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Friday, February 5, 2016  
Sumner School - 17th and M Streets, NW, Washington, DC 

 Refreshments 6:45 p.m. Presentation 7:15 p.m. 
 

CHRISTOPHER S. BEEKMAN, PhD 
THE ORIGINAL PERFORMANCE PIECE: 

SHAFT TOMB (?) FIGURES OF WEST MEXICO 
 

Anthropomorphic ceramic figures have been looted from shaft and chamber tombs in western Mexico for well over 
a century and literally thousands of them exist today in museum collections not to mention those in the hands of 
private collectors. This has led to a broader interpretation of these figures as “mortuary art”, objects produced with 
the express intention of accompanying the dead. They have been seen as representations of the deceased, 
representations of servants accompanying the deceased into the beyond, or representations of the underworld itself. 
Similar interpretations in the 1960s were made of Maya codex vessels, which were seen as a Maya “Book of the 
Dead.” 

Recently however, scholars have noted the evidence of usewear on those figures found in museum collections. 
Also, fragments and whole figures have been excavated from household and ritual contexts. This lecture will detail 
those finds and their implications for interpretation of the figures. The shaft tomb figures are interpreted here as 
mobile art used on multiple occasions before interment with the dead, and many correspond in subject matter to 
better known forms of storytelling from Mesoamerican art. 

 

 
Joined male and female figures, hollow ceramic,  

Metropolitan Museum of Art. Butterwick 2004 - Heritage of Power. 
 

Christopher S. Beekman is an archaeologist who specializes in the prehistory of western Mexico. He has directed 
excavation and survey projects in the region since 1993 with a focus on the Late Formative and Early Classic 
periods. His research interests lie primarily in ancient political and social organization. He received his PhD in 
Anthropology from Vanderbilt University. He teaches at the University of Colorado Denver, and this year he is a 
Fellow in Precolumbian Studies at Dumbarton Oaks. He lives in the mountains of Colorado with his wife Kathy. 
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INCLEMENT WEATHER POLICY 
 

An announcement will be posted on the 
Pre-Columbian Society website <http://pcswdc.org> as 
soon as we know the Sumner School building is 
closed and no meeting will be held. 

PCSWDC MEETINGS  
 

Are held at the Sumner School at the corner of 17th 
and M Streets, NW, Washington, DC. Metro: 
Farragut North (Red line) or Farragut West (Orange 
Line) 
Meetings begin with a 30-minute social gathering with 
refreshments. Lectures begin at 7:15 p.m. and end by  
8:45 p.m. After the meeting, those who wish to may 
accompany the speaker to a late supper nearby.  

 
Refabricating the Pre-Columbian Past: The Study and Analysis of Ancient Maya Textiles 

 

Cara Grace Tremain 
Ph.D. Candidate, University of Calgary 

The colorful textiles and striking ornamentation of the ancient Maya are largely known to us today through their 
surviving sculpture and iconography. Jewellery manufactured from durable materials, such as shell or precious stone, and 
physical evidence of body modification, such as elongated craniums and incised teeth, have also stood the test of time 
and are often recovered from archaeological excavations. Unfortunately the majority of dress was composed of 
perishable materials and the hot, humid, environment of the Maya region causes them to disintegrate. This has caused 
problems in particular for understanding the production and decoration of textiles. This paper discusses the existing 
archaeological evidence for ancient Maya textiles and draws upon contemporary knowledge about textile production and 
decoration to discuss the methods with which ancient textiles were manufactured. This paper is part of a longer research 
talk presented at the Pre-Columbian Society of Washington, D.C. on November 6th 2015. The remaining research will be 
incorporated into the author’s doctoral dissertation, which is a study of dress in the ancient Maya royal court.  
 
Textiles were not only essential aspects of ancient Maya dress, but they also served as currency, gifts, and tribute. The 
production of textiles was a lengthy and labor-intensive process, and the ability of rulers and elites to demand their 
tribute, or commission highly decorative examples to be given as gifts, symbolized control over land and human labor 
and therefore signaled wealth and power. Following the journey of textiles from raw material to finished product 
demonstrates the amount of planning, skill, and effort that it took to produce textiles in Pre-Columbian times.  
 
