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The lower oval object painted on this vase is bound with
ropes. This tied bundle rests on two feet of the three that
would support a large oval vessel. The bound vessel is
separated from the bird's foot and body by a crown of
red and white material that matches imagery of cut
paper in other UlGia images (fig. 6).

This could be viewed as an iconological and icono-
graphic analysis taking place, as Davis (2004) asserts is
normal, at the same time. In actuality, my identifications
rest on a semiotic analysis of indexicality, connecting
parts of the image to things they point to in the lived
world of the polychrome makers and users. I can re-
cognize this stack of visual elements as a kind of object
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Figure 6. Comparison of
details on Ulta Polychrome
vases: a) “stack” showing
animal crest, effigy house,
and tied bundle wrapping

an incense burning vessel,
Museo de Antropologia e
Historia (AB 11), San Pedro
Sula, Honduras (modified
from photo by Russell N.
Sheptak); b) person carrying
tied bundle/vessel with ani-
mal crest, Hudson Museum
(HM 516), Maine, United
States (Kerr n.d.: K6992);

c) animal crest on house/altar
(Kerr [n.d.: K4577], illustra-
tion by Jeanne Lopiparo).
Figura 6. Comparacion de

los detalles de los vasos Uliia
Policromo: a) “pila” con
escudo de animal, casa efigie

y fardo atado que envuelve un
recipiente para quemar in-
cienso, Museo de Antropologia
e Historia (AB 11), San Pedro
Sula, Honduras (modificada
desde una fotografia de Russell
N. Sheptak); b) persona que
lleva fardo/recipiente atado
con escudo de animal, Hudson
Museum (HM 516), Maine,
Estados Unidos (Kerrs.f.:
K6992); ¢) escudo de animal
sobre casa/altar (Kerr [s.f.:
K4577], ilustracion de Jeanne
Lopiparo).

archaeologists encounter: incense burning vessels with
lids supporting three-dimensional figurative sculptures.
The recognition of the bundle painted on the pot as
depicting a ritual object is simultaneously descriptive
(arecognition of form and motif) and interpretive (the
identification of the motifs as indexing ritual bundles
actually present in archaeological sites). The person
on the right of this polychrome scene is facing a ritual
bundle, composed of avessel topped by an animal figure
(fig. 6a). Understanding what this image means requires
us to explore what animals do in UlGia visual culture in
relation to the actions of humans.
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Nonhuman animals as actors

In museum collections and publications about Ulta
Polychromes, human or anthropomorphic subjects
are the most common focus. Yet Ultia visual culture is
populated by a universe of figures in which nonhuman
animals are common. Animals appear asindependent
subjects of figurines, larger ceramic sculptures, and
stone sculpture. On Ultia Polychrome vessels from the
7" and 8™ century AD, zoomorphic characters are as
common as anthropomorphic figures, and can occupy
the majority of the visual field (fig. 7). We could equate
them with zoomorphic figures in Classic Maya art,
identified through textual analyses as the alter-egos of
supernatural beings or the souls of especially powerful
humans (Grube & Nahm 1994; Velasquez 2020). Yet
equating somethinglike the flying creature on this Ulta
Polychrome vase, with its segmented body, red head
protruding from the vessel wall, and red legs, with a
Classic Maya motif ignores the specific Honduran cul-
tural and spiritual history provided by the performative
context in which this vessel participated.

There are clear differences in the presence of
animals in Ulta and Maya visuality. Erik Velasquez
(2020:16) notes that in Maya visual culture, groups of
zoomorphic figures appear together, “suspended in the
air, without any representation of their surroundings”.
Ulta Polychrome vessels show individual zoomorphic
actors in the same way they show humans, standing on
a ground line, each framed with motifs that reference
spatial locations, like the stepped terraces above and
below the avian creature (fig. 7), or at the base of vessels
depicting a monkey character (fig. 8).

