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The presence and significance of  extraneous markings on potbelly sculptures has rarely been addressed 
by archaeologists.  However, recent studies of  monument modification in the Olmec-style art of  the Gulf  
Coast lowlands, the art of  Teotihuacán, and Classic period Maya monuments indicate that the study 
of  the various ways stone carvings were altered can open new vistas on ancient ritual behaviors.  This 
paper is an attempt to systematically detail these enigmatic features within a comparative framework in 
order to offer some plausible explanations for their occurrence on the potbelly sculptures of  southeastern 
Mesoamerica. 
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Introduction

Potbelly sculptures—minimally-decorated full-bodied sculptures depicted with schematic arms 
and legs wrapped around their bodies, and with heads distinguished by closed eyes with puffy eyelids, 
large pendulous cheeks, bald heads, and blocky rectangular ears—have been documented throughout 
southeastern Mesoamerica.  Examples are known from Late Preclassic period and Early Classic 
period archaeological sites in the Petén region, Pacific Coast, and Highlands region of  Guatemala 
(Guernsey 2012:83-84; Rodas 1993: 5-32), central Mexico (Delgadillo Torres and Santana Sandoval 
1989; Martínez Donjuán 2010:73-74), Chiapas (Navarrete and Hernandéz 2000), and western El 
Salvador (Amaroli 1997:51; Anderson 1978:156; Demarest 1986:138-139) (Figure 1).  

Often ignored in both site reports and regional surveys detailing potbelly sculptures (e.g. Guernsey 
2012; Parsons 1986; Thompson and Valdez 2008), extraneous markings (i.e. human-made marks not 
directly involved in the initial carving or transportation of  an object) and other forms of  modification 
(e.g. fracturing or breakage and re-carving) on these monuments have rarely been addressed in a 
systematic manner by archaeologists. In spite of  these problematic tendencies, recent work on 
“monument mutilation” in the Olmec-style art of  the Gulf  Coast lowlands (Grove 1981; Lambert 
2014; Pohorilenko 1974, 2007; Porter 1989), the destruction of  monuments and imagery at Teotihuacán 
(López Luján et al. 2006), and the re-use and modification of  Classic period Maya monumental art 
(Just 2005; Martin 2000) indicate that the study of  such changes to sculptures can generate new 
insights on ancient cultural practices and ritual activities.  This paper seeks to systematically detail 
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these enigmatic features on potbelly sculptures and to offer some plausible explanations for their 
occurrence in this Late Preclassic period sculptural tradition.

Types of  Extraneous Marking and Modification on Potbelly Sculptures

 As noted previously, the extraneous markings and modifications that will be discussed here 
are best characterized as anthropic (i.e. human-made) changes that can be attributed to a sculpture 
sometime after its initial carving and placement at a site.   And yet, the nature of  these alterations 
appears to be culture-specific.  In the Olmec-style sculptures of  the Early and Middle Preclassic 
periods (1100-500 BC), for instance, extraneous markings and monument modification took the form 
of  decapitation, fracturing, cup-marks (pits), and grooves (Grove 1981; Lambert 2014; Magni 2000; 
Pohorilenko 1974, 2007).  In the Classic period art of  Teotihuacán (AD 350-650), such activities 
primarily took the form of  monument destruction and toppling (López Luján et al. 2006); while the 
re-carving and re-positioning of  stone carvings was more evident among the Classic period Maya 
(Just 2005).

Although extraneous markings may involve a wide-range of  changes to monuments depending on 
the cultural tradition being examined, the types of  marks and modifications observed on the potbelly 
sculptures currently known to archaeologists tend to fall within four basic categories —intentional 
breakage, effacement, cup-marks, and monument re-carving (Figures 2 and 3).  I will describe each type 
in the section below based on a comprehensive survey of  known potbelly sculptures in Mesoamerica 
(see Table 1).  Before proceeding, however, it is important to distinguish intentional (anthropic) 
changes to potbelly sculptures from natural damage which may be inadvertently confounded with 
instances of  true monument modification.  The key to making this distinction is to focus on the 
taphonomic patterning of  these alterations.  If  a mark on a stone carving appears to be random or 
associated with commonly-observed changes to monuments such as the exfoliation of  their rock 
surface due to weathering, then it will not be included in this study.  Ambiguous examples, such 
as Santa Leticia Monument 2, which could be interpreted as having sustained either intentional or 
natural damage will be left in the inventory but it will be noted that these alterations may be due to 
natural causes.

