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Caption for front cover photograph:
Handsome ceramic effigy container showing a spider monkey with great head and simplified body 
and limbs. MUNAE exhibit.

Caption for title page photograph:
That there are two spider monkeys on exhibit, in the treasures selected by MUNAE Director/
Administrator Christopher Martínez, suggests that more may be available to study. The normal 
spider monkeys are painted on the sides of Late Classic Maya vases and bowls or lid handles of Early 
Classic basal flange bowls. 
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Monkeys are considered a friendly animal to see in Classic Maya art and to study its iconography and 
ethnozoology. On many Late Classic vases the monkey often has deer ears and deer antlers (and deer 
nearby have monkey tail). But the monkeys in MUNAE exhibits are 3-dimensional (not painted on vases) 
so have no deer features.

This is the nicest simplified monkey, in the MUNAE exhibits selected by Director/Administrator Chrisopher 
Martínez. Resting in a mammiform tetrapod.

Introduction to Spider Monkeys 
in Classic Maya Art



Spider monkeys are best known for swinging 
through the trees. But they can also walk on the 
ground, either on all four feet, or they can also walk 
upright just on their hind feet. If you find a place 
that the monkeys like to be on the ground, you can 
see this. But in the rain forest, obviously you will see 
them just perched in a tree or swinging from one 
tree to another.

Guatemalan spider monkey standing on his two 
feet, on the ground, Auto Safari Chapin, December 
17, 2015. This is an island with lots of trees but also 
lots of open space on the ground. The monkeys 
here prefer to be on the ground, seated, or, rarely, 
standing (and walking).

Spider Monkey Abilities: 
Swinging through the Trees but also 
walking on the Ground
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Spider monkey, Ateles geoffroyi, 
resting in a tree.
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The advantage of having FLAAR Reports on MUNAE treasures is because FLAAR has photos of each 
animal, reptile, and insect that is exhibited at MUNAE. So we can show iconographers, zoologists and 
ethnozoologists the actual creatures in addition to masterful photography of the artifacts. The photos so 
far are just with an iPhone 15 Pro Max; the actual project will have professional portable studio lighting 
(Westcott LED technology), and camera on a tripod to capture pristine photos. The exhibits at MUNAE 
deserve professional lighting and cameras and both regular camera lens and also macro close-up lenses to 
capture details.

Spider monkey, Ateles geoffroyi, hiking through the treetops, Auto Safari Chapin, December 17, 2015
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Two easy to see jaguars leap down 
to grab the bleeding body of a 
sacrificed victim. There are several 
vases and plates that show trained 
jaguars assisting in Maya human 
sacrifice ceremonies; this plate 
from Uaxactun is one. There are 
also two black spider monkeys in 
the upper left. Their role in this 
scene needs to be researched. 
The bottom ring of the plate has 
jaguar pelage spot designs. Of 

hundreds of available plates, this 
one is excellent choice to feature 
on exhibit.

Two black spider monkeys 
in the upper left. This plate 
from Uaxactun is on exhibit 
at MUNAE, selected by 
Director/Administrator 
Christopher Martínez. 

Unexpected Spider Monkeys 
on a polychrome Late Classic Maya plate from 
Uaxactun, Peten
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Close-up view of monkey full-figure hieroglyph in atypical position, Copan Stela 63, drawing by Barbara 
Fash in William Fash 2001: Fig. 37.

Spider monkey as full-figure hieroglyph 
inside cartouche on Palenque palace 
tablet. Drawing by Linda Schele, SD-
121, AAatLACMA

Spider Monkeys are present as Maya Hieroglyphs, 
sometimes as Full-Figure Personified Hieroglyphs
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Monkey full-figure hieroglyph in atypical position, Copan Stela 63, drawing by Barbara Fash in William 
Fash 2001: Fig. 37.

FASH, William. L.
2001 Scribes, Warriors and Kings, The City of Copan and the Ancient Maya. Revised Edition. 
 Thames & Hudson.
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Spider Monkey as one of four creatures
In Paddler God canoe heading for Xibalba

Stingray Spine Paddler God, iguana, spider monkey, Maize God, bird (does not have macaw decoration 
area around eye), furry animal (more hair than I would expect on a Maya dog). JGU Paddler God at the 
front. Tikal Burial 116, incised bone. Drawing by Linda Schele, SD-2014.