Unlike the Classic Maya compositions in which
multiple zoomorphic entities appear, each Ulta Poly-
chromevessel presents one animal as a central zoomor-
phic actor. Like those on Classic Maya vessels, Ulta
zoomorphs display features that go beyond the animal,
often wearing jewelry. Yet their actions and the symbolic
features guiding their interpretation are quite different.
Classic Maya zoomorphs are associated with bloody
and threatening imagery of “skeletons, bats, snakes,
jaguars, and unnatural beings” (Velasquez 2020: 18).
The Honduran bestiary is dominated by monkeys and
avariety of birds, and includes less common species
such as iguanas, armadillos, crabs, frogs, peccaries
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Figure 7. Ula Polychrome vase, Paloma subclass, showing
frontal view of a hybrid flying creature, Santa Rita site, Museo de
Antropologiae Historia (AB2), San Pedro Sula, Honduras (photo
by Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 7. Vaso Ulua Policromo, subclase
Paloma que muestra la vista frontal de una criatura voladora
hibrida, sitio Santa Rita, Museo de Antropologia e Historia (AB2),
San Pedro Sula, Honduras (fotografia de Russell N. Sheptak).

and deer (Joyce 2017: 50-60, 129-145). Ultia monkey
figures dance; birds are shown with fish they have
just captured. Classic Maya zoomorphs may combine
aspects of multiple species “especially eagles, hawks,
or centipedes [...] and owls” (Velasquez 2020:18). Only
one UlGa zoomorph appears to be a composite, with
varying characteristics of insect, bat, and bird (fig. 7)
but none of the threatening features of Classic Maya
analogues, such as the human skeletal elements seen
in Classic Maya bat imagery.

Zoomorphic subjects occur in different propor-
tions invisual culture at specific Honduran settlements
(Hendonetal. 2014; Joyce 2017). Water birds are espe-
ciallycommon in sites near Lake Yojoa, peccaries in the
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Figure 8. Ulta Polychrome vase, Bombero subclass, showing
frontal view anthropomorphized monkey, Travesia site, Museo
de Antropologiae Historia (SPs109), San Pedro Sula, Honduras
(photo by Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 8. Vaso Uliia Policromo,
subclase Bombero, que muestra lavista frontal de mono antropomor-
fizado, sitio Travesia, Museo de Antropologia e Historia (SPS109),
San Pedro Sula, Honduras (fotografia de Russell N. Sheptak).

Comayagua valley, and monkeys (fig. 8) are abundant
at the site of Travesia. While these are not absolute
exclusions, they suggest differences in the cultural
and historical importance of diverse animals to distinct
communities. Rather than index the souls of powerful
and even threatening individuals, the UlGia animals
populate alandscape inwhich anthropomorphic animals
established models of ritual action in mythological
time, models that human actors emulate (Hendon et
al. 2014:118-127; Joyce 2017: 289-293).

Imagery of authority
Instead of seeking the references for meaning of Ulta

polychromes in stories recorded by speakers of entirely
different languages, living in settlements that were
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Figure 9. Seated figure on Ultia Polychrome vase, Chac subclass,
reaches toward mask floating to the right, Dédalos site, Museo de
Antropologia e Historia (HF), San Pedro Sula, Honduras (photo
by Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 9. Figura sentada sobre vaso Uliia
Policromo, subclase Chac, que se extiende hacia lamdscara que flota a
la derecha, yacimiento de Dédalos, Museo de Antropologia e Historia
(HF), San Pedro Sula, Honduras (fotografia de Russell N. Sheptak).

