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History 
on a 

MAYA VASE? 

By ANNE PAUL 

T' remarkable 
he paintings 

not 
of 

only 
the ancient 

for their 
Maya 
artistic 

are 
remarkable not only for their artistic 
merit but also for their portrayal of 

intricate scenes which contain a wealth of 
iconographie detail. Although only a few wall 
murals and manuscripts with such depictions 
have survived from antiquity, numerous 
examples can be found on polychrome vessels. 
This circumstance is a result of the Maya 
custom of burying their dead with ceremonial 
vases. Throughout the Maya homeland, which 
roughly corresponds to modern Guatemala 
and eastern Mexico, vast amounts of painted 
pottery remained in the protected 
surroundings of tombs until they began to be 
rediscovered about a century ago. The most 
notable of these vessels are those decorated 
with narrative figurative scenes which have 
generally been interpreted as representations 
of mythological events. Despite the fact that 
this is the most common evaluation, some of 
these depictions may, in fact, portray actual 
historical occurrences. The purpose of this 
article is to discuss one such vase and to argue 
that the figurai scene it carries is an illustration 
of a real event. 
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Maya polychrome vase purchased by the Art Institute of Chicago in 1967. 
This view shows figures 8, 9, 10 and 11, from left to right. 
Height, 7% inches; diameter, 6 5/16 inches. 
All photographs of this vase, courtesy of the Art Institute of Chicago. 
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Roll-out water color rendering the Maya Vase, by George Schneider. 
The numbers below the figures identify each individual. 

View of Maya polychrome vase showing 
Persons 11, 1,2 and 3, from left to right. 

View of Maya polychrome vase showing 
Persons 3, 4, 5 and 6, from left to right. 
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View of Maya polychrome vase showing 
Persons 6, 7, 8 and 9, from left to right. 

The vase in question is a cylindrical vessel 
presently in the collection of the Art Institute 
of Chicago (hereafter referred to as AIC). Thè 
vase carries a depiction of a ceremony 
involving eleven people. One individual is 
clearly presiding over several other important 
personages who appear to be receiving a 
prisoner. The various figures can be divided 
into four groups: the main dignitaries, the 
secondary personages, the prisoner and the 
servants or slaves. 

There are five main dignitaries (Persons 3, 6, 
8, 9 and 11), all of whom are standing. Person 
6 is probably the highest official at this 
gathering. A rather corpulent figure, he is 
shown stepping down from a litter which 
supports a seat covered by a jaguar-skin. The 
Maya used the jaguar as a symbol of power and 
high rank, and its appearance here indicated 
the presence of an important individual. 

All the primary dignitaries wear loin cloths 
with bustle-like objects in back and aprons in 
front. The aprons on Persons 3, 9 and 1 1 are 
knotted, while those of Persons 6 and 8 are 
adorned with two beads which may be green 
jade ornaments. The Maya held jade in high 
regard and considered it a precious and sacred 
substance; as such its use was most likely 
restricted to the upper classes at ceremonial 
occasions. Each dignitary is shown wearing 
earplugs, and Persons 3, 6, 8 and 1 1 are also 
wearing wristlets. Persons 6, 8 and 1 1 have 
pectorals; those of the first two are indefinite 
in shape, but the third is the profile view of a 
bearded head. 

The high rank of these people is expressed in 
other elements of their costumes. The late S. 
G. Morley, author of numerous books on the 
Maya, has pointed out that "sandals became 
increasingly elaborate as the wearer rose in the 
social scale" of Maya society (The Ancient Maya 
[Stanford 1956] page 174). Those worn by 
Persons 3, 6, 8 and 9 have tall heel guards, 
which presumably indicate high status. The 
same may be true for the sandals of Person 11, 
but this detail has been lost due to damage to 
the vase at this point. All the primary 
dignitaries are wearing headdresses, 
unfortunately for the most part effaced, but 
originally embellished with long, curved 
feathers. Judging from the extent of the 
damaged part behind the chief s head, one can 
suggest that his display of feathers was the 
most ornate. 

The most intriguing and unusual items of 
dress which these figures wear are the 
human-image face masks; these masks partially 
reflect the profiles of the men who wear them. 
Apparently made of wood, they are attached to 
the headdresses and exhibit slight variations in 
construction. The example on Person 3 is 
moveable; it is hinged at the mouth and is 
activated by means of a cord which is attached 
to the chin and held in the wearer's left hand. 
The other masks also appear to be hinged 
although no pulling-cords are indicated. The 
masks on Persons 6, 8 and 1 1 have goatees. 
Those on Persons 6 and 1 1 have traces of a 
moustache, and those on Persons 9 and 1 1 
have teeth set into both the upper and lower 
jaws. 
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Detail from Stela 1 1, Yaxchilan, 
after Kubler, figure 76 left. 

