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monkey pots came from the sites of El Mirador, Tintal, Tsabkan, Nakbe, Wakna, Zacatal, 

Guiro, and Witznal; Telchac Composite monkey pots came from the sites of Nakbe, 

Tintal, Zacatal, and El Porvenir.  The single Zacatal Polychrome monkey pot came from 

Nakbe.  Nakbe is the only site that yielded each type of monkey pot, and both Carmelita 

Figure 35. Overview map of sites in thew Mirador Basin identifying sites where monkey pots have been 
found—El Mirador, Nakbe, Tintal, Tsabkan, Zacatal, Witznal, El Porvenir, and Guiro

(courtesy of Scott Ure).
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Incised and Telchac Composite monkey pots were found at Tintal and Zacatal.  In fact, 

CI-14 and TC-4 came from the same building but from different looters’ trenches.  This 

suggests that either the burial TC-4 came from was a later interment, or it may represent 

the chronological overlap between these types of monkey pots.  Due to the widespread 

distribution of these vessels, it is also possible that monkey pots are present at other sites 

throughout the Basin.  

 In addition, it seems that at least one of each kind of monkey pot in this collection 

came from a burial.  TC-3 is the only certain example of a monkey pot coming out of a 

burial; it was found in Nakbe’s Codex Group in a Terminal Classic burial.  Modern looters 

target Late Classic burials in the Mirador Basin (particularly the site of Nakbe) for their 

valuable polychrome vessels (Hansen et al. 1991), and abundant trenches in Mirador Basin 

Late Classic structures attests to this (Donald Forsyth, personal communication, 2007).  

Furthermore, bone fragments have been noted in the backdirt from the looters’ trenches 

(Deanne G. Matheny, personal communication, 2009).  This evidence suggests the monkey 

pots found in looters’ trenches probably came from burials and were left because they 

had little commercial value.  In short, one can assume that the vessels in this collection, 

and possibly others, come from burials.  If this is true, all the Telchac Composite vessels, 

half of the Carmelita Incised vessels, and the only Zacatal Polychrome vessel came from 

burials.  Although none of the vessels mentioned in other reports say they came from 

burials, it is possible that the vessels found at Jaina did.  Jaina Island is well known for 

its rich burials; in fact, most of the archaeological investigations focused on the burial 

material, suggesting that these monkey pots came from a burial context.

 Monkey pots were not limited to burials.  CI-6 came from construction fill, and 

Forsyth (personal communication, 2008) has noted that monkey pot sherds have been 

found in middens and the construction fill of other Late Classic structures.  This suggests 
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that there is a wider set of contexts for monkey pots.  It is impossible to know all the 

contexts a vessel was used in during its life span.  A vessel may have spent most of its 

life span in a certain context but placed in a completely different context at the end of its 

use life.  Regardless, the wider range of contexts for these vessels suggests that they were 

not found solely in burials.  In addition, while these vessels do not seem to be common in 

ceramic collections, they are still widely distributed in the Mirador Basin and throughout 

the Maya world.  In short, they do not appear to be restricted to a particular region or 

cultural context.  Monkey pots were probably available to people of various social and 

socio-economic groups, and in some cases, they were probably not highly valuable.  As 

for production, it is not known whether these vessels were made in only a few production 

zones within the Mirador Basin and the Usumacinta River region, but it seems likely that 

they were produced in many different places in these regions because of their widespread 

distribution. 
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6 conclusIons and dIscussIon

  In this thesis, I have described and compared the function, decoration, and context of 

monkey pots from the Mirador Basin.  In this final chapter I summarize the comparisons 

made in the previous chapters.  I also address the last two purposes of this thesis: the 

meaning of these monkey pots and whether their meaning changed through time and 

space.  I also discuss some broader issues concerning the Late Classic to Terminal Classic 

transition in the Mirador Basin and throughout the Maya world.

suMMary  

 This thesis focused on “monkey pots,” a particular kind of composite silhouette or 

flaring-sided bowl or dish that has incised or painted monkey profiles on the exterior 

wall.  Due to the general similarities between the many variations of this vessel, as well 

as the more obvious similarities between particular types of monkey pots, I believe that 

these unique vessels had a specific significance to the ancient Maya.  The first purpose of 

this thesis was to describe these monkey pots.  The second was to compare three kinds 

of monkey pots that were recovered from the Mirador Basin.  Specifically, was there a 

difference in the function, the kind of monkey depicted, and the contexts of the different 

types of monkey pots?  Finally, I wanted to infer the meaning of the different kinds of 

monkey pots by their function, decoration, and context and then determine if the meaning 

of these vessels changed through time and space.  Aside from the last two purposes, I 