larger and more hierarchical than those where Ulaa
Polychromes were made and used, my first resource
for their cultural and spiritual history is the performa-
tive context in which they participated, documented
through archaeological research. This extends even
to the works with the greatest resemblance to those of
contemporary Classic Maya sites, cylinders on which
multi-figure scenes involving actions by anthropomor-
phic figures unfold as the vessel is turned. Painted in
the 8" century AD, vessels with a single field occupied
by a continuous multi-figure composition are an inno-
vation. They are first hinted at in that century vessels
where a single human figure faces a ritual bundle (fig.
2). In earlier vessels (fig. 9) human figures face and
reach towards ritual regalia, such as masks (Joyce
2017: 25-26, 288-289).
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Figure 10. Ulta Polychrome vase, Cefiro subclass, with multi-figure scene, Tenampua site: a) two standing figures flank a vessel
of burning incense; b) showing a seated figure holding a fan gazes toward the incense burning ceremony, National Museum of the
AmericanIndian (NMAI), Smithsonian Institution (244275), Washington bc, United States (photos by Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 10.
Vaso Uliia Policromo, subclase Cefiro, con escena de varias figuras, sitio Tenampua: a) dos figuras de pie flanquean un recipiente con incienso
encendido; b) muestra una figura sentada que sostiene un abanico que mira hacia la ceremonia de quema de incienso, National Museum of
the American Indian (NMAI), Smithsonian Institution (244275), Washington pc, Estados Unidos (fotografias de Russell N. Sheptak).

Figure11. Ultia Polychrome ladle censer, Tenampua class, Tenampuasite, National Museum of the American Indian (NMAT), Smithsonian
Institution (244302), Washington bc, United States (photo by Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 11. Incensario de cucharén Ulua Policromo,
clase Tenampua, sitio Tenampua, National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), Smithsonian Institution (244302), Washington
DC, Estados Unidos (fotografia de Russell N. Sheptak).

By the end of the 8" century AD, compositions show-
ing multiple anthropomorphic participants performing
inrituals became standard subjects of cylindrical vases,
even as the more common dishes and bowls in UlGia style
continued to focus on zoomorphic subjects. The new
format may have been inspired by knowledge of Classic
Mayavases, some of which were imported to sites like

m

Travesia in that time (Joyce 2017: 222-225). Yet we
need to account for the work this formataccomplished,
what effects it had, as called for by Peirce’s (1878: 286)
concept of the “pragmatic maxim”.

On Ulta Polychromes vases, the single scene,
multi-figure format did not have the effect of making a
named noble a focus. Ultia Polychromes use this format
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to represent shared actions involving multiple partici-
pants. On a cylinder likely from Tenampua site, a late
8™ to 9™ century AD hilltop fortress in the Comayagua
valley, one side presents a pair of figures facing each
other over a cylindrical vessel with smoke billowing
up (fig. 10a). On this vessel, the human figures hold
rattles in one hand and an object ending in a serpent
headintheother. Serpent heads and animal paws serve
as handles for incense burning vessels recovered in the
same deposit (fig. 11). The cultural history archaeology
provides allows me toread the scene on the cylinder as
one of ritual practice, burning of incense in hand-held
vessels flanking another censer of a form, recovered from
the same cache, which was provided with alid to smother
the fire inside when the ritual was finished (fig. 12).

Like contemporary Classic Maya polychrome cyl-
inders, the continuous pictorial scene on the cylindrical
vase from Tenampua allows more than a single view.
Turning the cylinder, we are presented with a second
view, showing a figure seated on a bench, holding a
rectangular fan in one hand (fig. 10b). This figure gazes
toward the incense burning scene, which is always at
least partly included in view as the vessel is turned.

The temptation is to follow the conventions of
Classic Maya iconography and describe this as the
image of acommanding figure, an authority, a chief or
ruler. That, again, would be to ignore the local cultural
context, the local spiritual history. There is no evidence
of a hierarchical class of rulers in Ulda sites. Even the
visuality employed here, which ensures this figure can
never dominate the visual field alone, emphasizes the
relationship of the seated and standing figures. The
subject of UlGia Polychromes is ritual performance,
not politics.

In the absence of a class of rulers, who is this
seated figure, and otherslike it who appear at the edge of
rituals depicted on Ulia Polychrome vessels? They are
witnesses of ritual events. They may have had authority
during them, as specialists, knowledge keepers. In Lenca
rituals practiced today, called compostura, experts who
know how to call forth spirits of earth and the plants,
animals, and minerals on which humans depend have
similar centrality, but only during the ritual events
(Travieso 2019).

