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ABSTRACT
THE PONAMPAK MURALS

by ROBERT BURTCN TONKIN

The study of Mayan art and Mayan painting in particular
was advenced more significantly by the discovery of the three
rooms of frescoes at Bonampak than by any other single find of
the twentieth century. At first these unique painting were
valued mostly as sources for historical and ethnological ine
gights into the Mayan culture. In other words, the unprece-
dented quantity of the murals!' subject matter overshadowed the
unvaralleled quality of their sesthetic accomplishments. But
today, less than a score of years lster, the mursls are recog-
nized as the highest menifeststion of Mayen aesthetics in the
painti~g medium. However, their historicel and sociological
imvlications ironically still overshadow their aesthetic di-
mension.

Although the aesthetic merit of the murals is not gdenied
by contemporary scholars, it is not emphasized by them. As -
somewhsat of a personsl reaction agsinst this denial of emphasis,
the writer, after advancing the appropriate preliminary studies
into the murals!' site and discovery (Part 1I), their reproduc-
tions (Part III), and their subject matter (Part IV), concen-
trates on their most important aspects -- their aesthetics (Part

V).
Since the baesic nsture of any problem in aesthetics 1is

visual, it is only logicsl that the nrimary sources for the
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writer's major concentration (Part V) also be visual -- namely,

the suverb close-up photographs in Mexico: Pre-Hispanic Paint-

ing of the UNESCO World Art Series and the watercolor studies
of the eriginal frescoes by Villagra in Supplementary III of
the Instituto Nacional de Antropolégfg e Historia and by Tejeda
in Publication #602 and its Su-plementary #U6 of the Carnegie
Institute of Washington.

With copiez of the Tejeda studies supplied by the Carnegie
Institute, the writer constructed a scale model one-sixteenth
the actual size of»Structuro 1, the temple of the magnificient
murals., He was then empathically able to experience the aes-
thetic qualities of the murals and subsequently able to analyze
their most important aesthetic feature -- their projection into
the awereness of the observer and their consequent éomination
of his attention.

Such effects by the Bonampak murals are essentlally prod-
ucts of their immediate presentation to the observer, This
ma jor concept of immediscy is advanced and analyzed by the way
of the secondary concepts of the murals'! senses of vrotential
sctivity, their counterbalancing stabilities, and their organic
transitions of movement, all three of which, in turn, complement
their immediateness. The key to analyzink and consequently under-
standing the complexities of the immediate-presentation of the
mursls 1s simply the senses of movement embodied in the murals.

The - results of these anélyses of the murals' immediacy
demonstrate how the mind of the observer is engulfed by the

activity of the murals and i1s subordinated to them. And as a
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tangent to these analyses of the tryannical powers of the
Bonampak frescoes, it will be pointed out how they, by domi-
nating their obsérver, reflect the sociopolitical philosophy

of the culture thst created them.
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PART I

INTRODUCTION

Although various cultures had waxed and waned in Middle
America for almost three millennia, the centers of the old
world civilization were not even aware of their existence until
the Spanish Conquest in the early sixteenth century. As the °
1nvading conquistadors were naturally preoccupied in the Valley
of Mexico with the militaristic Aztecs, the "Romans of the New
World", cultural studies of the other indigenous societies were
not undertaken until Spanish colonialism had secured a firm foot-
hold in the western hemisphere. Then a few historically-minded
padres compiled chronicles, known as codices, of aboriginal lore.
However,,thesé efforts to learn about the Indians were soon re-
placed by efforts to establish the Spanish Empire.

It was not until the American, John L, Stephens, published
his Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatgh

in the mid-Aineteenth century that a pre-Columbian renaissance
was launched with an unprecedented emphasis upon the artistic

Mayas, the "Greeks of the New World". During the next hundred
years archaeological expeditions gleaned from the ancient ruins
miscellaneous facts concerning the Mayas and other pre-Hispanic
peoples. Painstakingly these assorted bits of infermation were
assessed and then formulated into the overall cultural picture
of ancient Indian 1ife in Middle America. It was to this ever-

growing body of information that modern scholars were continually

-1~
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referring in their erganizatior and evaluation of newly acw-
quired fects. Such was the ncrmel pattern of pre-Columbian
studies which was significently advance§ almost two decades
ago by an extradrdinary find -- the three rooms of frescoes .
at Bonampak. Defying classification by their comprehensive-
ness and their unigqueness, the Bonampak mursls were initially
regarded as " , ., . a storehouse of information that may be
drawn unon for years to come".1 This overall avpraisal owes
its validity not only to the narrative quality of the frescoes
but alse to their unusual menner of presentation, i.e., their
exceptional use of realism, which renders the subject matter
of the murels more readily intelligible to the present-day
observer,

Even though these paintings are presented with a novel
objective reslism and not ohscured by the traditional sub-
Jective symbolism, they were undoubtedly even more immediately
meaningful to the ancient Maya than to the modern observer,
for the former would have had actual experiences to assoclate
with these artistic experiences.,

The common Maya of the late Classic Period was not only
subjected to celebrations similar te those depicted on the
walls of Btructure 1 but also subordinated to their performers,
usually the high-prieats, for they were the ones who, through

such religious rites, interceded between the Maya and his gods.

1Karl Ruppert, J. Eric S. Thomoson, and Tatiana Proskouria-
koff, Bonamnsk, Chiapas, Mexico (Washington, D.C.: Carnegile
Institute of Washington, 1955), p. /V/.
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And since all Mgyas 1lived in continual fear of these deities,

a larcze share of the sociopolitical power of thelr society was
invested in those who practiced the mystical rites through which
the ever-demanding gods were apveased. As 1is true with any form
of mysticism, the effectiveness of the Mayan religion, as well

as the sociopolitical status gquo of the Mayan civilization, de-

pended uvon secrecy concerning the nature of these religious
ceremonies,

With these facts in mind it would seem to be a safe pre-
sumption that the Bonamvak murals, by realisfically'<bpicting
the prevaration for ani the celebration of religlous ceremonies
afforded an opportunity for the Maya to study objectively the
interworkings of these ceremonies and thereby offered by this
manner of education a chance for partial liberation from the
communal  system of the Mayan civilizastion., However, as will
be demonstrated by analyzing the visual impressions that the
modern-day observer receives from the murals, this emphatically
is NOT the case!

On the contrary, the Bonampak murals through impressions
conveyed to any observer, Mayan'or modern, do not even permit
his comnlete freedom of thought; instead, the frescoes, by their
handling of subject matter and by their subtle "illusionary de-
vices, masterfully thrust themselves into the observer's atten=
tion. So subtly forceful is this assertion into the awareness
of the wiewer that he is consciously and often subconsciously
dominated by the Bonampak murals,

However, prior to analyzing the sensory vperceptions of the
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present-day viewer as he confronts the nurals and_nrior to
glimpsirg insights into the basic structure of the Mayan
civilization, it is necessary, for background material, to
discuss the recent discovery of the murals, their location,
end their unprecedented subject matter, as well as the vro-
bable interpretation of that subject matter. Even though

this thesis will be critical of the emphasis uoon subject
matter in the major publications on the Bonampak murals,

such interpretations, as an outgrowth of the early research

at the site, would have been 1mpossible without the respective
efforts of the vérious specialists at Bonampak, the éuthorities

In the various fields of Mayan studies.



PART II

SITE AND DISCOVERY

The most praiseworthy accomnlishments of the Mayas of the
Central Highlands and of Bonamrcak in particular include not
only the unraralleled excellence of their art.but also their
thriving prosperity under extremely adverse climatic conditions,
the latter of which was a prerequisite of the former. Situated
in the equatorial jungles of eastern Chiapas midway between the
Jataté,and Usumacinta Valleys (Figure #1), Bonamnak is at an
elevation 990 feet on the north bank of the treacherous Lachnhg
River, With the excention of an occasional chewing-gum gatherer,
mahogany cutter, or archaeological resesrcher wandering into the
city, these remote ruins are frequented today only by a few
Lacandé%s who, with their camp & short distance away at El Cedro,
are the only permanent inhabitants of the area as well as the
only surviving pure-blooded descendants of the ancient Maya.

