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ALONSO MENDEZ: Robert, it'sa great pleasure to have you in Palenque once again. |
have a lot of fairly technical questionsto ask. But let me start with something personal.
What inspired you to begin studying the Maya?
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which shows when | should
have begun studying the
Mayabut did not. When |
was ajunior in high schoal |
had a history professor who
knew more about me than |
knew about mysdlf. He
loaned me a Reader’ s Digest
Condensed book set at the
time of the Spanish
Conquest. It included some
Maya, but was mainly about
the Aztec, and | was
fascinated by it. However, |
did not have enough perspective, or sense, to redlize that this was something | wanted to
continue. Between high school and college | became aware of anthropologica

archaeology. Now that’ s a broad field with an early concentration on the Americas—

Inca, Aztec, Maya, Olmec. But why the Maya? | suppose Stephens and Catherwood had
something to do with it. | liked the fact that, through such people as Bishop Landa, there
was a connection between ethnohistory and archaeology. But if ethnohistory had been the
overriding reason, my interest probably would' ve been Aztec, but it wasn't. | very much
liked some aspects of Maya art. | liked Olmec art, too. In those days | was asinterested in
the Olmec, who were just beginning to be known, asin the Maya. But my generd interest

in Mesoamerica became more and more Maya-oriented. It is difficult, & least in afew
words, to say why. It became the Maya partly by accident. | don’t like the way my career
has developed, because it concentrated too much on the Maya. | think we need to look at
Mesoamerica as awhole. And within the Mayafield, asit happened, my career focused

on Palenque, to the detriment of some of my other Mayan interests.




ALONSO: Much of your work began during the formative period

Dr. Robert Rands when we were just '
discovering the Maya. You could have studied scul pture or
Born - Washington architecture. ..

D. C. May 13, 1922 _ _
DR. RANDS: | studied sculpture. That was my firs Maya
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Mexico ALONSO: Why did you choose ceramics as your field?

M. A. - UCLA DR. RANDS: | wasadoctora candidate at Columbia
Univerdty. At that time Alberto Ruz was working at Palenque

PHD — Columbia and the opportunity came for me to work with him. Everybody

University — 1952 was studying different things and nobody was doing anything

with pottery. | had paid attention to pottery, but not with the

intention of being a ceramics pecidist. However, here was
Pdenque, awonderful place—I love Pdenque—and it was wide open in terms of
ceramics. | wouldn't be duplicating what somebody else was doing. And that isthe
reason | focused on ceramics and had to become a ceramics specialist.

ALONSO: Can you tell us some of the highlights of your experience working with
Alberto Ruz?

DR. RANDS: Firg | need to explain why | hed the opportunity of working at Paenque,
because essentidly it was, as one would expect, and properly, a Mexican operation.
However, there was agreat ded of funding from the United States; to be specific, from
Nelson Rockefdler through the Indtitute of Andean Research. That funding, in the early
years of Ruz' s work, made a tremendous difference. It would not have been possible for
Ruz to have done hiswork if he were supported merely by Mexico. Each year the
Ingtitute of Andean Research alotted a thousand dollars for somebody to visit Paenque.
My Mesoamerica professor at Columbiawas secretary of the Ingtitute of Andean
Research. He and | got along well, and he suggested the possibility of my going to
Pdengue. That was wonderful. But | redlized that to work with ceramics was more than |,
aone, could do. So | made the gtipulation that my wife come with me. Now, that caused
some problems, because the Mexican reaction was, “Why should you have your wife and
we don't?’ | needed her to wash pottery, to seethat it was carefully segregated, to vist
excavations being carried out by Ruz and his assstants while | was doing excavations of
my own. So there was along negotiation between the United States, the Indtitute of
Andean Research, and INAH [The Nationd Indtitute of Anthropology and History] in
Mexico. Eventudly my wife and I came from Y ucatan to Pdenque, we met Alberto Ruz,
and he told usthat the lawyer from INAH was coming down the following week. Asit
turned out the lawyer from INAH gave the okay.

To begin with, there was the old camp. The houses had metd rather than thatch
roofs and it was hot, and Barbara and | stayed in the pueblo. The workmen picked us up
in the morning, took us to the ruins, returned usin the afternoon. When the new camp
was completed, Barbaraand | moved and we spent dl our days there. Thisgivesalittle



bit of the tone of what it was like in the beginning.

| want to say that my own relationship with Ruz was very, very good. Hewas
cooperative. He had his priorities. In my reportsto him, | tried to address those things
that he was mogt interested in rather than other aspects of ceramics. Astime went on the
relationship became greeter. After he discovered the tomb of Pakal, he gave lectures a
colleges and universitiesin the United States, and when | was teaching a The University
of Missssppi he and hisfamily stayed a our home. In generd, we had an extremey
good relationship, and he was a person whom | admired. At times we disagreed, which
aways happensin ardationship. But mosily, muy simpatico.

