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FROM THE EDITORS

This issue of the Contributions in New World Archaeology journal contains papers from 

the 24th th and 16th of 

November, 2019. The main conference theme was: ‘Contact and Conquest in the Maya World 

’. The intention was to refer to events from 500 years ago, since the start of the 

conquest of Mexico, the colonization and collision of cultures from the early sixteenth century 

onwards, the changes it brought about and the dawn of globalization. The conference also 

cultures before the Spanish invasion. 

During the conference, more than 20 papers were presented, most of which are published 

presents the subject of interaction between the Maya and Teotihuacan and concentrates on 

epigraphic and archaeological records. 

(‘

of Guatemala

invasion of the second part of the fourth century.

The following article ‘

reports on the reexamination of Uaxactun mural paintings from Structure B-XIII, which provide 

new insights on the problem of the ‘entrada

What do ceramics tell 

Classic period’. It builds on the subject of Teotihuacan invasion and contact and concentrates 

imported from this central Mexican metropolis. Based on ceramic data, the author attempts to 

and regions during the Early Classic period. 

Mary Kate Kelly’s paper (‘Political domination and linguistic preferences in ancient Maya 

’) focuses on what may be 

termed the prestige language used by the Maya elites at court, and shows how conquest and 



8 From the editors

In their paper titled ‘Gold and calques in Mesoamerica: tracing the introduction of gold 

to Mesoamerica through linguistic evidence

show how the term for ‘gold’ was adopted from Central America and then spread through 

The volume closes with an article by Rosa-Maria Worm Danbo titled ‘An investigation of 

’. The author describes certain signs that bear 

the implications of such signs sharing.
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WHAT DO CERAMICS TELL US ABOUT THE CONTACTS 

 

 

 

IN THE EARLY CLASSIC PERIOD

Abstract

A long-lived debate within Early Classic Mesoamerican studies concerns the nature of the social, cultural and 

political interaction between the city of  Teotihuacan and the Maya area. Considerable evidence of these contacts is 

candeleros, 

cream pitchers and 

of Teotihuacan’s apartment compounds. There seems to be much diversity among these sites regarding the chronology 

of ceramic vessels, their quality and quantity, as well as their depositional contexts. All of these factors may reveal 

ceramics, cylinder tripods, Teotihuacan, tombs, Early Classic

Resumen

cultural y política entre la ciudad de Teotihuacán y el área maya. Evidencia considerable de tales contactos proviene 

de la epigrafía, la iconografía y la arquitectura, pero sabemos menos de los artefactos, en especial de la cerámica, que 

haber mucha diversidad entre estos sitios con respecto a la cronología de los vasos cerámicos, su calidad y cantidad, 

alcance de estas relaciones a larga distancia.

Palabras clave: cerámica, trípodes cilíndricos, Teotihuacán, tumbas, Clásico Temprano
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INTRODUCTION

The evidence of a Maya presence at Teotihuacan and a Teotihuacan presence at a number 

of Maya sites indicates a complex interaction. There are many theories concerning these 

the understanding of Teotihuacan’s complex interactions with the Maya area. The evidence 

suggests that contacts were both direct and indirect. Some Maya sites may have established a 

from peaceful to hostile), “multiple partners interaction” or “interactions mediated through 

multiple sites”, characterising Maya sites with intermediary contacts with Teotihuacan 

(Marcus 2004: 348-352). Ceramic evidence accords well with the “multi-models” theory and 

although all are from the Early Classic period. The presence of Central Mexico-style ceramics 
1, candeleros, cream pitchers and ) is limited 

at particular Maya sites to a relatively short period, whereas at other sites it lasts for a century 

THE CONCEPT OF IDENTITY AND HOMOLOGY

Ceramics can be divided into “identities” (imports) and “homologies”2 (locally made ves-

(Ball 1983: 126). 

Identities indicate, as Ball described, “the physical movement of material goods” and 

signify: a) trade or commercial interactions, including one-way or two-way contacts, direct 

(transport of ceramics as baggage or “souvenirs”) (Ball 1983: 126). 

vessels (Suhler et al. 1998:176). They indicate “the movement of ideas or belief concerning 

1

(Rattray 1990:190).
2 Many scholars used the term “copy” for such imitations, which is possibly inappropriate. The term 
“copy” when referring to Teotihuacan-style vessels indicates that Maya potters duplicated the shapes, 
forms, and decorations of imported vessels. In the archaeological record, the term copy can be considered 
only when at least two almost identical vessels are reported from the same site.
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sites attests to their social value that outweighed the challenges of long-distance transport. 

