humor and pars pro toto 

representation.
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 Stylistic analysis is particularly useful when considering the juncture between the 

individual artifact and the assemblage of stylistically similar artifacts to which it belongs. 

Gell (1998) argues that stylistic change accrues within the “inter-artifactual domain” 

according to the “principle of least difference.” According to Gell, stylistic differences 

occur between motifs and symbols through making the least modification that is possible 

in order to establish something as different (Gell 1998: 215). In this way, particular 

stylistic features of one artifact index other artifacts of a similar style and new styles of 

artifact begin to emerge within the inter-artifactual domain independent of the intentions 

of their creators. 

 For Gell, “artworks do not do their cognitive work in isolation; they function 

because they cooperate synergistically with one another, and the basis of their synergic 

action is style” (1998: 165). Importantly, Gell’s analysis suggests that the social 

circumstances of an artifact’s making are not its only significant context. Rather, context 

is also provided, indeed created, by the entire assemblage of similarly styled artifacts. 

Peircian semiotics also requires that signs “work” only in reference to other signs. The 

tripartite division of the sign into indexes, icons, and symbols dictates that signs, like 

styles, can never exist alone. Moreover, the semiotic chain also persists independently of 

human intervention “since the Interpretant of one sign relation can become the Object for 

another sign relation and so on in a process of endless semiosis” (Preucel 2006: 55-56).

 It is against this theoretical backdrop that I present my formal analysis of the tab 

figurines at La Blanca.
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Formal Analysis

 The remainder of this chapter offers a formal analysis, trait-by-trait breakdown, 

and discussion of each type of tab figurine. For each figurine the following information 

was recorded:

A. Description

B. Condition and wear patterns

C. Dimensions

D. Ceramic description and surface treatment

E. Tab / headdress type

F. Anthropomorphic features

G. Transitional features

H. Abstract features

I. photograph ID

While these descriptive categories are, for the most part, self-explanatory, I will provide a 

short discussion of each category’s variables, their intended purpose, and their potential 

significance in the context of this study.

A. Description

 The descriptions offered here, which are admittedly subjective and hinge on my 

own limited observations and vocabulary, detail which part or parts of the figurine are 
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depicted (e.g., tab and upper torso; torso and buttocks; tab only; etc) as well as qualitative 

observations on the figurine’s general shape (e.g., rectangular tab; torso worked on front 

and rear; etc.).

B. Condition and wear patterns

 This category identifies all breaks and describes the excavated surface condition 

of the piece (e.g., surface eroded, abraded paint, unfired cores, chipped on upper-right 

portion of tab). While it is generally assumed that clay figurines will fracture at their 

narrowest or weakest points, like the joints between appendages and torso or between the 

torso and tab, this does not always seem to be the case at La Blanca. I attempted to chart 

breakage patterns to determine if fragmentation was carried out deliberately; however, I 

found no evidence that would suggest a positive correlation.

 Although it is possible that the highly-fragmented quality of Preclassic figurine 

assemblages is simply the result of post-depositional processes, one would expect to be 

able to piece together fragments from the same deposit. This is not the case during the 

Preclassic, where figurine fragments defy any attempt at reconstruction. 

 Archaeologists commonly assume that once a figurine broke or was intentionally 

broken, it was considered to be trash and no longer useful (Marcus 2009: 322). 

Ethnographic studies do not support this notion; however, some cultures use broken 

figurines and consider the spontaneous fracturing of objects a positive omen (Massé 

1954: 274, cited in Chapman 2000). More recently, archaeologists studying Neolithic 
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figurines have argued that the fragmentation of figurines was intentional and enabled the 

maintenance of social relationships among turbulent communities. I consider this 

perspective as it relates to Preclassic Mesoamerican figurines in Chapter 4.

C. Dimensions

 This category lists the maximum height, maximum width, and maximum 

thickness of each specimen. While archaeologists interested in prehistoric figurines hold 

that detailed measurements of figurines along different axes can be instrumental in 

figurine analysis (Bailey 2005; Marcus 1998; Ucko 1968), these variables were largely 

unavailable for tab figurines at La Blanca, where only three nearly complete examples are 

extant. 

D. Ceramic description and surface treatment 

 The ceramic vocabulary utilized in the field is based on Arroyo’s (2002) original 

typology. The tabs appear to have been crafted with the same type of fine paste as the 

larger body of figurines at La Blanca. Figurines were formed from the same kinds of 

pastes that compose contemporaneous ceramic wares at La Blanca. Variations in surface 

treatment are more common. Most frequently noted are partial fingerprints and 

impressions, mineral inclusions, un-oxidized cores, and variations in color. Compared to 

the larger corpus, the tab figurines seem to exhibit a preponderance of specimens painted 

red. Unfortunately, evidence for surface treatment of artifacts is often difficult to recover 
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on the Pacific Coast, where a high water table and acidic soil  inevitably takes its toll on 

the archaeological record.

E. Tab / headdress type

 This category comprises the bulk of the current analysis. At La Blanca, the heads 

of figurines appear to be the principal point of emphasis and decorative elaboration 

between different figurine types. Arroyo (2002) identified eight distinct types of figurines 

at La Blanca, based on head shape, headdresses, and head decoration.6 Tab figurines are 

categorized as Type 9 or “Hidden head” type figurines by Arroyo. It is worth reiterating 

that the tab figurines, while putatively headless or masked, still draw attention to the tab 

or headdress portion of the figurine as the representational locus. In other words, the 

depicted absence of a head or face can be conceived as a rhetorical strategy which still 

emphasizes the head as the seat of identity. As we will see, the tabs themselves exhibit as 

much variation in tab style as the broader figurine assemblage does in terms of headdress 

variation at La Blanca.

 It is worth reiterating that head shape, hairstyle design, and headdress 

identification has been a primary classificatory criterion in Mesoamerican figurine studies 

at least since the 1930s. During his excavations in the Valley of Mexico, George C. 

Vaillant (1930, 1931, 1935) collected large quantities of early Mesoamerican figurines, 
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which he arranged into dense chronological and typological sequences. While Vaillant’s 

classifactory scheme mimicked methods developed to organize and analyze ceramic 

wares, he also focused on the stylistic elaboration of figurine heads as a diagnostic 

feature. Although his emphasis on stylistic change has fallen out of fashion, his focus on 

the head as the site of individuation still holds sway in recent scholarship on figurines 

(Arroyo 2002; Cyphers-Guillén 1993; Halperin 2007; Joyce 1998).

F. Anthropomorphic features

 This category tracks the presence or absence of depicted bodily characteristics, 

including the navel, belly, steatopygous hips, breasts, buttocks, legs, and pubic triangle. 

Because tab figurines represent bodies on a continuum of abstraction and naturalism, this 

category is limited exclusively to features which are unambiguously anatomical. The  

tracking and quantitative analysis of each anthropomorphic feature is maintained for two 

reasons. First, due to the fragmentary nature of the sample at La Blanca, this data is 

obviously not available for every fragment. Of the 321 tab figurine fragments studied, 

144 of them (approximately 44%) were associated with one or more of these variables. 

Second, and more importantly, this study seeks to avoid treating the body exclusively as a 

complete unit. Past research on figurines has tended to focus on gendered attributes that 

allow the archaeologist to “read” the represented body as either male or female; however, 

recent studies have shown that the partible body was an equally compelling 
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representational concern in Preclassic Mesoamerica (Grove 1981, 1985; Joyce 1998, 

2008).

G. Transitional features 

 For the purposes of this study, transitional features are those attributes that are not 

clearly abstract or naturalistic, but lie somewhere in between. The center-parted hairstyle 

or headdress, the primary characteristic of the T2-style tab figurines, is a good example of 

a transitional feature. As discussed below, it is unclear how this design relates to abstract 

motifs like the incised chevron design or more naturalistic of center-parted hairstyle 

renderings on non-tab figurines. I identified several such transitional features: the center-

parted hairstyle, the triadic hairstyle, horizontal and diagonal incisions above the belly, 

applique tufts, mottled hair or headdress texture, the step-cut hairstyle, and both phallic 

and yonic sexual imagery.

H. Abstract features

 Abstract features are those that do not clearly resemble anything in the outside 

world. These are likely candidates for the Peircian symbol--the ‘non-natural’ signs which 

are typically both arbitrary and culturally-specific. The abstract features that appear most 

frequently on tab figurines at La Blanca include the vertical incised line, the incised 

chevron motif, and the flared cleft design.
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Tab figurine types

 I have organized the tab figurines at La Blanca in an original classifactory scheme 

consisting of ten type categories. I identified type distinctions primarily on the basis of 

distinguishing attributes. Additionally, I tracked several sub-varieties per type to establish 

the range of variation within each type. 

T1: ‘cleft-and-slit’  (Figs. 2.1-2.10)

 The T1 tab style (n=94) is characterized by a bi-symmetrical, vertical incised line 

that runs the length of the of the tab portion of the figurine. With 94 examples of this type 

in the La Blanca collection, the T1 style tabs comprise approximately thirty percent of the 

sample under study (Table 2.1). This style represents the largest percentage of the 

collection of tabs at La Blanca. In isolation, the incised line design offers little in the way 

of interpretation. But tab figurines do not appear to mark a representational tradition 

wholly endemic to the Pacific Coast; rather, the vertical line design somewhat overlaps 

with figural traditions elsewhere in Mesoamerica.7 Indeed, the tab figurines at La Blanca 

may be related to figurines associated with fertility at Tlatilco, in the Valley of Mexico 
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that Cantera phase figurines primarily represent female bodies in different stages of the 

life-cycle. Pregnancy, in particular, is depicted by swollen bellies, in addition to “a 

vertical incised line representing the gray line, an actual physiological trait most visible 

during the third trimester of pregnancy” (Cyphers Guillén 1993: 213-214).



(see Ochoa Salas 1973; Sejourné 1952). These associations, while intriguing, are beyond 

the scope of this thesis.

      

      Table 2.1

 The T1 style includes several sub variations, labeled T1a-T1n. All of these sub 

styles retain the vertical slit, but also include different configurations of several other 

elements, including combinations of the following: chevron motifs, flared clefts, mottled 

or incised hair, bead-and-feather designs, locks of hair, and tuft appliques (see Table 2.2). 

Twenty of the T1-style tabs (approximately twenty-one percent) retain only the vertical 

line design, with no additional elements. 

 Twenty-three percent of the T1-style tabs are labeled as T1b (n=22). In addition to 

the bi-symmetrical slit, the T1b tabs also have an upward-pointing chevron at the base of 

the tab. It is unclear what is represented by this chevron motif; however, it may be similar 
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to other representational elements in other tab styles. While the T1b-style tabs are defined 

by the presence of only the vertical incised line and chevron motif, the T1c, T1i, T1k, 

T1m, and T1n variations also include the chevron motif in their stylistic configurations. 

Taken together then, nearly half of the T1-style tabs include the incised chevron motif at 

the base of the tab. It is important to note that the T1-style chevron motifs are rendered by  

incising the surface of the clay (perhaps with the edge of a fingernail). Although the T1-

style figurines are unique in this regard, the principal diagnostic feature of the T2-style 

figurines (n=49) is a center-parted hair or headdress element, which may be a three-

dimensional version of the abstracted, T1-style chevron motif. If the abstract chevron and 

center-parted headdress are indeed two versions of the same motif, then approximately 

thirty-one percent of the total assemblage of tab figurines at La Blanca contain this 

representational unit.8

 The T1 and TX-style tabs frequently feature a flared cleft design at the tip of the 

tab portion of the figurine. Although the flared cleft is a major stylistic trait, it does not 

feature heavily as a distinguishing characteristic in any of the above style categories. 

Nevertheless, it is one of the more complicated elements of tab figural representation. 

While many other stylistic motifs found on tab figurines provide little ground for 
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curvature or protuberance of the belly. They also may be taken to indicate sagging flesh. 
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interpretation, the cleft motif has wide, although problematic implementation in the 

Preclassic iconography. Although the cleft motif is often associated with the cleft-kernel 

motif Taube (1998, 2000) related to the Olmec maize deity, the pars pro toto 

implementation of the cleft element appears not only on representations evocative of the 

maize deity, but other supernatural figures as well (cf. Joralemon 1971). Moreover, the 

cleft design can be construed as iconographic evidence of the La Blanca polity’s 

participation in the greater Olmec sphere of interaction. This issue will be explored 

further in Chapter 3.  

  

   Table 2.2
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T2: center-parted hairstyle  (Figs. 2.11-2.21)

 The center-parted hairstyle, headdress, or hood is the defining feature of the T2 

style (n=49), which is the second most common iteration of the tab figurine types at La 

Blanca. The T2 tabs make up approximately fifteen percent of the total assemblage. The 

T2 style is subdivided into numerous sub-styles--more than any other type--that provide a 

framework for organizing the full range of stylistic configurations. Like the T1-type tabs, 

many of the T2 figurine sub-types feature variations on hairstyle or headdress in the way 

of forelock appliques, flared clefts, mottled textures, and bead-and-feather motifs (see 

Table 2.3). 

 Interestingly, the vertical incised line that defined the T1 category is often visible 

in the T2 examples as well. The tab portion often surmounts the torso as it would a T1 

tab, but with the addition of a T2-style center part arranged around the base of the tab. 

Here, the tab portion extends through or penetrates the headdress. In T2l, T2n, and T2o 

variations, the apex of the center part is elongated vertically up the front of the tab, 

apparently in substitution for the incised line design. The T2 tabs are also noteworthy in 

that they are most likely to exhibit what might be interpreted as sexual imagery (see Table 

2.6). In Chapter 5, I propose that tab figurines at La Blanca depend on a certain visual 

ambiguity that revolves around sexual innuendo; the tab figurines’ reception may have 

involved a visual double-take that simultaneously referenced women’s costumery and 

sexual imagery.
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 The combination of the vertical slit with the three-dimensional center part is 

particularly well-suited to this kind of ludo-suggestive figural representation. Labial 

connotations are apparent in a number of T2-style specimens, where the hair on either 

side of the center part is pronounced and elongated so that it wraps around the base of the 

tab, framing the vertical slit at the center. The T2d, T2e, T2f, T2i, and T2t variations as 

well as the T5 type make good on the junction between the center part and the incised slit 

with the placement of an applique tuft at the center, perhaps evocative of the clitoris. 

Other T2 sub-types use tuft appliques and bead-and-feather motifs to a similar effect: 

arranging them off-center on either side of the center part to mimic the folds of labia 

minora.

 The T2 tab designation includes the highest incidence of phallic imagery as well. 