As a typical, small mountain settlement of the late Clas-
sic period, Bonampak is not an exdeptionally beautiful religious
center (Figure #2). However, the city does have one architectural
distinction -- its enormous plaza, which measures apvroximately
295 X 365 feet with a perimeter formed by Structures 12 and 13,
Structures 17 and 18, and Structures 1ll, 15, and 16 on 1its west,
east; and north sides, respectively. On the south front a 14l1-
foot acropolis constructed on a tripartitely terraced hill towers

above the entire city. Overlooking the plaza from a prominent

-S-
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position on the second terrace, the temple of the magnificient
murals is 55 feet long and contalns three rooms, each of which
i1s about 15 feet long and 81 feet wide with a mean height of
17 feet from floor to capstone. Thus Structure 1 with its
panoramie view and dramatic setting dominates the city of
Bonampak just as its contents dominate the study of Mayan
painting.

It was into this general geogravhic region and inte this
specific site that the two North Americans, John H. Bourne
and H, Carl Frey, were guided by a few friendly Lacanddﬁs.
While at Bonampak in early February of 1946, Bourne diligently
recorded most of the buildings with the notabie exception of
Structure 1, In March their findings were reported te Sr, Juan
Palacios of the Instituto Nacional, and in May photographic
reproductions of Bourne's plans were forwarded to Dr, A.V.
Kidder of Harvard. In this manner the discovery of Bonamvak
was reported to the modern world.

Also in May the rhotographer, Giles &, Healey, stumbled
ucon the ruins while filming the documentary .study, "The Maya
through the Ages", for the United Fruit Company and discovered
the frescoes in Structure 1. Having learned from Healey at El
Cedro of his find, Frey returned to Bonampek and subsequently
credited Healey with the uncovering of the murals, while he and
Bourne claimed the honor of finding the site.

The compulsion to acquire more exacting information about
these extraordirary paintings immediately gave impetus to five

ma jor expeditions to Bonampak: the three Carnegie Expeditions,
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the Novedades Film Exvedition, and the Bellas Artes Expedition.

Concelved by Healey and co-financed : by Carnegie and him-
self, the First Ccrnegie Expedition reached Bonampak in mid-
August of 19j6. Upon Healey's suggestion, Kidder, acting on
behalf of Carnegie, had secured the consent of the Instituto
Nacional to contract Sr. Antonlo Te jeda Fonseca to copy the
frescoes in Structure 1. Tejeda's preliminary studies of the
murals.plus his commentary on their subject matter, preser-
vation, and aesthetic excellence motivated further study of
the murals in situ.

The Second Carnegie Expedition, subsidized by the United
Fruit Comvany and directed by the Carnegie Institute in co-op-
eration with the Instituto Natlonal, was made up of the follow-
ing Carnegle mémbers: Karl Ruppert, head; Gustav Strghsvik,
eginecer; J. Eric 3. Thompson, eplgrepher; and Sr. Antonio

Te jeda Fonseca, artist., Sr. Agustiﬁ Villagra Caléti, a staff
artist fcor the Instituto Wacional, collaborated with Tejeda

on stﬁdies for Rooms 2 and 3, producing a second set cf water-
colors, With the exce-tion of Thompson and Healey, the members
remained at the site from March 17 to April 21, 1947.

Exactly one year later the Third Carnegie Exvedition,
finenced by the United Fruit Company and participated in by
the Instituto Nacional, encamped at Bonampak. With the pos=
sible exclusion of the director, Strdmsvik, the most imvor-
tant members of this party were its artists, Sr. Antonio
Tejeda F., Sr. A. Villagra Caleti, and Sr. Hipolito Sanchez

Vera of the Cesrnegie Inatitute of Washington, Instituto
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Nacional de Antropolog{; e Historia of Mexico City and Museo
Arqueoldgico, Etnogré?ico e Hist&gia of Campeche, respectively.
To facilitate the artists in thelr task of reproducling accurate
covies of the murals, a small lighting plant was established

at the site.

Unfortunetely photogrephy could not successfully be used
to record the frescoes, because they were obscured by calcare-
ous incrustations., But by using kerosene to render these heavy
layers of lime temporarily transparent, the ertists were able
to capture with watercolors the artistic refinements of the
murals,

Disregarding the Frans Blom party, which was at the slte
for a two-day period in mid-March, the fourth camvaign to
Bonampak was the Novedades Film Company Expedition. Under the
leadership of Amador Coutine, the director of the sponsoring
firm, this feroup included Jorge Olvera of the Instituto
Nacional de Bellas Artes, and Carlos Prieto F., phetographer,
and Eduardo Coutifo, explorer-guide.

This small expedition in the mid-summer of 1948 prepared
the way for the Bellas Artes Expedition which was at Bonampak
from April 29 to May 3, 1949. Personnel for this largest
expedition to the site, orgenized by the Instituto Nacional de
Bellas Artes, included Jorge Olvera, Raul Anguino and Franco L.
Gomé;, painters; Julio Prieto, sculptor; Alberto R, Aral, ar-
éhitect; and Menuel Alvaré; Brevo and Luis Morales Ramirez,
photographers, Other members, more versed in Mayan research

in general than in Bonampak art in particular, were Carlos
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Margain, archaeologist commissioned by the Instituto Nacional
de Antropologf; e Historia, 2nd Carl Frey, puide and camn man-
ager. The research was abruptly halted “y the untimely drowning
of Frey and Gomé; in the Lacanhélﬁiver.

Although there have bteen several other prominent, scien-
tific expeditionsto Bonampak, such as the New York Gravhic and
UNESCO Campaign in the late 1950's, these earlier expeditions
were the most significant since their findings on the Bonampak
frescoes by their expertly trained and highly exnerienced per-
sonnel, now the recognized authorities on Bonampak studies,
prepared the way for the emergence in Middle American art of

a new field per se -- Mayan painting.



PART III

REPRODUCTIONS

With the possible exception of Mexico: Pre-Hispanic Paint-

ing, a joint undertaking by UNESCO and the New York Graphic So-
ciety, only two official publications resultea from all the pre-
viously discussed exploratory expeditions to Bonampak for the
purpose of studying the magnificemt murels in Structure 1. These
two monographs of great, but not equal, merit are

Villagra Caleti, Agustfg. Bonamp!k: La Cuidad

de los Muros Pintados, México City: Anales del

Instituto Nacional de Antropologifd e Historia,
1949. Supplemento, Vol. III.

Ruppert, Karl, Thompson, J. Eric S,, and Tatiana
Proskouriaskoff, Bonampak, Chiapas, Mexico., Wash-
ington, D.C.: Carnegie Institute of Washington,
1955. Publication #602 and Supplementary Publi-
catlion #6.

Of particular significance in the first are the reproduc-
tions in scale of the watercelor studies by Villagra. Of greater
importance in the second monogreph, the definitive work, are the
reproductions one-fourth the size of the Te jeda watercolors . and
oné-sixteenth the scale of the frescoes at Bonampak, The origi-
nal studles by Villagra are on exhibition in the Museo Nacional
de Antropologf; in Mexico'City, and those by Tejeda are in the
pbssession of the Carnegle Institute in Washington.

Naturally both covyists were motivated by the same ob-
jective -- the documentation of the murals. Nevertheless, their

studies differ considerably in the attainment of that gosl. 1In

-10-
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other words, the artistic qualities of the two sets of repro-
ductions vary. The TeJeda watercolors are for the most part

far superior in color and sensitivity to the Villagra works,

Judging from the superb photographlic details from Rooms 1 and
2 In Mexico: Pre-Hispanic Painting.

Apparently by the late 1950's the New York Grsphic
Society.in co-oneraticn with UNESCO had solved the technical
rroblem of photogrephing through the formerly noted calcareous
incrustations. In fact their solution was so successful that
the resulting photogrseohs péradoxically show the sensitively
delineated a2nd lushly colored raintings as well as their
relatively transparent veil of 1lime formations. However, it
should be clearly understood that although these larers of
lime obscured some of the refinements of the frescoes, they did
not apnreclably reduce thelr overall imvact upon the observer.

Without a doudbt the greatest asccomplishment of these photo-
grephie studies i®s their accurecy in recording for posterity
the sensitivity of the modulating 1ine in the figures and the
richness of the blue in the skies. As a2 matter of fact, such
Mayan blue 1s so lush thst in 8ll the history of coloring it
is comparable only to the reds of Pomneil or, perhans, the
blues of Chartres.

Both Te Jeda and Villagra undoubtedly chose watercolers
with which to work not only because of their obvious advantages
of convenlience cn scientific expeditions but also because of
their technical similarities to fresco. Even though these

likenesses of technique afforded ovnortunitles for capturing
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the true colors of the Bonampak murals, it is in this asvect of
color that the two resulting studies differ the most.