3

two Teotihuacan individuals carrying cylinder tripods. This vessel’s iconography attests to the 
4 

3

4 INAA analyses suggest that vessel was imported from Mexican Highlands (Reents-Budet et al. 
2004b:787).

Figure 1.



imitations or “homologies” of Teotihuacan ceramics. 

5. The presence of homologies 

replicated or imitated foreign vessels through the oral description, from imports or personal 

experience (Ball 1983: 128). 

Instrumental Neutron Activation Analyses (INAA) for ceramics analyses helps to resolve many 

questions regarding ceramic vessel origins. This method is used as a means of relating artefacts 

to source materials through their unique chemical signatures (Reents-Budet et al. 2004a, 2004b). 

neutron activation analyses help to determine whether we are dealing with real imports or with 

locally-made artefacts. 

5

et 
al. et al. 2015: 87, 104).

Figure 2.
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their natural sources. It is important to note that if vessels are manufactured for distant receivers, 

the distribution also involves intermediate traders and providers.

decoration could have been added locally by a Maya potter. The famous “Dazzler pot” from 

manufactured in Highland Mexico and imported to Copan where it was painted by a master 

artist versed in both Maya and Teotihuacan artistic canons (Reents-Budet et al. 2004a: 174-80). 

local clay, but the temper was characteristic of Teotihuacan ceramics (Kidder et al. 1946: 165). 

the Maya and Teotihuacan, the spatial distribution of ceramics within each site, as well as their 

formal attributes and context of deposition must also be investigated. 

Within the limits of this paper, however, rather than presenting an in-depth analysis of the 

archaeological contexts or iconography of exchanged elite ceramics, I aim to present a broad and 

comparative perspective of Teotihuacan-style ceramics from various sites across the Maya area. 

Figure 3.

et al. 2004: plate 7: a-c).



Teotihuacan over both time and space. Chronological evidence for the presence of Teotihuacan-

connected with the occurrence of foreign style pottery lasted at particular Maya sites only a few 

(Marcus 2004: 348-352).

th-century AD 

and after entrada6, appear in association with the elite residential compounds7 (Estrada-Belli et 

al.

patterns, reserved for a minority of the local population. It can be assumed that this type of 

is extremely rare.

LIMITED EVIDENCE OF CONTACTS (BASED ON CERAMICS)

The clearest evidence of contacts between the Maya civilization and Teotihuacan comes 

from the “entrada” 8

et al.

along the way, as the Early Classic Teotihuacan iconography of the North Group stucco relief 

9

et al. 2020) and the presence of only one cylinder tripod dated to the Early Classic period at El 

6

area.
7

8

1979b). 
9 candelero was found 
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et al. 1999: 

there is iconographic and epigraphic evidence for direct interaction such as the entrada event 

After the entrada

typical to Teotihuacan, such as plano-relief or stucco-painted vessels (Conides 2018). 

Southeastern Zone (Table 1)

Copan

the Hunal, Margarita, Motmot and Sub-Jaguar tombs at Copan. The tombs probably belonged to 

th century 

(the Sub-Jaguar Tomb) (Bell et al.

159-161). It is believed that the appearance of most of the Teotihuacan goods and iconography 

an intriguing aspect of the 47 vessels recorded from the Hunal, Margarita and Motmot tombs 

is that only six come from Central Mexico (three were discovered in the Hunal, one in the 

Margarita tomb). Most of the vessels in the Motmot tomb are of local origin, whereas the pottery 

assemblages from the Margarita and the Hunal tombs indicate a more diverse connection as the 

Table 1.

