Kevin Sutman

Professor Little

MONT 109N

20 April 2011

The Maya Culture


The Maya culture was one of the greatest civilizations in pre-Columbian Mesoamerica. For centuries, the Maya
n thrived on the Yucatan Peninsula in what are today the modern countries of Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, and Belize. The Maya developed their own culture, complete with artwork, cuisine, and tradition that were guided by religious rituals. The Maya gods were key fig
ures in society and everyday life. Indeed, the kings served as religious leaders as well as administrative ones. Artists crafted cups, bowls, and plates with ceramics. These ceramic cups, bowls, and plates on display in the museum were reportedly used for recording events and depicting religious rituals. The glyphs on the ceramic cups and plates were also used to record words. In addition, they are a source of information for palace rituals and the proper dress of the Maya elite when they would attend court and special events. The maize plants symbolized on the plates are key elements of life depicted in Mayan art. The plates on display were also used for serving tamales and other foods as well as depicting scenes of history. 

One of the painted illustrations in the museum depicted several Maya in elaborate headdresses were exchanging food. The specific date on the text states that the event took place at the town of Topoxte on an island in Lake Yaxha on 9.12.19.10.0 4 Ajaw 13-Keh. (this is October 17, 691 in the west) The event depicted in the illustration is of K'ak'Hiix, an emissary of Yich'aak K'ak, ruler of Calakmul presenting tribute to Ch'Ok Wayis the ruler of Tikal. The tribute consists of 12,000 cacao beans and a stack of cloth and quetzal bird feathers. 

On display were several representations of scenes from Maya religious beliefs. One of the scenes featured a doubled image of K'uk- Mo' a Macaw and a quetzal bird that represents a supernatural place of sacred authority; the birds face away from each other, their beaks at opposite sides of the plaque. The two headed, feathered serpent atop the birds denotes the sky, and the entwined serpents below indicate the earth, completing the representation of this mythic place. 

The objects on display showed scenes of the everyday life of the Maya nobles who served in court and practiced religious rituals with the king. The Maya nobles wore ceremonial outfits consisting of elaborate headdresses for religious ritual ceremony, they painted their faces and they wore loinc
loth. They mostly wore their hair in a braid going straight up from their scalp. Also in the depictions was evidence of the music the Maya listened to. They were depicted playing flutes and drums in what largely seemed like ceremonial situations. Several of the scenes depicted on plates and other ceramic objects showed the Maya smoking tobacco and drinking fer
ment honey, which seem to be the choice alcoholic beverage of most people. According to the objects, they also ate kakaw and tam
ales, which is an apparent link to modern Mexican food. Cacao trees, or cocoa, are very common in Mexico and producing coffee is a large part of the agricultural industries of Mexico and Guatemala where thousands farm cocoa beans on a daily bases. Kakaw is one of the Maya words that are found in modern English as the word cocoa. The other word is xoc, the English word for this being shark, which sounds very similar. 

The objects on display were indeed very interesting to look at. The detail on the objects was amazing, and many of them give a clear insight into the life of the Mayan people. Their artistic style is very interesting and unique from that of other cultures. Their art is certainly a wonderful example of artistic expression, though I would not call them strikingly beautiful, the Maya artwork was very interesting. The Maya word, ts’ib denotes the actions of painting and writing. Paint was very well suited to the outlines of the Maya hieroglyphs, and so artistry expanded when Maya writers and artists made the glyphs into visual poetry. Even there writing was not taken lightly, as each glyph was an artwork in and of itself. Therefore it is necessary to believe the Maya held art and artist in high regards. Maya art
ist pushed the boundaries of ts’ib to expand the number of glyphs and add new colors and brushwork that formed as
 substitution for the glyphs, thus proving difficult for scholars to interpret. 


Jared Diamond’s book Collapse contained several reasons for the “collapse” of the Maya civilization, although from an impersonal angle, as he focused mainly on the aspects of the Maya culture that led to their demise. To see the artwork of the Maya and evidence of their one time flourishing culture made the collapse seem more personal. Much knowledge of their culture was lost during the collapse, including the full extent of their study of mathematics and astronomy. From what little we have it is apparent that they discovered much in both subjects, countless more discoveries were most likely made that we may never uncover. Seeing the actual products of the Maya culture has made me realized that a great culture was lost, and it makes the collapse seem more personal, for so much of their great civilization will be lost foreve
r.

�Typo: “Maya” or “Mayans”


(I think “Maya” is usually preferred, though.)   


�“key figures in society” does not seem really correct here because that would seem to say that the gods were actually present.  I think you mean something like “Aspects of Maya religion had a major influence on society and everyday life.”


�Typo:  loincloths


�Typo:  fermented


�Actually, I think it is more accurate to say that  modern Mexican tamales are similar to one of the dishes of the ancient Maya.  They knew the dish by a different name of course.  


�Typo: artists


�Typo? Should this be “formed a substitution”  


�Kevin,





    This is a very good essay in response to the questions I posed for the MFA visit.  I agree, of course, that seeing the actual objects makes the Maya culture seem more real (or “personal,” as you say).    I marked a few typos that slipped through proofreading – be more careful about this sort of thing, because it detracts from the impact of what you are trying to say.  





Grade:  A-