In most cases reported in this survey (i.e. Teopantecuanitlán, Tiltepec, Tak’alik Ab’aj, Monte Alto, 
Los Cerritos, Kaminaljuyú, Copán, Teopán and Santa Leticia), I was able to directly observe the 
potbelly sculptures in question and their extraneous markings over the course of  several visits to 
Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador and Mexico from January 2006 to March 2010.   In the few 
circumstances in which I was unable to personally document the monuments (i.e. Antigua, Finca 
Sololá, El Ujuxte, El Bálsamo, San Bartolo, Tikal, Chanchich II, Utatlán, Pasaco Jutiapa, Concepción 
Anexo Colorado and Manlio Fabio Altamurano), I based my observations on photographs, field 
reports, and published inventories of  the potbelly sculptural tradition (e.g. Guernsey 2012; Parsons 
1986; Thompson and Valdez 2008).  Whenever possible, I also cross-checked my observations with 
descriptions in these published reports.

For each type of  monument alteration described in the subsequent sections, my observations will 
move from a general consideration of  the phenomena to specific examples drawn from the potbelly 
sculptures of  southeastern Mesoamerica with an eye towards highlighting patterns that emerge from 
this information.
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1. Breakage: 

In this category, I am mainly concerned with documenting instances of  intentional damage done 
to a sculpture after its initial carving.  Examples of  this kind of  damage include fracturing monuments, 
splitting monuments into smaller fragments, and the removal of  certain elements of  a sculpture (e.g. 
decapitation).  Some potbelly sculptures, like Kaminaljuyú Monument 14 and Concepción Anexo 
Colorado Monuments 2 and 3, display damage to their pedestal bases or lower halves.  A few of  these 
have also been deliberately fractured and there are large portions missing from the bodies of  these 
sculptures.  

In contrast to the relatively minimal signs of  breakage on the lower halves of  potbelly sculptures, 
the majority of  these monuments show signs of  purposeful damage to their heads.  Interestingly, 
while this pattern appears to be a virtual pan-Mesoamerican phenomenon; it varies in intensity from 
one region to another.  For instance, fracturing and fragmentation have been noted primarily in 
potbelly sculptures from Mexico and the Pacific Coast/Highlands of  Guatemala including Kaminaljyú 
Monuments 6 and 7 (Figure 2c), Tak’alik Ab’aj Monuments 2 and 41, Pasaco Jutiapa Monument 2, as 
well as the potbelly sculptures from Teopantecuanitlán and Manlio Fabio Altamurano.  In the Petén 
region, Honduras, and Pacific Coast/Highlands of  Guatemala, however, decapitation seems to have 
been one of  the predominant forms of  breakage.  Decapitated potbelly sculptures have been found 
at Kaminaljuyú (Monument 11, Monument 49, Pieza D), Tak’alik Ab’aj (Monument 69), El Ujuxte 
(Sculpture 2), Pasaco Jutiapa (Monument 3), Copán (PN-46) (Figure 2b) and Tikal (Misc. Stone 82).

2. Effacement:

Compared to breakage and decapitation, effacement constitutes a slightly less violent form of  
monument modification.  It involves the erasure, through an abrasive technique, of  the carved 
features of  a sculpture.  Interestingly, all known examples of  effacement among potbelly sculptures 
seem to focus on the heads of  the figures and the elimination of  facial features such as the eyes, 
nose, and mouth.  As with signs of  breakage on the heads of  these monuments, effacement appears 
to have been a widely-dispersed practice.  In Mexico, effaced potbelly sculptures have been found 
at Teopantecuanitlán and Tiltepec.  A few potbelly sculptures from the Petén region show signs 
of  effacement including the potbelly from San Bartolo and Tikal Misc. Stone 167.  But it is in the 
Highlands region and the Pacific Coast of  Guatemala that the practice of  erasing the facial features 
of  potbelly sculptures was most common.  In this region, evidence of  the practice has been found at 
Kaminaljuyú (Monuments 3, 8, and 66), Tak’alik Ab’aj (Monuments 58, 94, 100, 107, 109, and 113) 
(Figures 2d and 2e), El Bálsamo (Monument 1), Los Cerritos (Monument 2), Monte Alto (Monument 
12), Utatlán (Monument 1) and Antigua (Monument 1).

