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Figure 5.29. Western style metate covered in achiote residue.

used as a condiment and is eaten with tortillas, beans, or other foods. Achiote is a spice 

that adds flavor and a rich red color to soups. The deep red residue of achiote is easily 

recognizable on metates that have been used to grind this spice (Figure 5.29).

 The graph in Figure 5.28 also shows the distribution of metates used for coffee 

and corn. Corn is represented by a tighter cluster of points than those for coffee, which 

may suggest that metates used for corn are manufactured at a standardized size and for 

the express purpose of grinding maize. On the contrary, the points representing metates 

used for coffee show two far outliers on either end of the scale (Figure 5.28). If these 

outliers were not included in the analysis, it is clear that metates used for coffee are 

generally the same size as those used for corn.

Coffee was brought to the Mesoamerican region after the Conquest and is farmed 

as a cash crop. After being roasted, coffee is ground and combined with water. Naturally, 

when coffee was introduced into the Mesoamerican diet, people used their manos and 
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metates to process the seeds. I feel that people in colonial times initially used metates that 

were originally produced for grinding corn to process coffee. Therefore, there is a trend 

today in which metates used for grinding coffee have approximately the same surface 

area as those used for maize grinding. Essentially, they are the same sized metate, but 

with a new use.

Horsfall (1987:352) also mentioned that archaeological literature “contains a 

number of references to at least two size classes of grinding stones.” The data in my 

research on metates used by the Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’ show that two predominant sizes 

of metates are used. The analysis of data described above shows that there is a positive 

relationship between metate size and function. As indicated by both my data and that 

of Horsfall (1987), metates with a smaller surface area are used to grind foods such as 

chile, achiote, salt, herbs, and other items that are usually only needed in small quantities. 

Metates with a larger surface area are generally used for grinding coffee and corn. The 

relationship between metate size and function described above is a valuable analogy that 

can be used to interpret metate collections from archaeological excavations.

Summary

 The archaeological implications described in this chapter cover many aspects 

of manos and metates. I began by showing how observing the modern use of grinding 

stones helps to understand wear patterns, such as the identification of two-sided manos 

used by the Q’eqchi’. Cultural beliefs and traditions, like multigenerational use and 

awas beliefs shared by the Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’, were also described. I also explained 

how the number of metates in a house could indicate the economic status of those who 

occupy it. A comparison of use-locations between the ancient site of Cerén and modern 

Mayan homes showed that many similarities exist, including the proximity of metates 

to the hearth, metates elevated for use while standing, and the proximity of vessels to 
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metates that contain water or nixtamal. Last, I concluded that the function of a metate 

can be determined by the size of its grinding surface. Those that have a large grinding 

surface are typically used to grind maize, while metates with a small grinding surface are 

dedicated to the grinding of condiments such as achiote and chile.

 





141

Ethnographic Implications and 
Conclusions

Introduction

 In addition to the archaeological implications of this project, my study of 

manos and metates has resulted in valuable ethnographic data. This chapter synthesizes 

the ethnographic information I collected during fieldwork, and which appears in the 

tables of Appendix B. I discuss the importance of metates in Mayan homes, gender 

roles represented by tools, and how traditional customs are being lost as communities 

“develop.” The implications of awas among the Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’ are also explained 

in relation to manos and metates. I conclude by summarizing the analyses of the research 

reported in this thesis and how it contributes to the interpretation of manos and metates 

found in the archaeological record.

No Metate, No Food

 When I asked about the importance of manos and metates, many Q’eqchi’ 

answered, sometimes in perfect sync, “mac’a’ li ca’, mac’a’ li cua,” or “no metate, no 

food/tortillas.” Even the K’iche’, who do not use their metates as often as the Q’eqchi’, 

know that if the community mill breaks down, or if there is no electricity to run it, they 

need metates to grind their corn for their “daily bread.” Although many of the K’iche’ 

interviewees said they do not use manos and metates for grinding corn, they explained 

that grinding stones are important for other reasons. Ana Tzep Tzikin said they need them 

6
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for making foods such as horchata (a sweet rice drink) and jo’com (chile and achiote 

sauce).  