Without exception the color in the Tejeda set is far supe-
rior to that in the Villagra copies. For example, in comparison
to the photogrephs by the New York Gresphic Society, the color of
the middle zone of Room 1 is much too dark in the Villagra studies
and slightly overemphasizes the ochre in the Tejeda copies, Incl-
dentally, the color in the latter set 1s remarkadbly close to that
in the original photographs by Hesley. In rendering the basie
colors of Rooms 2 and 3, Villagra's tones lack the intensity and
vitality of Tejeda's colors and suggest a dullness and flatness
similar to paper cut-outs, In short, the value of the Villagra
watercolors is not in their coloring.

Even though the modulating line is one of the greatest aes-
thetic triumphs in the Bonampak murals, there is for the most
part no indicstion of it in the Villagra repreductions. Their
value 1s in their sensitive feeling for the action, their ex-
pressiveness of the scene, This aporaisal is, however, not ap-
pliecable to the entire set of reproductions, but just to the
close-up studies of which there are five in the Suonlementary
Volume III: in Room 1, the central underchief on the north
wall and the six deity-impersonators in the lowest zone and,
in Room 2, the fighting headchief in the upver southwest corner,
the battling warriors in the lower northeast corner, snd the

judgement scene over the doorway. In the details from the sec-
ond room, more so than those from the first one and even more

so than the corresponding passages in the Te jeda studies, the
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Villagra copies catch the essential feeline of the action which
agfees with that in the photographs by the New York Graphic So-
clety. For exampnle, the close-;g:§¥ythe upper southeast sec-
tion, with the possihble exclusion of the spearman wearing the
crocodile-headpiece and hurline the plumed lance, expresses

the determinstion end brutality of the Maya in his never«ending
quest to anmvease his ever-demanding gods, whereas, the entire
battle scene with its pictorial indefiniteness in rendering the
areas of flaked-off plaéter suffers a vagueness and confusion of
activity that suggest, by thelr general softening effect to the
scene, more of a primitive bellet in a duststorm than a barbaric
forey in a tropical jungle.

On the whole the Villagra copies, lacking accurscy of color
and sensitivity of line, are more 1like illustrations than like
works of art in t-eir own right, as 1s the case with the Tejeda
wetercolors, In essence, these differences in aesthetic excel-.
lence between the Villagra and Tejeda studies are attributable

to the individualities of the two men, In other words, to the

extent they differ, thelr works differ.



PART IV

SUBJECT MATTER

Even though the sensitivity of execution varies between
the two sets of studies, the objectivity of their subject re-
mains the same, for the common purpose of the artists was to
document, not to interpret, the Bonampak murals. Clearly
attesting to this importsnce of subject matter, both monographs
devote more text to its discussion than to any other facet of
the murals,

However, this concentration upon subject matter is to a
certain extent justifiable for without it no study of the murals
could be considered complete. As one first confronts these an-
cient works of art, one's thoughts surely attend to their nar-
rative quality, the meaning of the provocative scenes., And
only after pondering these initial questions of subject matter
would the mind of the confronter be free to focus upon other
facets of the murals, perhaps delving into matters of technique,
date, discovery, etc. But, more importantly, by attending to
these matters of theme and By analyzing the sensations which
emanate from the murals during the concentration on subject
matter, the observer can attain a more comprehensive under-
standing of the nature of the murals and 1ﬁdirectly of the
society that created them than would otherwise be possible br
simply treating the study of the subject matter as an end in

itself. This less thorough approach is evidenced in the Villagra

-1l-
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monograph for it concentrates on factusl descrintions of the
subject matter rather than emchasizes the aesthetic quality of
the works.

It is in arproaching the latter through the former,.the
content through the theme, that attention i1s now directed to-
ward the study of the murals' subject matter. The following
is for the most part an abridged account of Thompson's defin-
itive study in the Carnegie Publication #602, which divides
the subject metter of the three rooms into four acts: pre-
parstion for a dance, cspture of prisoners, arraignment of
captives, and performance of & ceremony.

Upon the walls of Room 1 are depicted the rrimary and sec-
ondary scenes of Act One, the act of preparing for a ceremonial
dance (Plate #1)., The opening scene on the east and south walls
deplcts fourtoeﬁ aristocrats, clad in white floor-length caves
which afe generally ornamented with three shells, symbols of the
earth, placed triangularly on their chests. Forming the micleus
of this actiﬁity, the two conversationalists slightly off-center
on the south wall hold the attention of the other twelve; in all
probability, the topic under discussion concerns their resvective
roles in the forthcoming ritual.

On the west wall another incidental scene 1s staged on a
plinth, which suonorts a dais and meaéures approximately 18 X
23 feet. Seated cross-legged upon the raised bench are the

high-chief, -the so-c2lled halach uinic, his wife, and his

daughter or mistress to his left and right, respectively., The

female servant squatting before the throne eavesdrops on the
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commands emphatically issued by the halach uinic to the male

servant who attends the child on the south wall -- probably

the chief's son. Staunchly standing in the northwest cormer,
the obese manservant patiently awaits orders from his master,
(Incidentally, this mass along with that of the wife stabilizes
by counterbalancing the activity to the southeast.) 1In all
probability the royal family will be spectators and not partic-
ipants in the coming ceremony.

Just as the child-bearer with his torso, legs and feet,
and hands and arms extending forward and with his head turning
backward serves, elong with the projected platform on which
he stands, as a transitional passage relating the west te the
South wall, so does the servant who carries the quetzal-frame
form a link between the north and south walls,

A third secondsry scene leading up to the climax of Act
One is presented on the northwall., It shows the three under-
chiefs or high-priests, the so-called batabs, depicted in verious
stages of dress and aided by their valets. The most comrnletely
attired batab, right of center, wears a loin-cloth of jaguar
skin and sn inverted U-shaped frame of quetzal feathers as well
as bracelets, ezrolugs, anklets, and a collar, the latter four
of which are colored green to simulate preclous jades and
quetzal feathers., Wwhile one attendant adjusts this official's
right wrist-bénd, another daubs him with ochre paint. To their
far right stand five servants-in-walting, sone of whom are
engaged in conversation, They are above the rank of serfs,

judging from their costumes -- the Jjaguar skins which in
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Middle America denote nobility.

Immediately in front of the high platform on which the batabs
are being dressed, eight slaves are sedulously altering costumes,
mending fans, end drying or cleaning green costume jewelry.

While claesping the anklet of the shortest batab, the third ser-
vant from the left represents another transitional element,
helving unify the north wasll scene by projecting himself into
the upper part of that scene. By the placement of this figure
the entire scene successfully evades a dichotomy of composition.
Incidentally, such devices for compositional unity will be
instrumental in stressing the aesthetic nature of the murals

(in Part V),

The ma jor scene of Act One, the presentation of performers ..
and musicians on stage, covers the entire lower register of allf
walls, On the south .wall the three batabs, now fully attired,
occupy the limelight of center stage{ They are flanked on
the left by twelve music-makers, two parssol-bearers, and six
impersonators of the gods snd on the right by two more narssol-
carriers and eleven msle attendants., All of them, including
the three batabs, are annarently awalting the cue to begin
their performance,

Reading from left to right, from the north -to the south by
wey of the east well, the twelve-man orchestra is compoosed of
one whistler, two trumpeters, one drummer, three tortoise-shell-
beaters, snd five rattle-shakers, Grouped on the north wsll

before these men of music are the six impersonators of ter-

restrial deities, identifiesble a2s such by the water 1lilies
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in their headgear or on their earplugs. Since the water 1ily
is emblematic of the copious earth, it is an attribute of the
earth gods. A plsusible derivation for such a concent is the
Middle America myth that the surface of the earth 1s similar to
the back of an enormous crocodile which flosts on an interminable
lagoon, This reotile prefers the tranquility of still waters
which, in Middle America, are often carpeted with water 1ilies.
By associeticn, these flowers may have become symbols of the
earth-crocodile and, hy extension, of mother-earth herself.l

Reading from right to left, from the north to the south via
the west wall, the thirteen males, flanking the three underchiefs
on the right and counterbslancing the orposing twenty men to the
left, co~sist of three serfs, two~parasol-porter§ and eight mis-
cellaneous servants. The attendants nearer to the three batabs
are obviously of higher social and political rank than those
farther from eenter stage, judging by their more prominent po-
sition and by their more elaborate costumes -- in nerticular,
their jaguar aprons. Thus the concluding scene of Act One
occupies the ertire bottom register of Room 1, where 21l who
were preparing for the ceremony are now awaiting its start.