ALONSO: Let’'sget a little deeper into the work that you’ ve done. When you devel oped
the ceramic sequence of Palenque, you named the different phases by the rivers at the
site. Do those rivers have a specific connection to the locations and the chronology of
Palenque?

DR. RANDS: In one case; the Picota phase. | had made an excavation close to the Picota
arroyo that was my best definition of the Picota ceramic phase. So there was a definite
connection. For the most part, it's arbitrary. However, it is no accident that the Otolum
arroyo, which flows through the center of Paenque, isused to designate pottery such as
that from the Temple of the Inscriptions.

ALONSO: Moises Morales has told me an account of how you began your survey of
Palenque and the ceramics. He describes it as one that began in the Plaza and grew out
in concentric circlesto cover a vast terrain. Can you give us an idea of how much terrain
your survey covers?

DR. RANDS: Firg of dl, the concept of concentric circlesis new to me. It wasn't like
that; it was more random. But in essence, what Moi saysis correct. Most of the early
work was done close to the central area, which had not been cleared of forest. Therewas
alot of forest then. More and more | moved out into the remote parts of Palenque, and
beyond Paenque, to Stes asfar avay asthe Usumacinta River, asfar away as Chinikiha.

Y ou might ask why | was doing it. Well, | was doing it because there were so
many unanswered questions at Palenque. Palenque ceramics are so different from those
in mogt of the Maya area, and | thought that by looking a some of the nearby Sites|
would have more in the way of things to compare. Yes, | did get more samples, dthough
| must say that Sites very close to Palenque tend to be smal and tend not to have long
occupations. For good stratigraphy, deep stratigraphy, | had to move further away.

| was dso interested in the problem of frontiers. Y ou know, “frontier” isaword
that assumesits definition. But what isafrontier? It srelative. | had two posshilitiesin
mind. Oneistha Pdenque had along-term sustaining area, an area of close interaction
with strong centrdization toward the main dte, and maybe | would reach a place farther
away that’s no longer so centrdized. However, in order to find the boundary, if thereis
such athing, you need to go on the other side of the boundary, otherwise you don’'t know
it'saboundary. So that extended the survey farther away from Padenque. Wasthere a
sharp boundary, or areasonably sharp boundary? Y es, but that varied in time. What
periods of time are we talking about? Here we get involved in the chronology of other



gtes.

In addition to that, moving away from the center to outlying parts of Palenque
uncovered differences that occurred at the same periods of time. | was, and am,
continualy impressed by the fact that the pottery we can place in the same time period is
so different from one part of Paenque to another. More and more | wondered why. Were
different Sites providing ether clay or finished pottery to Pdenque, and if so, what did
Pdenque give in return? And why al these differences within Paenque? In a recent
paper,! Ron Bishop and | speculate that this might be because there were different
lineages at Palenque and the workshops that supplied pottery for one lineage were
different from the workshops that supplied pottery to another lineage. Speculation. A
dippery issue. Impossible to determine. But more and more | am close to being
convinced that the diversity is due to different workshops located in different aress, and if
one workshop is so different from the other, it makes sense that it could have been
because it was a different lineage, or in some way the socia organization was such that it
would permit and encourage a lineage to do things differently from another lineege. I'm
not smply talking about royd lineages. I'm talking about al the lineages with specia
preferences as well as those that condtituted the nobility.

Then there s the whole problem of production and the circulation of goods after
production. It isfor those reasons that | began the use of chemistry and other specialized
techniques which have become so sgnificant. If it had not been for those problems,
chemigtry would have had something important to offer, but not nearly as much. It'sa
matter of problem orientation.

ALONSO: You mentioned that there are a lot of differences between the ceramics found
at Palenque and those found at other major sites. What are some of those key
differences?

DR. RANDS. Firg of dl, a Pdenque, unlike most Maya Sites, the pottery surfaces are
highly weathered, and since archaeologists pay agreat ded of atention to surface finish,
if you don’'t have much in the way of surface finish, it’s like having your aams tied behind
your back. Secondly, Pdenque islocated pretty far west in the Maya areg, far away from
magjor centers in the Petén where the types were first established, Uaxactun, Tikd, and so
forth. So far away that it is not surprising that there were differences. At Pdenque, little
attention was given to painting and polychrome pottery, but great importance to incising,
patillage, and modeling. We see tremendous developments in the modeling of
incensarios and figurines.