 Rosa Ca’al said, “If we have no metate, we wouldn’t eat. It is the woman’s work 

to get up early every morning before the sun rises. We start the fire, clean the nixtamal, 

and grind the corn. It provides us with food.”

 Other people also said that the metate gives or provides them with their food. 

When I was told that without the metate there would be no food, it seemed as though the 

people deemed the metate just as essential as the food. In other words, the maize would 

be useless unless it was processed on a grinding stone. Carmen Chub of Pantoc expressed 

her opinion on the importance of the metate this way: “The metate is the reason we are 

alive.”

 One of the questions that sometimes confused my informants was, “If you 

were to leave your house because of an emergency, would you take your mano(s) and 

metate(s) and why?” Many people did not understand the question, so they often did not 

answer, but those who did reply helped me to understand the importance of the metate 

in relation to other items in the house. For example, at times I asked this question, and 

they answered “yes;” I would then ask, “What would you take next?” Most of the women 

said they would then take their metal pots and dishes, followed by their clothes. Jose Can 

Chol said, “It (the metate) is an inheritance.  The metate is the most important thing, even 

though there are other jobs to be done. Grinding is the most important because it gives us 

our food.” 

Gender Roles and Metates

 One question I asked during my interviews was whether men can use manos and 

metates. As stated in Chapter 4, most people said that men could not use the metate to 

grind. I would follow by asking “why?” I received a number of different answers that 



CHAPTER 6: ETHNOGRAPHIC IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 143

distinguished distinct labor roles between men and women. In addition, I realized that a 

difference existed between those who believe that men are prohibited from using grinding 

stones (K’iche’) and those who felt men could use them on occasion (Q’eqchi’).

 The division of labor between Maya men and women is well-known. Men spend 

much of their time working out of the house. Their responsibilities related to maize 

agriculture lie in preparing the fields by slashing overgrowth, burning the brush after 

it dries, sowing maize, weeding, and harvesting corn. Many Q’eqchi’ men are also 

employed by local plantations where they cultivate coffee and cardamom. Women work 

principally in the home. Their responsibilities include food production and processing, 

tending to animals, and maintaining household gardens. Wilson (1995:41) found that 

Q’eqchi’ women are the dominant decision-makers when dealing with household 

consumption. 

I also noticed that certain tools are related to gender identity. Interviewees, both 

male and female, recognized the metate as a woman’s tool – “(metates) are the material 

of the woman.” One informant said that the man’s tools are the hoe and the machete and 

that men’s work is in the fields; woman’s work is in the kitchen. Together, the efforts of 

both men and women are complementary and equally important. Without men working to 

cultivate corn, there would be no food for the women to make. If the food is not made by 

women, men would not have the nourishment they need to work the fields.

Between the Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’ I found major differences about metate use. 

The K’iche’ consider the use of metates by men prohibited. As described in Chapter 4, 

it is an awas if men touch a metate after a woman has ground on it. The consequence of 

this action results in the man only producing female offspring. Understanding the need 

to have sons that can help with work in the fields, I found that this awas was taken very 

seriously by men of Ixtahuacán. Pascual Tambriz, a man in his mid-twenties, reported 

he had never touched a metate in his life. Part of the reason why he avoided handling the 



MAYAN METATE ETHNOARCHAEOLOGY144

grinding stones was the consequences of the awas. Pascual also mentioned that metate 

avoidance was out of respect for women. Recognizing that the metate is the woman’s 

tool, not touching it demonstrates the respect some men have for women and their role 

in consumption. Even if a woman is sick, K’iche’ men will either pay another woman to 

come and grind their corn or they will buy tortillas from someone else. I was also told 

that a female relative can come to the house to tend to the family’s consumption needs 

until the woman recovers.

