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ABSTRACT

This research attempts to determine and understand the meaning of a costume
recovered from a high status female burial of Protoclassic (A.D. 50-250) date excavated
at the Southern Lowland Maya site of Caracol, Belize. The importance of this work lies
not only in the addition of a major burial from the transitional Protoclassic time period to
the current Maya corpus, but also in furthering our understanding about ancient Maya
women of whom we know little about from this early period. Maya female costume has
been thought of as relatively simple in form from the Preclassic and earlier due to the
shortage of data relating to mode of dress in this era. The existing ideas on Preclassic
Maya female dress are derived from barely clad broken figurines and, occasionally, from
eroded stelae. The Caracol burial, labeled as “S.1. C117B-5,” provides the opportunity
to reconstruct an ancient Maya female’s costume dating to the Protoclassic. In addition
to discerning the form of the female’s costume, this research also explores the possible
social functions of her costume to the ancient Maya. It is proposed that the occupant of
g.D. C117B-5 was clothed in the likeness of the goddess Ixchel or possibly an actor in a

ritual, either in life or posthumously.
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INTRODUCTION

“The social rank of any woman was obvious to the world at large from the particular
quality of her garments and especially from her jewelry- her necklaces, bracelets and
anklets, earplugs and nose-rings...” (Anton 1973:40).

Costume is the art of dressing the body with clothing, ornaments, and body paint
as well as various other materials as dictated by one’s culture. Costume has been utilized
throughout the Mesoamerican region to set individuals off from one another and/ or to
associate one with a group (Joyce 1993:19). “The main purpose of clothing has always
been to serve as a visual indication of status and occupation, announcing to the world at a
glance who someone is and what they are doing” (Hollander 1975:312 following)
(Bruhns 1988:105). 1f clothing is a vehicle for cultural information, then it would seem a
worthy endeavor to study it in the hopes of extrapolating this cultural information. “In
Mesoamerica, costume was a medium for creation of specific social identity through
cumulative layering of age-, gender-, and status- appropriate ornaments and items of
clothing” (Joyce 2000:13).

The study of costume among the ancient Maya of Mesoamerica has largely
targeted the Classic through contact periods. The carved stone monuments, finely
painted vessels, and murals dating from the Classic and Postclassic periods have provided
a compendium of dress examples. However, the majority of these clothing examples are
found on male figures. Ironically, these same Classic period artifacts and monuments is
precisely from where the greater part of the information that we have on women’s dress
and costuming derive. The native codices and the Spanish records also have been heavily

utilized as resources of information about the Maya from the contact and colonial eras.



The Protoclassic and the Early Classic periods lack the amount of intact visual and

legible textual records of the later periods and therefore rely upon these same resources

for interpretations of archacological data. Because of problems in preservation, it is rare

that Maya archaeological contexts yield information relative to Maya dress. Yet, such is

the case with Caracol S.D. C117B/5, a Protoclassic interment dating to ca A.D. 150 that

was excavated by the Chases in 1995 (A. Chase and D. Chase n.d.). Because the clothing

was decorated with a multitude of preserved organic and inorganic items, it is possible to

reconstruct the costume that this woman wore when she was buried and, thereby, to

hypothesize her past social status and role in early Caracol society.

As recovered archaeologically, her final costume is comprised of 6,718 recovered

whole and fragmented pieces, as follows:

Table 1: Caracol §.1D. C117B/5 Costume Pieces

Catalogue #

C117B8/12-6

C117B/12-7

C117B/12-8

C117B/12-9

C117B/12-10
C117B/12-11
C117B/12-12
C117B/12-13
C117B/12-14
C117B/12-15
C117B/12-16
C117B/12-20
C117B/12-21
C117B/12-22
C117B/12-23
C117B/12-24
C117B/12-25

Description

Jade Disk Beads

Jade Tube Beads

Bone Bars, Drilled

Bone Teeth, Drilled
Shell Beads, Seed

Shell Beads, Olivella
Shell Beads, Pink Tubes
Shell Beads, Pink Round
Shell Beads, Disk

Shell Beads, Beige Tube
Shell Circles

Jade Circle, Shell Backing
Shell Medallions

Jade Bead

Amber Donut

Shell Bead, Pink Round
Jade Bead

No. of Pieces

452
146
113
392
1377
124
150
322
2993
224
416+
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Methodologically, a conjunctive approach has been employed in deciphering
meaning from the data recovered from Caracol Burial S.D. C117B-5. This research
reconstructs the costume of a Protoclassic Maya female and also interprets its possible
meanings through an examination of the literature concerning Maya costume, other
archacological reports, and the internal relationships that exist within the Caracol Burial

S.D. C117B-35 data.