Textile Fibers 
Textiles were manufactured using various fibers including cotton, kapok, hemp, 
agave, rabbit hair, and yucca. Agave is a plant of various species and different 
species grow within Mesoamerica. Based on the species, the leaves contain fibers 
known as henequen, maguey, or sisal. Maguey grows in highland Mexico whereas 
sisal and henequen are associated with the Yucatan. Sisal is a generic word named 
after the small port of Sisal on the west coast of the Yucatan from which the fiber 
used to be shipped. There are different Mayan names for the different species of 
plant, and indicate what they could produce: sisal has longer leaves and was useful 
for rope whereas henequen was finer and useful for hammocks. Fiber characteristics 
depend on the plant’s age, species, and growing conditions. An agave plant produces 
about 300 leaves during its lifetime and a leaf is ready for harvest when it is mature 
enough to have attained a horizontal position. For the best-quality fiber, extraction 
should be done as soon as possible after cutting and spun within a year of processing 
while the fibers are still soft. 
 
Maguey also has edible sap and flesh. The roasted white meat in the lower stem and 
base of the leaves can be eaten, as can the flowers. Honey or syrup drunk fresh in a 
drink called aguamiel (honey water) is processed from the heart of the plant and was 
one of the few sources of sugar in pre-colonial times (Rousso 2010: 47). Fermented sap becomes pulque and is distilled 
for mescal and tequila.  The Mayan word for maguey is sajchi’ which translates to “white” (sak), “sun”, of “great heat” 
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or “fire”, and was related to pre-colonial liquor making (Rousso 2010: 45). Jeffrey Parsons (2001) suggests that in Pre-
Columbian times there was selective development of Maguey for specific products, and this selective development may 
have produced the variety of subspecies of agave seen today in Mexico. He postulates that some species were grown 
specifically for fiber and others specifically for sap— since the plant becomes dry if it produces sap for over four months 
and is therefore not suitable for fiber extraction.  
 
Fiber is extracted from the agave plant by processing the leaves. The leaves are cut from the body of the plant and the 
spines are removed. Pre-Columbian methods would have involved soaking or cooking the leaves to make them tender. 
Once the leaves were softened they were scraped using stones or wooden or bone implements to obtain long threads. 
Other techniques may have existed for extracting the fibers: ancient agave fragments discovered in the Mexican cave of 
Coxcatlán seem to show evidence of chewed-away soft tissue to extract fibers (Schery 1972: 168). Once fiber was 
extracted it was strung out in the open sun to dry and could then be used to make ropes or textiles.  The natural color of 
agave fiber is white or whiteish-yellow and dyes must be added to achieve other colors. It is quite a coarse fiber and was 
likely used for commoner clothing, or could have been used in combination with cotton to stiffen belts or head ribbons, 
as it is done today in modern communities.  However, experienced spinners would have been able to use whorls of 
different weights to make agave threads of different thickness: smaller for finer threads, heavier for thicker threads. 
 
Cotton was another important fiber in Pre-Columbian times. Cotton plants are native to Asia and the Americas. It is a 
lowland crop, growing in Mesoamerica along coastal plains and in inland valleys to an elevation of about 1000 meters. 
Cotton fiber grows in what is known as a boll, or protective capsule, around the seeds of cotton plants and is the seed’s 
hair. The plant had many practical uses in Pre-Columbian times: seeds, leaves, and flowers were used as medicines; 
cottonseed may have been used as oil; and mature plants provided fibers.  
 
Two important species of cotton grown in the Early Americas are 
Gossypium barbadense and Gossypium hirsutum. The former was 
first domesticated in Western South America as early as 3500 
B.C. The latter is the most commonly grown Mesoamerican 
cotton and was grown in Mexico and Guatemala in Pre-
Columbian times. Boll fragments have been found in the 
Tehuacán Valley in Central Mexico dating back to 3500 B.C.  In 
Aztec times cotton was graded according to quality, with the most 
highly valued coming from irrigated lands, followed by cotton 
grown in ‘hot countries’ (coastal lowlands) in the west, and 
northern deserts (Berdan 2001). 
 
Spinning 
The process by which cotton was transformed from a plant fiber to a finished textile was a very time consuming one. In 
Pre-Columbian times it would have been collected by hand and then separated from the seed and cleaned so it was clear 
and uniform in texture. Finally, it was prepared for spinning, in a process known as ginning— where 
the fibers would have been beaten with sticks or other implements to loosen them. Matthew Looper 
(2004: 25) studied weaving with members of the San Martín community in Guatemala and recorded 
that prior to spinning, cotton was laid out on a piece of sheepskin or leather laid over a bag filled with 
corn husks and then beaten with two forked sticks. 
 