Site Phase Context Location Sublocation

Copan Early Acbi Burials Acropolis Hunal Tomb, Margarita Tomb, 

Tomb 12-42, Test Trench 1-42

Copan Early Acbi Acropolis Test Trench 7-42

Copan Burial Acropolis Subjaguar Tomb



Budet et al. 2004a: 174-180). The cross-cultural nature of these ceramic assemblages suggests 

contacts (Reents-Budet et al. 2004a: 169-174).

as the dynastic founder but also by the increasing emphasis of Maya symbols and traditions 

at Copan (Sharer 2004: 163), a tendency that would continue through the reign of the next 

fourteen rulers. In the ceramic record, except for a few tripods recovered from test pits on the 
th century. Not until 

the Sub-Jaguar tomb can we see the resurgence of contacts with Teotihuacan. However, none 

of the vessels from this tomb appear to have been of Central Mexican origin. Moreover, a clear 

tendency towards Mayanization can be observed10

and designs on the pottery from the Sub-Jaguar tomb (Reents-Budet 2004a: 184).

Guatemala Highlands (Table 2)

Kaminaljuyu

site lying in the Guatemala Highlands. Wetherington’s investigation of the spatial distribution of 

the Kaminaljuyu ceramics reveals that they were mostly concentrated in the north-east district 

10 By Mayanization I mean there was more Maya iconography on these vessels and they were made locally.

Table 2. 

Site Phase Context Location Sublocation

Kaminaljuyu Esperanza Burials The edge of Mound A Tomb A-1, A-II, A-III, A-IV

Kaminaljuyu Esperanza Burials Mound B Minor Grave 2

Minor Grave 7

Kaminaljuyu Esperanza Burials Tomb B-I, B-II, B-III, B-IV, B-V

Kaminaljuyu Esperanza Caches
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Early Classic sites is generally extremely small (no more than 3%), approximately 50% of the 

Mound A, in Tomb AI and AII (dated between 350-400 AD). The latest evidence is from Mound 
11 (dated to the turn of the 5th and 6th century) (Kidder et 

al. 1946: 163). Additionally, few locally made cylinder tripods have been excavated from the 

determine whether the vessels were made by local potters, easily adapting to foreign elements, 

or by specialist potters sent from Teotihuacan (Wetherington 1978: 228). However, there is some 

some of the tripods from Tombs B-II (Mound B) and A-IV (Mound A) are so similar to each 

from the same school of potters (Kidder et al. 1946: 164-165). What is more, the archaeologists 

discovered nearly identical cylinder tripods in each tomb, which may indicate that the same 

from the Kaminaljuyu tombs to those from Teotihuacan may suggest their Central Mexican 

origin (Kidder et al. 1946: 164-165). 

other areas within the Maya region, although the techniques used were typical of Teotihuacan. 

as the new eclectic forms were created (Kidder et al. et al.

than direct contact with Central Mexico. It does not necessarily mean that Kaminaljuyu did not 

foster relationships with Teotihuacan. 

11 Both tombs contained low quality (small and crudely modelled) cylinder tripods (Kidder et al.1946:163).

Figure 4.



male individual spent much of his childhood and adolescence at Teotihuacan, returning to 

Kaminaljuyu during his adulthood (Wright et al.

journey to Teotihuacan by local artists. While at Teotihuacan, they could have become familiar 

quality and sophistication. 

Central Zone (Table 3)

Tikal

these political changes.

Teotihuacan ceramics, both “homologies” and “identities”, have been found in a few burials 

ca

so-called Tlaloc jars, cream pitchers and . Most of them were manufactured in the Maya 

Figure 5. et al. 1946:  
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elements associated with Central Mexico and the Maya area12

et al. 2004b: 787). These included 

12

the other hand, INAA analyses show that at least three vessels could have been manufactured at Copan 
(Reents-Budet et al
strong trade and cultural contacts during the Early Classic period.

Table 3. 

Site Phase Context Location Sublocation

Burial Structure II Tomb 3

Burial Burial 8

Saquij 2 Burial El Diablo Burial 9

Residential 

Compound

Structure 1 Sub 13

cache Structure G Sub 1

Naachtun Residential 

Compound, 

Burial

Rio Azul Burials Structure  C-1

Structure A-3

Tombs 1, 19, 23

Tombs 6, 12

Tomb 31

Burial

Deposits

Southeast of the Mundo 

Burial

Burial

Burials North Acropolis

Deposits

North Acropolis Tp-22,Tp-50, Tp-

74, Tp-87

Deposit

Uaxactun General excavations

Uaxactun Burials Group A-Structure A-V

Group C

Tombs A-20, 

A-22, A-29, A-31

Tombs C1, C2



a stucco and painted bridge-spout vessel 

combining bird and conch shell motif, two 

Teotihuacanos holding torches but painted 

in pure Maya style), one dish thematically 

similar to previous ones, albeit painted in a 

Teotihuacan-style,13 and three stuccoed and 

painted tripods with pure Maya iconography 

In comparison to Burial 10, Burial 48 

shows a clear tendency towards Mayanization. 