have addressed each of the others in previous chapters.
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 In Chapter 2, I provided an in-depth description of “monkey pots.”  This description 

focused on the three kinds of pots found in the Mirador Basin—Carmelita Incised, 

Telchac Composite, and Zacatal Polychrome monkey pots—which were made between 

A.D. 680 and 830.   I focused on describing the form and decoration because these are 

the most significant identifying attributes of these vessels.  From the descriptions, a few 

obvious distinctions were clear.  First, the Zacatal Polychrome monkey pot was different 

from the two other types of monkey pots because it exhibited detailed, carefully executed 

painted decoration, and its shape was more like a dish.  Second, there is a striking 

similarity in the form and decoration of the Carmelita Incised and Telchac Composite 

monkey pots; however, they contained one important difference—the Carmelita Incised 

monkey pots were made of a coarser paste which contained temper, while the Telchac 

Composite monkey pots were made from a fine, temperless paste.  Finally, the Carmelita 

Incised and Zacatal Polychrome monkey pots appear to have been manufactured earlier 

than the Telchac Composite monkey pots.

Chapters 3 through 5 dealt with the second purpose of this thesis – to compare 

the three kinds of monkey pots found in the Mirador Basin.  I tried to make a more 

critical comparison than the cursory one given through the description, so I asked three 

questions.  First, what is the function of each type of monkey pot?  Second, what is the 

kind of monkey represented in each type, and what was the significance of these monkeys 

to the ancient Maya?  Finally, in what context is each type of monkey pot found?  

Overall, I found that these monkey pots were very similar in all these respects.  In 

Chapter 3, I found that the exact function of each type of monkey pot from the Mirador 

Basin was not completely clear; however, they probably had several functions throughout 

their use life.  It is likely that they functioned domestically as serving or eating vessels 

that were used to hold some sort of solid or possibly liquid food.  None of the vessels 
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were very big, so they were probably individual serving vessels.  Later, these vessels 

functioned in rituals associated with death and burial.

Chapter 4 dealt with the kind of monkey on each type of monkey pot and how 

they differed from each other.  The kind of monkey found on these vessels was difficult 

to determine, particularly on the Telchac Composite monkey pots.  However, it is 

probable that the monkeys on each type of pot represented spider monkeys.  In addition 

to the genus of monkeys found on the pots, I tried to better understand the significance 

and meaning of monkeys to the ancient Maya.  Maya art and creation myths show that 

monkeys were definitely meaningful to ancient Maya groups.  Maya artwork shows 

that monkeys were associated with scribal activities, music, and dancing; they were 

also associated with death, sacrifice, and journeys to the underworld.  They were also 

associated, albeit less often, with sub-human characteristics, chief among them being a 

lack of self control.  In addition, monkeys are significant to modern Maya groups where 

they are usually associated with irreverence, disrespect, rudeness, and chaos.

In Chapter 5, the contexts of the different kinds of monkey pots were compared.  

While the site-level contexts of a few of the vessels in the Mirador Basin collection were 

unclear, most of the vessels were recovered from looters’ trenches, which suggest that 

they were discarded from vandalized burials.  In addition, one vessel definitely came 

from a burial.  In general, monkey pots in the Mirador Basin seem to be associated with 

burials.  However, one monkey pot in this collection was recovered from building fill 

(CI-6) and Forsyth (personal communication, 2008) has seen sherds of monkey pots in 

construction fill in a few other sites in the basin.  This suggests that burials were not the 

only contexts monkey pots were found in, but the association of most of the vessels to 

burials is noteworthy.



99

 The final purposes of this thesis are to infer the meaning of these monkey pots and 

determine whether the meaning changed through time and space.  To do this, I use a 

combination of the function, decoration, and context of the monkey pots, which seemed 

to be uniform.  Again, the exact meaning of any object to ancient peoples can never be 

fully understood.  However, by taking into account an object’s functional, symbolic, 

and contextual meanings, and by applying hermeneutics and historical imagination, it is 

possible to make sense of these pots, or at least comprehend what they may have meant 

to the ancient Maya (Hodder and Hutson 2003).

the MeanIng of Monkey Pots

 Although monkey pots are geographically widespread throughout the lowlands, they 

appear to be a relatively rare kind of vessel.  They do not seem to be concentrated in 

contexts of a particular socio-economic level, so they may have been available to people 

of different socio-economic levels.  In addition, the presence of monkey pots in structural 

fill and middens, as well as the relative simplicity of the decoration of some vessels 

suggest that they were not highly valuable.  This, along with the abundant use wear, 

suggests that monkey pots were originally used in everyday, functional situations as a 

personal serving or eating tool.