Particularly in types T2b and T3, where the hairstyle consists of a shallow rim encircling 

the base of the tab and a very shallow indention at the center part, the tabs appear to 

resemble an erect phallus. Remarkably, there are no less than fifteen specimens which 

simultaneously reference both yonic and phallic imagery. In these cases, the head 

decoration of the tab figurines is a kind of ludic, visual pun: where the hood draped over 

the vertical incision references labia, the figurine form in toto also reads as a phallus 

(Ochoa Salas 1973).
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        Table 2.3
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T3: Rounded hairstyle  (Figs. 2.22 & 2.23)

 The remaining stylistic categories T3-T11 comprise less than fifteen percent of the 

total sample of tab figurines at La Blanca (Tables 2.1 & 2.4).9 The T3-style (n=8) of tab 

figurines are distinguished by a round, rimmed hairstyle or hood, which is variously 

elaborated upon with tuft appliques placed on the front and rear of the tab. Seven of the 

eight specimens in this category exhibit phallic characteristics in the modeling of the 

headdress. 

T4: Applique hairstyle  (Fig. 2.24)

 The single T4-style tab figurine is distinguished by a single appliqued, incised 

forelock on the front side of the tab and two additional tuft appliques on either side of the 

back of the tab. This specimen retains none of the standard elements (vertical slit, 

chevron or center part motif, or flared cleft) that appear on the majority of tab figurines at 

La Blanca.

T5: Triadic hairstyle  (Figs. 2.25-2.28)

 The T5-style (n=8) tab figurines could be considered a sub-division of the T2 

style discussed above. These are characterized by a “triadic” hairstyle, which consists of a 
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groups, the remaining categories could be refined and consolidated. I have chosen, 

however, to retain the original designations in an effort to preserve as fine-grained an 

analysis as possible.



center-parted design that substitutes an additional forelock in place of the apex of the 

center part. Whereas several sub-variations of the T2 style position an applique forelock 

at the joint of the center part, the T5-style tabs render the forelock as contiguous with the 

rest of the head adornment (Table 2.5).

  

    Table 2.4

    Table 2.5
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T6: Stepped-cut hairstyle  (Figs. 2.29-2.32)

 The primary stylistic feature of the T6 category (n=9) is a stepped-cut hairstyle 

that consists of horizontal tiers of cut hair on either side of the tab (Table 2.7). Halperin 

(2009) has suggested that the stepped-cut hairstyle seems to be associated with elite 

women among the Classic Maya (188-189). At La Blanca no T6 specimens were 

recovered with torsos intact, so it is not possible to tell whether or not the bodies of T6 

tabs were decorated with elaborate jewelry or textiles. There appears to be no correlation 

between T6 tab fragments and elite domestic contexts. Of interest, however, is the 

observation that the Classic Maya depiction of the Maize deity, who often combines both 

male and female characteristics, often wears this particular hairstyle (Halperin 2009: 189; 

Taube 1985: 64-68; Taube 1996).

          Table 2.7

57



T7-10: Miscellaneous  (Figs. 2.33-2.36)

 The T7 (n=3) label was given to tab figurines considered to be special cases or  

miscellaneous. Of the three examples, two of the tabs in this category are miniaturized 

tab figurines, where the individual elements of the headdresses are virtually 

indecipherable. This being the case, it is still possible to make out both the preponderance 

of a headdress and the absence of a face. The third figurine in this category is remarkably 

unique. It is one of three nearly-complete tab figurines recovered at La Blanca. The 

figurine appears to represent a supernatural or therianthropic figure--combining an avian 

headdress with an anthropomorphic body. Although it is not immediately apparent why 

this particular figurine should be classified as a tab, the primary criterion of tabs--the 

depicted absence of a face--is still apparent. It seems likely that this figurine represents a 

masked ritual performer or deity impersonator (Guernsey 2006), an interpretation that 

will be revisited in Chapter 5.  

          Table 2.8
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 T8-style (n=2) tabs are identified by incised, long hair on the rear of the tab and 

little to no modeling on the front. The single T9 figurine is unique in that it features a 

double chevron motif incised at the base of the tab and an exaggerated cleft at its tip. 

Finally, the T10-style (n=9) figurines feature oversize “pom-pom” tuft appliques on either 

side of the tab (Table 2.8).10

Discussion of Anthropomorphic Traits

 All of the anthropomorphic tab figurines at La Blanca render the body as nude. 

While the patterns discussed here apply only to the tab figurines that comprise this 

study’s research sample, it is worth noting that the form and style of tab bodily 

representation closely resembles that of the larger body of figurines at La Blanca. The 

most common anthropomorphic traits depicted on tab figurines at La Blanca (Table 2.9) 

were navels (85% of figurines available with anthropomorphic attributes), bellies (78%), 

breasts (45%), and buttocks (35%). All of these traits co-occur with one another and with 

figurines that exhibit suggestive sexual imagery. While navels were the trait most 

commonly depicted, the stomach and buttocks appear to have received the most stylistic 

exaggeration. The focus on the buttock and swollen abdomen concomitantly de-

emphasizes other traits, such as limbs and clearly-defined pubic triangles or genitalia. 
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Blanca tab figurines in this study.



The pubic area is generally smoothed over or subsumed between fleshy thighs. Similarly, 

the accentuation of the belly appears to come at the expense of the depiction of arms, 

which are never represented in tab figurines.

 The combined emphasis on navels, bellies, breasts and buttocks has caused many 

archaeologists to interpret tab figurines as representations of pregnant women (cf. Figs. 

2.38 & 2.39; Arroyo 2002: 216; Coe 1961: 112-113; Love 2007; Rosenswig 2010: 203). I 

suggest, however, that these traits might be indicative of maturity, old age, and affluence. 

What appear to be breasts and swollen, pregnant bellies may also be interpreted as visual 

cues for accumulated fatty tissue and sagging flesh (Figs. 2.41-2.44). While breasts and 

bellies are secondary reproductive traits, primary reproductive traits like genitalia appear 

virtually absent. The most common pairing of traits (see Table #) is the navel with the 

belly (104), followed by navel and buttocks (46), and belly and buttocks (46). Breasts, on 

the other hand, are paired with the navel in 35 cases and with bellies in 37. Moreover, 

while the breasts only co-occur with the buttocks in 19 instances, they are more 

frequently associated with yonic or vaginal imagery (28) and equally paired with phallic 

imagery (15). The most common traits, the navel and swollen belly, are neither gender 

exclusive nor are they only relatable to themes of pregnancy and fertility.  

 The presence of breast tissue, I argue, does not necessarily signify the female 

gender. Where breasts are apparent, they are often paired with dual-sexed imagery, where 

the tab headdress suggests the female genitalia while the figurine form in toto suggests a 

phallus (Fig. 2.45). The T2-type tab figurines most frequently depict breast tissue where 
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torsos are available, and they also have the highest incidence of ludo-suggestive sexual 

imagery (see Table #).

 I propose that these robust, exaggerated anthropomorphic forms do not signify 

fertility or matriarchy, but rather more general notions of corpulence or abundance, 

excess, and old age at La Blanca. Guernsey (2010, n.d.) has indicated that these themes 

are among the most salient characteristics of another specialized group of figurines at La 

Blanca, the “puffy-faced” figurines, which Guernsey has connected with the emergence 

of the potbelly sculptural tradition and themes of ancestor veneration (Fig. 2.40). This 

perspective is supported by ideological themes already salient by the Middle Preclassic 

throughout Mesoamerica -- such as the importance of ancestor veneration, generational 

continuity, and duration (Gillespie 2001; Hendon 2000; Marcus 1998; McAnany 1995). 

Moreover, given that the distinguishing feature of tab figurines is the depicted absence of 

a face or head, it is possible that tab figurines were intended to be representations of 

masked performers, perhaps impersonating matriarchal women or authority figures who 

adopt both male and female aspects of supernatural deities and ancestral figures. I will 

return to discuss this suggestion more fully in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 3:  Tab Figurines and Social Complexity at La Blanca

 Having discussed the stylistic morphology and bodily iconography of tab 

figurines at La Blanca, we can begin to address questions of who within the community 

may have actually used these images and how their use relates to the negotiation of the 

negotiation of social identity, as is often predicted by studies of Preclassic figurines. 

While these issues cannot be resolved conclusively, the La Blanca Project’s express focus 

on social complexity and identity warrants their discussion.

 This chapter examines the production and distribution of tab figurines and tab 

figurine fragments across the social terrain of Middle Preclassic La Blanca. In particular, 

I examine questions related to the identity of those who utilized tab figurines. Were they 

predominantly male or female, elite or commoner? Did production center on the 

household, or rather, was it the prerogative of the ruling elite? Another series of questions 

revolves around the cultural relationship of tab figurine imagery to their makers. What 

was the extent of this imagery throughout Mesoamerica? Are tab figurines part of an art 

style common throughout Preclassic Mesoamerica, variously known as the International 

or Olmec style? If so, what can we say about the nature of the relationship between La 

Blanca tab figurines and this pan-Mesoamerican artistic tradition? 
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Method: negotiating the agent-structure dialectic

 In recent years, archaeologists interested in the rise of social complexity in early 

Mesoamerica have focused on the concept of social agency. The fundamental theoretical 

motivation behind these approaches is the idea that culture is negotiated and materialized 

through a dialectical interplay of agency and structure (Giddens 1984). Furthermore, the 

perception of our capacity to act in the world is structured through the performance and 

repetition of habitual social practices (Bourdieu 1977). 

 In archaeology, the interest in agency has accompanied growing dissatisfaction 

with the processualist treatment of the individual and the individual’s insignificance 

within functionalist frameworks (Dobres and Robb 2000). Thus, agent-centric models 

have arisen alongside post-processual archaeology’s search for more nuanced 

understandings of social power and its contestation (Patterson 2001, Trigger 2007). The 

essential premise of agency theories is the belief that people are not mindless automatons, 

reacting in unison to the external demands that structure their existence and the 

recognition of the individual’s “role in the formation of the social realities in which they 

participate” (Dornan 2002: 304). The extent to which individuals are able to create, 

maintain, and resist structural forces, either intentionally or unintentionally, and the 

extent to which social structures can be both constraining and enabling for various 

groups, is still a major subject of debate (Dobres and Robb 2000; Dornan 2002).
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 Although the basic tenets of the agent--structure dialectic act provide common 

ground for archaeologists interested in understanding the individual’s relationship to 

incipient socio-political complexity, the implementation of agency theory by 

archaeologists can vary greatly. 

Elite agency: the iconography of power

 One vein of this approach is represented by a series of models which have focused 

on the ability of special social agents or entrepreneurial individuals to pool resources, 

restrict access to prestige items, and sponsor public activities such as feasting in order to 

accumulate greater social capital. In reference to emergent complexity in Mesoamerican 

chiefdoms, Hayden (1990) argues that social aggrandizers or “big men” establish 

themselves as leaders by competing for prestige and social power while Brumfiel (1992), 

drawing on Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, argues that similar competition between 

factions occurred within the Aztec empire. It is often unclear, however, how exactly these 

competitions take place.

 To take just one recent example, DeMarrais et al. (1996) have suggested that 

cross-cultural strategies for accumulating social power typically involve the manipulation 

of ideology through material culture. Here, they explicitly social agency with the 

materialization of elite ideology. Several Mesoamerican archaeologists have utilized 

agency-based approaches to relate the concept of materiality to the production, control, 

and manipulation of highly visible, elaborate symbolic lexicons, performative events, and 
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monumental art and architecture (Guernsey 2006; Guernsey 2010; Inomata 2006; Joyce 

2008; R. Joyce 2004; Love 1999;  Stuart 2000).

 These materializations of ideology frequently appear in foreign materials, 

whereupon  entrepreneurial social agents legitimize their special status through their 

ability to access and restrict exotic materials, goods, and specialized knowledge from 

“distant lands...at the boundaries of the known, ordered world” (Helms 1993: 7). More 

recently, DeMarrais (2004) has suggested that discussions of the intersection between 

materiality and agency must move beyond a focus on elite strategies to account for other 

types of material culture as well, particularly those related to subordinate or commoner 

groups.

Commoner agency: the view from within

 Another kind of approach to social agency sees archaeologists using artifacts as 

the material evidence of ancient “people as thinking, feeling, and acting subjects” (Lesure 

2005: 237). “Small-scale” media and figurines, in particular, are now playing an 

increasingly important role in archaeologists’ attempts to diversify and populate the 

ancient past with individuals as active agents. Because figurines often portray social 

identities--notably, women, children, and commoners--which are conspicuously absent in 

monumental imagery, they have been strategically adopted by archaeologists interested in 

the material correlates of domestic ritual, human agency, and the social construction of 

identity (Halperin, Faust, and Taube 2009).
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 These approaches tend to emphasize that prehistoric craftspeople, in making 

figurines, are also making themselves in the process. Thus, figural imagery, as it might be 

viewed in figurines, is not simply reflective of culture, but constitutive of culture as well 

(Miller 1998). Moreover, since figurines were fashioned by the very peoples we would 

like to understand, they present an internal vantage point, from which we might glimpse 

how ancient peoples viewed themselves, their bodily experiences, and their relationships 

to others. 

 In Mesoamerica, archaeologists have treated figurines as material evidence for 

how culturally-specific experiences of the body, personal identity, and social practice are 

embodied in figural imagery (Joyce 1993, 1996, 1998, 2000, 2005; Lesure 1997). In a 

series of publications beginning in the late ‘90s, Joyce draws on Judith Butler’s (1993) 

theories regarding the performance of gender and sexuality to demonstrate that a wide 

range of the material culture of Central America provides evidence for ancient 

Mesoamerican understandings of embodied agency. For example, in Joyce’s (1998, 2000, 

2003) analysis of Playa de los Muertos figurines from the Ulúa Valley in Honduras, she 

compares the production of household goods including clay pottery and figurines, which 

often include imagery associated with specific parts of the body, with other objects used 

to ornament those same parts of the body (e.g., earspools). Joyce outlines further 

connections between these representational practices that tend to draw attention to 

specific body parts and the physical modification of both living and deceased bodies 
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through cranial deformation, dental decoration, tattooing, bloodletting, and ritual 

dismemberment. 

 For Joyce, figurines are “objectifications of turning points in the formation of 

social personae” that “served as models of decorum” by which women could constantly 

compare themselves to see how they measured up (2003: 257-8). Thus, Joyce argues that 

the identities and roles of Mesoamerican women were culturally constructed through the 

performance of everyday practices and their reiteration though representation. The 

making of figurines, then, holds importantly consequences for archaeologists’ 

understanding of commoner social power and its contestation: according to Joyce, 

figurines were a “means through which certain contended territories were anxiously 

subjected to attempts at control, of both practice and interpretation, by authorities at 

multiple scales” (2000: 200).