As Sharer noted, the apparent parallels to the 

are as obvious as they are intriguing (Sharer 

2004: 163). 

The only vessel from Burial 48 which 

et al. 

2004b: 790).14 However, in the 5th century, 

Teotihuacan-style vessels or sherds appear 

in a number of problematic deposits, which 

was still present but not as strong as before. 

Teotihuacan-style ceramics appear in all parts 

 

the vessels from the elite tombs regained their Maya style and imports from Teotihuacan 

as well as eclectic vessels that are a fusion of Maya and Teotihuacan culture can no longer  

be detected. 

13 The Maya style is characterised as perceptual, narrative, perspective moving towards realism while 
Teotihuacan-style is described as conceptual, angular, compositional with a de-emphasis on the natural 

14 The lid attached to the vessel combined both Maya and Teotihuacan features, with typical Teotihuacan 

et al. 2004b: 790). It is also a good example of how tripod vessels 

Figure 6.
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Uaxactun

-

the fates of these two cities were bound to-

gether. The great prosperity and urban expan-

-

ences between these two sites in terms of 

chronology, quality and quantity of the Teoti-

huacan-style vessels.

Nielsen’s study on Teotihuacan’s iconog-

raphy and style in the Early Classic Maya so-

ciety indicate that in peripheral Maya cities, 

Teotihuacan’s style and designs on material 

artefacts are present, but less frequent and of 

a generally poorer quality. This may explain 

-

can designs and why decoration techniques 

those typical of Teotihuacan (Nielsen 2003: 

a plano-relief technique, very common to 

Central Mexico, occurred on only one Uaxactun cylinder tripod (Smith 1955: 83). 

th 

century in problematic deposits, whereas at Uaxactun they were present in royal burial contexts 

for at least 175 years15 (from the end of the fourth century till the beginning of the 6th century). 

A similar trend can be observed at Kaminaljuyu, where Teotihuacan-style ceramics are evident 

in the archaeological record for almost 200 years. It seems that Uaxactun and Kaminaljuyu 

Rio Azul

of a large Structure C-1, situated in the north-eastern part of Rio Azul’s city centre and Structure 

16. This 

structure also contained Tomb 31, where a cylinder tripod was discovered (Adams 1999: 61). 

15 Similar to Kaminaljuyu.
16 Mortuary structure located at the centre of a residential group (Adams 1999: 61).

vertical cylinder handle, and ring stand-base from 

Tomb A-22,  Uaxactun, height 9.2 cm (after Smith 
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Early Classic Rio Azul’s tombs have been heavily looted and many ceramic objects have been 

19, located under Temple Structure C-1, carried any iconography. Three of them, however, had 

cacao residues. Cacao or chocolate residues were also found in the famous screw-on lidded 

vessel. The inscription on the vessel and analysed interior residues suggest it is a chocolate pot 

attracted Teotihuacan because this region provided a strategic trade route to the Caribbe-

-

tre, from where cacao was exported to Teotihuacan. These trade contacts might have been 

 

(Nielsen 2003: 137). 

Nakum

Many minor Maya sites may have been related to Teotihuacan indirectly, through 

antagonistic powers during the Classic period (Martin and Grube 2008).

talud-

tablero

(fragments of  and tripod cylinder vases with slab feet) were detected inside Structure G 

Sub-3. The construction postdates the entrada events which according to scholars may suggest 

et al.  

et al. 2020).