Uoon the walls of Room 2 are presented two more acts of
the Bonampak drama -- the waging of a raid and the judgement
of 1ts captives (Plate #2). On the eest, south, and west wall

the Mavan warriors, armed with wooden axes and stone-pointed

15, Erte s. Thomoson, "The Subject Matter of the Murals,"
Bonamnak, Chiapas, México, by Karl ppert, J. Eris S, Thombson,

and Tatiana Proskouriakoff (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Institute
of Washington, 1955), Pp. 21-22 in Publication #602 and Po. l9-
50 in Supplementary Fublication #46.
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spears and spirited into a fighting frenzy by trumpets and
rattles, are triumphently led into battle -- in accordance
with Mayan strategy, rrobably, a suprise attack -- by théir

courageous halach uinic against their non-Mayan inferiors, as

1s indicated by their distortions of physique, by their lack
of weapons, and by their consequent deficiency of military -
skill. The purpose of such a merciless raid was usually to
procure ceptives for ritualistic sacrifices, Since no op-
ponent is actually slain in the campeign and since capture is
simply indicated by grasping the enemy's hair, it is a safe
presumption that the need for sacrificial victims motiveted
this ruthless assanlt. The depiction of such & foray on the
wallé of Room 2 was in all probability a visual glorification
of Mayan military supremacy.

In the arraignment of prisoners on the north wall, the

halach uinic, flanked by his war-lords, the so-called nacoms,

on the top of the pyramid, assumes the roles of judge, juror,
and 'even executioner, as his family watches from the right.
Armed guards are stationed at the bottom of the pyramid to
prevent the prisoners from escanring and to witness tribal,
ceremonial justice. Sandwiched between these twe forces at
the summit-and bese of the pyramid, the nine defendants sre,
with one obvious exception, either pleading for clemency from

the halach uinic, as are the one immediately before him and

the three to his left, or submitting to the ritualistic oractice
of blood-letting, as are the four to his right, Even though the

exact meaning can not be given to the diagonally prone figure on
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the steps ‘or to the severed head on the wild ficus leaves at
his feet, the overall theme of thls scene is an enactment of
ceremonial and tribal justice through which the Maya attempted
to appease his gods.

As an introductory scene to the fourth end final act
(Plate #3), which occupies a1l of Room 3, the frescoes on the
north wall portray ten men of high sociopolitical rank on the -
top of the pyramid, some of whom are presumably the fourteen
conversationalists seen in Room 1, judging by their similar
apparel and action, end some of whom are the ten dancers in
Room 3, judging from their similar number, The conversers,
like those in Room 1, are apvarently settling last-minute
details ccnecerning the forthcoming ceremony. Seated cross-
legged before them, nine men of relatively high rank, indi-
cated by thelr jasde pectorals, gossip among themselves as they
await the start of the ceremony.

In the upper section of the east wall the ceremonial rite
of venesection is being practiced by the roysl family. Th§

halach unic, firmly seated on the free-standing dais and cere-

moniously attired in female fashion, collects his hlood en
bark paper, strips of which can be seen in the sviked pot
before him. The self-inflicted wound,from which his blood 1is
drawn was made by vpricking his tongue with the sharply pointed
bone or thorn that is now in the possession of the kneeling
manservant. The First Lsdy, crouched behind her husband, is
aided by the buxom maid, whiie the daughter or mistress issues

orders to the child's nurse., Apvnarently this tyve of phlebo-
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tomy was & rreparatory rite for religious ceremonies that were
climaxed by festive dances of worship.

In the corresponding zone of the epposing wall, apprexi-
mately a dozen litter-bearers, preceded by attendants with two
upraised clubs, carry an extremely old chieftain of the city,
Judging froh his facial distortions and his jeguar apron or,
more probably, an impersonator of the god Nam, judging from
his physiecal distortion, which is an attribute of Nam,and from
the nature of the impending deremony. In other words, the god
Nam, via a representative, is mesking a spectacular entrance
to witnbés the aporoaching ceremony in honor of himself and the
other terrestrial deities that were represented in Room 1.

Staged on the various terraces of 8 typiecal Mayan pyramid,
the finale of Act Four is presented on all four walls of Room 3
and, therefore, occupies‘more wall spacé than any other scene
in Structure 1. Clearly in the center of all the activity, the
largest bateb, majestically standing on the summit of the pyra-
mid »n the south wall, is accompanied by an eide and is flanked
on the lower step by the other two batabs, All three of theée
secondary chiefs, 1ike the seven dancers at the base of the pyra-
mid, are magnificently costumed with enormous headdresses of
quetzal feathers and with highly decorative, windmill-like wings
projecting from their waists, the latter of which are unique
in the depiction of Mayan costumes. These lavishly attired
rerformers feverishly darce to the music rrovided by the four
trumpeters snd the two rattle-shakers in the lower northwest

corner. Other miscellaneous servants, including the four



22~

umbrella-porters, play unknown minor roles, while the ma jor
role, possible apart from that &f the batabs, is enacted at
ground level in the center of the south wall, Here two semi-
nude Mayas are offering up to the gods the bound naked body
of a sacrificial victim -- presumably, one that was captured
and judged in the scenes of Room 2. This sacrifice amid all
its pagan splendor climaxes, as well as concludes, the activ-
ities of the four-act drama depicted in Rooms 1, 2, and 3 of

Structure 1 at Bonampak.

As the modern observer, like his ancient counterpart,
ponders the meaning of these eXotic and provocative scenes,
he becomes increasingly conscious of their projection inte
hls awareness, thelr possession of, and control over, him

and hils investigative act.,



PART V

AESTHETICS

Ironically, both the Carnegie and the Instituto Naciocnal
monographs on Bonampak in general and on the murals of Struce
ture 1 in particular reflect a preoccupation with the discovery
and subject matter of the murals, rather than a preoccupation
with their most importsant feature -- the aesthetic excellence
of the frescoes per se. Perhavs this 1s because the former
more academic engrossment directly afforded historical and ethno-
logical insights into the Maysn civilization, whereas, the lat-
ter less objective concentration indirectly offered aesthetic
insights into the Mayan culture. Naturaliy no study of any
aspect of that culture woull be complete without apvrorriate
rreliminary studies into the historical and social structure
of the civilization for many facets of that civilization were
instrunental, as well as reflected, in the creation of its
culture -- in particular, the murals et Bonampak,

However, these studies for background material should be
clearly subordinated to the major concern. -- the art., In other
words, it would seem most logical that the appropriate histor-
ical and sociological inquiries should be regarded as a means
to an end, rather than an end in itself., And, by extension,
the most direct and significant approach to a full understanding
of the Bonampak art would logically be through the painting them-

selves., Therefore, the major concern of this thesis is s compre-
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hension of the Bonampak art, approached through studying the
frescoes, In particular, this apnroach will be to analyze
the sensory perceoticns of the viewer, as hé 1is subjected to
the visual sensations emanating from the murals,

While confronting these masterpieces of Mayan art in
Structure 1 and attending to their most immediate gnd impera-
tive questions -- questions of subject matter -- one becomes
increasingly aware of the murals'! tyrannic:l powers over one's
investigative act. 1o the discerning eye the murals are thrust
into inescapable prominence. They are so masterfully and force-
fully asserted into the observer's attention that they subordi-
nate and subjugate his thoughts., Thnis despotic character of the
murals is, in essence, a oroduct of their immediateness, the
rapidity and potency with which they are presented to the be-
holder,

It 1s precisely this dimension that Tatiana Proskouriakoff,
the Carnegie authority who noted the aesthetic aspects of the
murals, inadvertently overlocked in discussing their universal
features. In comparing the fre:scoes of Structure 1 at Bonampak

7
with those of Structure E-X111 at Uaxactun, she concluded that
with the former

Each figure 1s an individual, and characterization

is so vivid as to have at times almost the quality

of caricature. The artist does not hesitate to in-

troduce small episodes incidental to the main theme

as personal commentary on social types or personals

ities. The scenes vnainted are not merely illustra-

tions of myths as are those of Teotihuacafi, Monte

Albeﬁ; Mitla, and Tulum, or of history as are those

of Chichefi Itzd, They are scenes which recount an

event the artist himself may have witnessed and are
commiled of his own rersonal observatiors on the life
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of his day., Bv this rejection of higher abstrsce

tions and by an interest focused on particulars

within the scove of individual exverience, they

achieve a catholic appeal, and as works of art

are more meaningful to us today and less obscured

by the cultural idiom of their time.l
Unquestionably, this lack of esoteric symbolism and use of
realism both in the choice a2nd treatment of subject matter
enhance the universzl aspects of the murals, but the concept
of thelr immediacy far transcends simnle appeal.