Incipient social complexity on the Pacific Coast

 At the start of the Middle Preclassic, La Blanca was a hotbed of social and 

political transformation. With the abandonment of the settlement at Ojo de Agua at the 

end of the Early Preclassic (1600-900 BC), populations from throughout the Greater 

Soconusco region funneled into the Río Naranjo river valley and settled at La Blanca 

(Love 2002). The Soconusco region, comprised of the Pacific Coastal plain of 

southwestern Guatemala and modern Chiapas, Mexico, was an important trade corridor 

and channel of communication that connected the Gulf Coast and the Valley of Oaxaca in 
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the North and West to eastern Guatemala, El Salvador, and Western Honduras (Clark and 

Pye 2000). The La Blanca polity sat at the intersection of this important cultural 

confluence. 

 This dramatic influx of settlers, combined with innovations in subsistence and La 

Blanca’s fortuitous location, propelled La Blanca’s precipitous growth at the start of the 

Middle Preclassic. The site’s main fluorescence coincides with the Conchas phase of 

occupation, during which it grew to up to 200 ha in size (Love and Guernsey 2007: 923).   

The urban fabric of the site consists of some forty-three house mounds surrounding a core 

ceremonial precinct of 100 ha (Love 2002: 53-55). Located at the center of the 

ceremonial precinct, the 25-meter-high, rammed-earth Mound 1 was built very soon after 

the site’s initial settlement, around 900 BC. Mound 1 and the East and West Acropoleis 

on either side, were oriented on axis with the peak of the Tajumulco volcano, the tallest 

peak in Mesoamerica. The La Blanca polity was also likely the administrative  center of a 

multi-tier regional hierarchy that incorporated the sites El Infierno, La Zarca,  and 

possibly Izapa and Cuauhtémoc (Fig 3.1; Love 1999, 2002; Rosenswig 2007, 2009).

 La Blanca was not the only region undergoing significant social, political, and 

economic transitions at this time. In addition to La Blanca Mound 1, the Middle 

Preclassic (aka the Middle Formative) also saw the construction of monumental platform 

mounds elsewhere in Mesoamerica as well as the introduction of greenstone and jadeite 

carvings and monumental stone sculpture (Clark 2004; Grove 2000: 138-139). Often, 

these carvings borrowed Olmec style iconography in order to express a hereditary right to 

69



rule by portraying rulers or chiefly figures at the center of the Mesoamerican cosmos 

(Reilly 1991, 1994).

 Public monumental architecture would have provided appropriate venues for 

hosting feasts, dances, games, as well as more dramatic public ceremonies and religious 

rituals (Clark and Blake 1994; Clark 2004; Joyce 2004; Lesure 1997; Lesure and Blake 

2002). Love (1999) has proposed that the organization of early public architecture would 

also have structured the individual’s experience of space and community. By elevating, 

separating, and reserving certain zones for particular persons and activities, the emergent 

elites who sponsored such the construction of such architecture were able to manifest 

differential access to specialized knowledge and resources, thereby preserving class 

difference in the urban terrain itself.

 Both the construction of these public spaces and the accumulation of rare and 

exotic craft objects would have provided the means by which chiefs and other individuals 

of elite rank declared and legitimated their special social status in Middle Preclassic 

Mesoamerica.

The cleft motif

 One particular symbolic motif often related to chiefly ideology and divine 

rulership warrants a brief discussion here. Among a number of iconographic motifs which 

become more common during the Middle Preclassic is the bifurcated cleft head, first 

identified by Joralemon (1971) as a widespread component on Olmec iconography. The 
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cleft is related to or synonymous with the “double-line-break” that begins to appear on 

ceramics during the Middle Preclassic (Fig. 3.2; Coe and Diehl 1980: 195-200; Love 

2002: 95, 104) and is often represented pars pro toto in various media including 

monumental stone sculptures, greenstone celts, and figurines. This iconographic 

component is significant here since it features prominently on 58 Middle Preclassic tab 

figurines (approximately 20%) recovered at La Blanca.

 While the cleft head or headdress motif has received much scholarly attention 

(Coe and Diehl 1980; Covarrubias 1957; Diehl 2004; Fields 1991; Joralemon 1971; 

Miller and Taube 1993; Reilly 1991), there is precious little consensus on its symbolic 

intent and ritual associations. The cleft often features prominently on zoomorphic 

supernatural beings, most often jaguar and avian therianthropic figures (Fig. 3.3). In an 

influential series of articles, Taube (1996, 2000) has argued that the cleft-head motif is 

related to maize imagery; specifically, Taube points to a series of images where the ruler 

is depicted at the center of a quincunx pattern, wearing a cleft headdress from which 

vegetal imagery sprouts (Fig. 3.4). Taube argues that the cleft-head is a referent to the 

Maize God, whose iconography was first developed during the Middle Preclassic. The 

chiefly figure in such representations casts himself as the embodiment of the maize deity 

as well as an axis mundi that interconnects the overlapping planes of the Mesoamerican 

cosmos; the image thereby provides visual validation of the figure’s legitimate religious 

authority and privileged right to rule (Fields 1991; Reilly 1991, 1994). 
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 The meaning of this same element, however, shifts slightly depending on its 

iconographic context. Elsewhere, Taube (2004) has associated the same cleft motif with 

the Classic Maya solar paradise known as “Flower Mountain.” Both interpretations 

revolve around similar themes of agricultural fertility and liminal spaces. In a similar 

vein, Reilly (1991) has similarly argued that both the cleft and double merlon motifs 

“function as symbolic entrances to the Olmec sacred mountain and the underworld that 

the mountain contains” (157). Grove (1987) has similarly proposed that the site of 

Chalcatzingo in the Valley of Morelos originally gained its significance from the a natural 

cleft between its two sacred mountains (Grove 1987: 431).

 Given that the tab figurines at La Blanca are some 400 km removed from the 

Olmec “heartland,” where this motif first appears, there are major difficulties in 

interpreting the implementation of the cleft-head motif as it relates to tab figurine 

iconography. While the common use of the cleft or double-line-break motif surely implies 

significant connections between La Blanca and communities on the Gulf Coast or in 

Morelos, it does not necessarily indicate that the motif retained the same symbolic 

associations with which it was originally intended. For, as Lesure (2004) aptly points out, 

early Preclassic art is not simply an Olmec import, but rather “a complex combination of 

borrowings and local inventions, significantly impacted by certain syntheses of ideas that 

emerged first on the Gulf Coast” (78). For my purposes here, I would emphasize the two 

fundamental themes that appears to underlie the implementation of the cleft or double-
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line-break motif in the majority of contexts: it is associated with themes of agricultural 

fertility (that need not necessarily be maize) and highly-charged, transitional spaces.  

Figurines as indices of social complexity at La Blanca

 Given the evidence outlined above, it is not difficult to imagine how these 

political, economic, and agricultural changes, also precipitated changes in the way social 

identity and personhood were conceived of during this transitional period at La Blanca. 

Another transformation that began in the archaeological record about 900 BC may thus 

be directly related to the deepening of social complexity at La Blanca. During the 

Conchas phase, figurine production ramped up on an unprecedented scale in both the 

quantity and variety of figurines. The remainder of this chapter turns to figurines and 

considers their implications for understanding the nature of social agents at La Blanca.

Excavation context and distribution

 The La Blanca figurines were predominantly recovered in fragmentary conditions 

from middens and other secondary contexts associated with households and domestic 

contexts--a pattern in keeping with excavations of Preclassic figurines elsewhere (Coe 

1961: 142-145; Coe and Diehl 1980: 260; Cyphers 1993: 217; Lesure 1997; Marcus 

1996). Figurines are ubiquitous throughout the site, present in various quantities in both 

commoner and elite households alike. This ubiquity suggests that figurines were likely a 

fundamental component of daily ritual and social practices. Their fragmentary condition, 
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ubiquity, and ease of manufacture, however, seems to suggest that they were not 

necessarily all associated with “serious” ritual activities such as ancestor veneration or 

fertility rituals (contra Grove and Gillespie 2002; Marcus 1996). Although ethnographic 

evidence and cross-cultural archaeological comparison demonstrates that fragmentation 

and deposition need not signify the end of an object’s symbolic potential or function (see 

Chapter 4).

 Excavations at La Blanca have primarily focused on random stratified sampling 

of household zones (Love 2002). To date, no house floors have been excavated in 

entirety, so little provenience data regarding the precise deposition locations of figurines 

has been recovered. This excavation strategy has proven instrumental, however, in 

yielding reliable archaeological data related to household status and the differentiation of 

households across La Blanca. Elite residences are characterized by higher concentrations 

of prestige goods, such as jade beads, greenstone jewelry, obsidian, and fine ceramics as 

well as better construction and higher densities of faunal remains (Love 1991, 2007). 

Based on these criteria, Operations 27, 32, and 37 seem likely candidates for elite 

residences.

 Tab figurine fragments are present, in some quantity, in all excavation operations 

for which data was available for this study (see Table 3.1 & Fig. 3.5). The highest 

densities of tab figurines were recovered from Operation 37 (22%), Operation 32 (19.6%) 

and Operation 33 (15.0%). Although tab figurines were not available from Operation 27, 

their distribution otherwise correlates with the differential variation of other economic 
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indicators (e.g., jade, obsidian, faunal remains, etc.). While the elite at La Blanca thus had 

greater access to or means of producing tab figurines than commoners at La Blanca, the 

fact that the distribution of figurines is not exclusively limited to elite contexts suggests 

that tab figurine use was not entirely an elite prerogative.

    Table 3.1

 Instead, the distribution of tab figurine fragments implies a domestic mode of 

production, in which commoners were able to manufacture figurines within households 

for their own use, independent of elite control or intervention. The relatively low degree 

of standardization among tab figurines and their ease of manufacture also suggest 

domestic production (Sahlins 2004 [1972]).

 Obviously, domestic production of tab figurines does not necessarily preclude 

their exchange within the community in the same way that other craft products, such as 
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manos and metates and utilitarian ceramic wares, were likely exchanged. The circulation 

of figurines or figurine fragments, like prestige goods, could have nonetheless been 

significant to social actors at La Blanca. In terms of the Maussian (Mauss 1954) gift-

giving dynamic, the production and exchange of figurines also entails the production of 

social obligations and development of more complex social networks. In Sahlins (2004 

[1972]) words, “A specific social relation may constrain a given movement of goods, but 

a specific transaction -- ‘by the same token’ -- suggests a particular social relation. If 

friends make gifts, gifts make friends” (186). I will return to this proposition in Chapter 4 

to elaborate on the possibility that figurine fragments may have been used as tokens of 

social contract at La Blanca.

 Tabulating the distribution of T1-type tab figurine fragments across La Blanca 

further demonstrates that tab figurines were likely produced at the household level and 

not restricted by social status (see Table 3.2). The T1-style tab figurines were chosen 

largely because the category includes the greatest number of samples and a wide variety 

of sub variations. The largest percentage of T1-style tabs were recovered from Operation 

37 (21.3%), followed by Operation 32 (19.1%), and Operation 35 (16%). T1-style tab 

figurines were present to some extent in nearly every operation; thus, there is no apparent 

correlation between a particular style of tab and specific residential zones. Instead, tab 

figurine characteristics appear relatively heterogeneous across the site, which indicates 

that no specific stylistic characteristic was utilized exclusively by elites or commoners. 

The tab figural tradition seems to have been shared by all. 
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         Table 3.2

Tab figurines and the archaeology of personhood

 The production and distribution of tab figurines provides one of several avenues 

to explore the means by which social identity was negotiated at La Blanca. The evidence 

for domestic figurine manufacture discussed above suggests that production was neither a 

“top-down” nor  “bottom-up” enterprise. The ubiquity of tab figurines suggests that they 

were as much a part of elite life as they were a part of commoner daily ritual and practice. 

Evidence reveals that figurine production occurred both at the center or ceremonial core 

of La Blanca in addition to smaller residential zones. The data similarly indicate that the 

locus of figurine production at La Blanca was the household and that households of all 
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statuses participated in figurine production, even though greater numbers of figurines 

were recovered from elite residential contexts.

 What, then, can we say about the relationship between the production of tab 

figurines and the material production of “selves” or social agents at La Blanca? 

Gillespie’s (2001) discussion of the concept of “personhood” is useful here. Her 

formulation of personhood is based on Mauss’s (1985 [1938]) well-known critique of the 

individual as well as his analysis of the “self.” Mauss distinguishes between “personage” 

and “self”, suggesting that the “self” is characterized by a 'from-the-inside" quality 

whereas the “personage” is a social actor whose identity is determined according to his or 

her relationships with other people, places, and things. To illustrate the concept this 

relational concept of the person, Mauss looks to ethnographic evidence from the 

Kwakwaka’wakw (commonly referred to as the Kwakiutl) of British Colombia. For the 

Kwakwaka’wakw, a person is composed not only by his or her name and lineage, but by 

his goods, skills, inheritance, filial duties, and spirits as well -- all of which can be 

appropriated by “taking possession” of a person, through murder or warfare, for instance 

(Mauss 1985 [1938]: 6-9).

 This formulation of personhood finds resonance in Mesoamerica, where one’s 

identity may be extended beyond the self and embodied in monumental stele, speech 

scrolls, sensory experience, and bodily effluvia (Houston and Taube 2000; Joyce 2003). 

Houston and Stuart (1998) have linked the meaning of the bah glyph, for example, with 

the Maya conception of identity or personhood, but bah also literally refers to a person’s 
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head or face as well as its representation through portraiture or sculpture. According to 

Houston and Stuart, the representation of bah in any range of media would have been 

perceived as a substitute for or an extension of the person represented.

 Similarly, Gillespie (2001) suggests that the person “is often encompassed by a 

title or name and materialized by insignia, totem crests, or badges of office. They signify 

a category of being that may be coextensive with specific groups, property, and 

places” (82). Gillespie’s concept of the person is thus inclusive of the collective 

representations and daily social practices that unify particular groups of social actors 

whose lived experiences might otherwise be passed over as archaeologically inaccessible. 

 This definition of personhood provides the theoretical basis for examining the 

visual vocabulary of tab figurines at La Blanca as a means of locating the identities of 

social personages. The omnipresence of both tab figurines and “conventional” figurines 

in domestic contexts as well as other specialized figurine types, such as puffy-faced 

figurines, which have recently been linked to ancestor veneration and chiefly rulership, 

(see Guernsey 2010, n.d.) suggests the existence of more numerous and more nuanced 

social personages during the Middle Preclassic. 

 Observing that Middle Preclassic domestic ritual likely incorporated a wider 

range of social roles and identities than previously assumed has important ramifications 

for our understanding of social complexity at La Blanca and elsewhere in Mesoamerica. 