Women’s Dress and Costuming Among the Mava

Maya costumes have been studied to varying degrees for well over 100 years.
The research that has been conducted on Maya dress will be discussed chronologically in
this section. However, it is necessary to open this discussion with a brief note concerning
the problem of differing vocabulary in ancient Maya costume research. The words
quechquemitl, cape, capelet, cape-like, beaded overlay, bead netting, and beaded collar,
are used by different authors. A quechquemitl is a woven slip-on garment (Anawalt
1981:184) that is believed to be Mexican in origin (Sayer 1985:20) and occasionally
referred to as beaded (Taylor 1983:72). The terms cape, capelet, cape-like, beaded
overlay, bead netting, and beaded collar are all used to describe a beaded upper body
garment (Bruhns 1988, Joyce 2000, Proskouriakoff 1961, Sayer 1985, and Taylor 1983).
Their various definitions are comparable to the S.D. C117B-5 beaded garment, but the
author feels that for the purposes of this study the term “shawl” (after Wolfgang
Haberland [1953] ‘umhange’) offers the best description of the Caracol garment’s form.

The pioneers of this early research, Alfred Maudsley (1889-1902), Teobert Maler
(1901-1910) and Herbert Spinden (1913 1916), essentially served as archivists by

documenting the variety of costumes depicted on Classic monuments (Taylor 1983:3).



Spinden (1913:23, 1916:443-444) first alluded 1o the possibility that variations in
costume could essentially be regarded as identifiers of the wearer. Mary Butler
(1931:177) concurred with Spinden, but also argued, through her studies of informal
Maya dress on figurines and pottery, that the costumes Spinden discussed were formal in
nature and that the differences in the costumes more likely represented activities than
personal identitics (Taylor 1983:4-5). Butler (1931} attempted to determine regional
types of dress, but was unsuccessful due to the truncated time frame in which her data set
fell (Taylor 1983:7). Almost 20 years later Tatiana Proskouriakoff (1950) was able to
prevail where Butler had failed because Proskouriakoff had access to recently discovered
monuments that provided a much widet time span in which to suceessfully conduct her
study of dress elements geographically over time (Taylor 1983:7-9). All of these
scholars® publications created interest in the study of ancient Maya costume, and of
«_..dress motifs that characterized simple and formal modes of dress, as well as particular
articles for the ball game, for impersonation of the supernatural, for sacrifices, and for
warfare” (Adams 1971:68-75; Benson 1976; Clarkson 1979; Quirarte 1979:137; Taylor
1983:5; Thompson 1970:68).

In the last 45 years, research on women’s dress among the Maya has been
conducted sporadically. FoHowing on her carlier works, Proskouriakoff (1961)
specifically focused on the insights that sculpture and epigraphy brought to the study of
ancient Maya women’s dress and costume. Proskouriakoff linked female name glyphs
and costume elements to female figures carved on the monuments, and in doing so
pointed out the fact that these female ﬁgureé were occupying public (social and/or

political) roles in the history of the ancient Maya (Proskouriakoff 1961:81 and Taylor



1983:7-10). Proskouriakoff further defined a complex of dress characteristics that
identifies the Classic Maya woman’s costume from the stelae. This costume consisted of
a “narrow, ankle-length skirt, long robe or huipil, and a beaded skirt with a short cape”
(Proskouriakoff 1961:96). Similar complexes like those described by Proskouriakoff
(1961) have been identified as formal and/or ceremonial in later studies, due to the fact
that the monuments were intended for a public viewing audience and the figures depicted
were more than likely of the elite ruling class (Taylor 1983:14).

