
Most Late Classic Vases 
ŸŉШљ9ċƣŉŔƚőШÅĲĬШÉƣǃũĲњШ
feature the 3-Spots 
Jaguar Pelage Motif

and undulating Ocelot 
Pelage Motif

This FLAAR Reports is an appendix to 
Hellmuth 2026 lecture on Hix (3-spots) 
hieroglyphic infix for Museo Popol Vuh 
annual IX Seminario Internacional de 
Epigrafía Maya en Guatemala at the 
Universidad Francisco Marroquin.

This is also an update of our 1998 report 
on Catfish Red Style vases.

Nicholas Hellmuth
FLAAR Reports
FLAAR (USA) 

and 
FLAAR Mesoamerica (Guatemala)

July 31, 2026



Most of these Catfish 
Red Style vases have 
the catfish with two, 
three or four black 
spotsуthis catfish 
has eight black spots 
on its upper body.

A challenge to tell 
which is the eye of 
this fish. Since fish 
on other Catfish Red 
Style vases have an 
orange-red color as 
ċŰШљĲǃĲũŔĬњЯШfШ
estimate the eye is 
the white circleу
not the black spot 
closer to the mouth. 
ÑőċƣќƚШĦƨƖŔŸƨƚШƣŸШ
őċƻĲШƣőĲШљĲǃĲњШƚŸШŉċƖШ
away from the 
mouth.

This black band is kind of 
wandering. Hopefully in the future, 
archaeologists can test these vases 
to learn where they were made, and, 
which were from the same site. Plus 
study the details of each and try to 
suggest which were by the same 
painter or at least the same atelier.

ÑőŔƚШљũŔŊőƣШƓŔŰťњШŉŔƚőШŔƚШĲƖŸĬĲĬШĤƨƣШ
seems to have very similar rows of 
round spots across the upper body 
and oval spots along the lower part.

But, does not have the two 
vertical/diagonal decorations as the 
better-preserved fish on the other 
side of this same vase.





Only a few of the Catfish Red Style scenes have snail-
like creatures. Need to study all snails of Guatemala 
to see whether any species have these black spotsу
or whether these are Maya symbols. There are river 
snails and marine shells available to the Maya. People 
have been eating these for thousands of years. 

Catfish are mentioned associated with the Hero Twins 
in the Popol Vuhуbut are snails mentioned?

We have found snails in seasonally flooded savannas 
in the Reserva de la Biosfera Maya. This has led me to 
raise the question of whether some sectors of some 
savannas in the RBM were used to raise snails for 
consumption. That is one of dozens of reasons why 
LiDAR is needed and then archaeological field work. 
Our job is to find the savannas and show colleagues 
where they can initiate their own projects in these 
Maya savannas.

The vase at the right is in the Museo Popol Vuh, 
Universidad Francisco Marroquin. In Hellmuth 1998 
the fish are pictured facing leftуso we need to check 
the actual vase (often the 35mm color slides were 
scanned facing the wrong direction by student 
assistants).

MPV, UFM



These fish have no black spots and their fins are different. The snail also have no black spots. But the row of feline pelage designs and the 
red-orange background are the same as the other vases. Kerr rollout K7522, improved resolution of Dumbarton Oaks database.



Similar scene, same fish fins as K7522; scanner software causes different background color.



Fish fin goes over the 
feline pelage band.

Fish fin goes 
over the feline 
pelage band.

90% of Catfish Red Style vases are narrow diameter and have space only for 
two large catfishуthis vase had space for four catfish plus four snails.
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So far, I have not yet found any Catfish Red Style plates or bowls. But 
here is a polychrome Late Classic Maya plate with a potential undulating 
ocelot pelage motif.

The repeated hieroglyph is not yet found on any Catfish Red Style vase.

Although the brush strokes show different tints of the background color 
(just like on Catfish Red Style vases), the color and the height reminds 
me more of a Red Band Tepeu 1 Style Bowls.

ÑőŔƚШƓũċƣĲШŔƚШůŔƚƚŔŰŊШŉƖŸůШƣőĲШĦőċƓƣĲƖШŸŰШљ?ĲĲƖШŸŰШxċƣĲШ9ũċƚƚŔĦШÂũċƣĲƚњШŔŰШ
ÂċƖƣШfШŸŉШљ?ĲĲƖШfĦŸŰŸŊƖċƓőǃШŔŰШ9ũċƚƚŔĦШ~ċǃċШ ƖƣњШыcĲũũůƨƣőШΞΜΞΡċьЮ



This Catfish Red Style vase has no ocelot or margay pelage designsуŔƣќƚШƓƨƖĲШƚƣǃũŔǍĲĬШũŸŊŸШŸŉШŢċŊƨċƖШƓĲũċŊĲаШΟ-Black Circles.

њÉƣǃũŔǍĲĬШ~ŸŰťĲǃШ
       [ċĦĲШ őċƨњ

њÉƣǃũŔǍĲĬШ~ŸŰťĲǃШ
       [ċĦĲШ őċƨњThe lower circle is clearly intended to be a mouth. The other motif is ocelot.



The iconography of this deity head is 
discussed in iconography of Maya deer hunter 
/ deer-associated deity scenes.

Ocelots have wandering pelage marks with 
these thick outlines (Hellmuth 2018).