Naachtun

of ceramic forms typical to Teotihuacan can be considered a result of the expansive and 
th and 

5th

previously conquered but had negotiated their allegiance by collaborating with Teotihuacan 

without prior armed confrontation (Nondedeo et al. 2019: 61-63). Naachtun may have been 

continued and developed long after the entrada
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Belize Zone (Table 4)

Nohmul

Here, in the third chamber of a chultun, cut in the marl, among eight other pots and few objects 

legs are missing) with a low-relief carved decoration. The second one is a large orange-brown 

in a cache found in the south extension trench running towards the base of Structure 2 located in 

et al.

Hammond 1985).

Altun Ha

Close to Nohmul lies Altun Ha, where the ceramic evidence of the relationship between 

Spondylus calcifer

obsidians of clear Central Mexican origin. The foreign ceramic vessels from the post-interment 

contained any iconography and there were no stucco and painted tripods so characteristic of 

Teotihuacan. Most of the vessels are slipped brown bowls with out-curving sides, according 

Table 4.

Site Phase Context Location Sublocation

Altun Ha Early Tlamimilopa Burial

Hermitage Burial Structure A1 Burial A1

Caracol Early Classic Deposit Northeast 

Acropolis

Nohmul Burial Mound 22 Chamber of chultun

Burials Str. N9-56

Str N9 -53
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homage from Teotihuacan to the Altun’s Ha ruler or his homage to Teotihuacan. Either way, the 

importance of Teotihuacan must have been recognised by the rulers of Altun Ha. The material 

evidence from Altun Ha points to a one-time contact with Teotihuacan, either direct or indirect, 

through an intermediary.

Caracol

contained the cremated remains of at least three individuals, buried with some artefacts. Most 

including imports from Central Mexico. Apart from six green obsidians, archeologists also 

relationship with distant Teotihuacan (Chase and Chase 2011: 9-14).

Central Mexico. Interestingly, the date of this deposit has been established as between 300 

AD and 350 AD, i.e. approximately 50 years before the entrada event. It seems that Caracol 

established connections with Central Mexico at the dawn of its dynasty. Chase and Chase (2011: 

14) go even further and suggest that this early internment had relevance to epigraphic evidence 

of the founding of the city. They suggest that the founders of Caracol legitimised their right to 

rule through the emulation of Teotihuacan cremation burial practices and funerary deposition of 

Teotihuacan-style ceramic vessels.

According to these scholars (Chase and Chase 2011), it also raises several interesting 

implications on the relationship between Early Classic Copan and Caracol, the latter considered 

their arguments, the founder of the Copan dynasty came from the place (i.e. Caracol) where 

a close relationship with Central Mexico had already been established. It should be noted, 

however, that approximately one century separates the placement of the Special Deposit 

is consistent with a high-status interment at Teotihuacan in terms of its location, burial practice 

and content, it may be worth considering a Central Mexico origin for its occupants. In this 

scenario, the deposits would attest to the trade between Central Mexico and Caracol and have 

no relation to the foundation of a Caracol dynasty.

prestige” (Martin and Grube 2008: 193). 

Northern Yucatan (Table 5)

Becan 

(green obsidian blades and projectile points), were found in deposits dated to between 250 AD 
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th century, when 

green obsidian objects are no longer recorded from the site. The very elaborate and prestigious 

found in Cache 69-2. Cache 69-2 itself was placed in Structure XIV, serving as a residential 

compound during the 4th th century. At some point in the 5th century, Structure XIV 

was abandoned and destroyed and a new three-terraced platform was built in the same location. 

The cache containing foreign artefacts was set, probably in a dedicatory ceremony, amidst the 

Recent excavations at Becan have shown that during the Early Classic period, this site had 

-

suggests rather intensive trade contacts with 

AD) and part of the following Sabucan phase 

-

tion (Nondedeo et al.

Valenzuela 2005: 50-51). Intriguingly, dur-

slight decline at Becan evidenced by the less-

ening of construction activity. In this context, 

than surprising. 

If we can speculate, similarly to the case 

of Altun Ha, the ceramic assemblage of Cache 

69-2 may have been transported to Becan in a 

ceremonial journey as a funerary gift or as the 

product of trade (Marcus 2004: 348). Because 

highland Guatemala origin, it can be assumed 

that it was either brought by Teotihuacanos 

from Kaminaljuyu or by Kaminaljuyu’s elite 

itself. The evidence suggests that the rulers of 

established close social, economic, and po-

litical contacts in the Early Classic period. 