A few years later, Cordry and Cordry described the basic woman’s costume as a
quechquemitl and/or huipil, and a long skirt with “a straight picce of cloth wrapped about
the hips, and held in place by a woven belt” (1968:9). In 1983, Dicey Taylor revitalized
the initial work of Butler (1931) and Proskouriakoff (1950, 1961) and organized costume
characteristics of the Classic period in order to determine regional types of dress. In her
study, Taylor reported that the guechquemit! became a common article of Maya female
dress during the Early Classic period (1983:72). “After El Zapote, women wearing long
skirts and round quexquemitl appear at Tikal, Altar de Sacrificios (J. Graham 1972), Dos
Pilas (Greene et al. 1972), Naranjo and Xultun” (Taylor 1983:72-73). She also pointed
out that the guechquemitl of this time was typically constructed of a network of
superimposed beads. Taylor went on to suggest that the impetus for creating this
beadwork was due to the Maya’s lack of fine weaving skill in the Early Classic and their
desire to replicate Mexican motits (1983:73).

The beaded quechquemitl (or "rounded capeieut” as Bruhns [1988:106-107]
suggests) and skirt are frequently the costumes found on female figures depicted on

Classic period sielae and monuments. This costume was first associated with female



figures by Proskouriakoff (1961:98; Joyce 2000:60). However, we now know that many
stelae picture men in a similar outfit (for example Pacal from the Palenque royal family),
and it is agreed by most current scholars that this costume is the attire of the elite ruling
class (Taylor 1983; Bruhns 1988:107). Bruhns contends that the majority of women
shown on Classic monuments are wearing “extremely sumptuous versions of ordinary
dress” in the form of a heavily patterned huipil and skirt, and that the quechquemitl is
rarely depicted on Classic stelae because it is Mexican in origin (1988:108-109). Joyce
states that the beaded skirt is often paired with a cape or bead collar and that this female
outfit is “typical of monuments in more visible settings” (2000:60).

Bruhns (1988:106-108) studied the costumes of women in public art and
determined that there were three sets of “royal” clothing for the Classic period: (1) a skirt
and rounded capelet constructed of a bead netting seen in the most formal of occasions;
(2) ceremonial full dress, typically with full blouse, petticoat, skirt, and beaded overlay;
and, (3) the less formal, but lavish, everyday wear of, a huipil and wrapped skirt. We can
infer from these studies on Classic period ancient Maya female dress that these costumes
were representative of the upper class and were possibly ceremonial in nature.

The codices offer a variety of depictions of female dress and costume at the
contact period. Patricia Anawalt (1981:184-191) compiled the costumes into charts and
categories in order to create a manageable record of dress types by area with examples of
Maya female attire from the Late Postelassic Lowland Maya area. The rounded
quechquemitl “...is the only such costume in the Maya codices™ (Anawalt, 1981:186) and
was considered to be the typical everyday wear. The rounded quechquemitt was

described at the contact period as a slip-on “small net” or “sack-like” garment that



extended the length of the torso (Anawalt, 1981:184-186). Anawalt (1981:186) includes
the triangular quechquemitl in her synthesis even though it was not found in any of the
sixteenth-century sources, such as the murals at Tulum, Quintana Roo, because she
believes they are ritual costumes and/or are correlated to the supernatural. Sayer
(1985:37) adds that most portrayals of women’s costume in the codices consisted of a
wrap-around skirt and a huipil.