As proposed on the following pages, thiis conceot of im-
mediacy 1s advanced by way'of its subservient concepts of the
murals' potential actions, their counterbalancing stabilities,
and their organié transitions, all three of which, in turn,
complement their immediateness,

An empathic analysis of the viewing locﬁs, the conditions
under which the frescoes are viewed, gives rise to the devel-
opment of the first subservient concept -- the concept of po-
tential actions. . As one surmounts the artifically terraced
substructures of Structure 1, after meandering through & laby-
rinth of smaller ruins, he is most surely confronted by the
air of drams that 1ssues from thlis imposing edifice which oc-
cupies a dominant spot on the Bonamnak acropolis. Upon entering
this temple his sensation of impending drama is partially sub-
stantiated by the unusual vainting technique and subject mat-

ter -- warriors -- of the incised and polychroned 1in£els and

Iratiana Proskouriskoff, "Artistic Asrect of the Bonampak
Paintings," Bonamnak, Chiapas, Mexico, by Karl Ruvrert, J. Efic
S. Thompson (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Institute of Washington,

1955)) Pe. ,42'
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jambs of all three doors which, by adding color &nd repre-
senting a general loosening uo or freer handling of conven-
tional Mayan sculpture, serve as a transition.from the tightly
executed stelae snd altar sculptures in the pnlaza to the more
freely conceived paintings within the temnle. Thus the dra-
matigigfe€§gttemnle and the unusual treatment of its entrance
ways not only confirm one's earlier anticipation of drama but
also set the mood for one's later artistic expsriences.

Precisely who entered this temple and confronted these
frescoes eleven ard & half centuries ago is a matter for the
soclal or cultural historian, not the art historian; however,
the sensory pnerceptions of that person are of concern to the -
latter e2nd are relevant to the concents of the murals' actions
and subsequent 1mmediacy.‘

As the prospective Mayan viewer entered these rooms, the
acute transition from the brillliancy of the tropic sun to the
tenebrity of the unlit chambers reniered him nearly blind until
his eyes had made the necesszrr adjustments to see in semi-
darkness, at which time the galmost life-sized figures seemingly
danced across the wall and dazzled the beholder. At first the
flickering flame of his torch permitted him to focus randomly
and momentarily on various characters. Because the mnonymity
of these figures, arrested in various states of activity, vro-
duced a somewhat Jjerky but, neverthelezs, continuous movement,
an animntion of figures was mentslly perceived by the observer

uron initiel confrontetion with the frescoes. Although he may

not have physically psrticirated in similsr ceremonies, he,
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regardless of his social status, mentslly participated -- an
experience participation, Even though these first sensations
of the present-day observer are somewhat impeded by the con-
stant ray of his more modern lighting mechanism and by his
deficiency of knowledge concerning Mayan mores, an animstion
of the murals sti1ll crestes an experience perticipation to
the sensitive eye.

This sense of animation 1s enhanced by another facet of
the anonymity concert, the sanonymity of the backgrounds which
are composed of only the essentials -- sky, jungle, end archi-
tecture -- without reference to any specific locality. By not
confining the action to any snecific site, such as Bonamnsk,
the settings are typicsl of all small Maysn centers of the late
Classic Period. Also the actors are not obscured in s nebula
of local color; instead, they are instantaneously presented to
the beholder against monotone backdrops which, by theilr same-
ness and by their lack of other élements, lend coherenéy
to the scenes as well as oresent an unobstructed animation of
the figures,

3ince these backgrounds, with the vossible excevtion of
the architectural stare in Room 3, sre of a single hue of uni-
form value and intensity on one plane, they acquire suggestions
of solidity which, by association, render them nearly impnregna-
ble, thus making it extfemely difficult to achieve an 1llusion-
ary recession into a great deoth, the most widely diffused
Western method of depicting persrective. However, nersnective

is attained in the other direction, emergence out of deoth --
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more precisely, emergence from the shallow depth that is achiev-
able.. To 1llustrate, the fourteen conversationalists in Room 1
are, in terms of visual sensations, brought forward on white
Shields by the projecting and receding nature of wsrm and cool
colors, an effect intensified by the dramatic Jjuxtaposition of
strong contrasting colors -- namely, a flat white of a vibrant
ochre. By thrusting these figures toward their observer, they
ere more immediately presented to him, thereby exémplifying a
facet of the immediacy concent.

Without a doubt the key to analyzing and consequently
understanding the full nature of this whole complex concept
of lmmediacy is simply the senses of movement that are embedied
in the murals, There are three specific, and often overlapping,
types of movement: those contained within one figure, those
shared among the figures, and those nrojected toward the be-
holder. With the exception of the first type, which relates
primarily to the subservient conceonts of the murals' votential
actions and their counterbslancing stsbilities, these.cafegories
of movement, especially those 1nvolving .several figures, will
be instrumental 1in advencing the subservient concert of orgsnic
transitions,

The first type of movement, pertaining svecifically to the
indivicdual figure, csn best be developed by exnloiting the pop-
ular fallacies concerning the similarities between the "conven-
tions" governing the Miyen and Egyptian frescoes. Apvarently

it was John L. Stephens in his widely read Incidents of Travel

in Central America, Chispss, &nd Yucatﬁg who set the precedent
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for comparing Mayan and Egyptian pairting.

But the Bonampak mursls are not constrained by conven-
tion, nor do they warrant the idea that they are ‘based on .
convention, since the term convention implies standardization
and the Bonampuk frescoes sre unique in the field of Mayan
painting. Nevertheless, there are stylistie grounds for a
comparison and contrast between the Bonamrak and Egyptian
murals in genersl. For instance, both emphasize a narrative
quality and manifest a sense of permanency and strength; the
fermer frescoes, however, lack the monumentality of the lat-
ter, In each cese the hieroglyphics are incorvorated into
the design, orientated to the pictorial composition;;yet, the

Egyptian worksg evidence a horro vacuil that the other avoids.

Contrary to the new world example with its concern for realisn,
the 0l1ld world artist painted what he knew, not what he saw, for
his was an art for the Ka, the Spirit of the Dead, with the fig-
ures depicted from several views simultaneously. ?he Egyptian
muralist, unlike his Mayen counterpart, immlied the sex of his
figures by color -- various shades of red for men ahd of yollow
to white for women -- and denicted these figures in the tradi-
tional way with thelr shoulders, torso, and eye viewed frontally
and with their two left hands snd feet in profile, Also charac-
ters performing identicsl tasks are simply indicsted by repeat-
ing part of the outline of the front performer. Herein 1lies the
crux of the difference betwecn the Bonampak end Egyptisn murals
(and muralists).

Although the Bonampak artist, 1like the Egyptian, often ar-
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ranged his figures in tiers and depicted their heads in pro-
file and their torsos frontally, he portrayed many performing
the same activity, whereas, the Egyptian pictured few perform-
ing the same activity. For examnle, 1in Room 1 there are two
trumpeters, two parasol-porters, five rattle-shakers, fourteen
converpationalists,etc. In short, as individuals, not stock
types, the Mayesn figures are not frozen for eternity by fixed
repetition as sre their Egyotian counterparts.

On the contrary, each figure attains individuslism by his
height and distribution of weight and, more importantly, by his
facial characteristics and his hand gestures, through which he
communicates to his companions, as well as to his beholder,
Even though the figure, because of these various 1nd1v1dualistic
traits, is apparently portrayed in the caught moment, he has the
capacity for movement, but lscks the compulsion for immediate
movement which, in effect, would proguce the transitory quality
of the momentary.

Enhancing this asvect of the potential motion concept,
which pertains to the individual figure, is the overall com-
positional design, which escapoé the rigidity of absolute sym-
metry by being slightly off-center. Since this compositional
design with its plasticity i1s in keeping with the movement in
the individual figure, it accentuates these movement nossibil-
ities within that figure as well as the other types of move-
ment. With the sensation of movement each figure is, in es-
sence, a thematic variation on movement, rather than an exer-

cise in repetition, as is the case with his Egyptian counter-
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part which incidentelly would produce a sense of visual monot-
ony.