3. Cup-Marks: 

Cup-marks are comparatively rare in relation to other forms of  extraneous marking and monument 
modification.  Among the potbelly sculptures of  southeastern Mesoamerica, like the Olmec-style 
art of  the Gulf  Coast lowlands (Grove 1981:50), a typical cup-mark consists of  a round or ovoid 
pit.  Such cup-marks have only been observed on the posterior sides of  two potbelly sculptures—
Monte Alto Monument 6 (Figures 3a and 3b) and Santa Leticia Monument 1 (Figures 3c and 3d).   
While the cup-marks found on the Olmec-style monuments of  the Gulf  Coast lowlands have often 
been equated with “monument mutilation” (e.g. Baudez 2011; Grove 1981; Porter 1989), it does not 
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appear that the cup-marks on these two potbellies were iconoclastic.  Rather, in both instances, the 
cupules were carved on the posterior surfaces of  the sculptures.  This pattern is more indicative of  a 
cultural practice focused on grinding or pounding the surface of  these sculptures, possibly to acquire 
the sacred power embodied in the monument (see Lambert 2014:35-38; Pohorilenko 2007:24 for 
examples in Olmec-style art).

4. Re-Carving:

The last major form of  monument modification and extraneous marking seen in potbelly sculptures 
entails re-carving.  While relatively common in Olmec-style art (Lambert 2014; Porter 1989) and in 
Classic period Maya sculptures (Just 2005), only one known example has been documented among 
potbelly sculptures.  It involves the carving of  circular orifices in the heavy eyelids of  the Teopán 
potbelly sculpture from western El Salvador, giving the impression that this figure’s eyes are open 
(Amaroli 1997:52) (Figure 2a).  Unfortunately, it is not possible to determine exactly when this potbelly 
sculpture was re-carved although 16th century Spanish documents indicate that this monument may 
have served as a religious idol for local Pipil populations during the Postclassic period.

Some General Patterns in the Extraneous Markings of  Potbelly Sculptures

In analysing the types of  modification and extraneous marking present in potbelly sculptures 
(Table 1), it is possible to discern a number of  patterns.  To begin, it appears that two areas of  the 
potbelly sculptures were targeted for such forms of  anthropic marking—(1) the body of  the figures 
and (2) their heads.  While the body of  potbellies and their pedestal bases were typically fractured, 
fragmented or marked with cupules; the heads of  these monuments seem to have been the most 
common loci for modification in the form of  breakage and effacement.  In particular, it seems 
that the facial features such as the eyes, nose, and mouth were purposefully erased.  In many other 
instances, the head was partially removed or entirely decapitated.

A number of  these modifications also appear to have a highly specific geographic distribution, 
indicating that they were the result of  local cultural practices.  For instance, changes to the lower 
halves of  potbelly sculptures seem to have been confined to the Pacific Coast of  Guatemala but the 
use of  cup-marks has only been attested at only two sites—one on the Pacific Coast (Monte Alto) and 
the other in western El Salvador (Santa Leticia).  More widely-distributed, almost pan-Mesoamerican, 
forms of  monument alteration also exist with practices, like the breakage and effacement of  stone 
carvings, appearing in many different regions such as Mexico, the Petén region, Honduras, the 
Highlands region and the Pacific Coast.

Another important pattern worth noting is the preponderance of  monument modification in 
the Pacific Coast of  Guatemala and the Highlands region.  In particular, potbelly sculptures from 
two sites—Kaminaljuyú and Tak’alik Ab’aj—seem to dominate the sample, particularly in relation 
to evidence for effacement and breakage.  This distribution may indicate that these two ceremonial 
centers experienced important changes regarding the significance and purpose of  their potbelly 
sculptures but it also certainly reflects the fact that the majority of  potbelly sculptures in southeastern 
Mesoamerica come from these two archaeological sites, along with Monte Alto (Parsons 1986; Parsons 
and Jenson 1965; Rodas 1993).
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The Possible Purpose of  the Extraneous Markings on Potbelly Sculptures: 
Some Speculations

The purpose and significance of  extraneous markings and modifications on Mesoamerican 
monuments have been the source of  much debate in archaeology, particularly with regard to 
Early and Middle Preclassic period Olmec-style sculpture (Lambert 2014:2-5).   One of  the most 
prevalent interpretations regarding the alteration of  monuments in Olmec-style art and other 
traditions has focused on its possible association with political change and revolt.  From this point 
of  view, extraneous markings can be linked to acts of  iconoclasm and “monument mutilation” 
which accompanied changes in rulership (Clark 1997:220-222; Coe and Diehl 1980:297-298).   The 
decapitation and effacement of  potbelly sculptures could be viewed in this manner as evidence of  
political conflict between competing factions, especially if  it is assumed that these sculptures played 
an important role in the representation of  elite ancestors (Guernsey 2012).   Unfortunately, this 
interpretation does not account for the re-carving of  the Teopán potbelly in western El Salvador or 
the presence of  cup-marks on the posterior surfaces of  other potbelly sculptures.  These forms of  
intentional change do not appear to be examples of  “mutilation.”  