The value and accuracy of the records in regards to female dress has been taken
into account, and at times disputed, by the study of gender in archaeology. The fact that
women have been represented in the art and history of the ancient Maya to a lesser degree
than men has perpetuated the idea that women were relegated primarily to the domestic
sphere (Sayer 1985:37). Whereas the study of ancient Maya women’s costume initially
was the domain of art historians and epigraphers, engendered archaeology has sought to
interpret costume in order o elucidate “evidence of flecting performances, and testify to
the soeial importance of performance to larger social groups” (Joyce 2000:13). Joyce
proposes that gender in Precolumbian Mesoamerica was fluid and negotiable, and that
costume was the vehicle utilized for the individual to “negotiate their own standing
within social groups of varying scale” (2000:18). For example, a man might adorn
himself with dress elements that are culturally recognized as female in order to identify
himself with the supernatural/ symbolic aspects of those items. Joyce suggests that
costumes were “a less controlled media” (ibid.), which is contrary to the widely accepted
idea that Maya costume was similar to Aztec with “laws restricting certain styles of dress
to rigid social groupings™ (Sayer 1985:30). it is undeniable that Maya dress had

symbolic value (Sayer 1985:41); however, Joyce (2000:60-61) argues that the traditional



methods of determining the meaning of costumes through establishing an original owner

is unproductive and it would be betier to attempt to identify traits of performance.

Costuming in Death

What we understand about funcrary costume prﬁctices for ancient Maya females
comes from a small number of archaeological findings that have documented costume
elements recovered from burials, and of course the costume elements depicted on the
stelae, murals, and vessels. There is a great need for the publication of costume
recovered from ancient Maya female burials. Presently, there are few detailed
archaeological reports dealing with female burials and their associated grave furniture.
Typically, this information exists as almost an aside to the report or as a small “snippet”
tucked within, possibly the result of a lack of necessary data. Engendered archaeology
appears 1o be more concerned with deciphering subtle levels of social relations than in
seeking out additional female burials to contribute to the archaeological record.
Mortuary data from Yaxuna suggests females were buried with a “uniform set of burial
objects” consisting of spondylus shell ornaments and ceramic vessels (Arden 2002:76-
77). Axden (ibid.) argues that the women of Yaxuna were buried with artifacts that
defined them as female; the spondylus shell was symbolic of the woman’s fertility and
the vesscls were believed to be portals between the living and the dead.

Burials of important women have been recovered from Santa Rita Corozal,
Palenque, Copan, Rio Azul, and elsewhere at Caracol. They are briefly described below.

An elaborate female burial was exca;/ated at the site of Santa Rita Corozal located
in northern Belize (D. Chase and A. Chase 1986:11). Burial data from Santa Rita

Corozal, Structure 7, provides that an important female was entombed with “...5 ceramic



vessels, some very impressive mosaic carflares, and a whole carved spondylus shell”
(Chase and Chase 1986:11). The Structure 7 tomb dates to the end of the Early Classic
period.

La Reina Roja (the Red Queen) was an apparently important female from the site
of Palenque. The Red Queen was lavishly dressed upon her death and entombment. She
was recovered in association with over 1,140 pieces that once comprised an ornate mask
(Gonzales 2000). Flat circular jade beads were also found near her head and were
thought to have made up a diadem. The skeleton’s chest area held four obsidian blades
as well as a large amount of flat jade beads, and her wrists most likely had bracelets
consiructed of small jade beads. The presence of three limestone axes in the pelvis area
indicate that she was quite possibly wearing a belt. “A large collection of jade and pearl
objects, bone needles and shells both covered and surrounded the skeleton” (ibid.). The
skeletal analysis of the Red Queen demonstrated that she was between 40 and 45 years
old at the time of her death, The few ceramics found in the tomb were dated to between
A.D.600 and 700 (ibid).

The lower chamber of the Margarita tomb of Copan, Honduras contained an
claborately adorned adult woman (Bell 2002:96-97). The woman wore an intricate
costume made of shell, jadeite and organic objects. “Her upper body was adorned with
seashells, an intricate jade belt, jade armbands and wristlets, and an elaborate jade, shell,
and pearl necklace” (ibid.). The woman’s leg gear consisted of knee bands constructed of
jade beads and anklets or sandals of shell plates (ibid.j. Additional jade beads were
located along both sides of the skeleton; strung tubular jade beads and round blue beads

were on her right side, while small jade beads, numbering over 9,000 in quantity, were



placed atop cinnabar on her right. Funerary offerings located beneath the burial slab
consisted of “two concentrations of bone needles” and 18 ceramic vessels (ibid). Bell
states that these funerary offerings “emphasize the identity of the buried individual as a
woman, a mother, and a weaver” (ibid.). “Linda Schele has suggested that elements of
the burial costume may indicate that the woman was dressed as an aspect of the Classic
period Moon Goddess, and the needles, loom weights, and pick would have been an
important part of her weaving tools” (Bell 2002:99). Skeletal analysis showed that the
woman was in her 60s at death (Bell 2002:99).