 However, most of the vessels from the Mirador Basin were recovered from burials.  

This general pattern is significant, and it certainly had some sort of meaning for the 

Maya.  The Maya often buried their dead with jars and a variety of serving vessels, some 

of which held food or drink.  The placement of these vessels is usually assumed to be 

part of a death or burial ritual or offering—the food presumably nourished the soul of 

the deceased during the journey into the underworld.  As serving vessels that came from 

burials, monkey pots probably served this purpose.  Although other kinds of personal 
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serving or eating vessels (in other words, vessels that were not monkey pots) were also 

used for this purpose, vessels adorned with monkeys probably assumed special meaning 

when they were placed in burials because of the association of monkeys with death and 

their place as accompanying the deceased to the underworld (see Schele and Miller 

1986).  Perhaps interring these monkey pots with the deceased ensured that matrons of 

the underworld would assist the deceased in their journey; in addition, the symbol of a 

monkey may have made a more charged atmosphere during the burial ceremony or the 

offering given during the ritual more poignant.  

 The meaning of these monkey pots may have been slightly different in the case of 

Nakbe, particularly those from the Codex Group.  Specifically, monkey pots (in this case, 

TC-3 and ZP-1) may have been a reference to the brothers of the hero twins, who were 

great scribes even after their transformation into monkeys.  Perhaps the monkey pots in 

these burials were meant to symbolize the occupation of the scribes who produced Codex-

style pottery vessels after their death (see Hansen et al. 1991).  Though this could also 

have been the case for other monkey pots throughout Nakbe and the rest of the basin, it is 

less likely because the Codex Group is the only residence believed to house such scribes.

 One other possibility is worth mentioning.  The Mirador Basin itself had special 

meaning for its residents and visitors.  After 500 years of near desolation during the Early 

Classic, the Mirador Basin was repopulated during the Late Classic.  The population was 

substantial, though it never reached the numbers experienced during the Preclassic period 

(Forsyth 1989), and it seemed to last into the Terminal Classic as well.  The reason for 

the repopulation of sites throughout the Basin is not completely understood.  Evidence 

from Nakbe implies that some residents were elite artisans (Hansen et al. 1991), and other 

evidence suggests that the basin’s past prominence as a political or ritual center drew its 

population there (Hansen et al. 2008).  Perhaps elite artisans settled in the Mirador Basin 
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only because of its powerful links to the past.  Indeed, the people interred in most of these 

burials may not have been elite artisans at all, but they may have been linked (or tried to 

link themselves) to the past events that occurred in the Mirador Basin.  It is also possible 

that sites throughout the Basin served as destinations and/or prominent burial places for 

pilgrims, not residents, who were venerating the past grandeur of the basin.  In short, 

it is very likely that the people that came back to the Mirador Basin were celebrating 

the memory of this once-powerful center.  It is unclear how, or even if, monkey pots 

were related to the memory of the Basin’s history; however, the combination of these 

possibilities—the existence of the vessels in burials, the relationship of monkeys to 

the underworld, and the reason for people residing in or visiting the Basin—should be 

considered as meaningful and a possible interpretation.

MeanIng through tIMe and sPace

Based on current interpretations of the Mirador Basin ceramics, Carmelita Incised 

monkey pots occur throughout Tepeu 2 times, while Telchac Composite monkey pots 

appear late in Tepeu 2 and early Tepeu 3 times (Forsyth, personal communication, 2009).  

Unfortunately, compelling chronometric data to confirm this interpretation is not yet 

available.  However, if the chronology of these monkey pots is correct, there is a 150-

year period in which the three types of Mirador Basin monkey pots were made (from 

A.D. 680–830).  Was the meaning of these types of monkey pots the same throughout 

this time and across space?  Since the function, symbolism, and context of these different 

types of monkey pots were similar, I suggest that their meaning may have been as well.  

Furthermore, monkey pots made in the Usumacinta River region seemed to have adopted 

the same meanings as those made in the Mirador Basin.
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 This brings up other questions about the meaning of monkey pots through time and 

space.  For instance, did all monkey pots throughout the Maya world share this same 

meaning?  Did the Telchac Composite monkey pots from the Usumacinta River region 

only assume this meaning because they were brought to the people who lived in or visited 

the Mirador Basin?  Furthermore, were the Telchac Composite monkey pots made and 

brought to the Basin to do the same thing as the earlier Carmelita Incised and Zacatal 

Polychrome monkey pots?  Did the production of Telchac Composite monkey pots 

replace the earlier types, and why did the earlier types stop being made in the first place?  

Was the production of these Telchac Composite monkey pots in a far-off place more 

desirable, and was their meaning more poignant?  These questions are intriguing but 

beyond the scope of this thesis.  