The most common Q’eqchi’ answer for why men cannot use the metate was 

because they do not know how. Wilson (1995:41) also noted that Q’eqchi’ men readily 

admit to being ignorant when it comes to the preparation of tortillas. He says that men 

highly value the role women take in the making of tortillas. Q’eqchi’ men say they would 

die without women (Wilson 1995:41). But, the Q’eqchi’ I spoke with also said it was 

permissible for men to use metates. Unlike the K’iche’, the Q’eqchi’ do not have an awas 

associated with men using metates. In some cases, I was informed that Q’eqchi’ men can 

use metates when women are too sick to grind.

While most men do not use manos and metates, many Q’eqchi’ women told me 

that men often use the hand-grinder. I was allowed to grind using a hand-grinder and 

realized soon after the first few cranks that my endurance would not last as long as I 

thought. The constant motions of turning a crank that is stiff from resistance caused 

my arms to burn with fatigue. Although it can provide some relief from the rigors of 

grinding nixtamal on a metate, hand-grinders require major amounts of energy to process 

corn. Q’eqchi’ men can participate in grinding with a hand-grinder, whereas most of the 

K’iche’ did not own hand-grinders.

This information shows how metates represent the role of the woman in Mayan 

culture, just as men are represented by their tools. I also found that different labor roles of 

men and women are considered equally important for daily survival. Also, the Q’eqchi’ 
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see the use of metates by men as permissible in certain situations, whereas the K’iche’ 

identify this behavior as prohibited. Both Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’ men recognize the 

importance of women in producing food for consumption. Men rely on women to process 

food suitable for eating, and women rely on men to produce the food they process.

Economic Development and the Loss of Cultural Traditions

 Before beginning my 2004 field season in Guatemala, I decided to choose three 

communities where I would conduct interviews. As described in Chapter 3, I chose 

communities that I felt represented three different levels of economic development. 

Pantoc, Chicojl, and Ixtahuacán each possess certain characteristics that identify them as 

being at a certain level of development, technologically and economically. 

 Pantoc is a village and is the smallest of the three communities. It lacks electricity, 

a market, and a Catholic church, which are all characteristics of towns. Chicojl represents 

a village that is transitioning into a town. Electricity was recently brought into the 

community, but it still lacks running water. A major road cuts through the middle of the 

Chicojl and provides access to tourists who frequent natural attractions in Lanquin. This 

road is in the process of being paved and will likely result in increased tourist traffic. 

The most developed of the three communities is Santa Catarina Ixtahuacán. It is an 

established town with a market, central Catholic Church, electricity, and running water. 

The town center has three grinding mills from which people can choose to take their 

nixtamal to be ground. 

At the beginning of my research, I noticed that people who live farther away from 

towns and municipalities use their metates much more often than those who live in the 

towns. Those who live out and away from town centers do not have the same facilities 

and resources as those who live within town boundaries. In other words, there are more 

mills available in towns where people can take their corn to be processed. On average, 
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people who live farther away from town centers are at a lower economic status, like those 

surveyed in Pantoc.

Pantoc has only one mill. I was told the prices for grinding there are very high. 

People in Pantoc use their metates every day, and I found a few women there that rarely 

go to the mill to have their maize processed. They will either grind nixtamal using their 

hand-grinders (then pass the masa to the metate for a fine grind), or they will grind their 

corn all three times on their metates.

I surveyed people at the highest economic level in Ixtahuacán. Most people 

there only use their metates for special foods or if the mill does not properly grind the 

nixtamal. Metates are stored propped up on walls until the need to grind arises. It seems 

that the time (or sleep) they gain by avoiding the use of metates is more important than 

the cultural tradition of using them. Extra time can be dedicated to other activities such 

as chores and craft work, resulting in goods that can be sold. Additional daily time can 

be a significant factor in promoting this kind of change in the traditional use of utilitarian 

tools.