Human figures on Ultia Polychromes are not named
historical persons. In multi-figure scenes, costumes and
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Figure 12. Vase with lid, Zarza subclass, Tenampua site,
National Museum of the American Indian (NMAI), Smithsonian
Institution (243265), Washington bc, United States (photo by
Russell N. Sheptak). Figura 12. Vaso con tapa, subclase Zarza,
yacimiento de Tenampua. National Museum of the American
Indian (NMAI), Smithsonian Institution (2432635), Washington
Dc, Estados Unidos (fotografia de Russell N. Sheptak).

regalia are repeated without distinctions that would
allow us to identify a permanent hierarchical position.
Anaspect of costume may be more detailed on one figure
than another in a multi-figure scene. For example, the
detailed rendering of a bird shown tied onto the head
of the left-hand practitioner in the incense burning
scene (fig. 10a) allows us to recognize the same ele-
ment, reduced to a bird wing and possible beak, in the
headdress of the right-hand figure. Headdresses like
these are possibly emblematic of local group identities,
astheyare in UlGia ceramic figurines (Lopiparo 2007).

The only component of Ulda visual culture that
seems to feature unique charactersare thelarger ceramic
sculptures. Here, a pregnant woman carrying a bundle



BMChAP

Vol.29,n°2,2024 R. Joyce

onherback, amandressed in a feathered costume, and
another man wearing a simple turban, brandishing an
axe, are each unique images with purely local significance
(Lopiparo & Joyce 2022). Apparently made for single
events in specific sites, these sculptures may be testi-
mony to specific personages who were important in local
communities. Yet they are not recorded by name or title
using anything like the Classic Maya writing system.

DISCUSSION

This paper argues that context for visual culture can be
provided as much by a rich understanding of material
conditions as from documents that might have recorded
traditions, histories, and beliefs of the makers of ancient
artworks. Ulta visual culture, embodied in five media
featuring mixtures of anthropomorphic and zoomorphic
imagery, developed over five centuries in the context of
ritual performances that reproduced community ties and
identities. These five media —small scale mold-made
fired clay figurines, larger fired clay sculptures made
to mount over vessels filled with burning incense, poly-
chrome painted ceramic vessels, carved marble vases
in shapes thatecho those of polychrome ceramics, and
architectural sculpture- show distinct emphases in
themes, motifs, and styles that suggest multiple audi-
ences and discourses were involved in their circulation.
Yet they also exhibit clear connections to each other in
motifs and themes, and were used together in events,
the residues of which archaeologists recover.

Semiotic theory, informed by a critical approach
to iconographic analysis, helps establish how we can
recognize assemblages of line and color as referring to
things in the world, through iconicity and indexicality, in
the absence of touchstones for understanding conven-
tionalization of symbolic meaning which are provided by
textsinother cases. The critique of iconographic method
by Davis (2004) shows that iconographic analysis is
not a step-by-step process from neutral description to
interpretation. Description always already relies on
interpretive framing. Meaning is constantly produced
within a specific cultural history.

In this study, I showed how at the moment of
greatest entanglement of UlGia people with their Maya
neighbors, between AD 700 to 850, features of Ulta
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Polychrome vessels that have previously been viewed
through the lens of Classic Maya culture can be unders-
tood as part of a specific Honduran Lencavisuality with
its own history of cultural and spiritual significance. I
demonstrate that the divergence of Ultia Polychromes
from Maya polychrome models is rooted in distinct
histories of development, production, circulation, and
meaning-making of these artworks. One part of this
historical context was social and ceremonial engage-
mentwith people in the Maya Lowlands. Yet even when
thevisual similarities seem closest, the meaning -the
spiritual significance— of Ultia visual culture is rooted
in the specificity of a network of less hierarchical social
groups integrated through shared ritual practice, rather
than through political domination and administration.

NOTES

! See Margarita Dikovitskaya (2003) for a history
of this concept.

2 For more extended discussion see Rosemary
Joyce (2017).
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