While it is often assumed that the majority of Preclassic figurines represent women in 

stereotypical social roles or at different age grades (Cyphers Guillén 1993; Joyce 1998, 
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2000, 2003; Marcus 1998), tab figurines, in my view, complicate this discussion. As 

discussed in Chapter 2, the Preclassic Mesoamerican figural tradition may have 

emphasized certain bodily characteristics putatively associated with sexuality, it 

concomitantly de-emphasizes others. Breasts, stomachs, and buttocks are often depicted 

in figurines while genitalia are apparently absent. 

 The presence of dual-sexed imagery in T2-type tab figurines, and possibly T1-

types as well, may suggest the existence of either third-gendered or gender-neutral social 

identities in addition to male and female genders. A handful of contentious studies of 

gender in Mesoamerica have sought to problematize the Mesoamerican concept of the 

body as gendered along a male-female binary (Joyce 1998, 2000; Looper 2002). Joyce 

(1998) points out that, for every instance in which primary sex characteristics are 

explicitly illustrated in Mesoamerican art, there exist dozens of instances in which images 

neglect to represent either primary or secondary sexual characteristics. She argues that 

this omission might suggest “alternative form[s] of bodily materiality,” which might 

include a third gender (represented by means of visual ambiguity) or androgynous 

category (Joyce 1998: 160-165). Similarly, Looper (2002) argues for the existence of a 

third gender for the Classic Maya. Drawing on both epigraphic and iconographic lines of 

evidence, Looper points to representations at Quirigua, Naranjo, Tikal, and Palenque, 

where rulers are depicted in women’s garb in order to evoke certain aspects of the Maize 

God or Moon Goddess during ritual performances (but cf. Houston and McAnany 2003 

for a dissenting view).
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 Alternatively, this same imagery might be interpreted as costumed impersonation, 

as Stone (1991) has argued, in which rulers attempt to magnify their religious authority 

by assuming female gender roles. In particular, Stone proposes that, “elite males strove to 

place themselves at the center of the natural reproductive cycle and thereby to personify 

the forces of agricultural and human fertility.” Stone’s interpretation stands out 

considering that the most salient aspects of tab figurines involve 1) the depicted absence 

or masking of a face, 2) its substitution with a cleft motif associated with agricultural 

fertility, and 3) a combination of male-female sexual imagery. I revisit this proposal in 

Chapter 5.

 Before concluding this chapter, I would like to briefly summarize how I view the 

intersection of tab figurines and social complexity at La Blanca. Viewed as a productive 

activity, figurine making can be situated both within the context of household and 

domestic practices at La Blanca as well as the broader political economic relationships 

that structured its relationship within Preclassic Mesoamerica. The production and 

distribution of figurines and other household crafts is directly connected to the agency of 

social actors in addition to the type and scale of their social networks (Sahlins 2004 

[1972]). Through the exchange of figurines, figurine fragments, and other craft items, 

elite and non-elite alike at La Blanca were able to negotiate social and personal identity 

in terms of their relationships with other people, places, and things. 
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Chapter 4:  Interpreting Figurines in Fragments

 This is first of two chapters that reconsider traditional approaches toward the 

interpretation of Preclassic Mesoamerican figurines. This chapter considers a revaluation 

of the fragmentary nature of figurine assemblages recovered in archaeological 

investigations of Middle Preclassic Mesoamerica. Of the 321 tab figurines under study in 

this thesis, 298 were recovered in partial or fragmentary conditions. The large ratio of 

“incomplete” to “complete” figurines holds true for the larger body of figurines at La 

Blanca (Arroyo 2002) as well as the nearby Conchas-phase sites of La Victoria and 

Cuauhtémoc (Coe 1961; Rosenswig 2007, 2010) and, indeed, throughout Preclassic 

Mesoamerica (Coe and Diehl 1980: 260-26 3; Cyphers-Guillén 1993: 217; Lesure 1997; 

Marcus 1996). 

 The notion that the fragmentary nature of these figurine assemblages necessitates 

strictly archaeological interpretations -- since archaeology is the “study of trash” or the 

“science of rubbish” --  prevents scholars from accessing the full significance of 

excavated materials. The popularly-held belief that trash is, at best, a passive reflection of 

who we are is evident in the impersonal methods with which archaeologists have 

historically approached fragmentary figurines (Bailey 2007). As I interrogate this popular 

aphorism, I would like to suggest an alternative point of departure for future figurine 

studies: studies of figurines should begin with the understanding that ancient figurines, 

82



like ancient personages, were fundamental components of social processes and 

relationships. They are not simply artifacts, but materializations of important relational 

processes between people, places, and things (Meskell 2004).  

Method: relational archaeology

 In archaeology, the concern for relationality has been (mis)construed as a 

revisionist post-processualism. Relational archaeology’s detractors typically claim that, 

because data is “objective,” so too are its collection, organization, and interpretation 

through bias-free frameworks formulated around the scientific method. These scholars 

criticize relational archaeology as a defense for the “anything-goes” relativist or 

“constructionist” attitude that has accompanied the introduction of the researcher’s 

modern subjectivity into the data set to be analyzed (cf. Houston and McAnany 2003). 

On the other hand, supporters of the relational approach criticize conventional 

archaeologists for pulling the wool over their own eyes: “they erect a subject/object 

opposition and emphasize the importance of codification and standardization at the 

expense of sensitivity to context and question” (Hodder and Hutson 2003: 102). For 

relational archaeologists, the emphasis on the constructed -- historical and social -- 

character of every object and context is a deterrent against essentialized readings of 

artifacts.

 Relational theory has come to the fore in the theoretical discourse of other 

academic fields, too. Scholars participating in the dialogue are witnessing convergences 
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between a wide range of topics -- from geography, archaeology, and anthropology to 

biology, computer science, and ecology.11  On the whole, the approach is characterized by 

themes I have discussed already, including a renewed interest in materiality -- the 

dialectical interaction between human and non-human agents -- and in the construction of 

personhood through people, places, and things (Gell 1998; Latour 2000; Meskell 2004). 

! Relational archaeologies are oriented so as to challenge or critically analyze 

modern ontological assumptions that obscure our view of archaeological research on 

certain subjects and lead to essentialized readings of prehistoric peoples and their 

material culture.12 In particular, they take aim at so-called Cartesian dichotomies (Lesure 

2005). Thus far, I have discussed several sets of these dualistic notions that have 

historically framed interpretations of prehistoric figurines: the division between humans 

and non-humans (or culture and nature); the division between the individual and the 

community; the division between the economy and other forms of social practice; and the 

division between male and female. In this chapter, I challenge the perspective that 

separates the “original” and “complete” artifact, object, or artwork from the changes it 

sustains over the course of its life history (Appadurai 1988; Just 2005; Porter 1989). In 
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relational approaches in anthropology, see (Descola 1996; Ingold 2000, 2007; and 

Strathern 1991, 2004).

12 “Ontology” being a set of collective assumptions about the kinds of entities that are 

thought to exist in the world. If epistemologies are understood as particular systems of 

thought, then ontologies are the givens that provide the foundations for those systems of 

thought (Jay 1994).



this chapter and again in Chapter 5, I propose an interpretation for tab figurines which 

challenges the division between figurines as public or private images.

Pars Pro Toto representation and Preclassic Mesoamerica

 In the course of this chapter, I relate three major bodies of sculptural 

representation in Preclassic Mesoamerica by examining a fundamental feature of their 

design, namely the principle of pars pro toto or the equivalency between the part and the 

whole. The famous colossal heads of the Olmec and their cousin boulder sculptures at 

sites such as Takalik Abaj, Kaminaljuyu, and Izapa share a common method of 

representing the human form, whereby the division of the body into iconic parts is 

intended to evoke the whole. This formal observation might shed light on the ubiquitous 

yet understudied fragmentary nature of the figurine assemblages that litter Middle 

Preclassic sites throughout Mesoamerica.  The fragmentation of these figurines, once 

considered a result of “ritual killing,” is taken into consideration as an intended feature of 

their iconic design, based on the idea that each part preserves and represents the potency 

of the whole. 

 For the time being, I briefly depart from figurines to demonstrate that the concept 

of synecdoche or pars pro toto is an important leitmotif of representation in Preclassic 

Mesoamerica, one that has intriguing implications for the perception of the individual and 

his integration within the larger social body. The conception of the body as a series of 

divisible parts also points to significant cognitive ramifications possibly related to the 
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principles of compression and abstraction. This chapter will contextualize the 

representational principle of pars pro toto by drawing upon a wide range of 

anthropological and art historical studies in addition to recent theoretical approaches to 

fragmentation developed by Neolithic archaeologists to examine the relationship between 

artifactual assemblages and levels of social integration.  

 In a recent survey of ancient monumental sculpture, Renfrew (2007) reviewed the 

prehistoric origins of greater-than-life-sized sculptural traditions across the globe.  

Among the great and often enigmatic artistic traditions discussed -- those that developed 

in ancient Egypt, Mesopotamia, and the Cycladic islands -- the early monumental corpus 

of ancient Mesoamerica is perhaps the most mysterious. Although much ink has been 

spilt debating the origins of the colossal stone heads that speckled the Olmec sites of La 

Venta and San Lorenzo on the Gulf coast, the circumstances of their creation are not well 

understood. It seems feasible to imagine that the artisans who carved the colossal heads 

worked alongside the early adapters of large-scale agriculture in the context of 

Mesoamerica’s first complex societies. These imposing visages could then be interpreted 

as monuments that present an “iconography of power,” one that attests to the dominant 

ideology of the ruling elite and to the subordination of everyone else (Coe 1989; 

DeMarrais 1996; Marcus 1974).  
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 Indeed, most scholarship concerning the development of monumental architecture 

fits this tentative framework, even while its terms are increasingly problematized.13 It is 

still not clear where the privileged elite derived their powerful imagery. The dominant 

paradigms of prehistoric art and archaeology -- the dichotomies of core and periphery, 

public and private, and male and female -- seem to preclude the possibility that the 

“power of images” was extracted from the non-elite domestic sector. In the following 

pages, I suggest a more fluid relationship between representational media like stone 

sculpture and clay figurines that have often been presumed to be exclusive to the elite and 

domestic sectors (Guernsey 2010, n.d.). Specifically, I propose that the two modes of 

representation are related by the formal principle of pars pro toto.

Pars Pro Toto and the Olmec

 Archaeologists have variously tried to detect meaning in Olmec art at least since 

1869, when Jose Melgar published the first description of the Colossal Head of Hueyapan 

(Fig. 4.1; Coe 1965). The concept of synecdoche in Olmec art has been utilized since the 

earliest studies of Olmec art.14 The most comprehensive studies of Olmec iconography 

have sought to link predominant motifs, found on stone and clay sculptures, celts, and 
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leaders, who subordinate the population by controlling access to resource and spectacle, 

is one of the most prominent “Myths of the Archaic State.” It seems more plausible that 

the consolidation of power was an ongoing, shifting process.

14 There is no scholarly consensus on the correct parameters for identifying “Olmec 

culture.” Here, I refer to the Olmec, not as a specific ethnic or cultural group, but as a 

style of representation (Clark and Pye 2000; Lesure 2004). 



pottery, to a pantheon of important Olmec divinities (Covarrubias 1957; Coe 1965; Coe 

and Diehl 1980). As Joralemon (1971) points out in his important compilation of Olmec 

motifs, recognizing the principle of pars pro toto is fundamental to interpreting Olmec 

symbolism. According to Joralemon, the first step in deciphering the imagery is 

"breaking down Olmec representations into their component parts, [only then] is it 

possible to isolate the elemental units of Olmec art" (1971: 6). 

 More recent studies of Olmec iconography adopt this fundamental approach 

without acknowledging its significance as an important design principle in and of itself. 

To take just one example, Cyphers and Di Castro (2004) have discussed early 

representations of the Olmec cosmovision that involve depictions of a cosmic monster in 

a range of media—on ceramics, celts, and clay and stone sculptures. The cosmic monster 

combines aspects of feline, serpent, and avian imagery; the identification of the creature 

is thus quite complex. Cyphers and Di Castro found that the most direct method of 

identifying the cosmic monster involved picking out certain iconographic elements 

expressed as pars pro toto: crossed bands, an inverted U-shape, the wing-paw-hand 

motif, and flame eyebrows (cf. Fig. 3.3; Cyphers and Di Castro 2004: 34-35). 

The partible person in Preclassic Mesoamerica

 Rosemary Joyce has come the closest to analyzing pars pro toto representation in 

ancient Mesoamerica for its own sake, albeit to a somewhat different end. While Joyce 

(1998) proposes that the emphasis on bodily division, especially of the head, is found 
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throughout the artistic traditions of ancient Mesoamerica, her analyses attempt to get at 

the "public construction" of the body through its representation in various media.  

Similarly, Houston and Stuart (1998) have demonstrated how the Classic Maya 

understood personhood through their discussion of the bah glyph.15 They too point out 

that the head seems to be the locus of individuality in the representational systems of the 

Maya. According to Houston and Stuart (1998), the identity or essence of the person is 

referred to by the symbol bah, which signified a person’s head, face, mask, or other 

sculptured representation. 

 The meaning of representations of the head independent from its body has been 

associated with themes of decapitation in Mesoamerican art and the actual practice of 

decapitation and dismemberment of human bodies throughout the region (Gillespie 

1991:321-330; Houston, Stuart, and Taube 2008).  The division of the head from the body  

via decapitation also seems to have been applied to three-dimensional human sculptures 

among the Olmec (Grove 1981: 50; Porter 1989) as well as the Maya (Just 2005: 74-75).  

Ortiz and Rodríguez (2000) have linked the dismemberment of infant bodies at El Manatí 
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Western notion of the individual as a bounded entity with intangible possessions such as 

“personal space.” Fowler (2002) has argued that prehistoric subjects in the Neolithic 

should be considered as the accumulation of their social relationships. Similarly, 

Monaghan (1998) has suggested that in ancient Mesoamerica, there are extra-bodily 

relationships that also pertain to personal identity. Wagner (1991) has proposed the idea 

of the “dividual” as the counterpart to the notion of the “individual” to describe the 

fragmentary nature of individual personhood in Melanesia, and this concept has been 

extended by Viveiros de Castro (1996) in his formulation of the conceptual framework 

termed Amerindian perspectivism.       



with dismembered wooden effigies found at the same site.  While these patterns appear to 

attest that the representation of body parts disarticulated from the human figure reflect the 

actual practice of bodily modification throughout Mesoamerica, they could also be 

interpreted as evidence that the principle of pars pro toto also applied to the physical 

remains of the deceased as well.    