Y ou might wonder why | am so confident in talking about polychrome pottery
being unimportant in Paenque, consdering the heavy wegthering and eroson that occur
on the surfaces, and to that extent it does make the quantification of color combinations
very difficult. However, enough is preserved that | am confident of what | say.

! Rands, Robert L. and Ronald L. Bishop, “The Dish-Plate Tradition at Palenque: Continuity and Change,”
in Patterns and Process: A Festschrift in Honor of Dr. Edward V. Sayre, edited by Lambertus van Zelst.
Suitland, Maryland: Smithsonian Center for Materials Research and Education, 2003.



ALONSO: We were curious about the decorative motifs at Palenque. Were there any
motifs that lasted, perhaps from the Preclassic all the way through the Terminal Classic?

DR. RANDS: No, not thet | know of. The earliest motif that continues is the monkey,
which gppearsin early Middle-Classic times, what we cal the Cascada phase. The
monkey was not too important then, but later on, toward the end of the Classic sequence,
monkey motifs became more prevaent. Most of the specialized moatifs date from the
Murcielagos and Baunte periods; that is, from 750 to 800 A.D. Among those motifs are
quatrefoil, four-petaled designs, floral designs, fish—naturdigtic desgns. Human beings
don’t appear much on Palenque ceramics compared to most Maya pottery. That is one
way in which, again, Pdenqueis different.

ALONSO: When you were working in Palenque, did you see any ethnographic evidence
of a continuation of the ceramic tradition?

DR. RANDS: Yes. Firg I'll point to something that may affect pottery manufacture and
production in an indirect way but is dtill important. And thet is fertility of soil for

farming. The farmers in Penque much preferred to work in the Serras than on thar
gjido landsin the plains. Lessfetility in the plains, more fertility in the limestone-rich
soils of the Serras. The soils of the plains, which gretch from here to the Gulf of Mexico,
are swampy and have alot of clay in them. People who lived on the plains probably did
not do agreet deal of farming. They don’t now; they raise cattle. And oil has become the
dominant economy. Farming has never been important on the plains, except dong rivers
like the Usumacinta where fresh sediment washes down each year. If you find people
living in an areathat is poor for farming but has claysinit, that areais probably a good
place to manufacture pottery. And in so far as Paenque, in the Serras, was interacting
with people living down below, pots from down below were moving into Palenque. Or
people from Palenque were making trips to the lower planos in order to secure clay for
pottery manufacture. We find that most of the decorated pottery—with important
exceptions—is made from the clays down below, not from the daysin the Serras.

ALONSO: Wasthere any pottery production going on while you were working in
Palenque?

DR. RANDS. When | was here in 1957, pottery was still being made by people at the
base of the Serras. There was an artist working for Ruz who liked modeling clay. It was
not the sort of clay that you tend to get in the Serras.

ALONSO: Speaking of clay types, how are you using modern techniques in your analysis
of ceramics?

DR. RANDS: | will mention two that | think to be epecially important: first, neutron
activation analysis of the paste of the clay, to seeif the clays or what was added to the
clays are the same or different a various sites and from different parts of Paenque;
secondly, the study of the materids present in very smadl amounts within the pottery asa
resdue.



ALONSO: Can you give us an example of those materials?

DR. RANDS: Food! The trouble with both neutron activation and the study of residua
materiasin the pottery container isthat it's easier to talk about than it isto redize. The
generd tendency isfor someone like Ron Bishop, at the Smithsonian, to make astudy of
some of the pottery and to write it up as an gppendix, but there islittle or no relationship
between what Ron has to say and what others have to say. If an archaeologist says here
arepots“a’, “b”, “c’, “d’, “€’, Ron take that into consderation and sees whether pots
“a@, b, e td’, and e are smilar in chemicad compaosition. On that levd there's
interaction. But there has not been red investigation. Why? Because archaeol ogists tend
to be turned off if they don’'t know what to do with the findings.

When it comes to resdua materids within the container, one of the people
advocating testing said he wished that archaeol ogists would not wash their pottery,
becauise washing tears away information that would be of use in terms of resdud
materias. However, if the pottery were not washed, the archaeol ogists would not be able
to say much about it. They would not be able to draw a profile of it, would not be able to
see what the decoration was, and would not be able to date it. So, to do what the
specidists are suggesting would be contrary to what we do and need to do in
archaeology. Now maybe some sort of sampling could be used, some portions of a sherd
not being washed. That is a posshbility, but again, the potentids have not been reached.