Table 5.

Site Phase Context Location Sublocation

Becan Sabucan cache Ruins of the Structure IV Cache 69-2

Burial Burial 24

Figure 8. Brown slipped carved cylindrical tripod 
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-

ence of talud-tablero

Yaxuna

part in Mesoamerican geopolitics, including contacts with Teotihuacan (or the Teotihuacan’s 

allied cities) as well as participation in the long distance trade. In the ceramic record, this foreign 

et al. 1998). 
17 in North Acropolis, dated to the 

The material evidence suggests only casual relations with southern territories at the beginning 

late Early Classic phase (Suhler et al.

Teotihuacan indirectly, through intermediaries. 

 

AT MAYA AREA

As has been presented here, Teotihuacan’s incursions in the Maya area may have been con-

the residential compounds of Teotihuacan. The choice of putting Teotihuacanoid ceramics in 

tombs was purely ideological. They were used to transmit clear ideological messages regarding 

interesting for its tendency to favour the central areas of the Maya sites. With two exceptions 

(Altun Ha, Kaminaljuyu), the tombs are incorporated into the structures located in the city 

As for Maya representation at Teotihuacan, they signify, on the one hand, mostly an 

elite participation in a public event, together with the Teotihuacan elite. 

MAYA CERAMICS IN TEOTIHUACAN

Mayoid pottery appeared at Teotihuacan in places connected with the domestic activity. 

It was found in such apartment compounds as Xolalpan, Tlamimilopa, Tetitla and the so-called 

contexts but also in the tombs of people that were probably the residents of these complexes.

17

queen.
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assumed that the exchange of goods and trade with Maya sites was carried out via the palace. 

The homologies may have been made by the Teotihuacanos familiar with the Maya symbols or 

by a Maya group inhabiting the great metropolis. Undoubtedly, the artists combining typical 

Teotihuacan forms with Maya iconography must have been bicultural. The most popular Maya 

motifs appearing on vessels were serpents, quetzals and a mythological Bearded Dragon (Taube 

2004: 313, 2017). 

The results of the spatial, compositional and typological analyses of 121 Maya style sherds 

recovered from Teotihuacan indicate that these sherds were imported rather than made locally 

(Clayton 2005: 428-445). What is more, they were imported from several Maya cities, implying 

that “Teotihuacanos interacted with diverse, widespread Maya polities” (Clayton 2005: 428-445).

4th

entrada event. 

Then, around 350 AD or a little bit later, the hospitable relationship was set to change. Maya 

Columns with Maya iconography were intentionally destroyed. Nawa Sugiyama proposes 

Figure 9. 
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entrada event 

(Sugiyama 2019). Another argument supporting her theory is that at some point in the late Early 

et al. 2017: 50). 

 

and Copan. 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Based on ceramic evidence, a number of Maya sites share a history of associations either 

ceramics across the Maya area was particularly evident after the entrada event. The amount 

vessels were extremely rare. The number of the Maya vessels at the Merchant Barrio in 

Teotihuacan that was established after the entrada.

the vessels, their quality and their quantity. At Kaminaljuyu and Uaxactun, the use of the Central 

Mexico-style pottery is evident for almost two centuries, while at Copan, the presence of imports 

phenomenon and implies a change in the lifestyle of a small elite group. Teotihuacan ideology 

was incorporated into the lifestyle of Maya leaders and used to enhance their power. As for 

of Teotihuacan’s political, cultural and economic domination over them. Towards the middle 

of the 5th century, a tendency towards Mayanization can be observed, although the presence of 

relationship with Teotihuacan not available to other Maya sites.

also be proposed. The elite of Kaminaljuyu also established relationships between other centres 

among these sites continued to be important during the late part of the Early Classic. Some of 
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economic alliances between them. Maya sites may have adopted Central Mexica iconographic 

elements symbols to enhance their status, as the Maya considered Teotihuacan motifs and 

symbols a source of prestige, power, and authority.

In the case of Caracol, Becan, and Altun Ha, ceramic evidence points to a single event 

model of interactions, either with Teotihuacan itself or through intermediaries. 

that can be applied to all Maya sites. Some Maya sites may have established an indirect 

ceramic record.
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