 Instead of establishing how these part for the whole metaphors help us to interpret 

meaning in Preclassic representational systems, I would like to suggest an alternate focus; 

namely, that the formal principle of pars pro toto itself and the bodily divisions manifest 

in anthropomorphic figurines reveal how Preclassic images conveyed meaning. 

 John Graham (1989) has proposed that the stylistic qualities of the Olmec 

sculptural corpus are “logical outgrowths” of an earlier tradition of boulder sculpting, 

examples of which can be found at several sites throughout the Pacific coast and 

highlands of Guatemala. A problem with Graham’s thesis is the supposition that systems 

of representation necessarily precede from simple to complex. This type of organic 

metaphor or evolutionary logic has been thoroughly critiqued and need not be addressed 

here (cf. Ackerman 1962); Graham’s formal analysis is nonetheless instructive. For 

Graham, the most diagnostic quality of both Olmec sculpture and its probable antecedent 

is an emphasis on monumental, simplified, and volumetric forms. According to Graham, 

“There is a calculated subordination or disregard of anatomical structure and detail: an 

examination of the summary treatment of hands and feet is particularly revealing in this 

respect, and musculature, contrary to the general perception, is only rarely even hinted 
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at…” (Graham 1989: 260). Graham constantly reiterates this preference for simplified 

forms and the mass of the figure as a whole, in lieu of an interest, say, on the relationship 

or articulation between the form’s parts. 

 Graham’s formal analysis overlooks a fundamental and basic inference about the 

nature of Olmec representation. The monumental stone heads indeed show a lack of 

concern for the relationship between certain parts, but not others -- the head obviously 

warranted elaboration as a part independent from the whole. There exist seventeen 

examples of colossal Olmec heads, all ostensibly carved to stand alone. Much has been 

made of the corpus’ possible meaning or symbolic intent. Since each head is 

differentiated from every other in terms of individual details (helmets, cording, birds’ 

feathers, jaguar paws, and beads), they have been interpreted as portraits of specific rulers 

(Coe 1977: 186-188; Grove 1981: 65-67).16  Setting their possible meanings aside,  here I 

emphasize how they mean.         

 While the impressive colossal heads of the Olmec always receive a great deal of 

attention, they represent only the tip of the iceberg of Preclassic sculpture in 

Mesoamerica. The sculptural images that Graham implies represent an artistic tradition 

prior to that of the Olmec are commonly referred to as potbelly sculptures or barrigones 
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compared to other Mesoamerican examples, I am skeptical that such details are sufficient 

to classify the Olmec heads as portraits.  Humans are extremely sensitive to recognizing 

faces, hence the attribution of facial characteristics to man-made objects like cars as well 

as natural phenomena (“like the man in the moon”).  Because of this fact, we are much 

more likely to attribute individualized features to an anthropomorphic image than a 

zoomorphic one, for instance. 



(Fig. 4.2).  Potbelly sculptures are found throughout the Pacific Coast and highland 

regions of Guatemala. In the past, these boulder sculptures have been dated primarily to 

the Late Preclassic period (ca. 500 B.C. to 100 A.D.) although Graham’s suggestion for 

an earlier date has been corroborated by recent scholarship which connects the potbelly-

boulder style with early Preclassic figurine production on the Pacific Coast (Guernsey 

2010, n.d.).  

 Until recently, the stylistic and iconographic markers of potbellies have not been 

well documented. Unsurprisingly, scholars originally interpreted the large, distended 

bellies of the barrigones as their most iconic features; however, it is now clear that the 

stylized treatment of their faces is their most characteristic feature (Guernsey 2010, n.d.; 

Graham and Benson 2005). Their faces are generally carved with an emphasis on their 

inflated cheeks, puffy, drooping eyelids, and lips sometimes pursed in a circle as if to 

whistle. They are typically monumental (greater than life-sized) and show an interest in 

simplified form and volume as opposed to the articulation of individual limbs. Rodas 

(1993) points out that potbelly sculpture is fairly widespread—found at more than thirty 

sites—and not necessarily limited to larger sites that could be associated with ritual 

centers and elite presence.

 What is most germane to my purposes here is the way that potbelly boulder 

sculptures, like their more famous Olmec cousins, utilize the visual-rhetorical strategy of 

pars pro toto. Indeed, since potbellies have been found as stand-alone heads, rendered 

complete and independent of a body, their bellies are no longer their attribute sine qua 
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non (Fig. 4.3). What’s more, many of these iconic features can be traced back to 

characteristics that first appear on Middle Preclassic phase figurines, troves of which 

have been recovered throughout Mesoamerica at sites like La Blanca.The origins of 

particular Preclassic figurines and potbelly sculptures can thus be tentatively linked to 

origins in early Mesoamerican domestic ritual (Guernsey 2010, n.d.; Guernsey and Love 

2008).

Picking up the Pieces: fragmentary figurines

 As I have emphasized previously, for Middle Preclassic figurines, the head is the 

primary focal point of representation. The typology in Chapter 2 demonstrates that the 

head, or lack thereof, is clearly the site of stylistic elaboration for tab figurines at La 

Blanca. Moreover, the pars pro toto implementation of the cleft-head motif on the tip of 

many tabs could be interpreted not only as a symbol related to themes of fertility and 

liminality, but also as a visual-rhetorical strategy that emphasizes the head as the locus of 

the representation.

 I suggest that the emphasis on the head and the ultimately partibility or 

fragmentation of early Mesoamerican figurines may have been intended consequences of 

their manufacture. Joyce (2007) explains that the creative process for Early Preclassic 

(1100-900 BC) figurines from Honduras involved the modeling of the head and each 

appendage separately and then pressing them onto a central core. Citing evidence that 

shows a direct correlation between iconic figurine details and analogous practices of 
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bodily modification, Joyce posits that the indexicality of such fragments is 

“bidirectional.” For Joyce, “The bidirectionality of indexical signs implies that as a 

ceramic figurine indexed a figurine maker’s specific labor, the personhood of the maker 

also indexed the figurines he or she had made” (Joyce 2007: 107). Interestingly, Joyce 

laments the production technique of these figurines, which inevitably results in their 

complete fragmentation, but in the past, her research has suggested that the emphasis on 

bodily division, especially of the head, is found throughout the artistic traditions of 

ancient Mesoamerica (Joyce 1998, 2003).

 The La Blanca figurines, tab figurines included, were also manufactured in a 

manner that may have facilitated fragmentation -- specifically, the addition of extremities 

(arms, legs, head, etc.) formed separately from and then attached to a central torso. While 

it is often assumed that figurine fragmentation was a pattern which occurred as a result of 

the normal technique of figurine manufacture, the opposite conclusion should also be 

considered. Specific social processes or assumptions about anthropomorphic 

representation may have led to a manufacturing technique which would have facilitated 

their deliberate fragmentation (Chapman 2000; Chapman et al. 2007; Fowler 2002; 

Talalay 1993:35).

 Recent research on figurines suggests that the ubiquitous fragmentation of 

figurines and their deposition in middens (i.e. non-sacred contexts) around the world, 

may have been deliberate and, moreover, closely related to the fundamental negotiations 

of social relationships that must have structured prehistoric life with incipient forms of 
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social complexity. Chapman (2000, 2007) has referred to these negotiations of relational 

identity as processes of “enchainment.” While the term itself is not important, it is useful 

insomuch as it connotes the indissoluble relationships that are forged through the 

fracturing of figurines and the exchange of fragments across the social landscape. I will 

return to this process of “enchainment” later, but for now I would like to more thoroughly  

describe the problems associated with excavating and interpreting prehistoric figurine 

assemblages.

 At the Middle Preclassic site of La Victoria on the Pacific coast of Guatemala, 

Michael Coe examined 915 Conchas phase figurines. According to Coe (1961), “It 

proved to be absolutely impossible to match any figurine fragment with any other at the 

site, in spite of many hours spent in the process. Not one head would fit any of the 

bodies. The ancients must have willfully hurled each fragment from a broken figurine to a 

different direction” (225). I can personally attest to an all-too-similar predicament for the 

Conchas phase figurines at La Blanca.    

 Coe also points to how very little stress has been placed in available reports on the 

huge number of figurines which were produced at Preclassic sites. He provides a rough 

estimate for the tremendous quantity of figurines excavated from the Conchas phase at La 

Victoria. The 1958 excavations took in 71 square meters of the site. The approximate 

living area during the Conchas occupation (that is, the total of the areas under which 

house platforms probably exist) was around 6,700 square meters -- so about 1/100th of the 

site was excavated. If 915 fragments of the small variety were unearthed, and assuming 8 
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fragments per figurine, he would have 115 whole figurines on his hands (if they could’ve 

been pieced together, which they couldn’t). If we multiply this number by 100, we’re 

looking at over 10,000 figurines (Coe 1961: 221-223). The La Blanca archaeological 

project has recovered over 5,000 figurine fragments to date.      

 Interestingly, Coe notes that whatever the intended purpose of figurines was at La 

Victoria, “They, like the pottery and everything else, were purposely and thoroughly 

smashed by the inhabitants, probably at certain intervals during renewal ceremonies... 

perhaps to prevent them speaking evil or to forestall other unfortunate 

consequences” (Coe 1961: 225). Coe thus speculates that this intentional iconoclasm was 

a type of ‘ritual killing,’ citing ethnographic evidence that the modern Maya in Honduras 

strictly avoided Formative figurine heads because of a belief that evil winds escaped from 

their punched eyes and open mouths (Ibid.).

 Coe’s interpretation is that there are instances where it is necessarily to ‘kill’ or 

‘terminate’ objects prior to their deposition. Ethnographic evidence has documented 

many cross-cultural cases of ritually-killed objects, reasons for which include fear of 

pollution, repugnance at reuse, and the desire to avoid association with the property of the 

deceased or the property of supernaturally-endowed personages (Corbey 2003). In most 

cases, ‘terminated’ objects are deposited as complete sets of fragments or with special 

ritual care such as caching, but this is not the case with Middle Preclassic figurines. 

Figurines at La Blanca and elsewhere in Preclassic Mesoamerica mostly derive from 
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middens and other secondary depositional contexts (Coe 1961: 142-145; Coe and Diehl 

1980: 260; Cyphers-Guillén 1993: 217; Lesure 1997; Marcus 1998).

 So-called ritual termination is a popular interpretation among Mesoamericanists; 

however, there are several cases in Mesoamerica in which objects appear to have been 

made for the sole purpose of their subsequent modification. One could argue, for 

instance, that the numerous representations of bound captives at Tonina were only made 

“complete” once they were beheaded, or that Olmec colossal heads were all destined to 

become thrones (Just 2005; Porter 1989).

 Coe’s interpretation also fails to account for the figurine fragments found in 

sealed or structured deposits, data sets which have become more available at sites 

throughout Mesoamerica in recent years (Lopiparo and Hendon 2009). 

And putting them back together

 I suggest that the divisibility and fragmentary nature of Preclassic figurines, on 

the one hand, and the Preclassic propensity for pars pro toto visual metaphors, on the 

other, are two sides of one coin. What we know about Preclassic figurines suggests that 

they, like the colossal Olmec heads and potbelly heads, adhere to the formal principle of 

synecdoche or pars pro toto. In the remaining pages of this chapter, I propose two lines of 

research which may clarify our understanding of the use and meaning of early 

Mesoamerican figurines.
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 The first of these lines of inquiry concerns the iconicity of heads in Preclassic 

representational systems. Middle Preclassic figurine assemblages appear to indicate a  

preponderance of disarticulated heads. At La Blanca, where nearly five thousand figurine 

fragments have been recovered from the Conchas phase of occupation, fifteen hundred or 

so of these fragments are heads. The heads receive far more individuated attention than 

the other fragmentary appendages or torsos. The treatment of facial figures is still 

somewhat stylized, however, which problematizes their interpretation as portraiture.

 Instead, the stylization of heads suggests that their symbolic intent was more 

iconic (related to culturally-specific symbols) than naturalistic (rooted in mimesis). The 

tab figurines make this point most clearly. Where the tab figurines are remarkable in that 

a head or face is not explicitly represented, the depicted absence of a head can be 

construed as part of a rhetorical strategy that further emphasizes the head or lack thereof 

as the locus of identity. The substitution of the symbolically-laden cleft-head motif, 

regardless of its precise meaning, makes the iconic character of tab figurines clear.

 In a similar vein, Bailey (2007) has argued that the visual rhetoric of iconic 

absence is the most salient feature of a group of Neolithic figurines from the Balkans. 

The abstracted and schematicized qualities of these figural images is strikingly similar to 

those of the tab figurines found at the Conchas phase sites of La Blanca, La Victoria, and 

Cuauhtémoc. The capability to exaggerate either the absence or presence of specific body 

parts entails intriguing cognitive ramifications and could very well be linked to evolving 

notions of personal identity (Nakamura and Meskell 2009; Talalay 1993).  
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 The second avenue of inquiry involves the concept briefly alluded to earlier 

termed “enchainment.” The concept of enchainment is instructive insomuch as it 

demonstrates how artifacts, specifically partible or fragmented artifacts, may be involved 

in how ancient personages negotiate social identity through establishing relationships 

with other people, places, and things. Chapman (2000: 12) provides a graphic illustration 

of how and why enchainment may have occurred in prehistoric contexts:

The two people who wish to establish some form of social relationship or 

conclude some kind of transaction agree on a specific artefact appropriate 

to the interaction in question and break it in two or more parts, each 

keeping one or more parts as a token of the relationship. There may well 

be limits of size on how often a single object can be successively 

fragmented to maintain the impetus of the enchained relationship. Thus, 

the part of the object may itself be further broken and part passed on down 

the chain, to a third party. The fragments of the object are then kept until 

reconstitution of the relationship is required, in which case the part(s) may 

be deposited in a structured manner.

 Here, Chapman builds on the work of Talalay (1993), who proposed a similar 

function for a set of figurine legs excavated at the Neolithic cave site Franchithi in 

Greece. Talalay has demonstrated that several fragmentary leg pairs, which are nearly 
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always snapped from the torso at the waste, show smoothing, flattening, and burnishing 

of the inner thighs, which would have weakened the bond between the legs. Talalay 

proposed that each of the corresponding pieces would have been distributed between any 

two contracting parties, each party keeping one piece in order to have proof of the 

identity of the presenter of the other. 

 By historical analogy, we can observe interesting examples of similar relational 

transactions using fragments of objects in later periods. During the Middle Ages, for 

example, Clanchy (1993) points out that before the advent of the written charter, it was 

common practice to exchange two parts of an object -- such as a knife or a sword -- 

between two parties in a legal agreement. When written records became more common, 

the parts of the knife were each attached to a copy of the document by strips of 

parchment. A specific type of contractual document called the chirograph, for instance, 

was designed to prevent forgery (Kara Scott, personal conversation, 03/2010). The 

document was recorded in duplicate and then cut in half. The cut was made with a wavy 

or jagged line so that the two halves, when reproduced and fit together, would 

authenticate the agreement (Clanchy 1993: 105-108).