 At the very least, this study suggests that the meaning of the monkey pots in the 

Mirador Basin, whatever it was, continued from the Late Classic into the Terminal 

Classic period.  Furthermore, the monkey pots had a similar function, exhibited the 

same type of monkeys, and were found in similar contexts even though they were made 

in different locations.  Although we do not know the intended meaning of these vessels 

when they were made, they did seem to attain a special meaning at the end of their use-

lives.  Even if the Telchac Composite monkey pots were made for a different purpose or 

had a different meaning, they seemed to adopt the same meaning for the people that lived 

in or traveled to the Mirador Basin at a later period.

 The production and distribution of monkey pots during this time is particularly 

significant because the transition of the Late Classic to Terminal Classic period is a 

time of major change at many places throughout the Maya world.  The most significant 

change was the lack or breakdown of centralized political organization, which is evident 

in the disappearance of carved stone monuments, monumental constructions, royal 
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tombs, prestige and ritual goods, and population at major centers (Sharer and Traxler 

2006).  Perhaps these monkey pots and their meanings suggests that some things—at 

least in some of the more remote, out-of-the-way places in the Maya world—remained 

unchanged.  More specifically, it seems that the ideas and myths regarding death and 

the underworld (at least in the Mirador Basin) endured through time, and monkey pots 

seemed to embody these ideas and meanings.  This is even more logical because no site 

in the Mirador Basin seemed to be a major political center during the Late or Terminal 

Classic, and would thus not experience the same changes that rocked other places 

throughout the Lowlands.  It is also possible that similar ideas were present in other 

places in the Maya world, such as the Usumacinta River region.  

lIMItatIons and suggestIons for future research

 Although the data presented here suggests that there are similarities in the meaning of 

monkey pots, these conclusions are still tentative for several reasons.  First, the data set 

is small.  Only 23 monkey pots from the Mirador Basin were used in this study, mostly 

because complete or partial vessels were needed for a worthwhile comparison of the form 

and function of the vessels as well as the physical attributes of the monkeys.  Although 

the many other monkey pots found in other reports and monographs complement my 

data set, the vessel dimensions, details of their decoration, and contexts of these other 

vessels were either unclear or not reported at all.  In other words, there is little published 

comparative material that pertained to this study.

 The second reason is the poor site-level context in which the Mirador Basin monkey 

pots were found.  Only one was found in a burial (TC-3); most (20 of 23) of the vessels 

were picked up from the surface or found in looters’ trenches.  If we assume that 

monkey pots found in looters’ trenches came from burials, there does seem to be a basic 
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association of monkey pots with burials; however, the full meaning of this pattern is 

certainly limited.  It would obviously be helpful if more monkey pots could be found in 

more concrete contextual settings.  Also, it is possible that more monkey pots were found 

in looters’ trenches because many of the whole vessels from the Mirador Basin were 

found in looters’ trenches.  An examination of monkey pot sherds from the Mirador Basin 

may show that monkey pots were more common in domestic contexts than in burial 

contexts, which would alter this interpretation.

 There are several other possibilities for research on this topic, which could strengthen 

the interpretations of this study.  A tighter chronology of the monkey pots could lead to 

a better understanding of their variation through time.  For example, residue analyses on 

the surfaces of the vessels would be helpful for a more accurate interpretation of their 

function.  Although the surfaces seem to be scraped clean, some residues may still be 

present.  Another avenue of research would be to perform chemical analyses of the paste 

and temper of all the monkey pots; this would confirm whether Carmelita Incised and 

Zacatal Polychrome monkey pots were made locally and whether Telchac Composite 

monkey pots were made in the Lower Usumacinta Region.

 If nothing else, this study shows that looking at several different aspects of pottery 

vessels allows researches to better understand what they may have meant to their 

makers and users.  This study also shows the inadequacy of the Type: Variety method 

of classification in addressing certain questions about the meaning of ceramic material; 

clearly, many meaningful bits of information are lost when using only the typological 

part of this system.  One way to locate more subtle, meaningful attributes in ceramic 

material in sherd collections would be to provide a modal analysis.  For instance, the 

monkey incisions or paintings could be treated as a specific kind of design.  Furthermore, 

form is often downplayed when using the Type: Variety system of analysis, and it would 
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be of use in finding similarities between types.  Modal analyses do take more time and 

effort, but it would provide a better overall description and more data for future scholars 

interested in decoration, function, or meaning.  It would also be easier to search for the 

presence of a particular decorative technique or formal attribute in electronic databases, 

which could better provide information regarding the frequency or distribution of an 

attribute across a site or region.
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