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Mayan Art

The objects on display at the Museum of Fine Arts served different purposes for the Mayans than these same objects serve for us. The ceramic cups, bowls, and plates in the exhibit were not used to eat of off or drink out o
f. Instead, the Mayans used them as a way to keep records. Their pottery and paint is similar to our paper and pen. On these ceramics they not only wrote down their myths and religious beliefs, but also actual events that occurred with dates included. What’s more, the Mayans used both pictures and their writing system to describe the events they depicted on the cups, bowls, and plates.

One such vase included a depiction of one of the myths in Mayan tradition, the birth of “Baby Jaguar”. “Baby Jaguar” was the nickname of one of the deities in Mayan religion. The scene depicted on the vase shows the birth of this deity, with it lying in a dish with a “birth serpent” umbilicus rising from his body. The other figures painted on the vase are most likely the deity’s parents. Lizard
 like “saurian” heads adorned with maize leaves indicate that the birth takes place in a supernatural mountain location. The black background is the mark of an event before the creation of humanity. The hieroglyphic text on the back gives the location and date of birth as well as the deity’s name.

Another vase found in the Mayan exhibit shares a historical event as opposed to a mythical event. Marked October 7, 16
91, this vase depicts a tribute presentation scene. The picture shows an emissary from one of the cities in Mexico named Calakmuh presenting a gift to the ruler of Tikal, another Mayan city. The gift consisted of 12,000 cacao beans, a stack of cloth, and quetzal-bird feathers. According to the exhibit, most objects found from the Mayan culture are actually depicting actual historical events rather than mythical or religious events. 

From the art on all of the pottery found on display, one can learn a lot about Mayan culture and Mayan life. For the most part it appears that the Mayans wore cloth as the staple for their clothing. In addition, the nobles had certain hair styles and jewelry that set them apart from the rest of society. In many of the objects on display, the nobles are seen wearing headdresses. They also wore jadeite earflares which were seen by that Mayans as portals to the supernatural. Other jewelry included jadeite nose rings and necklaces that were worn by all people, not just nobles. Warriors often had body paint or tattoos on their bodies to signify their position in the society. Lastly, the king could be seen wearing a white cloth with head shaped beads attached around his head.

Our knowledge does not stop at their clothing; we can see elements of music and even food in their pictures. On display were hand drums and flutes that had been used by the Mayans. A description next to the objects stated that the Mayans also used conch-shell trumpets in addition to flutes and drums. At another part of the exhibit there are depictions of the food eaten by Mayan society. They ate ul (now called atole) which is a stew-like, drinkable cereal of flavored maize. They also had chocolate beverages, alcoholic hallucinogenic beverages, tom
ales (called wah back then), and tobacco. It is clear that some of these foods, like ul and mah, can still be seen today in Mexico. In addition, there are also some English words that can trace their origins back to the Mayans. The Mayan word xoc (pronounced shoke) is the origin of our word, shark. Also, the English word cacao came from the Mayan world kakaw.

Although these objects are rich with culture and Mayan life, I do not find them to be strikingly beautiful or wonderful examples of artistic expression. They all look very similar, with the same col
ors and way of drawing people and other objects. The most impressive thing about their art is that it has stayed in such good condition for such a long time. The Mayans viewed artistic creativity like the creation of the universe by the gods. In correlation with this, the artists were highly trained and educated in math, history, and religion as well as visual arts so they could portray their own little universes on these vases, plates, and bowls. The Mayan word Ts’ib literally means “to paint” and “to write” which shows the strong connection between their written language and their paintings on objects.

After seeing the art and other products of Classic Maya culture, my views of their culture have not really changed. I still feel that they were a relatively advanced culture that became too overpopulated for their food sources to support, leading to their demise. However, I think that seeing objects from that time made by people of that time provides a sense of reality in the sense that it is the first time I have been struck by the idea that there were actually people, like myself, living within a culture of their own thousands of years ago. Before this trip, I had only come in contact with their math, and pictures of tablets. This trip provided me with something tangible that opened my eyes to their culture. It showed me that it is not just some writing or knowledge that is lost when a civilization collapses; it is a total way of life. Their art, their religious beliefs, their myths, and their important historical events that have been passed down from generation to generation are lost as a result of their self-destruction. The only thing left of their legacy are tablets with writing on them, old jewelry, and the pictures they painted on the bowls, vases, and plates like those seen on display at the Museum of Fine A
rt.

�Some of these objects, when found, did contain traces of drinks and foods.  So this is not exactly right.  I think you wanted to say that they were not only used to eat from or drink from.  


�Use a hyphen here:  “lizard-like”


�Should be 691 CE.  (And of course, the actual date that appears is given in the Mayan calendar – 4 Ajau, 13 Ceh, Long Count date 9. 12. 19. 10. 0.)


�Spelling is “tamales”


�Actually, there were a number of very different painting and coloring styles represented in the collection.  For instance, there were some “codex-style” vessels that had black-and-white line drawings.   Others used the colors in different ways, and had different artistic styles.  


�Good conclusion.
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