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Maya Art


The art shown in the Maya exhibit in the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston illustra
ted aspects of the Classic Maya culture.  The ceramic cups, bowls, and plates each served specific purposes, and these objects allowed for individuals today to pres
ume that the Mayas valued food. Some pieces of their ceramics were used to record historical events, while others had religious significance.  Additionally, some of the statues in the exhibit illustrated aspects of the lives of the nobles.  Together, these Maya artwork pieces provided individuals today with valuable information about aspects of their culture, such as music, sports relating to religion, writing, and mathematics.  After visiting this exhibit, individuals w
ere able to have more of an appreciation for the Maya culture.  


The Maya art in this exhibit provided information about the kinds of food and drinks that these individuals enjoyed. Many of the objects on display were 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 kakaw, which became the basis for the English word cacao, or chocolate.  They also drank water and alcoholic or hallucinogenic beverages.  Tall bowls were used for so
upy foods. For example, some tall bowls were used for ul, a stew-like drinkable cereal made of flavored maize.  Finally, the plates were used to serve food o
n. For example, some plates were used for w
ah, which was often served with sauces.  The wah they ate was a similar food to the tamales that individuals today eat in modern Mexican food. 


In addition to being used in fe
ast, some of the Maya ceramics were used to record specific events with precise dates.  Images on their vases often illustrated events from 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 grou
ps.  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 al
ter.  An incense 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, indiv
iduals 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 ear flares 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 clothing; the men often went bare-chested and wore loincloths to cover their “private parts.”  These individuals probably did not wear very much clothing because they lived in a very hot and humid forested area.  In the exhibit, one statue was titled Portly Figure.  This was a statue of a captured Maya noble wearing a strip of cloth that replaced his jadeite ear flares.  The Maya art illustrated what the nobleman wore, and the art also depicted information about other aspects of their culture.

The Maya art illustrated aspects of their culture, such as music, sports relating to religion, writing, and mathematics.  This exhibit contained instruments that the Mayas used, such conch shell trumpets, flutes, and drums.  The Mayas played music in social and ritual events, yet ind
ividuals today do not know what kind of music they might have played or listened to.  In addition to the Maya’s musical instruments representing their love for music, some of their statues depicting sporting events showed that the Mayas also valued religion. For example, one statue depicted a sport titl
ed The Ballgame.  It was played as early as 1400BC, and it was a sport that had religious and political significance.  Moreover, the Mayas connected their written system of hieroglyphics to their art. The Maya word ts’ib denoted both “to paint” and “to write.” The Mayas used paint when writing their hieroglyphics, and thus, this word might have been used when describing their written system. To the Mayas, the hieroglyphics on their art became a form of visual poetry.  The Mayas valued their artistic creativity of including glyphs into their designs.  The 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  Maya vase).  Finally, the Maya scribes, individuals usually from the elite class, were trained in mathematics, and these individuals incorporated mathematics and astronomical observations into their paintings and writings.  For example, they incorporated the Classic Maya calendar dates, which was computed from mathematical calculations, into their artistic designs.  


While the Mayas found their art to be strikingly bea
utiful and wonderful examples of artistic expression, many modern viewers, including myself, feel this way about their art as well.  I believe the Maya art is wonderful because it incorporated many of the aspects of their culture.


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.  After going through the Maya exhibit, I have more of an appreciation for their culture.  I have learned that some of the Maya words became the basis’ for words in the English language; the words kakaw and xoc, for example, became the basis’ for the English words cacao and shark, respectively. Moreover, my view of their culture is no longer limited to the knowledge I have about their calendar system; I can now have more of an appreciation for the Classic Mayas based on learning about other aspects of their culture. While individuals today are able to have an understanding of the Maya culture from their art, individuals today may actually be overestimating how much they know about the Classic Mayas.  Much of the Maya artwork is open to interpretation; individuals today do not know exactly what these pieces of artwork were used for or what kinds of music they may have listened to. Additionally, a lot of their artwork may not have survived their collapse, and thus, individuals today may not know about significant parts of the Maya culture. Thus, while the their artwork does reveal a lot about their culture and their values, individuals today do not know exactly what the Maya culture was lik
e.

�I would say  “illustrates”-- no need for past tense here.


�This is not really the exact word you want.  I think you are saying that from the evidence we see in the ceramics, we can deduce or tell that the Maya “valued food.”  But of course, that is not saying very much – all humans value food because we need it to live.  And that is also not the only thing the ceramics tell us, as your next sentences indicate.  Putting this first seems to give it an importance that it does not really deserve.  





I think I know why you did this. But there does not have to be a complete one-to-one correspondence between sentences in an opening paragraph and the later paragraphs of an essay if the topic sentences of the later paragraphs indicate clearly what they are about and there is some connection with the ideas laid out in the first paragraph.  For instance, you can have a second paragraph about food without placing a sentence about food right after the first sentence of the intro paragraph.   


�“Individuals” sounds very impersonal in an essay which is supposed to be, in part, about your reactions to the exhibit.  Also, why the past tense in “were able?”  


�“Soupy” sounds a bit strange to me here.  I think you could say “semi-liquid” or “soup-like” to make it sound more formal.


�Say “used to serve food” or “food was served on the plates.”


�This sentence and the next could be combined something like this:  “For example, some plates were used for wah, a dish similar to modern Mexican tamales and often served with sauces.”  Your sentences do not flow very well.     


�Maybe “used for feasts”


�This paragraph is very good.


�Wrong word:  should be �“altar.”


�“individuals viewing the exhibit” (?)  But again, this sounds very impersonal.


�It would be OK to say “yet today we do not know … “�


�Not exactly.  This is our modern name for it.  The Maya had a word in their own language which does not mean precisely this.  


�It's hard to imagine that they did not react that way, but this is one of those areas where we don't really know.  In the question I posed, I was saying that many modern viewers of these objects find them beautiful in an artistic way. 


�Sarah,





   This is not a bad essay.  But a lot of what you said is somewhat superficial and does not really show much thought about what you saw.  For instance, you point out that there are things we do not know about the Maya, but you don't really address what it means for us that parts of their culture have been lost.   Also, there are some technical issues – see comments above, especially the long comment on the first page – be sure you scroll all the way through for what I was saying about the structure of an opening paragraph in an essay.





Grade:  B