Since spindle whorls are found at sites where cotton does not grow, the cotton fibers would been traded 
from their lowland habitats to sites throughout Mesoamerica. The trade of this material may be visible 
in painted ceramic scenes, where stacks of both plain and decorated textiles are often represented as 
gifts and tribute. Patricia McAnany (2013: 240) has suggested that cotton fibers were delivered to 
palaces where females spun and wove them into cloth, so it is possible that these scenes represent 
stacks of plain fibers ready to be spun and dyed to produce textiles. Once a fiber was prepared it was 
spun into thread using a spindle and spindle whorl. A spindle is a long stick that has a whorl attached to 
the end. Whorls could be made from clay, wood, shells, or other materials, and they are used to 
maintain or increase the speed of the spin. The spindle is turned with one hand while the other hand 
feeds the raw fiber to it with the supply over the shoulder or from a container on the ground.  
 
Interestingly, while a large number of spindle whorls have been recovered from Postclassic sites in 
Central Mexico, archaeological evidence for spindle whorls in the Maya area is lacking. Chase et al. 
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(2004) report on only 57 spindle whorls from the site of Caracol, and reference 51 from the site of Tikal and 25 from 
Copan. They suggest (2004: 12) that non-perishable spindle whorls may have been prized possessions and therefore 
ended up as burial goods.  
 
Dyes and Colorants 
Once spun, thread could be dyed various colors. Many natural dyes were geographically restricted, so trade would have 
been instrumental in making them widely available. Dyes were derived from plants and other vegetation, animals, and 
minerals (inorganic). Vegetable dyes would have been the most numerous, since they can be derived from plants, 
flowers, fruits, roots, wood, bark, and lichens. Animal dyes included insects and mollusks and mineral dyes included 
ochre, carbon, and Maya blue. Mordants (alum, iron sulphate, copper sulphate, sodium carbonate) would have been 
added to dyebaths to modify colors and expand hues.  
 
One of the most challenging colorants to work with, even by today’s standards, is indigo. The difficulty of extracting the 
blue color from the indigo plant lies in the fact that color hides in the leaves of the plant until it is transformed. This is 
achieved either by composting the leaves for months or by soaking them in water. The resulting paste requires further 
chemical processing because it is not soluble in water and can only dye fibers after it has been converted to its colorless 
reduced form by special bacteria. This is achieved by placing the indigo into an alkaline solution with other bacteria that 
consumes the oxygen. In Pre-Columbian times the alkaline solution may have been urine, and the bacteria may have 
been rotting meat. When fabric is submerged in this final solution it turns yellowish-green but transforms to blue when it 
is removed and exposed to oxygen (Balfour-Paul 2004: 54).  
 
A much easier dye to work with was that obtained from marine molluscs. Plicopurpura pansa is a marine that was 
exploited in Pre-Columbian times to obtain a purple color, sometimes known as Tyrian purple. The shells can be crushed, 
boiled, or milked to extract the dye. ‘Milking’ them involves poking the mollusk with a pin or other implement until it 
releases drops of thick liquid. The liquid is a whiteish color which is a narcotic that paralyzes the nervous system of 
marine invertebrates and is used to immobilize prey. When the liquid is applied to fiber and exposed to light and oxygen 
the ink turns from a green color, to a turquoise blue, to a purple. In a modern community in Oaxaca, where the harvesting 
of the dye is still practiced, they visit the shore during low tide once a month during the dyeing season, which runs from 
October until March. This is because the mollusks regenerate their ink roughly every 28 days after they have been milked 
(Mindling and Mindling 2014). Therefore the exploitation of this resource required forethought and careful planning in 
Pre-Columbian times. 
 
Another dye that was obtained from a living organism was cochineal. Cochineal insects are the parasites of prickly pear, 
or nopal, cactus and they produce carminic acid to protect themselves from other predators. The carminic acid is used to 
produce a colorant ranging in color from orange, red, to purple. It is the female insect that feed on the cactus and from 
which the dye is collected. The insects secrete a waxy white substance that protects their bodies from sun exposure and 
halts water loss, so they appear as clusters of white on the surface of the cactus leaf. Large cactus farms produced and 
harvested the insects in Pre-Columbian times, and the cultivated forms of the insect were larger than the wild forms and 
therefore provided more dye. The insect and its dye were known in Aztec Mexico as nocheztli, “blood of the cactus” 
(Rodríguez and Niemeyer 1999: 76).  