I believe that economic development has contributed to the abandonment of 

traditions. As villages continue to grow more prosperous and connected, they begin to 

rely on technology that helps to reduce the amount of time required to perform specific 

tasks, such as preparing food. As observed in Ixtahuacán, most people rely on the 

community mill for their maize grinding needs. 

Implications of Awas

 Many of the taboos described in Chapter 4 associated with manos and metates 

require the woman using them to take precautions while grinding. There are rules that 

govern the handling of grinding stones by men, as well. Wilson (1995:124) described 

awas manifesting itself as “an inherent malformation of the victim’s constitution, the 
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causal agent of which is unknown or not clearly identified.” He clarified that awas 

appeared in people as a “major category of illness” (Wilson 1995:125). Wilson did not 

detail any awas related to inanimate objects. The Q’eqchi’ and K’iche’ who participated 

in my interviews explained that the awas could effect both people and objects, or in this 

case, grinding stones.

 I agree with Wilson that the “causal agent” for illness in people is unknown. In the 

case of the mountain awas, the cause for any malady or misfortune is the mountain spirit, 

or tzuultaq’a (Wilson 1995:124). Certain actions taken during the planting of corn can 

result in the tzuultaq’a causing illness in the person who disobeyed any number of rules, 

such as engaging in sexual intercourse on the day of planting (Wilson 1995:116). But the 

agent or power that enforces the awas is ambiguous at best. 

 Manos and metates may hold their own power to afflict physical malady in 

humans. As stated, the K’iche’ believe that men or women who sit on the proximal leg 

of the metate while the metate is resting against a wall will only produce offspring of the 

opposite sex. This same consequence occurs when someone walks over the metate when 

it is on the floor. The manipulative power of grinding stones over human reproduction 

guides both men and women to handle them with respect and reinforces their important 

role in the daily consumption of corn.

Many of the consequences of an awas are that the mano or metate can break, 

taking away the ability to process corn and produce the day’s sustenance. The breaking 

of a mano or metate may indicate that they have the ability to manipulate themselves, 

even possessing spiritual qualities that give them this control. The power that a mano and 

metate hold may be indicative of why people bury them around their homes after they 

break. The notion that grinding stones may possess a power is speculative and will need 

to be verified during future fieldwork.

 Observations concerning the influence of manos and metates and the respect 
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they command contribute to their importance in the homes of Mayans. Just as reverence 

and respect is shown towards maize, the metate may be equally revered for its role in 

producing food from sacred corn. 

Project Conclusions

Among the contemporary Maya, ceramic vessels have been replaced by metal 

pots and plastic containers. Metal knives and machetes have taken the place of stone 

tools, such as obsidian and chert blades. Having the opportunity to study a tool that is still 

being produced and used today much in the same way as it was used in pre-Columbian 

times provides rich analogies for archaeologists to use in the interpretation of manos and 

metates. 

The ethnographic study of manos and metates contained in this thesis adds to the 

few existing studies reviewed earlier (Clark 1988; Cook 1982; Dary and Esquivel 1991; 

Garcia Chavez 2002; Hayden 1987a, 1987b; Nelson 1987a, 1987b). New information on 

the production of manos and metates includes the characteristics of work areas within 

metate quarries and work performed in home workshops. I also described how fathers 

pass down the art of making manos and metates to their sons. Families are considered 

“metatero families” (Manuel Guachiac, personal communication 2003). This patrilineal 

line of craftsmen demonstrates how families of ancient Mesoamerica may have been 

identified by the goods they produced.

Grinding stones continue to play an important role in the lives of contemporary 

Maya (see Appendix B, Table 3), and they were likely used more often by the ancient 

Maya. Women, even 50 years ago, would dedicate enormous amounts of time to 

processing corn each day, and this made the metate an indispensable tool. I estimated that 

56 minutes would be dedicated to the processing and cooking of enough tortillas to feed 

one person per day if only the mano and metate were used to grind corn. This estimate 
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helps to highlight the important role women played in the daily consumption of a family 

before the advent of gas- or electric-driven mills.