This sensation of movement in ene figure, however slight,
is evidence of his capacity for movement; it is bascially po-
tential movement or enersy with kinetic inclinetlons which
declare its potency, rather then kinetic motion in the main.
If this sensation of energy were to overcome its dormant char-
acter and become dynamic energy, as is almost the case in the
frantically denced ceremonies of Room 3 (Plate #3), it would
become too expolosive and compositional disintegration would
ensue, A similer i1dea has been traditionally credited to the
Flemish master, Peter Paul Rubens, that in order to have chaos,
you must have order. |

The manner by which the bonampsk muralist integrated an
elaborate system of subtle checks and balances to preserve the
latency of this figural energy and to avoid the compositional
dangers of unharnessed movement reflects hils native genius,
The sense of subdued activity is held in check by physical,
as well ss victorial, stabilities which when combined with
the sense of movement are condugive to a sense of continual
motion, as will be seen later,

The following three examples illustrate some varying
degfees of these stabiliziﬁg devices, In the middle zone of
the eastand. south walls of Room 1 (Plate #1), the blinth on
which the fourteen conversationalists stand 1s solidified by
glyphs and is buttressed by parasols, a combined effect of

giving the platform the visual sturdiness necesszry to support
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the figures.

And by a similar token the lower wooden brasces, indicated
by the black dots in the Tejeda and Villdgra studies, not only
support the walls of the temple but also by their placement rel-
ative to the frescoes constitute a three-dimensional platform
upon which visually rest the figures in the truncated triangular
scenes of the east snd west walls of all three rooms.

Also taking an architectural element into the composition,
the north wall scene of Room 3)incorporates the negative void
of the doorway without weakening the comnosition or producing
a sense of imowending collapse. This is accomplished basically
by the grouping of the figures and by the distribution of their
im>lied weight. For example, the central weight over the door,

i.e., the halach uinic, is diagonally reflected through the two

prisoners immediately before him into the guards posted at the
base of the pyramid. Th@se guards flanking the entrance way
produce, by their massing, a sense of strength visually capaﬁle
of suprnorting the more open and consequently lesc weighty top
figures, 1In sddition, the stronger color contrasts in the lower
passagesconvey a sense of Strength capable of supporting the
lighter contrasts in the upper sections. Thus the heavinesses
of the upver figures are visually sustained by the lower masses
without creating a stress on the negative spcoce of the doorway.
(Incidentally, since this particular illustration demonstrates
an interaction of the figures, it, as movement involving more
than one figure, is an example of the second vhase of movement.)

Additional insights into such recivrocities between the
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slightly active figures and their supporting counterbalances

oan best be gained by an analogy with a kite. The kite will
remain in flight only as long as it 1s held in bounds. Release
the cord, thus giving it unreined freedom, and it crashes cha-
otically to the earth. Likewise remove the checking stabilities,
thus creating a sense of unrestrained figural activity, and the
composition of the Bonampak murals becomes too dynamic to re-
tain 1ts composure and consequently flies apart due to the  loss
of 1ts internal order., These stabilizing elements solidity the
passages of the psinting that suppvrt the active figures, thereby
counterbalencing, as well as by contrast accentuating, their
movement with mass, In short, it is the o0ld idea of mass bal-
ancing activity with the new twist of the former visually sup-
porting the letter.

Thus the first phase of the movemcnt concept, the key to
the whole complex concept of the murals' immediacy, pertains
basically to the sense of movement within the individual figure,
the potentisl state of which, like the flying kite, is preserved
by stabilizing forces. Since each of .theae stabilizing masses
relates to several figures, the next logical development for
movement would also be fo relate to other figures, This brans-
fer from individual to group movement is phase two-of movement.

However, prior to analyzing this second phhse, it will be
necessary briefly to introduce prhase three and to define the
orbit in which it occurs because there are many complex over-
lapprings between these phases, And in order to understand one,

insights into the other must be first attained. Also for back-
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ground, as well as introductory, material to the second and
third phases, i1t will be necessary to discuss in general terms
the 1ine and mass in the frescoes before céncentrating on them
as they relate svecifically to the various phases of movement.

With the sensation, in phase two, of groun activity within
the fresco, the observer senses, in the thitd phase, the pro-
jection of this group movement from its pictorial sphere into
the observer's world, thereby involving the so-called  "psy-
chical realm" of the murals,

The concept of "psychical distance" was formulated by the
Englishman, Edward Bullough, in his article "'Psychical Distance!
as a Factor in Art and és an Esthetic Principle™, which was pub-

lished in Volume V of The Rritish Journal of Psychology in 1913.

Simply stated, psychical distance is a metaphorical reference to
the physical distance between the mind of the observer and the
art object observed. For example, in the theater there are twe
. distinct worlds -- the stage of the players and the area of the
spectators. The proScﬁnium arch and surrounding area form &
third sohere -- the psychical sphere, for in relation to the
spaces of the actors and the audience, it 1s common te both,

yeot peculiar to'neithpr. In other words, the psychical distance
is, in simplified form, that indefinite zone that exists between
the pictorial realm of a work of art and the rhysical world of
its beholder that paradoxically both separates and merges the
two. The primary value of Bullough's concent is an analytical
one for prior to its advancement there was no verbal aporoach

to this dimension of art.
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One of the highest attainments in a work of art is the .
reduction of the psychical distance to a minimum without break-
ing 1t. If it were broken, the art would then be made continu-
ous with the world of the observer, Hence the peculiarities of
that art would be destroyed, and 1t would simply become another
part of the physical world. This reduction of the psychical
distance 1s one of the basic factors resoonsible for the im--’
mediate presentation of the Bonampak murals,

As seen in these murals, the psychical sphere usuhlly re-
lates more specifically to either the world of the observer or
the realm of the frescoes proper. This sphere, the psychicsl
distance, is bridged, not broken, by subtle lead-ins -- tran-
sitional agents existing partially in both worlds -- the pic-
torial realm of the paintings and the physicel domain of the
beholder, The ectivation ef the psychical sphere, accomplished
by anchoring an element in ene world and then asserting it into
the other, is without question the most abstract employment of
the breathing concept in the murals, as evidenced by the fol-
lowing examples,

As previously noted, the lower sets of black dots, paired
st each end of the north ard south walls of the three rooms,
mark the snots where supporting beams trace Structure 1. As
tangible elements actually existing in the physical world,
these beams penetrate through the psychical sphere into the
rictorial reslm where they form a platform that viaually suv-

ports the figures. 1In such a manner, these beams activate the

psychical svace,
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Although the doorway of Room 2, like the proscenium arch,
i= basically an element in the psychical sphere, it can be ex-
perienced by the observer in all realms. The beholder actually
enters into the negative space of the painting as he passes
through this opening. This i1llustration, like the pfeceding

and following ones, constitute subtle tours de force with the

the reduction of the psychicsl svhere and, as a result, promote
the 1mmediateness of the frescoes by more directly and dynams
fcally linking them to the obsefver.

Just es the background pyramids in certain scenes restate
the valvable architecture in the Bonampak vplaza, so do the daises
devicted in Rooms 1 and 3 nictorislly reassert tangibilities of
the vkysical world. The bench encircling‘each room at a height
of approximately 16 inches,.including a cornice of 7 inches, is
palnted with a fret desipn, repeating in variation the fresco
motif of the dalses. By its physical construction it is the
property of the world of reality, not the world of imagery, but
by its painted surface, its superficial aspects, it is related to
the latter world. DBy relating to both the physcial and pictorial
spaces, thé bench, like the hitherto discussed doorway and beams,
plays with, and thereby activates, the psychical srvhere.