Another possibility, not entirely exclusive of  the previous interpretation, might be to relate 
practices of  monument alteration to common Mesoamerican beliefs regarding the supernatural or 
animating power embodied within sculptures (Stuart 2010).  Similar ideas have been proposed for 
the different forms of  monument modification found in Middle Preclassic period Olmec-style art 
(Lambert 2014; Pohorilenko 2007) and Classic period Maya art (Pendergast 1998) and are based on 
both archaeological and ethnographic evidence for such beliefs.  Nevertheless, the added element of  
ancestor veneration in relation to potbelly sculptures (Guernsey 2012) suggests that the animating 
power associated with these monuments was derived from deceased lords and lineage founders 
and not an intrinsic aspect of  the stone carving.   This magico-religious link between ancestors and 
potbellies, in turn, may have resulted in the creation of  different ritual methods of  accessing this 
supernatural power by later generations.  One way to gain access to this power could have been to 
remove parts of  the sculpture (e.g. by making cup-marks or re-carving monuments) (Pohorilenko 
1975:272, 2007:24).  In cases of  political competition, by contrast, it might have become necessary 
to symbolically destroy potbelly sculptures not only as a source of  power for an existing lord but also 
as representations of  deceased rulers (Grove 1981:63-65).  From this perspective, eliminating the 
sculpture’s head (i.e. decapitation) or erasing elements of  its face (i.e. effacement) could have been 
used to accomplish both ends.   

Despite their utility in explaining the distributional and taphonomic patterns observed in the data, 
both of  these attempts to make sense of  the extraneous markings on potbelly sculptures should be 
seen as tentative at best.  The relative dearth of  information regarding these intentional forms of  
modification and the general lack of  in-depth analyses of  these sculptures in primary context (but 
see Demarest 1986) should be seen as sufficient cause not to rule out any reasonable possibilities at 
this stage.

Conclusion

 To summarize, a survey of  all currently known potbelly sculptures in southeastern Mesoamerica 
has revealed that four different forms of  extraneous marking and monument modification—i.e. 
breakage (including decapitation and fragmentation), effacement, cup-marks, and re-carving—are 
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present among these stone carvings.  The evidence presented in this paper suggests that some 
of  these forms of  modification (e.g. cup-marks) were primarily local traditions, specific to only a 
few sites.  Others, like decapitation and effacement were much more widespread.  A number of  
different interpretations for the alteration of  these monuments were also examined.  Iconoclasm 
and “monument mutilation” linked to political competition were considered plausible explanations 
for the widely distributed practices of  effacement and decapitation, especially in light of  current 
evidence linking potbelly sculptures to ancestor veneration.  Nonetheless, this line of  reasoning does 
not seem to account for the presence of  monument re-carving or cup-marks among these carvings.  
An alternative interpretation involving ritual acts intended to access and/or eliminate the supernatural 
power embedded within the sculptures as a result of  their intimate connection with ancestors was 
also discussed.  Unlike the icononclasm model, this approach was able to account for all forms 
of  extraneous marking and modification on potbelly sculptures while also being able to place the 
sculptures within the dynamic socio-political relationships that no doubt characterized many sites 
in southeastern Mesoamerica during the Late Preclassic and Early Classic periods.  Although both 
of  these interpretations are still tentative at this point, it is hoped that further research into this 
little explored area of  Mesoamerican art will shed more light on the cultural practices of  this era by 
providing more data about the use-contexts of  potbelly sculptures.
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Figure 1: Map of  ancient Mesoamerica, showing the location of  archaeological sites discussed in the paper (drawing by the author).
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Figure 2: Examples of  potbelly sculptures with various forms of  monument modification and extraneous marking: (a) Teopán potbelly 
sculpture; (b) Copán potbelly sculpture (PN-46); (c) Kaminaljuyú Monument 6; (d) Tak’alik Ab’aj Monument 109; and (e) Tak’alik Ab’aj 
Monument 113 (drawings by the author).

Figure 3: Examples of  potbelly sculptures with cup-marks: (a) Monet Alto Monument 6 (front view); (b) Monte Alto Monument 6 (left 
profile); (c) Santa Leticia Monument 1 (front view); and (d) Santa Leticia Monument 1 (posterior view) (drawings by the author).
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Table 1: The distribution of  potbelly sculptures with different types of  extraneous markings  

(Table key: X = type is present; --- = type is absent).  
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Table 1, Continued: The distribution of  potbelly sculptures with different types of  extraneous markings  

(Table key: X = type is present; --- = type is absent).  