 Enchainment need not be limited to economic or social exchanges. Chapman 

(2000) also suggests that Neolithic enchainment extended to recently deceased kin. 

During periods of prehistoric occupation in which mortuary remains are extremely rare 

and fragmented figurines extremely abundant, this model is particularly attractive. 

Concurrently, at many settlements during this period, fragments of bone or individual 
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bones are often found in midden pits or architectural fill. Coe (1961) reported several 

instances of human bone mixed in with figurine and pottery fragments at La Victoria.  

The presence of pottery, however, and a nearby hearth led him to the conclusion that the 

remains were the results of cannibalism. At La Blanca, too, bits of human bone have been 

recovered from middens alongside fragmentary pottery, figurines, and faunal materials. 

Although osteological analysis is pending, the bone shows evidence of having been 

painted (Thomas Wake, personal conversation, 04/2011).

 It is conceivable that such depositional practices, if construed as deliberate, could 

be linked to enchainment practice. Distribution of human bodily parts would enable the 

materialization of kinship links through a new-found mobility after death -- the mobility 

of ancestral bones. In Mesoamerica and beyond, there is mortuary evidence that decaying 

bodies may have themselves been fragmented, reworked, and circulated amongst the 

living, perhaps behaving similarly to figurine fragments (Fowler 2002: 56-60; Houston, 

Stuart, and Taube 2006: 41; McAnany, Storey, and Lockard 1999).

 In Chapman’s conceptual framework, the processes of enchainment and 

accumulation not only differ according to scale but also reflect different levels of social 

integration.  While bodies are being dismembered, dispersed, and buried as individual 

parts, pottery or figurines would also be disseminated and deposited as fragments. When 

the custom of burying complete bodies develops, we might expect to see a change in the 

ways in which material culture (figurines or otherwise) is manufactured or consumed. 

This correlation would be born out if the development of mortuary rituals in which 
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complete bodies are interred was accompanied by a change in the frequency of figurine 

deposition. According to Chapman (2000), “the significance of the increasing frequency 

of burial of complete articulated bodies is the shift from relations between fragments/

complete objects to the relationship between complete objects/sets.  This shift in human 

bodies is related to the change in scale of several different kinds of cultured 

material” (179, emphasis mine). Indeed, this dovetails with the intriguing pattern 

observed at La Blanca, where an abrupt decline in figurine use is followed directly by 

significant changes in mortuary ritual and the elaboration and development of new 

monumental forms (Guernsey 2010, n.d.; Guernsey and Love 2008).

 Perhaps, the principles of fragmentation and pars pro toto might have been 

utilized in ancient Mesoamerica in a way similar to that of the Medieval relic. The 

Medieval cult of saints organized around the worship of portable saintly relics and their 

reliquaries. Here, it seems very clear that the iconographical potency of the part was 

indeed equivalent to that of the whole. This comparison is not intended to imply that the 

case for medieval artifacts is evidence for similar practices in Mesoamerica; I juxtapose 

these two instances of pars pro toto representation across time and space as one solution 

of an intrinsic iconological problem with this type of representational rhetoric: how is the 

“power of images” maintained, indeed amplified, through the images’ fragmentation?

 The idea that the saint was present both in heaven and here on earth—at the site of 

the tomb, in bits and pieces of the saint’s remains, or in fragments of clothing he or she 

had worn -- made it possible for people to think of saints’ tombs or the reliquaries 
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housing their remains as liminal spaces where heaven and earth joined (Brown 1981: 24). 

The saints’ tombs made it possible for the faithful who worshiped at them to experience 

some measure of the power and mercy of heaven by experiencing or witnessing a 

miracle.Those considered saints were believed to be imbued with a special quality, a 

force termed virtus (Brown citing Vauchez 1997: 36, 499). This divinely-ordained quality  

infused their souls, their bodily remains, and the objects that may have come into close 

physical contact with them. The virtus extended to “the clothes saints wore, to their tomb, 

to the soil that abutted their tomb, to liquids that occasionally oozed from beneath it, and 

to anything else that had been in immediate or near contact with a saint” (Brown 1981: 

57).

 Beliefs surrounding the power of virtus were elaborated in interesting ways. For 

example, it was believed that relics could be transported from their site at the saint’s tomb 

to other places without in any way diminishing their potency. Similarly, disassembling a 

relic by breaking it into pieces and dispersing the pieces to distant locations did not 

diminish its power. A single strand of hair was believed to carry the same force as the 

entire body. Any part, no matter how miniscule, was regarded as equal in power to the 

body or original article of clothing from which it came.

 Durkheim (1962) has shared interesting insights on how relics function according 

to the principle of pars pro toto. For Durkheim, the reason it is possible for people to 

accept the idea that a fragment of a relic has the same power as the whole is that the 

property of sacredness is not intrinsic to the object. Rather, the sacred character of an 
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artifact is the result of external cultural processes that we attribute to the part no less than 

to the whole. Durkheim sums it up poetically, “A mere scrap of the flag represents the 

country as much as the flag itself; moreover, it is sacred in the same way and to the same 

degree” (1962: 230).

 Keeping the principle of pars pro toto in mind, we might begin to think beyond 

the truly exceptional finds where complete figurines are recovered from primary contexts 

like ritual caches or sealed burials (Marcus 1998, 2009). Given that the significance of 

such objects lies in their capacity to facilitate relationships between human and non-

human agents, how they were produced, exchanged, and disposed of is paramount. It is 

not at all clear that the life history of a given figurine was “complete” once it was interred 

within a human burial. Nor is it clear that the act of middening -- redepositing the day-to-

day stuff that makes life possible back into the sacred earth which made the stuff possible 

-- an act that is devoid of cultural value.
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Chapter 5:  Public Humor, Private Parts

 

 In previous chapters, I have discussed how archaeologists interested in figurines 

have been drawn to  particular kinds of theoretical and methodological analysis; the latest 

of these trends involves a group of theories, rooted in philosophical phenomenology, 

which link figural representations of bodies with ancient attitudes towards the body as 

thinking and feeling, the site of individual subjectivity (Joyce 2000; Meskell and Joyce 

2003; Rautman 2000; Tarlow 1999). This type of analysis is generally referred to as 

embodiment theory. Methodologically, scholars have utilized embodiment theories to 

bring figurines to the foreground, particularly as evidence of commoner or marginalized 

agency. Since figurines were fashioned by the very peoples we would like to understand, 

they present an internal vantage point, from which we might glimpse how ancient 

Mesoamericans viewed themselves, their bodily experiences, and their relationships to 

others (Joyce 1993, 1998, 2000, 2003, 2005; Lesure 1997, 2005). 

 In publications drawing on the work of the post-structuralist philosophy and queer 

theory of Judith Butler, Rosemary Joyce (1998, 2000, 2003) has demonstrated that the 

ubiquitous nude figurines of Early and Middle Preclassic Mesoamerica provided 

touchstones for evaluating one’s self with regard to particular social concerns and, 

through their reiterative forms, enabled the social construction and contestation of aspects 

of identity such as gender, class, and sexuality. The juncture between contemporary social 
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theories and ancient figural representation is itself contested, however, as Richard Lesure 

(2002, 2005, 2007) has made clear by scrutinizing the various methodologies scholars 

have utilized to interpret figurines.

 Lesure (2005) contends that using the concept of embodiment to discuss figurines 

is problematic in several respects. In particular, he criticizes theories of embodiment for 

being “exclusivist in tone.” Indeed, familiarizing one’s self with the jargon and 

theoretical background required for this kind of analysis can be daunting. Furthermore, it 

can obscure important patterns of data for both the author and reader which may not be 

directly pertinent to a phenomenological interpretation. Lesure notes, “In archaeological 

applications, theoretical exclusivism often filters down to an analytical level, with 

alternative interpretations of the material record exposed as hopelessly flawed” (Lesure 

2005: 238).

 While there are certain methodological difficulties here, the attraction to this type 

of analysis is clear. Figurine studies have become more numerous in archaeology, 

undoubtedly in response to post-processualists demands for a more nuanced 

understanding of social power and its contestation (Patterson 2001; Trigger 2007). 

Consequently, figurines and other “small-scale” media are now playing an increasingly 

important role in diversifying and populating the ancient past. Because figurines often 

portray social identities--notably, women, children, and commoners--which are 

conspicuously absent in monumental imagery, they have been strategically adopted by 
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archaeologists interested in the material correlates of domestic ritual, human agency, and 

the social construction of identity (Halperin, Faust, and Taube 2009).

 But is embodiment theory the only suitable strategy for reaching these objectives? 

In this chapter, I begin exploring alternative approaches for viewing social complexity 

through figurines. Utilizing ethnographic analogy, I will explore the possibility that tab 

figurines were intended by their makers to be humorous and ward off evil. The strength 

of an embodiment approach lies in its ability to emphasize both the viewership and 

authorship of figurines by particular social groups. Audiences are notoriously difficult to 

reconstruct from archaeological data, but we know that for the Middle Preclassic and 

later periods in Mesoamerica, such analyses are fruitful because social categories were 

becoming increasingly stratified and complex. Joyce (1998, 2000) has demonstrated that 

the makers of Preclassic figurines crafted them according to idealized notions of what it 

meant to be a young and beautiful woman. But to what extent do idealized narratives 

actually speak to the story of the commonplace? I look to sociological and 

anthropological studies of humor to understand how such idealized imagery is balanced 

by humor. “Daily reality is confronted with an ideal, about which people love to talk but 

according to which they rarely live” (Zijderveld 1983:18-19). Thus, humor takes on a 

critical role in social commentary, exposing the contradictions between the idealized and 

realistic portrayals of everyday life. 

 I begin this chapter with an analysis of the functional role of humor in social 

contexts. Depending on how it is manipulated and by whom, humorous imagery provides 
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a window to the collective identity of particular social groups. Further, humor can be both 

an effective means of political domination, on the one hand, and a mechanism for 

resisting social control, on the other (Zijderveld 1983:25). The next section of this chapter 

details what we do know about humor in pre-hispanic and post-conquest contexts 

throughout Mesoamerica. While there is no direct evidence linking tab figurines at La 

Blanca to ritual humor in the Preclassic, we do have evidence of ritual humor for the 

Classic and post-Classic periods. Building on what we know about humor’s social role in 

general as well as its role in Mesoamerica and in other prehistoric contexts, we can argue 

that a similar ritual complex was necessary at La Blanca during the socially-

transformative  Middle Preclassic. Moreover, humor would have been an appropriate way 

of negotiating the strictures of daily reality at La Blanca, and the tab figurines, with their 

exaggerated sexual forms and visual punning are likely candidates for such humor.

The Politics of Laughter

 Anton Zijderveld (1983) has written a very useful “trend report” on the study of 

humor in the social sciences, which appeared in the journal Current Sociology. Among an 

annotated bibliography of just over 225 items, she singles out a few of the most 

innovative and instructive sources for providing a rare “theoretical grip” on the subject. 

In particular, Zijderveld’s analysis of William Martineau’s (1972) article “A Model of the 

Social Functions of Humor” resonated with me for two reasons. First, Martineau makes a 

very simple point regarding humor’s ability to articulate social identity. Simply put, the 
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reasons why a particular group finds something funny are very similar to the reasons why 

that group formed in the first place. In this sense, humor is a very useful tool for 

understanding the composition of particular groups. The second point of interest hinges 

on this first point: humor, in its capacity to articulate certain concerns about collective 

identity, has meaningful impact on social interactions both between and within groups. 

 With these observations, Martineau outlines a framework for the social functions 

of humor, based on two general types of humor. “In group” humor happens within a 

group and is typically about that group, that is to say, “in group” humor is usually self-

referential. This type of internal humor can function in several ways: it can manipulate 

individual or group behavior, it can amplify or consolidate the group’s collective identity, 

and it can help resolve internal conflict. Martineau classifies the other type of humor as 

“out group” humor. “Out group” humor emphasizes the exchanges between groups; 

depending on the type of humor and its reception, “out group” humor also has its own set 

of social functions. It can bolster one group’s cohesion in the face of confrontation with 

another group, or, conversely, it can help breed conflict and prejudice between groups. 

 Martineau’s model demonstrates several ways in which humor can help scholars 

interpret both “implicit information or consciously shared knowledge or ‘sets of 

meanings’ about...social situations, role-types, beliefs, as well as social and individual 

behavior” (Zijderveld 1983:15). While it is clear that studying humor has profound 

implications for students of the social sciences, neither Martineau, nor Zijderveld 

109



comment directly on its ramifications for those specifically interested in social power and  

political authority.

 The sociological relationship between humor and power has been studied as early 

as the seventeenth-century, when the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes included it in 

his famous political treatise The Leviathan. According to Hobbes, “The passion of 

laughter is nothing else but sudden glory arising from a sudden conception of some 

eminency in ourselves by comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own 

formerly” (Hobbes, quoted in Berger 1993:2). It seems that Hobbes, an eminent 

philosopher himself, takes humor -- specifically ridicule -- as a fundamental means of 

acquiring, maintaining, and resisting power. 

 Given the momentum of agency theory and the interest in the individual as social 

actor during the last few decades, it is striking that the relationship between humor and 

power has not seen renewed interest in anthropology. Since the late 1970s, there has been 

a surge of academic literature related to resistance and social inequality, which 

accompanied the arrival of agency approaches related to the theoretical work of Anthony 

Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu. Both of these influential scholars oriented their work in 

response to modern forms of structural violence and class inequality; thus, the interest in 

resistance to inequality permeates much of the academic dialogue surrounding the nature 

of human agency (Dobres and Robb 2000). According to Dornan, the emphasis on the 

various forms of social power, including resistance, has largely been relegated to 

particular kinds of analysis: “This impulse to search for agency in the form of resistance 
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in everyday action reflects the growing focus within the social sciences on resistance and 

struggle as enacted by disenfranchised or oppressed individuals, particularly as seen in 

feminist, postcolonial and subaltern anthropological studies” (Dornan 2002:317). 

Although it is perhaps more humble than other forms of human agency, humor is, 

nonetheless, surely one of the many “ways in which human actions are constrained, 

enabled, constructed, and manifest within larger social systems” (Ibid.). Once social 

scientists turned their eyes towards human agency in its more overtly political forms, the 

well-known social roles of humor were inundated by an all together more serious 

scholarly agenda.