These three i1llustrations are not simrly lesd-ins demon-
strating how well the subject matter is orientated to the exte-
rior surroundings and the interior surfaces of Structure 1.
Instead, they, by activating the interstices betwecn the realms
of 1magery and reality, i1llustrate the breathing concept. A4s

expressed in the Bonampak murals, this concert is essentially
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the enlivement of the negetive, as well ss the positive, nas-
sages by the sense of exnension and contraction of the psy-
chical distantd as well as the line and mass,

However, prior to concentrating on line as illustrations
of the breathing concent and of the various phases of move-
ment, it will be most helpful to consider some of the general
aspects of line. Indisputably the most superb single aspect
of the Bonampait murals is their use of 1ine, as inferred in |
Proskouriskoff's statement. "How much they could exvpress in
simple outlines is really admirable; for example, the inten-
sity of the drama in the scene on the walls of Room 3 is ade-
quately conveyed by nothing more than’‘the swirling lines of
the plumed headdresses of the dancers."? However, not ae-
knowledging the fact that s work of art 1s a whole composed of
organically interrelated parts snd consequently not perceiving
the function performed bv line in relation to that whole,
Proskouriakoff's evaluations on the significance of 1line are
somewhat incomnlete, "In any case, | . . the primary aesthetic
value of the Bonampak paintings lies not in their coloring,
but in their lines, and . .. . they are best regarded as colored
drawings."3

In reaching her conclusion she evidently neglected the

fact that this emphasis upon line was In part demendent upon the

2Ibid., p. L3.

3Ibid. For some unexplainable reason Proskouriekoff‘chmse
to play down the aesthetic end historical significance of Mayan
blue. (See Part III)
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execution of the work., This dependency cen best bYe seen by
comparing the technique of fresco with that of oil. Stressing
luminosity and gradation of hue, the oill is intrinsically in-
clined toward three-dimensionality, whereas, begiming with
outlines and then quickly filling in color, the fresco emvha=
sizes 1ine and flat color areas contained within these lines,
thua fulfilling a natural inclination toward twe-dimensionality.
With all brush strokes spplied while the surface is wet, the
fresco reflects a sense of stability and simplicity of tech-
nique in comparison to oil. However, the line in the Bonampak
murals far surpasses these elementary norms established by the
medium -- especially in the arraignment scene on the north wall
of Room 2 (Plate #2), the sunreme linear accomplishment in pre-
Hispanic painting!

Substantiating Proskouriskoff's observations concerning
the economy of line, the prisoner, who ecrouches st the immedi-

ate right of the halach uinic and pleads for his life, 18 de-

lineated only by outline. These modulating 1ines of varying
widths strongly suggest the anatomical structure of the fig-
ure., The thinner segments of line are indicative of the hard-
ness of the clearly definable bony areas, whereas, the thicker
segments are indicetive of the softness of the less definable
adivose tissue, Although there are exceptions within this
figure, the overall effect of delineation extraordinarily com-
vplements #nd accentuates the anatomy of the figure by externally
imaging its internal components.

Since this figure, not unlike the others, is so naturalis-
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tically described, he eazily assumes suggestions of movement --
especially a slight restlessness within himself, i.e., the first
phase of movement, Futher developing the anatomical structure
of this captive and thereby giving a stronger suggestion of 1life
to him and, .in turn, increasing his possibilities for movement,
the black modulating outline : delimits the reddish brown body by
sensitively circumseribing it snd clearly merking its borders.
This dark line of indefinite widths also suggests the shadow for,
as.well as cast by, the lighter colored body, thus conveying cor-
poreal volume without the traditional modelling of the figure in
chiaroscuro. By delimiting and, more importantly, defining the
fullness of this figure in such a manner, the overall effect of
this prisoner and, to a lesser degree, of all the figures at
Bonampsk 1is naradoxically & three-dfﬁgﬁgfﬁkg?fgyf &ggziigggsionality,
linear complement of the fresco technique,

Other elements contributing to a sense of realism in the
figure are found in the counterpart of line -- messs or area.
In essence, suggestions of 1life are given to the figures by
the activation of mass, ss exemplified in the three seated
figures to the right of the tortured captive, Even though the
tautness and tenseness of their outlines and the soul-seapching
denth in ‘their eyes visuzlly image their horror-stricken atti-
tude toward their forthcoming punishment, their hands are their
individual exvressive agents since their terror-smitten atti-
tude 1s somewhat of a group reaction., It is the hands of the
central figure in this grouv of three that most clearly demon-

strete the concert of breathing as it is expressed with the mass
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of one figure. The spsce surrounding him is activated by the
opoosing gesticulation oﬁxg;nds. With his right hand and ex-
tended, stiffened arm he gestures rejection of the impending
horror, while with his left hsnd and retracted, relaxed arm he
gestures submission to his fate, This sense of concurrent
negation and affirmation runs the gamut of human emetions and
thereby intensifies the psychologiczl stress of the character.
In the same way, but to a lesser degree, this manifestation of
the breathing concept, the simultanedus vitallzation of opposing
poles, is applicable to both flanking figures as well as to the
counterbalancing group of three to their left., As a reaction

- common to these six prisoners; the implied movement of the hands
activated thes positive aréa of the figures as well as thelr sur-
rounding negative svace, thereby exemplifying phase one with
secondary inclinetions of nhase two of the movement concept.

As a general rule, line describes the naturslistie form
vhich §s capnable of movement, whereas, mass describes the move-
ment which is produced by that naturalistic form. Not only are
the effects éf mass similsr to those of line, but also their
functions are similar, With the notable excevntion of the im-
plied 1lines extending to, and consequently linking together,
the central characters in this arraignment scene, the function
of 1ire is confined to intrafigural unity, vhase one of move-
ment, whereas, the function of mass 1s also relevant to move-
ment within and between scenes, rhases two eand three of the
movemant concert.

Mass, as it promotes unity within one scene anc¢ as it re-
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lates to the observer, plays not only umon the positive area

of the figures but also uron the negative svace among them,

And in so doinc, mass -- more precisely, figural mass -- is
extended into a slight pictorial depth, a depth that is attained
by means other than the obvious overlavving of elements dis-
played in the grouvs on the lower stens of the judgement scene
of Room 2 (Plate #2),

Perspective 1s rendered by the relative placement of fig-
ures, not by their diminution in size or color, as in odcidental
art, or by their mere elevation in the pictiure plane, as in
oriental art. For examnle, the prostrate hody in the judgément
scene stretches from its firmly fixed right foot before the
severed head to 1ts own languidly plsced head before the halach
uinic. It is through such passages that the observer can ;1su-
2lly venetrate into the 1llusionary depth of the fresco as his
eye follows the expertly foreshortened anatomy. Thus this scene
not only disnlays a denth but also Invites the observer's en-
trance into that deoth ty profiding - guiding element, a direct
lead-in, 1In essence, such figural movement into a pictorial
devpth 1llustrates theAsecond phase of movement. There are, howf
.ever, slight overtones of rhase three -- namely, the invitational
lead-ins linking the second phase of movement to the observer.

Further extending these invitational features into the
psychical srhere of phase three by employing lire as well as
mass, the forms encircling this prostrate aborigine constitute
an inwardly swinging arc, which is, in effect, a line gulding

the eye movement of the observer, Starting on steo one, it
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quickly ascends the first four steps through the standing war-
rior to the west of the entrance way, then recedes through the
severed head on step five, the front captive on step six, and
the imploring prisoner on step seven, After culminating its

regression in the halach uinic, the 1line of vision swings for-

ward through the central native in the right trio on step six
and rapidly advances frontward by descending four steps in the
standing warrior to the east of the doorway.

With any circular movement, such as the elivtical one in
this case, there is always a strong but natural tendency te
complete itself since the circle 1s the most complete, as well
as the most perfect and permanent, shape in nature. Therefore,
the complementary counterpart of this picteorial incurvature is
a psychical-physical exéurvature, which by encircling the ob-
server locks him to the activity of the scene. Thus through
this psychical-pictorial involvement the observer can visually
experience the positive space of the scene by visually penes
trating into the painting, just as he physically experienced
the negative space of the scene by entering through the door-
way. Without a doubt this psychical extension of the inter-
figural transition of movement within one scene is the most
abstract variation ¢6f all the overlapving complexities of the
concepts of organic transitions and immediacy. |

The next development of the overlapning second and third
phases of movement is the extension of a part of a given scene
to another wall, thus in effect unifying and uniting an inter-

wall scene through related figural movement. Such an extension
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can be most clearly demonstrated in the three ceremonial parti-
cipants in the bottom northwest corner of Room 1 (Plate #1).

As the netive with the claw emerging from his chest pivots to
communicate a matter of apvarent significance to his follower,
he momentarily strikes a three-quarter pose which not only sug-
gests his three-dimensional anatomy but also promotes composit
tional unity within the scene, The roundness of his strategi-
cally placed body softens the otherwise squareness of the -
corner, In effect, the observer's 1ind of vision gracefully
flows from the communicater's left arm on the nerth through
his turning torso te his right hand on the west without the
vangular hardness of the corner. Thus as a common element of
two walls, he, like the squatting native in the northwest
corner of Room 1 (Plate #1), the struggling warriors in the
southeast corner of Room 2 (Plate #2), and the waving plumes
of the ceremonial headdress in the southwest corner of Room 3
(Plate #3), helps to unify the intermural scene by bridging

the walls.