Detail of carved vase from Copan, 
after Longyear, figure 117a. 

Detail from Codex Tro-Cortesianus, 
after Anders, page 96. 

The presence of masks is not unusual in 
Maya art, but masks in the form of human faces 
are rarely shown. Among the few items on 
which they appear are a burnished brownware 
vase from Copan showing four seated figures, 
one of whom carves a mask of a human face, 
and the Codex Tro-Cortesianus in which 
figures carve human masks or idols with adzes. 
The AIC vase is unique, however, in 
representing cut-away masks in the profile 
view. The only known similar example is a 
mask worn by a figure called Bird Jaguar on 
Stela 1 1 at Yaxchilan; it is, however, a 
sun-mask and not a representation of a human 
face. Burials at Palenque and Tikal contained 
exquisite funeral masks made in the form of 
the human face. These rigid and unhinged 
examples are made of jade and were placed in 
the tombs of important persons, probably in an 
effort to preserve the identity of the deceased 
by preserving his "face." To my knowledge, 
their function was exclusively funerary. 

In addition to serving funerary purposes, 
masks sometimes were worn by the Maya in 
ceremonies to transform the face and 
symbolically convert the wearer into a 
supernatural being. I believe that the masks on 
the AIC vase are essentially serving this 
purpose, i.e., to enable each wearer to 
impersonate a god. The Popol Vuh, the sacred 
book of the Quiche-speaking Maya, has several 
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references to such items and masked 
ceremonies, suggesting that masks were worn 
for ritual dances as a means of impersonating 
other beings. Sixteenth-century ethnohistorical 
sources mention the use of masks among the 
Maya. Diego de Landa, bishop of Yucatan, in 
speaking of the sacrifice of a young girl, 
mentions the presence of "thirty or forty clay 
idols, small and large, and more than twenty 
masks of wood which they [the participants] 
had adorned with branches." Such 
sixteenth-century practices very likely reflect 
pre-Conquest traditions. 
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Stela 1 at Bonampak (restoration). 

The scene on the AIC vase shows two 
secondary personages participating in the 
ceremony. Persons 1 and 10 are kneeling, do 
not wear masks, and are less elaborately attired 
than the primary dignitaries. Person 1 , a stout, 
turbaned man, holds an object resembling a 
knife. He has a moustache and small 
goatee - as does a man shown on a stone lintel 
from Kuná-Lacanhá, which is now in the 
collection at Dumbarton Oaks in Washington, 
D.C. In an article on the Kuná-Lacanhá figure, 
Michael Coe (Yale University) and Elizabeth 
Benson (Harvard University) note that the 
carving of the eye, which is an incised almond 
shape with a drilled hole for the pupil, is 
similar to the eye of the figure on Stela 1 at 
Bonampak, and the ear ornament is similar to 
ear ornaments from Yaxchilan and Bonampak. 
I think that there is, in addition, a physical 

resemblance between Person 1 on the AIC vase 
and the figure on the Kuná-Lacanhá lintel. 

The other dignitary of secondary rank 
(Person 10) holds a rattle similar to the one 
held by Person 3. Person 10 wears a bead 
necklace, earplugs and a long garment which 
suggests that the figure is a woman. On some 
ceremonial occasions long skirts reaching from 
the waist to the ankle could have been worn by 
men, but this garment seems to cover female 
breasts. Furthermore, the figure's hair is pulled 
back and tied in a fillet in a manner that echoes 
the hair-styles of some women in the murals at 
Bonampak. 

If Person 10 is a woman, as seems quite 
probable, her presence here indicates that 
certain Maya ceremonies were not exclusively 
for men. Women are notably important in the 
art of the Usumacinta area; T. Proskouriakoff 
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(formerly of Harvard University) observes that 
female figures play prominent roles on many 
of the sculptural lintels at Yaxchilan, and thus 
women probably assumed a more important 
social role at that site than at any other in the 
Maya area. 

The light-skinned prisoner (Person 2) clearly 
has an important role in the scene on the AIC 
vase. The shape of his shaved head shows 
cranial deformation. He is bound by his arms 
and legs to a raised bench and has his hands 
tied together. His nakedness denotes 
humiliation, and the artist has skillfully 
suggested that he is different from the others 
gathered here by giving him a wide-eyed, 
dumb-founded look; his rounded eyes contrast 
sharply with the slanted or almond-shaped 
eyes of the dignitaries. 

