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Mayan Art


In the Maya exhibit in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, the Ma
ya art illustrates aspects of the Maya culture. Each of these pieces of art served a purpose in their culture, and after studying these pieces, individuals visiting this exhibit are able to gain more of an appreciation for the Maya culture.  


Many of the objects on display in this exhibit are ceramic cups, bowls and plates and each of these objects served a specific purpose for their owners.  These painted vessels were used by guests in court feasts. The ceramic cups were used to contain beverages. One of the beverages they served was  made from chocolate, or k
akaw.  Tall bowls were used for soupy foods. For example, some tall bowls were used for ul, a stew-like drinkable cereal f
or flavored maize.  Finally, the plates were used to serve food on. For example, some plates were used for wah (tamales), which were sometimes served with sauces.  


In addition to being used in feast, some of the Maya ceramics were used to record specific events with precise dates.  Images on their vases often illustrated events of their history.  The painted illustrations on one vase depicted the event where K’ak’ Hiix, an emissary of Yich’aak K’ak, the ruler of Calakmul, presented tribute to Ch’ok Wayis, the ruler of Tikal.  The tribute consisted of 12,000 cacao beans and a stack of cloths and quetzal-bird feathers.  The text on the vase stated that the event took place on 9.12.19.10.0 4-Ajaw 13-Keh in the town of Topoxté on an island in Lake Yaxhá. The tribute may have resulted from a fight between tribal groups or may have been a gift to avoid a fight between tribal groups.  Tikal won the battle against Calakmul four years later.  


While some of the Maya ceramics in this exhibit illustrated historical events, others showed representations of scenes from Maya religious beliefs or myths.  One vase, for example, depicted the Maize god being sacrificed to the underworld and then being renewed through resurrection.  In this myth, a wise old man looked at the Maize god, who was lying on the sacrificial alter.  An incense burner containing incense made from pine resin burner sat on the Maize god’s torso, and the incense rose from the burner.  The myth on this vase showed how the Mayas made sacrifices to their gods and it also showed how the Mayas believed in the underworld and resurrection.  


In addition to observing the religious and historical significance in the Maya ceramic pieces, individuals in this exhibit were able to understand more about the everyday aspects of the lives of the Maya nobles.   Nobles of both sexes wore jadeite earflares and necklaces to express their high social status and wealth.  The Maya nobles wore their hair up in headdresses to convey their elite status. The statues of the Maya nobles in this exhibit depicted the Maya nobles as wearing very little clo
thing.  One statue was titled Portly Figure.  This was a statue of a captured Maya noble wearing a strip of cloth that replaced his jadeite earflares.  


The Maya art illustrated what the nobleman wore, but the art also depicted information about other aspects of their culture, such as music and food.  This exhibit contained conch shell trumpets, flutes, and drums: instruments that the Mayas used.  The Mayas played music in social and ritual events, yet individuals today do not know what kind of music they may have played or listened to.  In addition to musical instruments, the Maya art in this exhibit provided information about the kinds of food and drinks that the Maya enjoyed.  The images on the art revealed that the Mayas ate maize, wah, which were often served with savory
 sauces, and ul, which was a stew-like drinkable cereal of flavored maize.  The wah they ate is a similar food to the tamales that individuals today eat in modern Mexican food. Some of the drinks they had included water and alcoholic or hallucinogenic beverages.  (include the two English words) 


In addition to finding the Maya art b
eautiful, many modern viewers of these Maya objects found them to be strikingly beautiful and wonderful examples of artistic expression, and I felt this about the Maya art as well. I believe the Maya art is wonderful because it incorporates aspects of their culture, such as their writing, mathematics, and other parts of their culture, such as sports. 


The Maya word ts’ib denotes both “to paint” and “to write.” The Mayas used paint when writing their hieroglyphics, and thus, this word may have been used when describing their writing system. The hieroglyphics on their art became a form of visual poetry to the Mayas.  The Mayas valued their artistic creativity of including glyphs into their designs.  The Maya artists “pushed the boundaries of painting/writing with dazzling brushwork and idiosyncratic color choice and by devising novel combinations, forms, and even substitutions of glyphs – word play.” (Museum of Fine Arts description under a Mayan vase).  Include about mayan math and how art related to other parts of their culture… talk about their B
allgame?


After going to the Maya exhibit where I learned about and saw more of the actual products of the Classic Maya, the views I formed from my earlier study of their mathematics, astronomy, and the ultimate fate of their civilization has changed. I believe that since exhibits, like the Museum of Fine Arts, are preserving pieces of Maya art, the Classic Maya culture is being pre
served.  While the Classic Maya are no longer living, I do not believe that the Classic Maya civilization has entirely collapsed since the aspects of their culture are still preserved.  However, I do believe that when a human culture (or civilization) collapses, the culture’s rituals and traditions are lost, since the inhabitants can no longer spread them among other individuals.  

�Sarah, 





Your first draft is good, but I have several suggestions.  





The main one is to think how your overall structure is going to work.  It is not necessary to discuss the food in both paragraph 2 and in paragraph 7, for instance.  





More specific things: 





This first sentence is kind of repetitive (three uses of “Maya”).  It could be streamlined like this: The art shown in the Maya exhibit in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston  illustrates aspects of Maya culture.  The rest of the opening paragraph could then indicate briefly what specific aspects you will discuss.  


�Words from a foreign language should be italicized.  (This is also the other word I was thinking of that is the basis for an English word – kakaw = cacao (chocolate).  


�“made of” flavored maize?


�Don't forget that the Classic Maya sites were essentially in the middle of a very hot and humid forested area(!)  The men often went bare-chested, but had loincloths (“breechclouts”) or similar coverings for their “private parts.”


�This discussion of the food is somewhat repetitive of something you said previously.  


�Work on this sentence – I don't quite understand the “In addition … “


�These would all be good additions – recall that there were artifacts related to the ball game in the exhibit.  


�To me, this is somewhat overstated.  You can certainly say that some of the physical objects the Maya  had have been preserved.  But do we really understand all the meanings and associations those objects had?  The rituals and traditions have truly been lost as the music they made has been lost.  Some of this information (and the view of the world and human beings' place in it expressed through their culture) cannot necessarily be recovered. 