ALONSO: Would you talk about what has driven you all these yearsto do your research
and, if you could do it all over again, what, if anything, would you do differently?
DR. RANDS. Let meanswer in terms of doing samples. In the survey from sites around
Pdenque | probably attempted to investigate too many. It probably would have been
better if | had investigated fewer and had done more intensive work a some of them and
therefore have more in the way of stratigraphy. | don’t know. But there is one way that |
can question what | did.

Let’s use excavations at Paenque as another example. There's one excavation in
particular that I'm thinking about, number 69, a good excavation, with good Stratigraphy,
where you move from a higher deposit to alower deposit. It is located north-northwest of
the Temple of the Count. The new road runs over that site. Okay, it's pretty much buried.
At the north end of that two-by-four excavation, we found a considerable amount of
pottery that had unusualy good Stratigraphy, not perfect, but enough so that what |
should have done instead of investigating somewhere €lse was to have extended that
excavation to get more information. What do you find in an Otolum Ste at the time of
Pakal? We have the stucco floor, with separate ceramic materid, late above and early
below. But dl of the pottery recovered there was dishes, the sorts of things you would est
with, not the sorts of things that you would use in the kitchen. We have materids that
relate to service but not to the preparation of food. Somewhere nearby there must’ ve been
akitchen. If | had it to do over again, | think that, rather than digging somewhere dse at
Pdenque, | would have extended that north end so asto try to include the kitchen and
thereby add a more complete picture of the Otolum phase.

ALONSO: What’sdriven you to continue? You have one of the longest careers of anyone



inthisfield.

DR. RANDS. The problemsthat | originaly raised were such that in order to answer
them | needed to use a number of techniques, physicd techniques, which normaly are
not used in archaeology. Thistakestime. | could have sent them some samplings and said
fine, they have enough information, I’ll publish it, and go somewhere dse. However, |
was S0 interested in the questions | raised that | waan't satisfied with theinitia results, as
aset of unsatifactory conclusions. Besides, | wanted to find relationships between
Palenque and other sites. And | till do. | have some idea about the relationships, but not
ascloseas| would like to have. For these reasons | have been like a dog with the bone in
regard to Palenque and the surrounding area.

| have tried to find out more, but the time has comein my life where | have better
control of the data. The primary god now is to finish the comprehensive monograph that
deds not only with Palenque, but aso with other sites and their interaction, or lack of
interaction, as seen in the ceramics of Palenque. I’ ve written alot of notes on things thet
have been quantified, so I’'m not sarting out from scratch. But thereis il alot to put
together and to write, and that’ s driving me.

ALONSO: | want to ask a fun question. Where, in your opinion, isthe most likely site for
Kan Balam's tomb?

DR. RANDS. The Temple of the Cross. In order to test this hypothes's, extensive work
needs to be done, not the small amount of work that has recovered buriads and smdl
tombs around the edge, but penetration deep into the sub-structure. That would require
destroying much materia. But penetration—I’m thinking from the stairwell—could be
recongtructed. A lot in this country has been reconstructed; there’ d be nothing new about
that.

ALONSO: Finally, what is your fondest memory of your work here in Palenque?

DR. RANDS. Again, I'd like to answer, not in terms of one, but in terms of afew.
In one excavation | found an effigy of a nauhayaca snake. It looked so fierce, so reditic,
that | dreamed about it that night. Now | normally do not dream about what | find. | think
about it, yes, dream about it, no. Obvioudy it made an impression on me.

Being the fondest memory, I’ d rather turn to people. | will first of al mention
Merle Greene, who was working as an artist for me & the ruins. | was her introduction to
Padenque. Right at the beginning it was very much our little core—Merle, Moises
Mordes, Mario Leon, plus Alberto Ruz. Again, | want to say that my relationship with
Ruz was very good. And | especialy want to acknowledge the chief of my excavetion
crew. His name is Pancho Cortes. He died a couple of years ago from a heart attack. He
was afriend, very helpful to me, and one whose friendship | vaue.

Interviewer Alonso Mendez is a Research Associate at Maya Exploration Center. He has
a background in Art and Art History. Hisinterest in the Palenque Ceramic Sequence
relates directly to the work he does recreating ceramic artifacts fromthe ruins.
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