But it i1s in the manner by which this clawed speaker re-
lates to the other figures that the concept of breathing and
the secon& phase of movement are applicable to interwall unity.
Like the attendant in the same scene on the west wall, who
turns to the parasol-porter secmingly to remind him of some
last-minute detail concermning the coming ceremony, the native
with the claw turns to his follower and issues relatively com-
plex introctions. Confirming the ponderous nature of this

communication are the amazed response of the eavesdrooper, the






“li-

deep concentration of the receiver, and the latter's visual
reception of the information as he recounts the enumerated
points., In essence, here in terms of mass is illustreted the
key to the second phase of movement as well és to the concept
of breathing -- a juxtaposition of responsive masses activated
by the physical and psychological gestures of the figures,

The communicator with the claw also i1illustrates a varias
tion on the preciously discussed lead-in agents and depiction
of space. With his weight on his right leg his body rotates
on its axis, activating the pictorial and psychical space that
surroﬁnds him., It is to the eéxtent that he projects toward
the viewer and recedes into the fresco that he is a lead-in
element alding in the demonstration of a shallow space and in-
volving the third phase of movement through the previously
demonstrated invitational features.

This compositional unity within one scene, achieved by
the psychological &nd physical interaction of figures, is not
limited to small vassages in corners; more. often, it is relevant
to the whole scene and oft&n extends to scenes on other walls.,
To illustrate, in the scene on the west end of Room 1 (Plate
#1), the objection of the somewhat astonished maid to the rep-

rimand issued by the halach uinic 1s substantially overridden

as the two women on the tsble and the manscrvant to their left
take the vart of their chieftain. The object of the halsch
uinic's invective rerroof is the child-bearer at the west end
of the south wall who, by the direction of his psycholoeical

response, i3 a member of the west scene and, by his pictorial
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plecement as well as by the forward stare of the bsby, 1s a
member of the south scene. And, in a similar manner, by re-
treating from the north and advencing to the west, the vazlet
carryirg the headgear on the north well shares not only the
plinth with the slave who holds the child btut also the tran-
sitional qualities of intermural agent, thus linking the scenes
of the south and north walls through that of the west wall.
Here 1s demonstrated the second phase of movement at 1ts
highest and most complex development, that is figural movement
involving ' several scenes on more than one wall and thereby re-
lating those walls.

Just as the west wall in Room 1 1s correlated to those of
the north snd south by the emrloyment of vpictorial elements,
so 1t is affiliated with the east end by the subtle management
of the psychical-thysical spaces -- more precisely, the nature
of the two ends and the spacial void between them., Although
the constrmetion of thece walls was not the responsibility of
the Mayan murelist, the orientation of the subject matter to
these walls was perheps an intuitive but, nevertheless, an
intrinsic part of cresting the work of art as an organichlly
interrelated whole. In the east scene the combined effedt of
the slight visual projection of the four conversationalists and
of the inward tilt of the wall creates the sensastion that the
figures are falling into the room and are hence forcing them-
selves upon the observer. However, the construction of, snd the
monumental dais scene prainted on, the opvosing west wall with

their impressions of solidity and stablility buttress and firm up
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the interposed psychical and physical spaces, consequently
securing and reaffirming the nictorlal placement of the four
conversationalists on the east wall without countermanding
thelr immediateness upon the observer, In short, the sug-
gestions of mobility associated with the east wall are stabi-
1izéd by the suggestions of immobility affilfgéthjgggt wall,
thus making the east end dependent upon the west one and, in
so doing, relating both to the observer, as well as demanding
his attention by using and activating the physical space sur-
rounding him.

In a similar'manner, the reverse sensation éf thrust end
counterbalance by the end walls is illustrated in Room 3 (Plate
#3), where the placement of half a dozen bhlood-letters on the
leaning wall are sustained by the massing of a dozen litter-
bearers on the confronting vertical wall. 1In effect, in Rooms
1 and 3 the architectural and pictorigl'solidifj and pigidity
of the interior ends hold in check the Inward stress of the
outer ones, However, the subject matter on these outer walls
still asserts itself upon the observer, and accord'ngly 11= *
lustrates phase three of the movement concent,

With the above study of the reciprocities between the east
and west walls of fooms 1 and 3, the concept of movement has
been advanced in its development from its incipient beginnings
within one figure to its ultimate extension 1nvol§ing entire
walls, Within this range of movement, which for purnoses of
analyses has been categorized into three phases, are embodied

and emoployed the secondary rancents of potentisl motions, their
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subtle stabilizers, and their 1life-giving transitions, These
secondary concepnts sre unified by the more comprehensive con-
cept of breathing which, in turn, is subordinated to, as well
as essentially responsible for, the immedieto presentatioﬁ of

the Bonampak murals to the observer.,

However, prior to analyzing the effect of this immediate

- oresentation upon the observer, it will be necessary to review
briefly the various phases of movement in order to better under-
stand the‘mufals"full'1mpact’uggn their observer,

The first phase, initially sensed as a form of animation,
is basicelly confined to movement within the individual figures.
Giving stronger suggestions of movement to these figures is
thelr deriction in various individualistic states of arrested
motion, which when constralned by subtle pictorial and ohysical
stabilizers produces an additioral sense of potential movement
within the figure. The invincibleness and unrelentingness of
elther of these oprosing forces produces a sense of continual,
as well as potential, activity.

In phase two this slight figural recstlessness 1s trans-
mitted into all the scenes in the temple by various combinations
of figural, scenic, and wall trsnsitions. In short, sensations
of varying degrees of activity emanate throughout the entire
pictorial reslm of Structure 1,

The third rhase of movement cannot be as clearly defined

or as clearly abstracted from the total concept as the first
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two phases, It does, however, pertain essentially to the ex-
tension of the active figures, which in) phase two were unified
into moving forces within the vpictorial realm, into the psy-
chicel svhere and thereby into the more immediate awareness of
the observer, For example, the sensation of projecting fig-
ures -- such as the ejection of the fourteen conversationalists
in Room 1 (Plate #1), previously noted in relation to the
animation facet of movement -- is essentially an asvect of the
third phase by virtue of their relation to the psychical sphere
and their direct oresentation to the observer. Also various
lead-ins into the pictoriasl depth not only pull the eye ofAthe
observer into the 11lusionary denth of the nairting but more
importantly permit the active figures to make advances along
these 1mvlied guide-lines toward the observer. And, in a
similsr manner, such elements as the vrreviously discussed
bricdges in the vnsychicasl distance -- the beams, daises, and
doorwav of Room 2 -- not only provide visual entrances into the
rictorial realms for the observer but also, more imvortantly

in terms of understanding the immediacy of the murals, rrovide
visual 1links with, or by extension exits into, the psychical
and physic21l spheres for the active figures, thereby making the
frescoes more immediste to the beholder.

Therefore, in effect, as the observer -- Mayan or modern --
confronts these magnificient murals and contemmlates their pro-
vocative subject mstter, he sudienly senses that he is surrounded
on all four sides by the pulsating activity which vermeates

throughout the pictoriasl-nsycihical srhere of the rainting and
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even into the osychical-physical space of the beholder. In
effect, the observer, encircled by throbbing movement which

1s subtly but, nevertheless, dynamicslly thrust upon him is
subordinated to these omnivotent and omnirresent sensations

of activity emanating from the rainting.

Thus today, as a mlillennium ago, the visusl impact of the

three rooms of frescoes in Structure 1 at Bonampak uron the
indefensible obrerver is so vigorous and inescanable that. he

1s'comp1ete1y dominated by the murals,

But it is not surprising that the frescoes sup»nress and
subjugate the individualism of their observer, for as the
ultimate refinement in the pvainting medium of Mayan philosonrhy,
whichvis essentially the supnression of the individual to the
group for collective vropitiation to the ever-demanding gods,
the Bonampék mur2ls are in alignment with Mayan philosophy,

which in its most complete manifestation is the layen civili-

zation.
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Plate #1 -- Room 1
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FIGURE 28

Painting by
Antonio Tejeda
of the mural in
Room 2, Structure
1, Bonampak.
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