The information on discard shows that broken manos and metates were usually 

thrown or buried outside of the structure where they were used. This helps to identify 

manos and metates located outside of structures of ancient sites as once belonging to the 

material assemblage of the associated structure. In addition, my analysis of recycling 

habits serves as an analogy for how people recycled manos and metates for other uses 

prehistorically.

My research also provides new ways to interpret wear patterns on grinding stones. 

Information presented in Chapter 5 includes ways to calculate attrition on Eastern style 

manos as well as determining whether the Eastern style mano had two grinding surfaces 

used for rough and fine grinds. I also described how some Western style manos exhibit 

different grinding surfaces and how the wear patterns on these manos appear due to the 

actions of the woman grinding with the mano over time (Figure 5.8).

Another contribution of this thesis is determining that people with a lower 

economic status generally own fewer metates. The number of metates found in a 

domestic dwelling may help in distinguishing between levels of status in ancient contexts. 

Further study on the number of metates in Mesoamerican houses will help to clarify 

whether this analogy can be applied effectively.

In addition, I showed that understanding the discard and use-location of modern 

metates can help in interpreting metates found in the archaeological record. Metate 

use-location can also help to determine the function of ceramic vessels and other items 

associated with metates used by pre-Columbian peoples. Future research and analysis 

on the number of rooms or the size of the structures where manos and metates are found 

may help in creating better indicators of economic status. In turn, this will help determine 

whether there is a correlation between ancient and modern situations.
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The analysis of metate size as an indicator of function resulted in a positive 

correlation between smaller metates as being used for the grinding of spices and other 

condiments. This analysis also showed that larger metates are dedicated to grinding 

coffee and maize. I also explained how metates used for coffee are essentially the same 

size as those used for grinding maize.

Finally, this study contributes to a better understanding of the modern Maya’s 

material world. I explained how metates may be considered as important as maize. 

Without grinding stones, people said they would not eat. In addition, the metate is an 

extension of womanhood, and its use is reserved for women in Mayan culture. The 

use of metates by men among the K’iche’ results in adverse consequences, such as the 

impossibility of producing male offspring.

Another ethnographic implication explained above is the loss of traditions due 

to economic development. As communities progress economically, they tend to rely on 

technology more, and this results in the abandonment of traditional methods such as the 

use of manos and metates. 

The way in which the awas guides the use of manos and metates was also 

described above. Awas associated with grinding stones are an indicator of the power and 

importance they possess. People must obey strict rules that show respect to these tools 

that can prevent harm to manos and metates or a person’s own health.

All of these contributions are intended to help archaeologists better interpret 

manos and metates found archaeologically. If applied to grinding stone collections 

from excavations of pre-Hispanic sites, observations from my study can aid in the 

identification of features, wear patterns, and other important information and help paint a 

fuller picture of manos and metates used in the past.

Because the use and production of manos and metates is diminishing, the 

likelihood that these tools will be abandoned by the Maya within ten years is high 
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(John Clark, personal communication 2005). This is another reason why a study on the 

contemporary use of manos and metates is so valuable. In addition to understanding 

the use and production of modern grinding stones, this project has preserved useful 

descriptions of some of the traditions and customs of the Maya that may not persist into 

the near future.
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FORM A – Field Survey
 Mayan Metate Ethnoarchaeology

__________   _______    ________  ________
Community   - house #       - metate #    - mano #    

        ________  ________
         - metate #    - mano #

        ________  ________
          - metate #    - mano #

Questionnaire

1. How many manos and metates do you have (currently)?   Manos______Metates_____

2. How long have you had them? ____________________________________________

3. How many manos _____and metates_____ have you acquired in your lifetime(s)? 

4. When did you acquire them? (Age?) 

5. Did you buy them or were they given to you?

6. From whom did you acquire the grinding implement(s)?

7. How much did the mano(s) and metate(s) cost (estimated value)? 

8. What was a day’s labor at that time?

APPENDIX A
Questionnaire