After being collected from the surface of the cactus the insects have to be heated and dried, and could be dried into hand-
sized cakes for transport. After being crushed, the insects turn to a fine and vibrant powder with a purplish-red color, 
which can then be added to water to create a dye for fabrics. In addition to being a dye, it was used as a paint and as a 
cosmetic. The nopal cactus habitat is limited to arid environments throughout Mexico, so cochineal would have been 

traded throughout Mesoamerica to regions 
where the cactus did not grow. Not only was 
it traded from Mexico, it began to be traded 
overseas in colonial times. In the 16th century 
between 50-160 tons of Cochineal were 
exported to Europe every year, and it was the 
third most valuable import after gold and 
silver (Finlay 2014: 50). Its use continues 
today as a natural coloring in food and 
cosmetic products.  
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Weaving 
Once dyed, thread could be woven into textiles. The ancient Maya used a 
backstrap loom like those still used by modern Maya today. They are very 
light and portable and can be taken with the weaver wherever they travel. The 
looms are not very wide however so broad strips of cloth cannot be woven on 
them and several widths of cloth may have been sewn together to create one 
piece of clothing. Similar to clothing worn by modern Maya, ancient Maya 
textiles were not cut to shape and did not fit snugly to the body but were 
instead loosely draped around the body.  
 
The backstrap loom consists essentially of numerous sticks and is therefore 
sometimes known as a stick loom. The upper part of the loom can be tied to a 
stationary object such as a tree, and the lower part has a belt that is tied around 
the weaver’s waist. Thread is tied to two end bars to establish the lengthwise 
threads, which are known as the warp. Warp threads are separated into two 
sets and each is raised using a heddle rod, and held open using a shed rod. 
When the warp threads are raised, the weft threads can be inserted horizontally 
using a bobbin and beaten down into place with a batten.  
 

The backstrap loom offers the opportunity to decorate garments during the process 
of weaving. A plain weave is the simplest technique and is achieved by interlacing 
an equal number of vertical warp and horizontal weft threads. However, 
supplementary wefts can be added at the time of weaving to create designs and 
this is known as brocading (see photo). Since the process of weaving lends itself 
readily to the use of diagonal lines there are many brocaded patterns based on 
chevrons and diamonds. For example, the famous Yaxchilan lintels display 
geometric patterning on textiles that is indicative of brocaded decoration. Another 
decorative technique often seen on modern huipiles is embroidery, which 
embellishes a garment with stitches and therefore creates visually distinct shapes 
to brocading. Embroidery is said to be of European origin, but the appearance of 
needles in the archaeological record have led some (e.g. Chase et al. 2004: 2) to 
suggest that it was a technique that existed in Pre-Columbian times. However, 
there have been no archaeological recoveries of textiles with evidence for 

embroidered designs thus far.    
 
Resist-Dye and Hand Painting 
In addition to decorating textiles on the loom, there are other techniques to decorate plain woven fabrics. These include 
various forms of resist-dyeing, such as tie-dyeing. Polanco (2005: 10) claims that the Maya knew about this technique, 
which consisting of selecting sections of cloth one wants to reserve from the dye and tightly tying them off. He also 
states that scholars assume the Maya were aware of another resist-dye technique known as batik (2005: 11). This 
technique consists of applying resins or melted wax onto fabric to reserve areas to create a design. The wax or resin can 
be applied by various instruments, and today a spouted tool called a canter is used to achieve precise designs, or a stamp 
is used for larger areas.  
 
In addition to using resist-dyes, colors could be painted onto fabrics. Destiny Crider (personal communication 2014) has 
experimented with re-creating ancient paintbrushes and found that brushes made with agave fiber were firm and those 
made with animal or human hair were much finer. Thus, different types of paintbrushes may have been used to create 
different decorative designs on textiles in Pre-Columbian times. Stamps could also have been used to apply paint to 
fabrics, or indeed to apply a wax or resin in the creation of a resist-dye design.  
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Part II to this paper will appear in the March 2016 Smoking Mirror. 
 

Edited by Cris Alvarez with assistance from Dorothy Rogers. 
 Please do not cite without prior written permission from the author. 

 
The European Maya Conference 

Graham Atkinson 
The 20th European Maya Conference (EMC) was held in Bonn, Germany from December 8 through December 13, 2015 
under the auspices of Wayeb, the European Association of Mayanists. Bonn is best known as being the birthplace of 
Beethoven, and was the capital of West Germany before reunification, but is now a rather sleepy little town on the Rhine. 
The easiest way to get there from Washington is a non-stop flight from Dulles Airport to Frankfurt, then a train from 
Frankfurt Airport to Bonn. There are a couple of choices for the train – an express that gets you there in about 50 
minutes, or a slower train that takes 1 hour 45 minutes but follows the Rhine past the Lorelei and lots of castles and 
scenic villages that line the valley. Fortunately the Christmas markets were in full swing while the conference was going 
on and were an excellent place to sample the local delicacies for lunch – assorted sausages, planked salmon grilled over a 
wood fire, or heaped plates of mushrooms and potatoes, washed down with Glughwein, a hot mulled wine, or, if one did 
not have to stay sharp for the afternoon, grog. 