 Discussions of the individual’s agency and capacity to resist dominant 

sociopolitical forces -- like discussions of embodiment -- suffer from what Lesure (2005) 

has called “theoretical exclusivism.” Although the agency agenda purports to counter the 

structuralist and functionalist models of society that dominated academic discussions in 

the 1950s and 1960s, agency theorists tend to exclude particular kinds of discourse, such 

as comedy, in favor of others, like revolution and rebellion. This exclusivist tone has the 

effect of limiting the ways in which structural forces are resisted, which is grave news for 

archaeologists who depend on an already incomplete artifactual record from which to 

draw their conclusions.   

 

Method: James Scott’s Hidden Transcript Model
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 For the remainder of this chapter, I consider examples of humorous imagery from 

both the archaeological and ethnographic records, from within Mesoamerica and abroad. 

Arthur Joyce (2007) has produced some of the most persuasive and interesting 

scholarship on commoner agency and resistance in ancient Mesoamerica. My analysis  

follows that of Love (1999) and Joyce (2007) whose models examine resistance both 

directly, in terms of James Scott’s (1990) ‘hidden transcripts’ and indirectly, “by 

considering evidence for the exclusion of commoners from the ‘public transcript‘ of 

power” (Joyce 2007: 170). Scott’s transcript model, first introduced in the Weapons of the 

Weak (1985), is a particularly useful explanatory framework for considering how humor 

might be deployed in a resistive capacity. James Scott, an anthropologist turned political 

scientist, studies social resistance in cross-cultural contexts around the globe. In Weapons 

of the Weak, he explains that his primary motivation for this research is to:

understand what we might call everyday forms of peasant resistance -- the 

proasaic but constant struggle between the peasantry and those who seek to 

extract labor, food, taxes, rents, and interest from them. Most of the forms this 

struggle takes stop well short of collective outright defiance. Here I have in mind 

the ordinary weapons of relatively powerless groups: foot dragging, 

 dissimulation, false compliance, pilfering, feigned ignorance, slander, 

arson, sabotage and so forth. [1985: 29, emphasis original]    
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To this list, I think we might add humor. Scott argues that in situations characterized by 

asymmetrical power relations, when outright rebellion is impossible or the time for 

revolution note ripe, dominated groups employ or are able to make their voices heard 

through two modes of discourse, ‘the public transcript’ and the ‘hidden transcript.’ 

 Recall  that the iconography of power or ‘public transcript’ of Mesoamerican art 

underwent significant changes during the Preclassic on the Pacific Coast and abroad. The 

elaboration of monumental art and public architecture, the more rigidly defined 

organization of public space, and the inter-regional exchange of high-status prestige 

goods and ritual paraphernalia all served as reminds of elite power and class difference 

(Clark 2004; Grove and Gillespie 1994; Love 1999). I suggest that this iconography of 

power, manipulated by the elite to legitimate their right to rule, but materialized through 

the labor of the commoners, is part of the ‘public transcript.’ Public transcripts are those 

forms of discourse through which subordinated groups are able to express themselves 

openly before members of a dominant class. These public transcripts often convey both 

the dominant group’s view of themselves as well as the elite’s negative stereotype of their 

social inferiors (Scott 1990:2). 

Public Humor, Private Parts: tab figurines, ritual humor, and social identity 

 I would like to propose that figurines, which are ubiquitous throughout the Middle 

Preclassic, and appear in domestic contexts associated with commoner and elite 

households alike, are also part of the public transcript of power in Preclassic 
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Mesoamerica. Rosemary Joyce (1998, 2000, 2003) argued convincingly that the majority 

of Preclassic figurines made women into stereotypical roles, their nude bodies and 

elaborate hair-dos represented a public consensus of the ideal woman, against which 

other women evaluated themselves. But, Scott says, it is important to avoid attributing to 

subordinated groups a sense of “false consciousness.” To assume that Preclassic 

commoner women were unwittingly duped into participating in their own subordination 

by supporting the reigning ideology is to mistake an impeccable performance for an 

actor’s real feelings (Scott 1990:45-107). 

 The hidden transcript, according to Scott, is the record of this unofficial reality, 

the offstage performance that supplements the official, public transcript. “The hidden 

transcript is thus derivative in the sense that it consists of those offstage speeches, 

gestures, and practices that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in the public 

transcript” (Ibid.:4-5). Needless to say, the dominant classes should have a hidden 

dialogue, but Scott focuses only on the resistance of the weak.

 While the public transcript figurines would show how La Blanca commoners 

represent themselves to one another or to the elite, the hidden transcript figurines, by 

contrast, reveal veiled representational concerns not directly accessible by other groups. . 

The conventionally stylized, partially nude figurines are extremely common finds, tab 

figurines, however, are exceedingly rare. Less than 7% of the excavated assemblage 

qualify as ‘tabs.‘ In the social contexts in which people made, distributed, and displayed 

ordinary figurines at La Blanca, the unconventional tab figurines would have stood apart 
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as manifestly different. The deviant tab form would have not only signified something 

different; it would have indexed the conventional figurine forms as well, emphasizing the 

monotony of stereotyped gender roles (Lesure 2005). In this sense, we could view tab 

figurines as hidden transcripts which have surreptitiously blended in with the public. This 

is one way that tab figurines may have voiced commoner's concerns through subtle or 

disguised references. 

 Although Scott primarily focuses on commoners, elite groups must have their own 

hidden transcript messages as well. Where tab figurines at La Blanca are associated with 

elite households, perhaps the images were intended to be self-effacing or to mock other 

public officials. Ethnographic evidence discussed below indicates the prominence of this 

type of rhetoric in the context of public festivities.

 Joking and euphemism are other ways that tabs figurines could have provided a 

means of veiled social commentary or resistance. Scott (1990) classifies euphemism as an 

“elementary form of disguise.” Through the use of euphemistic language and verbal 

wordplay, subordinate voices can draw attention to delicate or taboo subjects through 

veiled references. While we have little evidence for verbal wordplay in ancient 

Mesoamerica, the visual ambiguity exhibited by tabs may provide a playful alternative.

 The tab figurines utilize a type of humor based on a rhetorical double-take. We 

should consider the possibility that the head decoration of the tab figurines is a kind of 

visual pun: where the hood draped over the vertical incision appears to represent a 

headdress, it might also reference labia. This ambiguity is compounded by the fact that 
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the figurine form in toto often reads as a phallus (Fig. 5.1, also see Figs. 2.11-2.23).  

Moreover, while the cleft motif is often associated with the maize deity and metaphors 

for divine rulership during the Preclassic, it is rarely if ever associated with women. 

 This visual substitution suggests the common belief that there is a close 

connection between a person’s headdress or visage and his identity or status in society. 

Could tab figurines be manifestations of a subtle jest aimed at political or religious 

community leaders? If so, are we to interpret this type of humor as a kind of veiled public 

ridicule or social commentary? In the case of the tabs, where they could be passed off 

right in front of the very people they are making fun of, Scott’s take on how 

euphemization functions seems spot on: “Euphemization is an accurate way to describe 

what happens to a hidden transcript in a power-laden situation by an actor who wishes to 

avoid the sanctions that direct statement would bring...What is left in the public transcript  

is an allusion to profanity without a full accomplishment of it; a blasphemy with its teeth 

pulled” (Scott 1990:152-153). 

 Whereas euphemism is an “an elementary form of disguise,” ritual and other 

collective representations of culture are, for Scott, “elaborate forms of disguise” (Ibid.:

156). Whatever else a particular ritual might functionally accomplish, the ritual is 

nonetheless a performance predicated on audience participation. Performances of 

ritualized humor such as masquerade, burlesque, carnival, and rites of reversal are 

important arts of political disguise. The parodying, masking, suspension, or inversion of 
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normal social rules  allows for social commentary that would otherwise not be possible 

outside of the ritual context (Ibid.:173).

 While there is little direct evidence to suggest that the relationship between ritual 

humor, impersonation, and the danger of liminal spaces was inculcated by the Middle 

Preclassic religious ideological system, Karl Taube’s discussion of ritual humor in the 

Classic and Post-Classic period provides a tantalizing glimpse of how these concepts may 

have been interlocked for the Maya. Taube, drawing from the Books of Chilam Balam 

and the New Year pages of the Dresden Codex, demonstrates that the Post-Classic 

Yucatec Maya’s festivities surrounding the Uayeb period accord nicely with those 

described by Victoria Bricker (1973) in her analysis of Carnaval in Highland Chiapas. 

Although the the Tzotzil Maya at Zinacantan, Chamula, and Chenalhó hold Carnaval 

during late February or March, in keeping with Catholic orthodoxy, they still refer to the 

five day celebration as the “lost days,” which refers to the period of unnamed days that 

mark the transition from one 260-day Maya year to the next. In Yucatán this period is 

referred to as the uayeb (Taube 1989:352).

 Both the five days of the carnival season in highland Chiapas and the Yucatec 

uayeb period are unanimously held to be dangerous and chaotic, marking the transition 

between the old year and the new. The abundance of caves, quatrefoils, and portals in the 

art of the Preclassic attest to a similar belief in the dangerousness of transitional spaces 

(Brady and Prufer 2005; Grove 1987; Guernsey 2010) and prompt us to question whether 
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these liminal spaces, like the Yucatec uayeb, required apotropaic humor to guard against 

malevolent forces.

 According to Taube, ritualized humor and clowning were definitely part of the 

Yucatec New Year celebration. Apparently, the festival humor was particularly burlesque 

or sexual in flavor and depended on the public ridicule of community leaders. This 

tradition of public humor was documented in the 17th century. Fray Cogolludo, writing in 

1656, described the scene:

 They are clever in their mottoes and jokes, that they say to their mayors and 

 judges: if they are too rigorous, ambitious, or greedy, they portray the events that

 occurred and even what concerns the official’s own duties, these are said in front

 of him, and at times with a single word....They call these buffoons Balzam. 

 (Cogolludo 1656:339, quoted in Taube 1989)

  Taube points out that the jokes of the baldzam were particularly burlesque, which 

is evident in their name that derives from Motul expressions which refer to the male and 

female genitalia (Taube 1989:352). Thus, the clowns of the Yucatec uayeb are able to 

allude indirectly to the misdeeds, injustice, or character flaws of prominent community 

leaders; however, this social commentary would not be possible without the cathartic 

context of the festival.
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 Like the Yucatec uayeb, the Carnaval season in Highland Chiapas appears to have 

a  heavy functional load as a significant period of release. The festivities are characterized 

by ritual license, drunkenness, and the inversion of everyday norms. Significantly, the 

particular type of ritual humor employed during the New Year festival in highland 

Chiapas is based on sexual burlesque, the ridicule of public officials, and parodies of 

important ceremonies, as well as humorous songs which depend on wordplay, double 

meanings, and euphemism.

 Victoria Bricker illustrates the precise nature of these festivities in her 

ethnography of the Tzotzil Maya, entitled Ritual Humor in Highland Chiapas (1973). A 

sampling of the colorful performances she documents is sufficient to demonstrate how 

sexual burlesque, the ridicule of public officials, masquerade, and a belief in the 

apotropaic power of humor come together to usher in the new year. The modern Maya of 

Zinacantan reenact an important festival episode year after year which involves a mock 

bullfight. One performer costumes himself as the bull and cavorts around town, trying to 

gore young men dressed as elderly Grandfather figures. The bull always manages to 

injure one of the Grandfathers. At this point, another group of festival participants, 

dressed as the town’s esteemed ritual curers, come onto the scene prodding women with 

their rattles, pretending to lift up their skirts, all the while chanting (Fig. 5.2):

“Stretch out, bone! Stretch out, muscle! Remember your place, bone! Remember your 

place, muscle! Dont go to another hole, muscle! Don’t leave your hole empty, bone!”

This is an economical variation on the actual bonesetters’ prayer:
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“Rise then, bone; Get up; Look, holy bone! Look, holy muscle! Stand errect, then! Stand 

firm, then! Get up then, bone! Recover, then, muscle!” (Bricker 1973: 122-123)

 According to Bricker, the parody of the bonesetter’s prayer is so similar to the 

official prayer that the audience has no trouble identifying it as a burlesque parody of the 

official discourse.  

 Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of New Year festival humor is the 

prominence of masked performers and female impersonators. Significantly, the men 

impersonating females always make their jest plain by donning women’s headdresses, 

oversized to the point of caricature (Fig 5.3). In Zinacantan, men dress themselves as 

archetypical Grandmother figures, wearing typical Zinacantecan women’s garb, with the 

addition of a cartoonishly elaborate woman’s headdress. According to Bricker, this head 

scarf is so large that the ends dangle down to their waists (Bricker 1973:32). In Chamula, 

a key festival role is that of Nana María Cocorina, or the Spanish Lady, who is also 

impersonated by a man. Over his head and shoulders, the Cocorina performer ties a large 

cotton shawl. He also wears a woman’s ribboned ceremonial hat covered with a white 

plastic cover, from which the ends of the ribbons dangle unevenly. Bricker observes that 

Cocorina’s dress, by contrast, is very simple (Ibid.:144). Like Preclassic figurines, the 

head or face is clearly associated with one’s identity. The shrouded identity of the actor 

becomes the focal point for his assumed personality, just as the tab figurines depicted 

lack of face draws attention to its lack of identity.
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 These masked female impersonators play significant roles in the New Year 

festivities that might remind us of the hyper-sexual characteristics of the tab figurines as 

well. The Grandmothers at Zinacantan participate in the mock bullfight, where they save 

their spouses by lifting their skirts and exposing their genitalia to distract the bull. 

According to Bricker, “The Bull is a microcosmic representation of the ritual 

year...through its ritual killing, the evil in the community is exorcised every year” (Ibid:

157). Thus, women’s genitalia become the primary apotropaia of this dangerous 

transition period. For the Maya at Chamula, Nana María Cocorina plays a similar role. 

The Chamula festivals focus on a set of sacred kettle drums, which are associated with 

bounty, abundance, and ritual feasting. Towards the end of the New Year festival, in an 

episode called the Dance of the Warriors, Cocorina dances around the drums and “turns 

around and dips her buttocks over the drums three times, suggesting the movements of 

sexual intercourse” (Fig. 5.4). This suggestive performance makes good on a verbal 

ambiguity between Tzotzil expressions meaning “to feed” and “to have sex with” (Ibid: 

52). Thus, says Bricker, Cocorina propitiates the drums both spiritually and sexually. 

 Bricker observes that the Maya of highland Chiapas hold that women have the 

unique ability to tame or "cool" male or "hot" objects like bulls and guns by exposing 

their genitals to them. According to a Chamula account of the Caste War of 1867-70: “As 

for the women, they lifted up their skirts so that the guns would not fire. Wherever they 

came, they lifted up their skirts in order to cool the guns. In order to cool the guns, they 
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lifted up their skirts. They stuck out their rears at the guns so that the guns would not 

fire” (Ibid: 55-60).  

