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         The Uncovering of Mayan Culture through Art


Touring the Mayan exhibit at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts allowed me to have a concrete image in my mind of the Mayan culture instead of an image based on problem sets and readings. I was finally able to see the Mayan’s beautiful artistic expressions in their cups, bowls, offerings, and plates. The exhibit provided answers to certain questions such as how the Mayans viewed art and why their art depicted certain outlandish scenes of wild gods or heads of captured warriors. The exhibit also gave me insight into the important features of the lives of the Mayan nobles, who seemed to enjoy the societal pi
llars of music, food, and style. Though, in the midst my of enjoyment of their culture, an uneasy chord was struck in me in that these beautifully sculpted pieces of artwork standing right in front of me were made by a culture whose society suffered the ultimate defeat of collapse. They would never have been found if not for our archeology and scholarly analysis of their culture. I feel like the tour of the Mayan exhibit enlightened my somewhat vague perception of their culture. I was able to see how their society and its people worked, find out how they viewed art and how it related to facets of their lives, and establish an emotional connection with their collapse. 


Much of the Mayan exhibit at the museum was taken up by ceramic cups, bowls, and plates filled with artistic depictions on them. These cups, bowls, and plates served their owners by recording specific events, depicting religious rituals, and illustrating Mayan Gods (some of the artwork also contained hieroglyphs which scholars have lately been able to decipher).One example of Mayans depicting religious beliefs in their artwork can be seen in the etiological myth about the creation of the Maya Universe. In this myth, the Gods created a tri-level universe consisting of the heavens, earth, and the underworld. The Gods erected what they called a World Tree at the center of the Three Stone Place (tri-level universe) which acted as a supernatural road connecting the three realms (heavens, earth, and underworld). The Tripod Plate made by the Homul population in modern day Guatemala incorporates this myth. The plate shows the Maize god dancing at the Three Stone Place and depicts the cosmic hearth where the World Tree, created by the gods, brought life force into the world. I found it interesting how the Mayans, who were such an early existing culture, pondered such philosophical questions as existence in the univ
erse and was amazed at the complexity of this creation myth. 


Mayan artwork not only depicted scenes related to their religion, but also used their artwork to record specific events. An example of a painted illustration that contained a specific event with a precise date was the depiction of the emissary of Yik Áak Kak and ruler of Calakmul (modern day Mexico) named Kák Hiix presenting a tribute to Chók Wayis who was the rul
e of Tikal. The tribute that Kak Hiix gives Cók Wayis is a stack of cloth, twelve thousand cocoa beans, and feathers from the Mayan quetzal birds. The tribute was said to take place in the town of Topoxté on an island in Lake Yaxhá. The event took place on 4 Ajaw, 13 Keh which is the Long Count date 9. 12. 19. 10. 0 and our own date of October 7, 691 A.D. 


The artwork of the Maya is unique in that it mixes both artistic expression with that of math and writing. The Mayan word Ts’ib means to both “paint” and “write” and exemplifies how the Mayan
’s combined both painting and writing in their artwork. Interestingly, there was not a clear cut distinction between art and things such as writing and math. Many times mathematicians in Mayan society even expressed themselves through art. The Mayan paintings combine advanced brushwork and distinctive colors with that of combinations and forms and also substitutions of glyph. I personally find the interplay of art with that of writing and math distinctive and interesting. Art today often distances itself from writing and math, but, in reality, both work well together.  I found that the mixture of art with writing and math actually furthers the ability of art to express ideas which is the main goal of art. I was able to leave the Mayan exhibit with a clear understanding of what the Mayan
’s were trying to convey in their artwork. Thus, I found Mayan artwork established the ideas they were trying to express while mixing the aesthetically pleasing with that of math, writing, and practicality. 