Iguana, spider monkey, Paddler God, Maize God, bird, incomplete animal, all in canoe sinking into 
the Surface of the Underwaterworld, Xibalba. Tikal Burial 116, incised bone. Drawing by Linda Schele,  
SD-2014.
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Spider Monkeys are 
also available to study in the Maya Codices

Several spider monkeys are shown in the Codex Dresden, best seen in the drawings by Villacorta. (Dresden 
XVIII, Villacorta page 46 and Dresden XIX, Villacorta page 48).



10

Bibliography by Flor Morales Arroyo, Bibliography Manager, FLAAR Mesoamerica.

Books, Articles, Theses on Spider Monkeys 
of Mesoamerica: Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, 
Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica

ARROYO-Rodríguez, Víctor, PÉREZ-Elissetche, Gloria Karina, ORDÓÑEZ-Gómez, José D., 
GONZÁLEZ-Zamora, Arturo, CHAVES, Óscar M, SÁNCHEZ-López, Sónia, CHAPMAN, Colin A., 
MORALES-Hernández, Karenina, PABLO-Rodríguez, Miriam, and Gabriel RAMOS-Fernández
  2017   Spider monkeys in human-modified landscapes: the importance of the matrix. Tropical 
 Conservation Science, Vol. 10. 

BAXTER, Margaret Joan
  1979   Behavioral patterns relating to age and sex in free-raging spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) 
 in Tikal National Park, Guatemala. Master Thesis Dissertation, Department of Anthropology, 
 The University of Alberta. 

BRAMBLETT, Claud A., BRAMBLETT, Sharon, and Anthony COEHLO
  1980   Party composition in spider monkeys of Tikal, Guatemala: A comparison of stationary vs. 
 moving observers. Primates, Vol. 21, No, 1, Pages 123 – 127. 

BUSIA, Laura, SMITH-Aguilar, Sandra, AURELI, Filippo, SCHAFFNER, Colleen, and Gabriel 
RAMOS-Fernández 
  2018   Predation attacks on wild spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi). Folia Primatologica, Vol. 89, 
 No. 5, Pages 341 – 346. 

CANT, John G. H. 
  1978   Population survey of the spider monkey Ateles geoffroyi at Tikal, Guatemala. Primates, Vol. 19, 
 No. 3, Pages 525 – 535. 

CANT, John G. H. 
  1990   Feeding Ecology of Spider Monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) at Tikal, Guatemala. Human Evolution, 
 Vol. 5, No. 3, Pages 269 – 281. 

CHAPMAN, Colin, FEDIGAN, Linda, FEDIGAN, Laurence, and Lauren CHAPMAN
  1989   Post-weaning resource competition and sex ratios in spider monkeys. Oikos, Vol. 54, 
  No. 3, Pages 315 – 319. 

CHAVES, Óscar, STONER, Kathryn, and Víctor ARROYO-Rodríguez
  2011    Differences in diet between spider monkey groups living inf forest fragments and 
  continuous forest in Mexico. Biotropica, Vol. 44, No. 1, Pages 105 – 113. 

CHAVES, Óscar, STONER, Kathryn, and Víctor ARROYO-Rodríguez
  2011   Seasonal differences in activity patterns of Geoffroyi’s Spider Monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) 
 living in continuous and fragmented forests in southern Mexico. International Journal of 
 Primatology, Vol. 32, Pages 960 – 973.



11

CHAVES, Óscar, STONER, Kathryn, and Víctor ARROYO-Rodríguez
  2011     Effectiveness of Spider Monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi vellerosus) as seed disperses in continuous 
 and fragmented rain forests in Southern Mexico. International Journal of Primatology, Vol. 
 32, Pages 177 – 192. 

COELHO, Anthony M., BRAMBLETT, Claud A., QUICK, Larry B., and Sharon S. BRAMBLETT
  1976   Resource Availability and Population Density in Primates: A socio-bioenergetic analysis of 
 the Energy Budgets of Guatemalan Howler and Spider Monkeys. Primates, Vol. 17, No. 1 
 Pages 63 – 80. 

DUBREULI, Coli, NOTMAN, Hugh, and Mary S. PAVELKA
  2015   Sex differences in the use of whinny vocalizations in spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi). 
 International Journal of Primatology, Vol. 36, Pages 412 – 428. 