The opening talk was by Marc Zender (Tulane University) on the history of the decipherment of Maya, and he also 
conducted the advanced workshop on the Wednesday, Thursday and Friday, along with Alfonso Lacadena (Universidad 
Complutense de Madrid) and Albert Davletshin (Russian State University for the Humanities).  The title of that 
workshop was “Abbreviational Conventions of Classic Maya Writing”. Nicolai Grube led the intermediate workshop on 
the history of Tikal, and there was a special workshop on the use of digitizing technologies in archeology, as well as a 
beginners’ workshop.  

The symposium, “The Maya in a Digital World”, was on Saturday and Sunday and was devoted to the application of 
digital technologies in Maya archeology. The range of technologies and applications presented was broad, from the use 
of 3D-WebGIS to document and analyze complex archaeological sites, through the use of drones and videogrammetry to 
document sites quickly and relatively inexpensively, and the use of laser scanning to document in 3D whole sites or 
individual artifacts. There was also much discussion of the design and development of digital databases for iconography, 
Maya dictionaries and manuscripts.  

The next EMC will be in October 2016 and is planned for Moscow. You can find out more details at wayeb.org once 
they post them.  

The 2014 EMC was in Bratislava, a beautiful little historic town on the Danube. 

The conferences are inexpensive, once you get to Europe. Annual membership in Wayeb is only 35 Euro, and 
registration for the workshops and symposium is 80 Euro for members. At present the Euro is almost on a par with the 
dollar. 

For those of you wondering about the name “Wayeb”, this is the name of the Maya time period of 5 days that is added to 
the 18 20-day months to form the 365 day year of the HAAB calendar. This 5-day period is considered to be 
inauspicious.  

Edited by Cris Alvarez with assistance from Dorothy Rogers. 
          Please do not cite without prior written permission from the author. 
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2016    CALENDAR OF EVENTS      2016  

2016          February       2016 

5  FRIDAY 
Sumner School                     6:45 
p.m. 
17th & M Streets NW 

The speaker for the January meeting will be Christopher S. Beekman, an anthropologist 
teaching at the University of Colorado Denver. His talk will be “The Original 
Performance Piece: Shaft Tomb (?) Figures of West Mexico.”  

13  SATURDAY 
Tenleytown Library 1:00–3:00 p.m. 
4450 Wisconsin Ave. NW 

The Glyph Group will meet in the small conference room at the Tenleytown Library 
across the street from Metro. The group will discuss the paper “At the court of Itzam Nah 
Kokaj Mut” by Eric Boot.  Graham Atkinson may be reached at <glyphgroup@aol.com>.  

2016          March       2016 

4  FRIDAY 
Sumner School                     6:45 
p.m. 
17th & M Streets NW 

The speaker for the March meeting will be Erika Brant, a Junior Fellow at Dumbarton 
Oaks. Her talk will be “Houses for the Living, Houses for the Dead: Mortuary Feasts and 
Social Inequality at a Post-collapse Andean Necropolis (AD1000-1450).”  

 

▲▲▲▲▲ NOTICES ▲▲▲▲▲ 
Book Group 

The Book Group will meet on Sunday, March 13, to discuss Ancient Teotihuacan: Early Urbanism in Central Mexico by 
George Cowgill. The book was published this year by Cambridge University Press and is available from several online book 
sellers for less than $30. The meeting is tentatively scheduled to meet at the home of Rosemary and John Lyon beginning at 
4:00 p.m. As usual, a potluck meal will follow the discussion. If you plan to attend, please e-mail to let the hosts know what 
dish you would like to bring. <rdlyon@verizon.net> 
 

The Smoking Mirror 
After two turns at serving as editor of the Smoking Mirror, Meg Athey has taken a well-deserved retirement.   On behalf of the 
executive committee and the membership of the Pre-Columbian Society of Washington, DC, I would like to express our 
gratitude for her many years of service to our organization. 
  
Cris Alvarez has taken over now as our new editor.  Please join me in extending a warm welcome to Cris for taking on this new 
responsibility. Kevin Kelly, President 
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