The exhibit also gives clues as to what were considered everyday aspects of the Mayan nobles.  For instance, I found that the clothing they wore consisted of Wari caps which identified a person’s gender, place of origin, political affiliation, and social position. The men also often wore four cornered caps which were extremely popular from six hundred to nine hundred A.D. Each Maya culture had a somewhat different cap design in which the Wari changed their headband in order to please their own aesthetics. Men often wore long cloths for dress and women wore dresses on special occasion. Many of the elites also had piercings (nose, ear) and wore gold necklaces, and ornaments. Their hair was usually kept long and the women had long braids. For the most part though, their hair was either hidden or worked into their headdresses. The music they listened to was ceremonial and played at state rituals, religious rites, social occasions, battle, or, as depicted on a plate, the sacrifice of captured warriors. Their instruments consisted of flutes, conch shell trumpets (often played at battle), rattles, and hand drums. Each instrument had many different models there was a vast assortment of effigy flutes and other styles pertaining to different instruments.  Their diet consisted of Maize (which is a type of corn), tamales (a food that makes since because it is made with corn based dough and there was a large supply of corn in Maya culture), stew, and chocolate.  Those foods do have some continuity with modern day Mexican food in which corn is prevalent in many dishes such as burritos, chalupa’s etc. Tamales are also a seen in Mexican dishes today along with different types of stews such as Mexican chicken and beef stew. Lastly, their drinks of choice consisted of alcoholic beverages Maya nobles also had what they called “Tunjós”, which were small figures made in gold offered up to their gods. I found in the exhibit that many of the Tunjós of men were larger and more elaborate. This shows that in Mayan culture men were perceived to be more dominant than women.  Lastly, I found two examples of English words that trace back to Maya languages. First is the Mayan word “xoc” which, when pronounced, sounds very similar to our English word “shark”. Second is the Mayan word “kakaw” which looks very similar to the English word “cocoa” or “chocolate”. Thus, by looking at the artifacts within the exhibit I was able to have a good sense of the Mayan no
ble’s ideas of gender, style of dress, choice of food, and style of music. Knowing all these aspects of their culture by just looking at the art in their artifacts illustrates how the Mayan artwork and design reflected much of their society. 


I was alwa
ys still amazed by Mayan culture and its astronomical, mathematical, and technological feats before even traveling to the museum. Their complex calendars, understanding of lunar cycles, unique mathematical system, and ability to survive under harsh landscape was so advanced to that of other non-European cultures that it sparked my interest in them. Visiting the museum and viewing their artwork only furthered my amazement of their culture. My abstract admiration for their culture was now brought to life and I could see the intricacies of their culture manifested in their artwork.  Without any time constraints, I felt I was able to analyze each piece thoroughly and see the different details and symbolism of their religious beliefs and rituals in their artwork.  In one piece, a scorpion’s tail represented the Scorpio constellation which preserved night and day. The example shows how each small detail, such as the tail of a scorpion, in their artwork has a certain depth and meaning to it. On top of religious beliefs and rituals, it was interesting to see how their lifestyle consisted of many major elements of society today such as music, style of dress, and food. It fascinates me how such a complex society made up of many modern day components was able to experience such a terrible collapse. It illustrates to me that many times the survival of a civilization is only the luck of the draw and that only a few failures, such as the environmental failures of the Maya, can cause a society to collapse. Because of the Mayan collapse, we really only have a superficial sense of what their culture was like. We do not know the reasons why they did certain things such as studying lunar eclipses nor do we have a sense of the people and their ideals that were living in the culture. Moreover, we still do not know many of the Mayan accomplishments because the Spanish destroyed m
uch of the Mayan texts. Though we have quite a b
it of Mayan artifacts and somewhat of an understanding of their culture, there is still much that we do not know about this amazing and advanced culture due to their collapse. 

�Pillars?  Do you mean to say that these things are especially important parts of a society?  I guess you could say so, but there are certainly other important aspects too.  That the nobles enjoyed the best of everything (in food, style, music), etc.  is certainly true.


�Every human culture we know about has asked these questions, though.  I would say it is part of being human, in fact!


�Typo:  should be “ruler”


�No apostrophe here


�Same issue – no apostrophe in a straight plural like this. 


�This is a plural possessive:  nobles' 


�Maybe better: “ I had always been amazed … before traveling to the museum.”


�Better:  many 


�“... quite a bit of Mayan artifacts” should probably something like “...  a number of Mayan artifacts.”  This sentence is also somewhat “clunky” because of the two occurrences of “culture.” 


This is a good point, though.





John, 





This is a good essay on the assigned questions.  There are some technical rough spots though, and the writing does not seem as polished as in some of the other work you have submitted.  





Grade B+