ESTRADA, Alejandro, LUECKE, Leandra, VAN BELLE, Sarie, BARRUETA, Emiliano, and 
Marleny ROSALES-Meda
  2004   Survey of black howler (Alouatta pigra) and spider (Ateles geoffroyi) monkeys in the Mayan 
 sites of Calakmul and Yaxchilán Mexico and Tikal, Guatemala. Primates, Vol. 45, 
 Pages 33 – 39. 

FEDIGAN, Linda Marie and Margaret Joan BAXTER
  1984   Sex differences and social organization in free-raging Spider Monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi). 
 Primates, Vol. 25, No. 3, Pages 279 – 294. 

FEDIGAN, Linda, FEDIGAN, Laurence, CHAPMAN, Colin, and Kenneth E. GLANDER
  1988   Spider monkey home ranges: A comparison of radio telemetry and direct observation. 
 American Journal of Primatology, Vol. 16, No. 1, Pages 19 – 29. 

GONZÁLEZ-Kirchner, Juan Pedro
  1999   Habitat use, population density, and subgrouping pattern of the Yucatan Spider Monkey 
 (Ateles geoffroyi yucatanensis) in Quintana Roo, Mexico. Folia Primatologica, Vol. 70, No. 1, 
 Pages 55 – 60. 

GONZÁLEZ-Zamora, Arturo, ARROYO-Rodríguez, Víctor, CHAVES, Óscar, SÁNCHEZ-López, 
Sonia, STONER, Kathryn, and Pablo RIBA-Hernández
  2008   Diet of Spider Monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) in Mesoamerica: Current Knowledge and Future 
 Directions. American Journal of Primatology, Vol. 70, No. 1 – 13. 

GONZÁLEZ-Zamora, Arturo, ARROYO-Rodríguez, Víctor, CHAVES, Oscar, and Sónia 
SÁNCHEZ-López
  2011   Influence of climatic variables, forest type, and condition on activity patterns of Geoffroyi’s 
 Spider Monkeys throughout Mesoamerica. American Journal of Primatology, Vol. 73, 
 Pages 1 – 10. 



12

GONZÁLEZ-Zamora, Arturo, ARROYO-Rodríguez, Víctor, OYAMA, Ken, SORK, Victoria, 
CHAPMAN, Colin A., and Kathryn E. STONER
  2012   Sleeping sites and latrines of spider monkeys in continuous and fragmented rainforest: 
 implications for seed dispersal and forest regeneration. PLos ONE. 
 DOI: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0046852

HARTWELL, Kayla S., NOTMAN, Hugh, BONENFANT, Christophe, and Mary S. PAVELKA
  2014   Assessing the occurrence of sexual segregation in spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi 
 yucatanensis) its mechanisms and function. International Journal of Primatology, Vol. 35, 
 Pages 425 – 444. 

HARTWELL, Kayla S. 
  2016   Fission-fusion dynamics in spider monkeys in Belize. Doctoral Thesis Dissertation, 
 University of Calgary, Calgary, Canada. 
 https://prism.ucalgary.ca. doi:10.11575/PRISM/26183 http://hdl.handle.net/11023/3497

HARTWELL, Kayla S., NORTMAN, Hugh, and Mary S. PAVELKA
  2018   Season and sex differences in the fission fusion dynamics of spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi 
 yucatanensis) in Belize. Primates, Vol. 59, Pages 531 – 539. 

HERNÁNDEZ-López, Leonor, CEREZO-Parra, Gerardo, CERDA-Molina, Ana Lilia, PÉREZ-
Bolaños, Stephanella, DÍAZ-Sánchez, Vicente, and Ricardo MONDRAGÓN-Ceballos
  2002   Sperm quality differences between the rainy and dry season in captive black handed spider 
 monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi). American Journal of Primatology, Vol. 57, No. 1, Pages 35 – 41. 

LASKA, Matthias, BAUER, Verena, and Laura Teresa HERNANDEZ-Salazar
  2007   Self-anointing behavior in free-ranging spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) in Mexico. 
 Primates, Vol. 48, Pages 160 – 163. 

MUÑÓZ, David, ESTRADA, Alejandro, and Yasminda GARCÍA-del Valle
  2008   Survey conservation of a relict population of spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) in the 
 Sumidero Canyon, Mexico.  Tropical Conservation Science, Vol. 1, No. 7, Pages 151 – 162. 