The tall vase is the normal height and diameter.

The smaller vase size is not as common. Both are Catfish 
Red Style. 



This painter (and the 
patron?) wanted all the 
focus on the feline pelage 
pattern of 3-circles in a 
triangular arrangement. 
They seemingly did not 
want any catfish or 
seashells or geometric 
symbols to fill the red 
background (or else where 
was not time or money to 
cover such additions?).

All these photos should be 
captioned: Digital photo by 
Nicholas Hellmuth, FLAAR 
Digital Photo Archive, 
Dumbarton Oaks, Trustees 
for Harvard University.

There are two corpuses 
that were donated: photos 
ŉƖŸůШΝΦΣΜќƚ-ΝΦΦΜќƚШ
photographed with Leica, 
 ŔťŸŰЯШcċƚƚĲũĤũċĬЯШΠǂΡњШ
xŔŰőŸŉШċŰĬШΥǂΝΜњШxŔŰőŸŉЮ

The second corpus are all 
the digital photos from 
circa 1997 onwards.

On these two 
different vases, 
the red/orange 
paint is 
horizontal. On the 
taller vases the 
paint is usually 
vertical.

Need to see 
whether the 
designs on this 
vase at the right 
are feline spots or 
not.



Digital rollout by Nicholas Hellmuth with Better Light digital scan back on a 4x5 inch studio camera, with a complete lighting studio. These 
digital rollouts were an average of about 28,000 sequential photos (that was the limit that Adobe Photoshop could handle a quarter-century 
ago). The turntable rotated one-pixelуthe camera took one vertical digital photo. Hellmuth was the beta tester for the initial model that 
was marketed by Dicomed. Then Better Light provided the improved next-generation model. Today you can create a rollout with a dozen 
photos.



Feline pelage motifs can be 
found on hundreds and 
hundreds of Maya vases, bowls 
and plates.

Also on clothing of Maya people 
in scenes on vases and murals 
and carved stone sculptures 
(obviously there not in color).

Since I found feline claws and a 
feline hide inside Tikal Burial 
196, plus the Jade Jaguar, I am 
been interested in jaguars in 
Maya art since discovering and 
excavating that tomb in 1965 
and publishing my Harvard 
ƨŰĬĲƖŊƖċĬƨċƣĲШőŸŰŸƖќƚШƣőĲƚŔƚШŔŰШ
a following year..



[ƨƖƖǃШŉĲũŔŰĲШƓĲũċŊĲШŔƚШƣőĲШŉŸĦƨƚЮШ9ƨƖŔŸƨƚШƣőĲǃШĬŸŰќƣШŉŔũũШƣőĲШĲŰƣŔƖĲШċƖĲċШƽŔƣőШŉƨƖуinstead of leaving such a large empty area. The white area 
is probably the result of damage over a thousand years inside the Late Classic Maya burial.



More orange than red, but 
both these vases have the 3-
black-spots logo of a jaguar 
plus the undulating thick-
outlined pelage logo of an 
ocelot.



When Dumbarton Oaks has the time and 
ŉƨŰĬŔŰŊШƣŸШőċŰĬũĲШƣőĲШΟΜҼШǃĲċƖƚШŸŉШcĲũũůƨƣőќƚШ
photography in museums around the world, 
hopefully more views of each vase can be 
found. But in the meantime, the present FLAAR 
Reports on Catfish Red Style vases with feline 
pelage, plus the Hellmuth 1998 report show 
probably 80% of the Catfish Red Style vases that 
are available to study. 

But would help if a student doing a MA thesis on 
this style could find-and-get-photos of the other 
20% and include all the scenesуeven when no 
bands of feline pelage around the vase and even 
when no catfish are featured. The narrow 
diameter and red-orange color are also what 
defines this style.



Notable that 
ƣőĲШљƚŰċŔũњеШ
shells have the 
3-spots of the 
jaguar pelage 
logo.

The pelage 
bands around 
the top have 
spots of a 
jaguar and 
wandering



This artist made the area for the 
feline pelage much higher (keeping 
in mind that this vase is not as high 
as others). So clearly, this row of 
jaguar spots (the three black 
circular spots in a triangular 
arrangement) and the undulating 
spot (more of what I would expect 
on a margay or ocelot).



The 
software of 
the Better 
Light 
allowed 
you to 
select 
what file 
size you 
wanted: 
this was 
just 12% 
but was 
2.4 MB. 
Most 
downloads 
on line are 
a wimpy 
KB file size 
because 
ŔƣќƚШƣŸŸШ
expensive 
to have 
higher 
resolution.

Hellmuth 
digital 
rollouts 
will be 
available 
at D.O. in 
coming 
years. 



Kerr rollout 
K3266, 
database of 
improved 
file size of 
Dumbarton 
Oaks. 



K5225



K5088 
is color 
version 
of 
black-
and-
white 
K4835



EċĦőШŉŔƚőШƽŔƣőШƣƽŸШŔĬĲŰƣŔĦċũШĤũċĦťШƚƓŸƣƚЯШƚŸШĦũĲċƖũǃШљƣƽŔŰƚњЮШuĲƖƖШĤũċĦť-and-white rollout, K4835, Dumbarton Oaks database of improved digital resolution.


