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Many of the objects on display in the Art of the Americas exhibit at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston are ceramic cups, bowls, and plates.  These objects served several purposes for their owners.  These include recording significant events in their history as well as depicting religious rituals and beliefs along with myths and other stories.  The images were often those of the Mayan gods as well as hieroglyphic symbols.  They were more than likely also used for their traditional purpose of eating and drinking from.  These kinds of artifacts provide us with the most informative information about the lifestyle and culture of ancient civilizations like the Mayans.


The painted illustrations on some of these ceramic cups, bowls, and plates recorded specific events with precise dates.  One example of such a ceramic is the vase with a tribute presentation scene.  This image shows K’ak ‘Hiix, the emissary of Yich’aak and ruler of Calakmul, presenting a tribute to Ch’ok Wayis, the ruler of Tikal.  This event took place on the Long Count date 9.12.19.10.0 and the Sacred Round and Vague Year of 4 Ajaw, 13 Keh.  This date translates to October 7th, 691 C.E.  The tribute presentation may have resulted from a skirmish between cities or have been a diplomatic gift and included 12,000 cacao beans, quetzal bird feathers, and a stack of cloth.  It took place in the town of Topoxté which is located on an island in Lake Yaxhá.


Some of the ceramic cups, bowls, and plates showed representations of scenes from Mayan religious beliefs and the myths that were a large part of their culture.  One example is a vase that depicts a Mayan epic known as the Popol Vuh.  This vase recounts the creation of the universe in addition to the god’s attempts to craft human beings.  It also depicts the trials of the maize god and his sons.  It tells about the hero twins Hunahpú and Xbalan
qué, also known as the Hunter and the Jaguar Deer.  Ultimately, the human race comes from the maize planted by these gods.  Religious beliefs and rituals were a very important part of Mayan culture that were luckily preserved for future societies through these artifacts.


Many details about the everyday aspects of the lives of the Mayan nobles are also conveyed by the ceramic cups, bowls, and plates.  These everyday aspects included clothing, hairstyles, music, food, drink, and language.  For clothing, the men typically wore headdresses for special occasions, but only loincl
oths in everyday life.  The women sometimes wore dresses.  On occasion, royalty also wore capes.  In regard to hairstyles, their hair was often hidden or somehow worked into the headdresses.  The headdresses told many things about their wearers such as gender, place of origin, political affiliation, and social position.  Clothing and hairstyle differed greatly depending on these characteristics.

Music was something that frequently accompanied religious rites, state rituals, and social occasions.  Their instruments consisted of several different types of flutes, rattles, trumpets, and drums.  The Mayans often ate maize which is a type of corn, tama
les, stew, and chocolate.  These different types of food are very similar to modern Mexican food as they are still frequently eaten with many other Mexican dishes.  Their beverages included alcohol and other hall
ucinating substances.  Additionally, there are several current English words that can be traced back to Mayan languages.  One such word is “xoc” (pronounced shoke.)  This word means shark and represents the portal between the natural and supernatural realm.  A second word is “kakaw” which means cacao or chocolate.  A third word contained within these exhibits is “wah” which means tamales.  Music, food, drink, and language are aspects of Mayan society that helped separate them from their neighbors.


I agree with many modern viewers that these ceramic objects are strikingly beautiful and wonderful examples of artistic expression.  They show excellent artistic depictions of the daily life and culture of the Mayan people.  The Classic Maya viewed artistic creativity as a means of expressing ideas and belie
fs.  This related to their writing, mathematics, and other parts of their culture in that it represented and recorded words and numbers as well as told religious and historic stories that were relevant within their society.  The Maya word ts’ib denotes the idea of “to paint” or “to write.”  It was very important to the Mayans to preserve these ideas and part of their culture while expressing their ideas.


Upon visiting the Art of the Americas wing of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, my views of the mathematics, astronomy, and ultimate fate of the Mayan civilization has not changed.  I always knew that the Mayans were an incredibly advanced society with much knowledge of the arts and sciences.  These artifacts showed me how important their religion, history, and culture also was to them.  They showed the different kinds of rituals and customs that were prevalent in their everyday life such as the tribute scene vase, the interpretations of the Popol Vuh creation myth, and the different occasions that were worthy of musical accompaniment.  When a human culture or civilization collapses, much is lost.  All of the customs of that particular group of people ultimately disappear.  These include aspects like clothing, hairstyles, music, food, drink, and language.  In addition, religious beliefs and historical events fall from society’s memory.  It is wonderful that many artifacts have survived from so many ancient civilizations that preserve their culture and customs for generations to com
e.

�There are different forms of these names that can be found in various places (partly because Maya languages changed over time, like all languages).  The displays in the museum used the forms: Hun Ahau and Yax Balam. 


If you looked up information about the Popul Vuh from other sources, those should be indicated by parenthetical or endnotes.   


�This is very understandable if you think about the climate in the lowland areas in Mexico and Guatemala – very warm and humid most of the year!


�I think it is more accurate to say that they had a dish that is similar to present-day tamales.  


�Wrong word:  you want to say “hallucinogenic” (i.e. causing hallucinations)


�It also had a religious connection because the artist's creativity mirrored the actions of the gods in their creation of the universe.  


�Peter, 





   Very good essay on the MFA exhibits and connections with our class.
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