An Early Classic tomb containing the skeleton of an ancient Maya female was
recovered at the site of Rio Azul in Guatemala (Adams 1999; see also Ponciano 1989,
and Saul and Saul 1989). Tomb 25 was excavated within Structure B-56 and is reported
to be the only elite female burial in existence at Rio Azul (Adams 1999:95; Saul and Saul
1989). The tomb contained “seven pottery vessels, jade earplugs, obsidian blades,” and
two cylinder jars (specified as caches) containing numerous incised shell and jade
plaques (Adams 1999:61-63). Adams (1999:62-63) states that the incised shell and jade
plaques are patterned with alligator, serpent, and bird motifs. The occupant of Tomb 25
was aligned on the north-south axis (Adams 1999:61). The tomb walls have four glyphs
on each wall; Adams (1999:95-96) believes “three of the glyphs refer to the witz, or
mountain glyph, which also has associations with the Chac rain god” and that the glyph
on the east wall is her name, “Nine Darkness” (Adams 1999:96).

Caracol Special Deposit C4C-2 is a female tomb discovered in Structure B19-2"
and excavated in 1986 (A. Chase and D. Chase 1987a:9; A. Chase and D. Chase

1987b:24-29; D. Chase and A. Chase 2003:9). The undisturbed chamber contained “8

10



ceramic vessels arranged about a disarticulated central skeleton that was also associated
with jadeite earflares and beads™ (. Chase and A. Chase 2003:9). Skeletal analysis has
shown that the female was between 35 and 45 years of age at death (Ibid). “All of her
maxillary teeth from first premolar to first premolar had inlay holes; the only recovered
inlay was of jadeite” (A. Chase and D. Chase 1987b:26). Hieroglyphic texts painted on
the north wall produced a date of A.D. 634 (A. Chase and D. Chase 1987a:10; A. Chase
and D. Chase 1987b:27; D. Chase and A. Chase 2003:9). Caracol Special Deposit C4C-2
is suggested by Martin and Grube (2000} to be the royal tomb of Batz” Ek’. Martin and
Grube (ibid.) interpret the hieroglyphic text of Caracol stela 3 as referring to the person
Batz’ Ek’ as a female, however, the Chases (D. Chase and A. Chase 2003:9-10) believe
that the textual references to gender are unclear and that the skeletal age doesn’t correlate
with the recorded death date.

The burials of Santa Rita Corozal, the Red Queen, the Margarita tomb, Rio Azul,
and Caracol 8.1). C4C-2 are all excellent examples of costume recovered
archaeologically. Even though these burials are from four different areas, they share
basic traits with one another as well as with Caracol 8.D. C117B-5. Al of the women in
the above burials were interred with ceramic vessels. All of the women were also
furnished with additional grave furniture. Caracol S.D. C4C-2 was the only tomb to not
contain shell artifacts. The tombs of Santa Rita Corozal, Rio Azul, and Caracol S.D.
C4C-2 all had costume assemblages comprised of ornate earflares or earplugs along with
just a few other types of material associated with the ékeletons. The costumes recovered
from the tombs of the Red Queen and the Margarita female are more complex than those

from the tombs listed above. The females were both elaborately dressed in costumes that

11



were constructed of similar materials- jade, shell, and pearls- and they even share some of
the same elements: bracclets/ wristlets, belts, and necklaces. However, the majority of
the Margarita tomb’s costume construction remains unclear. Although the Margarita
tomb had more offerings, both of the skeletons were found in association with bone
needles, which offers the likelihood that the Red Queen couid be identified as a weaver as
well (functionally or symbolically). The burials of Santa Rita Corozal, Palenque, Copan,
Rio Azul, and Caracol are all considered to be of high status due to their costumes and

grave goods.
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