 Is it possible that the tab figurines represent a similar belief in the apotropaic 

power of the female sex? While there is little direct evidence to suggest that the 

relationship between humor, impersonation, and liminal spaces maintained this deep 

continuity into the Preclassic period, Taube has demonstrated that the Classic-period 

personified pa character was clearly associated with clowning, but also masquerade, 

public ridicule, and end of the year festivities. Pa appears throughout Classic and Post-

classic iconography and is often depicted wearing a rolled-cloth headdress and a mask. 

According to Taube, in a number of Mayan languages, the phonetic value pat can signify 

‘to imitate or jeer’, ‘cover in cloth’, and ‘end or terminate’ (referring to the completion of 

a [calendar cycle]), and for the modern Yucatec Maya, pat means ‘to make up’, ‘to 

pretend’, or ‘to insult.’ Perhaps most intriguingly, pat shows up in a Motul dictionary, in a 

phrase, which is translated as ‘to make oneself king, pretending to be one.’ (Taube1989: 

389)

 Could there be similar referents that specify the specific type of performance of 

rulership where males impersonate females? Matthew Looper (2002), for example, has 

proposed that a third gender status existed for the Classic Maya and was invoked by elites 

during ritual performance. Similarly, Andrea Stone (1991) has argued that certain Classic 

Maya rituals involved elite males’ assumption of female gender roles. By donning the 

netted skirt of the maize deity, for instance, elite males were able to co-opt the female’s 
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role in the natural reproductive cycle and thus come to symbolize the both agricultural 

and human fertility (Stone 1991: 195). Interestingly, Looper also notes that this third 

gender category is exemplified by the Maize God, a deity who is often iconically 

associated with the cleft-head and cleft mountain designs, both of which are formally 

related to the cleft motif on many tab figurines.

 My proposal for how tab figurines might have functioned simultaneously as a 

means of social commentary and a form of apotropaic humor should be construed as an 

archaeological argument. Instead, as it is based on partially circumstantial evidence only 

available for the Classic and Post-Classic period Maya, it is best viewed as an interpretive 

strategy. 

 There are well-known methodological problems associated with relating 

contemporary practices to cultural historical materials, but if we can allow a Levi-

Straussian flight of flancy, there are certainly ethnological comparisons which provide 

interesting analogs for thinking about tab figurines in new ways. The ancient Greek 

baubo figurines, which bear an uncanny resemblance to tabs at La Blanca, depict the 

mythological Baubo, who allegedly exposed her genitalia to Demeter in her time of 

mourning, and thus restored fertility to the world. The Medieval sheela-na-gigs that 

protect 12th-century church facades and the pilgrimage amulets that depict isolated 

vulvas casually leaning on hiking sticks provide other examples of similarly-themed, 

apotropaic female tricksters.
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 According to James Scott, such tricksters are the folk heroes of the commoner, 

and we should only expect to find evidence of them in the rare cases where the hidden 

transcript blends in subtly with the public: “nothing illustrates the veiled cultural 

resistance of subordinate groups better than what have been termed trickster tales....the 

structural position of the trickster hero and the stratagems he deploys bear a marked 

resemblance to the existential dilemma of subordinate groups” (1990:162-166). 
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Conclusion: summary of main points and view to future research

 

 With the advent of social complexity at the start of the Preclassic, the relationship 

between the Mesoamerican domestic sphere and the increasingly political public sphere 

was under constant negotiation. The specialized group of tab figurines at La Blanca 

exemplify the shifting relationship that connected household ritual and daily life, on the 

one hand, with the development of political authority and an increasingly stratified 

society, on the other. The use and exchange of tab figurines was not limited to 

commoners; elites and non-elites alike modeled figurines at La Blanca. 

 The beginning of the Middle Preclassic period saw profound changes in the way 

persons related to one another and their built environment. Among the most important of 

these changes was the standardization of public space through monumental architecture 

and the inter-regional exchange of high-status prestige goods and ritual paraphernalia that 

allowed the emergent elite to authenticate their social superiority (Clark 2004; Grove and 

Gillespie 1992; Love 1999).

 How were figurines situated in this mix? Were figurines exchanged at festivals, 

feasts, or ceremonies taking place within these newly-developed public plazas (Freidel 
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1981)? Specialized figurine types like tabs are present at La Blanca among households on 

every social rung and among neighboring sites throughout the Pacific Coast and beyond 

(Coe 1961; Rosenswig 2010). Ceremonial feasting would have facilitated the exchange of 

figurines, ceramic wares, jade, jewelry, and other crafts between elites and non-elites all 

the while providing feast sponsors to show off pottery vessels inscribed with Olmec 

iconography associated with the performance of rulership (Clark and Cheetham 2005).

 While periodic celebrations and ceremonial events like feasting thus provide 

venues for aggrandizement or competitive generosity, they also provide context for the 

negotiation of social relations and the construction of identity. For Mauss (1990 [1954]), 

feasting is a “total social phenomenon” that presents opportunities for bringing together 

diverse communities and reinforcing local identity. Many kinds of relationships can be 

established through feasting that go beyond entrepreneurial aggrandizement. As Lesure 

(2004) has pointed out, collective meals involve relations of both equality and inequality, 

relations which “can be strengthened, reproduced, or subverted based on actions people 

take” (83).   

 I suggest that collective events such as feasts would have been perfect settings for 

the dissemination of Preclassic figurines and the “enchainment” of social relations as 

discussed in Chapter 4. Their fragmentation and deposition, then, in middens which 

contain other materials related to feasting, might not have been coincidental.

 What’s more, the iconography of particular types of figurines may allude to 

festivals, feasts, and ceremonies in ways that are obscured by insufficient data as well as 
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a lack of imagination. The sexually-suggestive tab figurine imagery, for instance, might 

depict masked impersonators, buffoons, or burlesque performers. In a similar vein, Taube 

and Taube (2009) have proposed that many of the Maya figurines often categorized as 

“grotesques” functioned as souvenirs -- remembrances of celebrations and festivals.

 If tab figurines are taken to represent figures associated with ritual authority or 

political leadership, then the humor of the tab figurines -- and the actual performances 

they might represent -- is one way that tab figurines voiced commoners’ concerns in the 

public discourse. 

 Throughout this study, I have attempted to skirt the question of the meaning of tab 

figurines; instead, I have proposed “interpretive strategies,” analogies, and frameworks 

for new ways of approaching figurines. Underlying this strategy is the assumption that 

Preclassic figurines can not be defined as a univocal or single-purpose suite of artifacts. 

The various specialized types or groups of figurines I have discussed thus far likely had a 

range of functions and meanings in Preclassic Mesoamerica. Some may have been 

understood as possessing apotropaic, magical, or medicinal properties. Others may have 

functioned as “models of social decorum” (Joyce 2003: 215), while still others may have 

been intended to be toys, humorous cartoons, or bits of social critique. One thing is for 

certain, these various categories were more fluid during the Preclassic than they are now.

 Still, sustained attention to figurines is important for archaeological research 

because they are well poised to challenge ethnocentric assumptions that have impeded 

archaeological research on certain subjects and led to essentialized readings of prehistoric 
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peoples and their material culture. Figurine studies intersect with particularly tenacious 

Cartesian dichotomies, including: the insistence on the primacy of humans over non-

humans (separation of nature and culture); the idea of the autonomous individual 

separated from community; the cultural construction of “the economy” as an independent 

realm of social practice, with “the market” as a self-regulating entity outside of social 

relations; the diametric division between male and female; and finally, the perspective 

that privileges the “original” and “complete” object and considers all subsequent 

modifications as “terminative.” We could no doubt expand this list to include many more 

dichotomies ready to be thrashed.These pervasive binarisms ultimately have the effect of 

reducing the complexity of the archaeological record.  

 The speculative examples I have outlined in the course of this thesis represent 

only a few of the possible avenues of research available for studying specialized groups 

of Preclassic figurines like tab figurines. In particular, I emphasize the need to examine 

the visual-rhetorical strategies that reveal how figurines do their representational work. 

For tab figurines, the primary visual-rhetorical strategies include iconic absence, the 

principle of pars pro toto, fragmentation and bodily division, visual ambiguity, and 

humor. Although richer and fuller data sets are needed to test these theories with any sort 

of historical specificity, the opportunity to approach prehistoric figurines with new lenses 

of interpretation is exciting. Nevertheless, it is important to reiterate that the iconological 

significance of figurines as participants in the prehistoric relational sphere is an attempt, 

albeit conjectural, to assess how figurines mean, rather than what they mean. 
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 Anthropomorphic figurines, among the first instances of representational practice, 

are no doubt so compelling because they speak directly of our own enigmatic origins. The 

meaning(s) of prehistoric figurines, however, are ultimately unknowable. Meaning, as we 

well know, is always in a state of flux; it is constantly renegotiated through the material 

relations that link human and non-human agents. Sustained attention to materiality, 

whether through a focus on practice or relations, embodiments or performances, must be 

constantly renewed by questioning old ontological divides and asserting alternative 

models of interpretation. 
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Figures

Figure 1.1 Map of important Preclassic sites mentioned in text. Sites with Conchas phase 

(900-600 BC) material outlined with dotted line. After Rosenswig (2010: fig 2.1). 
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Figure 1.2 Middle Preclassic tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by author.
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Figure 1.3 Map of La Blanca, Guatemala. Courtesy of Michael Love.
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Figure 1.4 La Blanca Mound 1 before its demolition. Photo by Edwin Shook.

Figure 1.5 La Blanca Monument 3. Photo courtesy of Michael Love
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Figure 1.6 Type 9 or “Hidden head” figurines. After Arroyo (2002: fig. 119).
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Figure 1.7 Ceramic chronology for Preclassic Mesoamerica. After Love (2002: fig. 2).
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Figure 1.8 Ceramic chronology at La Blanca. After Love (2002: fig. 5).
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Figure 1.9 Conventionally-stylized figurine heads at La Blanca. 

After Arroyo (2002: fig. 117). 
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Figure 1.10 Conventionally-stylized figurine heads at La Blanca.

After Arroyo (2002: fig. 123).
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Figure 1.11 Zoomorphic figurines from La Blanca. 

After Arroyo (2002: fig. 132).
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Figures 2.1-2.2 Type T1 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.2Figure 2.1



Figures 2.3-2.4 Type T1 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.3 Figure 2.4



Figures 2.5-2.6 Type T1 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.5 Figure 2.6



Figures 2.7-2.8 Type T1 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.7

Figure 2.8



Figure 1.10

Figures 2.9-2.10 Type T1 tab figurine from La Blanca, side and rear views. 

Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.9

Figure 2.10



Figures 2.11-2.12 Type T2 tab figurine from La Blanca, front and side views. 

Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.11

Figure 2.12



Figures 2.13-2.14 Type T2 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.13

Figure 2.14



Figures 2.15-2.16 Type T2 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.15 Figure 2.16



Figures 2.17-2.18 Type T2 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.17 Figure 2.18



Figure 2.19 Type T2 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.
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Figures 2.20-2.21 Type T2 tab figurine from La Blanca, front and side views. 

Photos by the author.

150

Figure 2.20 Figure 2.21



Figures 2.22-2.23 Type T3 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.22 Figure 2.23



Figure 2.24 Type T4 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.
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Figures 2.25-2.26 Type T5 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.25 Figure 2.26



Figures 2.27-2.28 Type T5 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.27

Figure 2.28



Figures 2.29-2.30 Type T6 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.

155

Figure 2.29 Figure 2.30



Figures 2.31-2.32 Type T6 tab figurines from La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.31 Figure 2.32



Figure 2.33 Type T7 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.
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Figure 2.34 Type T8 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.

Figure 2.35 Type T9 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.
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Figure 2.36 Type T10 tab figurine from La Blanca. Photo by the author.
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Figure 2.37 tab figurine torsos at La Blanca. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.38 Putatively pregnant women figurine torsos at La Blanca.

After Arroyo (2002: fig. 127).

161



Figure 2.39 Putatively pregnant women figurine torsos at La Blanca.

After Arroyo (2002: fig. 128).

162



Figure 2.40 “Puffy-faced” figurine heads at La Blanca. After Arroyo (2002: fig. 116)
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Figures 2.41-2.42 tab figurine torso fragments from La Blanca, exhibiting visual cues 

associated with corpulence. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.41 Figure 2.42



Figures 2.43-2.44 tab figurine torso fragments from La Blanca, exhibiting visual cues 

associated with corpulence. Photos by the author.
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Figure 2.43 Figure 2.44



Figure 2.45  Dual-sexed phallomorphic tab figurine from La Blanca.

Photos by the author.
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Figure 3.1  Sites of the Río Naranjo region at the start of the Conchas phase.

After Love (2002: fig. 6).
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Figure 3.2  The “double-line-break” or cleft motif on Conchas-phase ceramics.

After Rosenswig (2010: fig. 6.20)
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Figure 3.3 The Las Limas figure (E), exhibiting cleft-headed supernatural zoomorph 

imagery on shoulders and legs. The cleft is implemented pars pro toto in images 

associated with: (A) the “Banded-eye God,” (B) the “Bird Monster,” (C) the “Dragon 

Monster,” and (D) the “Shark Monster.” After Reilly (1991: fig. 4).
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Figure 3.4  A pair of jadeite celts from Arroyo Pesquero featuring quincunx and cleft-

headed imagery associated with rulership and the Olmec Maize God. 

After Taube (1996: fig. 2).
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Figure 3.5  La Blanca site map showing areas of major excavation according to 

Operation. Note that elite residences (Ops. 32 & 26) are located just east of Mound 1 on 

the East Acropolis. Although Operation 37 is not indicated, it too is located on the East 

Acropolis. Map courtesy of Michael Love.
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Figure 4.1  Albert Weyerstall posing with the colossal Olmec head at Hueyapan. 

After Weyerstall (1932).
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Figure 4.2  Monte Alto Monument II. Photo from Parsons (1986: fig. 115).
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Figure 4.3  Kaminaljuyu Monument 32, a head-only pars pro toto potbelly 

representation. Photo from Parsons (1986: fig. 101).
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Figure 5.1  tab figurines from La Blanca exhibiting visually ambiguous, suggestively 

sexual characteristics. Photos by the author.
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Figure 5.2  Maya performers impersonating ritual curers during the bullfight sequence at 

the New Year Festival at Zinacantan, in highland Chiapas. After Bricker (1973).
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Figure 5.3  Female impersonator’s costumery during the New Year Festival at Chamula, 

in highland Chiapas. After Bricker (1973).
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Figure 5.4  Chamula pictogram showing Nana María Cocorina dancing over kettle 

drums. Drawing after Bricker (1973).
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