MUSKIN, Alies and Andra J. FISCHGRUND
  1981   Seed Dispersal of Stammadenia (Apocynaceae) and Sexually Diphomorphic Feeding 
 Strategies by Ateles in Tikal, Guatemala. Supplement: Reproductive Botany. Biotropica, 
 Vol. 13, No. 2, Pages 78 – 80. 

ORTÍZ-Martínez, Teresita, and Víctor RICO-Gray
  2007   Spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi vellerosus) in a tropical deciduous forest in Tehuantepec, 
 Oaxaca, Mexico. The southwestern naturalist, Vol. 52, Pages 393 – 399. 

PÉREZ-Galicia, Sergio, MIRANDA-Anaya, Manuel, CANALES-Espinosa, Domingo, and Jairo 
MUÑOZ-Delgado
  2017   Visor effect on the behavior of a group of spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) maintained at 
 an island in Lake Catemaco, Veracruz, Mexico. Zoo Biology, Vol. 36, No. 6, Pages 360 – 366. 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0046852
http://hdl.handle.net/11023/3497


13

PONCE-Santizo, Gabriela, CANO, Enio, and  Alfredo D. CUARÓN
  2006   Dispersión de semillas por primates y dispersión secundaria por escarabajos coprófagos en 
 Tikal, Guatemala. Biotropica, Vol. 38, No. 3, Pages 390 – 397. 

RAMOS-Fernández, Gabriel and Bárbara AYALA-Orozco
  2003   Population Size and Habitat use of spider monkeys at Punta Laguna, Mexico. In Marsh L. K. 
 (editor) Primates in fragments. Springer, Boston, MA. 

RAMOS-Fernández, Gabriel, SMITH-Aguilar, Sandra, SCHNAFFER, Colleen, VICK, Laura, and 
Filippo AURELI
  2013   Site fidelity in space use by spider monkeys (Ateles geoffroyi) in the Yucatán Peninsula, 
 Mexico. PLoS ONE. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0062813

RANGEL-Negrin, A., ALFARO, J.L., VALDEZ, R.A., ROMANO, M.C., and J.C. SERIO-Silva
  2009   Stress in Yucatan spider monkeys: effects of environmental conditions on fecal cortisol 
 levels in wild and captive populations. Animal Conservation, Vol. 12, Pages 496 – 502. 

RICE, Prudence and Katherine E. SOUTH
  2015   Revisiting monkeys on pots: A contextual consideration of primate imagery on classic 
 lowland maya pottery. Ancient Mesoamerica, Vol. 26, No. 2, Pages 275 – 294. 

SCHERBAUM, Carmen and Alejandro ESTRADA
  2013   Selectivity in feeding preferences and ranging patterns in spider monkeys Ateles geoffroyi 
 yucatanensis of northeastern Yucatan peninsula, Mexico. Current Zoology, Vol. 59, No. 1, 
 Pages 125 – 134. 

SILVA-López, Gilberto, MOTTA-Gil, Johanna, and Alonso Irán SÁNCHEZ-Hernández
  2001   Composición de sexo-edad en grupos de monos araña, Ateles geoffroyi vellerosus Kellogg y 
 Goldman (1944) de México y Guatemala. Foresta Veracruzana, Vol. 3, No. 2, Pages 41 – 46. 

TAJASHI, Julia
  2007     A literature review of the spider monkey, Ateles sp., with special focus on risk for extinction. 
 Department of Animal Environment and Health, Swedish University of 
 Agricultural Sciences. 

VALERO, Alejandra, SCHANFFER, Collen M., VICK, Laura G., and Gabriel RAMOS-Fernandez
  2006   Intragroup lethal aggression in wild spider monkeys. American Journal of Primatology, 
 Vol. 68, No. 7, Pages 732 – 737. 

VILLACORTA, J. Antonio and Carlos A. VILLACORTA
 Códices Maya. Published in 1930-1933 and 1976-1977.

 Codex Dresden portion: https://www.wayeb.org/download/resources/villacorta01.pdf 

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0062813
https://www.wayeb.org/download/resources/villacorta01.pdf


14
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mexico-belize-honduras/spider-monkey-ateles-geoffroyi-guatemala-fauna-autosafari-chapin.php 

Photos of spider monkeys at Auto Safari Chapin, Costa Sur, Guatemala. These monkeys are not in cages.

Web pages with fresh information and 
photos on Spider Monkeys of Mesoamerica
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