
BACKGROUND
The classic Maya invented a unique form of 
story telling on painted pots. Cylinder-shaped 
drinking vessels were painted with scenes that 
told a story about current affairs, historical 
events, or myths and legends. These pots were 
essentially the world’s first comic strips, as the 
scenes often included captions and speech 
bubbles. As the person holding the vessel turned 
it in their hands, the story or scene would unfold. 
It was an intimate and entertaining experience.

The vessels were painted by well-known artists 
and were highly prized by the Maya elite. Maya 
kings would give them to important nobles or 
allied rulers from other kingdoms. As such, they 
often included a personalized dedication written 
around the upper rim. This text could include 
the name of the artist who painted it, what the 
pot was for (usually drinking chocolate) and the 
name and titles of the recipient. The drinking 
vessel shown here was commissioned by the 
King of El Parajal and given to the King of Motul 
de San Jose to commemorate a ritual ballgame 
they played together. 
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THE ACTIVITY
Step one: 

Carefully cut out the flat version of the scene and 
glue or tape it to the outside of soft drink can. 

Turn the vessel in your hands to view the scene 
the same way that the Maya king of Motul 
de San Jose did 1200 years ago.  (The glyphs 
between the players identify who is playing and 
describe the action taking place.) Notice how 
you can only see one part of the scene - and 
its associated glyphs at any given time. Unlike 
our comics that have a beginning and an end 
these are designed as a continuous loop - which 
neatly reflects the Maya belief that time moved 
in reoccurring cycles.

Step Two: 

Create your own Maya drinking vessel using the 
attached template. Draw one panoramic scene 
that unfolds as you turn it, or two sequential 
scenes that tell a story. 

Write your name and a dedication around 
the upper rim and include captions or speech 
bubbles where appropriate.