Two details suggest that the prisoner may 
have been from an upper class: his long 
earlobes indicate that at one time he wore large 
earplugs, and he sits almost enthroned on a 
scaffold reached by a ladder, sheltered inside a 
cabana-like structure. It is unlikely that an 
ordinary captive would have been given such 
elaborate treatment. It was not an uncommon 
practice among the Maya to raid villages for 
the purpose of taking prisoners. Captives 
of high rank were considered the most 
desirable for sacrificial offerings. Although it is 
difficult to state with certainty that the prisoner 
on the AIC vase is going to be sacrificed, it is a 
reasonable supposition. This is especially true 
in the context of other Maya art where the 
binding of a prisoner's hands and feet is 
common. In several examples such a figure is 
clearly a sacrificial victim: on page three of the 
Dresden Codex, on Stela 1 1 from Piedras 
Negras, in Room 3 at Bonampak and on some 
polychrome vases. 

If the prisoner shown on the AIC vase is to 
be sacrificed, then the object which I have 
tentatively identified as a knife in the hand of 
Person 1 may be the implement to be used in 
the ceremony. The collection and offering of 
human blood was an important part of Maya 
religious practice. According to the well-known 
British archaeologist, J. E. S. Thompson, "the 
blood or heart of the victim was placed in a 
bowl and smeared on the idols" (K. Ruppert, J. 
E. S. Thompson, and T. Proskouriakoff, 
Bonampek, Chiapas , Mexico [1955] page 56). 
Perhaps the glyph-like form positioned in front 
of Person 1 is meant to represent the bowl that 
would receive the victim's blood. 
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Three servants (Persons 4, 5 and 7) are 
shown attending the chief. The two litter 
bearers (Persons 4 and 7) wear loin cloths and 
have simple earplugs. They are both rather 
wide-eyed, particularly the one on the left, who 
looks at an object being passed to the leader by 
Person 5. Unfortunately this object has been 
totally effaced; had it been wholely preserved, 
it would have provided a clue to the purpose of 
the gathering. Person 5, who is presenting this 
object, may have a higher rank than that of a 
mere servant, even though he plays a more 
active (i.e. serving) role than any of the 
primary or secondary dignitaries. He is attired 
in a long skirt, and his head is adorned with a 
scarf and a bone ornament. He wears square 
earplugs, a rare type that has been observed 
only on Late Classic monuments. 

The pictures on the AIC vase are 
accompanied by a written text. The top rim of 
the vase has a horizontal band of eighteen 
glyphs, and most of the figures, including the 
prisoner, have what may be identification 
glyphs close to their bodies. Although 
specialists in Maya hieroglyphics have not yet 
interpreted the glyphs, it is worth noting that 
their arrangement here is similar to the scheme 
on the murals at Bonampak. 

major difficulty which scholars face when 
attempting to establish the date and 
provenience of Maya art objects is the fact that 
many items, such as the AIC vase, have been 
removed from their archaeological context 
with no record made of the find's location and 
context. In order to identify a probable place 
of origin for such objects, it is necessary to 
make stylistic and iconographie comparisons 
with monuments which remain in situ or with 
artifacts for which the archaeological record is 
adequate. 

The affinities between the AIC vase and 
Maya art at Bonampak, Yaxchilan and 
Kuná-Lacanhá indicate that the probable 
origin of the vase was in the Usumacinta River 
region near these sites. Monuments at these 
sites are dated as follows: Bonampak murals, 
ca. a.D. 800, Yaxchilan Stela 11, ca. a.d. 752, 
and Kuná-Lacanhá Lintel 1, ca. a.d. 746. 
These dates suggest a Late Classic date of from 
a.d. 750 to a.d. 800 for the AIC vase. 

I have already noted some resemblances 
between these works from the Usumacinta area 
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Detail, mural in room 3, 
structure 1, at Bonampak, 
after George F. Andrews, 
Maya Cities (Norman, 
Oklahoma 1975) figure 78. 

and the AIC vase, but it is worthwhile to 
elaborate further on the relationship between 
the vase and the Bonampak murals. Not only 
are there numerous similarities of detail in the 
costumes, but there are also stylistic 
resemblances. The following are points which 
compare favorably: (1) the convention of 
representing the eyes as slanted or almost 
crescent-shaped; (2) evidence of occasional 
difficulty in depicting a three-dimensional 
form (e.g., the shoulder areas of Persons 4 and 
5 on the vase, and the figure with arm 
extended on the bottom register of the left side 
of Room 3 at Bonampak); and (3) the linear 
depiction of forms in which expression and 
meaning are conveyed by an animated outline. 
In both the Bonampak murals and the AIC 
vase the stiffness that results from arranging 
figures in a row upon a shallow shelf of space 
is relieved by a variety of active hand gestures. 
In several instances these gestures are the 
same, but their meanings have not yet been 
determined. 

The arrangement of figures on the AIC vase 
is different from that seen on many other 
Maya polychrome vases. Whereas most 
cylindrical vessels of this kind show a 
procession of figures aligned in a continuous 
band with no differentiation between 

beginning, middle and end, the scene on the 
AIC vase is continuous only by virtue of being 
on a cylindrical surface. When the procession is 
seen in a rollout format, it becomes clear that 
the composition was planned for a flat surface 
with lateral limiting edges. The most important 
dignitary, Person 6, has just arrived at the 
scene and is the center of the group, which he 
dominates; all other figures direct their 
attention towards this center. The composition 
is cleverly weighted visually: the larger number 
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of important dignitaries to the right of the 
ruler is balanced by the psychological emphasis 
placed on that area to which all attention is 
directed - the space immediately in front of the 
chiefs left hand. Except for the fact that only 
one event, rather than several, is shown, the 
compositional arrangement is similar to that in 
the Bonampak murals. 

The similarities between the AIC vase and 
the Bonampak murals may be iconographie as 
well as stylistic. The murals in Room 2 at 
Bonampak depict a raid to take prisoners and 
the arraignment of the captives before the 
leader. One prisoner has been decapitated and 
others have had blood drawn from their 
fingers. The proceedings on the AIC vase 
represent, in my interpretation, a similar 
historical event: a prisoner has been brought to 
"court," and apparendy the chief - the highest 
ecclesiastical authority as well as the highest 
political official - is about to decide his fate. 
This judgment scene may have been followed 
by the sacrifice of Person 2. The importance of 
the historical event is emphasized by the 
masked celebrants; if they are impersonating 
deities their presence adds religious overtones 
to the ceremony. The vase provides evidence 
that the subject matter depicted on some 
Classic Maya polychrome ceramics dealt with 
unique historical incidents. The primary and 
secondary dignitaries are possibly members 
(perhaps specific individuals) of an upper class, 
shown at what may have been both an 
historical and ritual occasion. 

Not all scholars will agree with this view. In 
his book The Maya Scribe and His World (New 
York 1973), M. Coe states that "the pictorial 
ceramics of the Classic Maya, and the glyphic 
texts painted on them, deal exclusively with 
death and the Underworld" (page 22). He 
claims that the scenes on a number of 
polychrome vessels are illustrations of stories 
concerning the Underworld as it is described in 
the Popol Vuh, and he interprets them 
metaphorically, if necessary, to make them fit a 
death image. The story on the AIC vase, 
however, makes no such obvious references to 
the Underworld, nor does any event of this 
nature appear in the Popol Vuh. Although the 
masked dignitaries are impersonating what 
may be death-dealing gods, their costumes do 
not suggest that they are impersonating the 
sort of mythological beings that appear in the 
Popol Vuh. The pictures painted on some Maya 

ceramics certainly involve the realm of the 
dead. The events depicted on the AIC vase, 
however, demonstrate that the Maya also 
portrayed unique historical events on their 
ceramics. 

I would like to express my appreciation for the 
help provided by the following individuals: 
Celia Marriott, George Schneider, and Barbara 
Wriston at the Art Institute of Chicago; Nancy 
Troike, Terence Grieder, and Jacinto Quirarte 
of the University of Texas; and Tatiana 
Proskouriakoff. 

For Further Reading: Elizabeth P. Benson, 
"Gestures and Offerings," Primera Mesa 
Redonda de Palenque Part I (1974) 109-120; 
Codex Tro-Cortesianus, Introduction and 
summary by F. Anders (Graz, Austria 1967); 
Michael Coe, The Maya Scribe and His World 
(New York 1973); Michael D. Coe and 
Elizabeth P. Benson, "Three Maya Relief 
Panels at Dumbarton Oaks," Studies in 
Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology (City of 
Washington 1966); Munro S. Edmonson, "The 
Book of Counsel: The Popol Vuh of the 
Quiche Maya of Guatemala," Middle American 
Research Institute , Tulane University , 35 (New 
Orleans 1971); George Kubier, The Art and 
Architecture of Ancient America (Baltimore 1962); 
John M. Longyear, "Copan ceramics. A study 
of southeastern Maya pottery," Carnegie 
Institution of Washington , 597 (City of 
Washington 1952); Sylvanus G. Morley, The 
Ancient Maya (Stanford 1956); Tatiana 
Proskouriakoff, "Portraits of Women in Maya 
Art," Essays in Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology 
by S. K. Lothrop and others (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts 1961); Karl J. Ruppert, Eric S. 
Thompson and Tatiana Proskouriakoff, 
'Bonampak, Chiapas, Mexico," Carnegie 
Institution of Washington, 602 (City of 
Washington 1955); A. M. Tozzer, "Landa's 
Relación de las Cosas de Yucatan: A 
Translation," Papers of the Peabody Museum , 
Harvard University , 18 (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts 1941). 

ANNE C. PA UL is a gradivate student at the 
University of Texas, Austin, working for a Ph.D. in 
Precolumbian Art History. 
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