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This book began as a proposal for a twenty- 
minute talk. Michael Carrasco and Maline 
Werness-Rude were to be the co-chairs 

of a panel titled “Mesoamerican Ceramics: Form, 
Meaning, and Function” at the 101st Annual 
Conference of the College Art Association, held 
in New York City in 2013. I had just distributed my 
dissertation (on the narrativity of battle murals in 
Epiclassic Mesoamerica) to the committee and was 
waiting to defend it when the call for papers was 
announced in the spring of 2012. I wrote a short 
abstract for a paper that would analyze the hole in 
the Resurrection Plate in relation to the imagery 
painted on it. Because of the panel chairs’ desire for 
a temporal and geographic spread in presentations, 
my proposed talk was not accepted for inclusion. 
However, Michael and Maline liked my idea and 
asked me if I would be willing to develop it into 
a chapter for a volume that they were planning. 
I readily agreed and set to work, submitting my 
finished draft to them the following spring. When 
I had reached my word limit, however, I found 
that there was still much to be said. That was the 
point at which this book first began to take shape 
in my mind.

As I have come to learn, edited volumes some-
times get waylaid. While waiting on promised 
essays from several other contributors, the editors 
moved forward with getting the interest of a press 
and returned the papers that they had received—
including mine—to their authors with extremely 
thoughtful and generous comments. I proceeded to 
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make revisions based on their feedback, resulting in 
a much-improved paper. While the Mesoamerican 
ceramics volume still remained unpublished, I 
now conceived of that essay as a short version of a 
much larger project on holes, cavities, and voids in 
Mesoamerican material culture. I began to apply 
for fellowships based on this project. My ideas and 
approach to the material were generally well received 
both by Mesoamericanists and by scholars special-
izing in other areas of art history and archaeology. 
The research and writing of this book were com-
pleted with the assistance of a Mellon Postdoctoral 
Fellowship at New York University’s Institute of 
Fine Arts (2015–2016) and a Visiting Researcher 
Fellowship at the Sainsbury Research Unit for the 
Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas at the 
University of East Anglia (fall 2018).

As I presented my work at conferences and 
invited lectures and discussed my ideas with col-
leagues, I received extremely helpful feedback and 
suggestions that have also significantly contributed 
to the resulting book. Various portions were pre-
sented at the Art Department of Reed College; 
the Columbia University Seminar in the Arts of 
Africa, Oceania, and the Americas; the DePaul 
University Department of the History of Art and 
Architecture; the Forum Transregionale Studien in 
Berlin; the Latino Cultural Center of the University 
of Illinois Chicago; the 40th Annual Mesoamerica 
Meetings Symposium at the University of Texas 
at Austin; the 106th Annual Conference of the 
College Art Association in Los Angeles; the 40th 
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Annual Midwest Conference on Mesoamerican 
Archaeology and Ethnohistory in Chicago; the 45th 
Annual Midwest Art History Society Conference 
in Indianapolis; the 11th Annual Meeting of the 
Theoretical Archaeology Group—North America 
in Gainesville; the 56th International Congress of 
Americanists in Salamanca; the World Art Research 
Seminar of the Sainsbury Center for Visual Arts at 
the University of East Anglia, Norwich; and the 
McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research 
at Cambridge University.
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Virginia Miller, Keith Moxey, Joel Palka, Esther 
Pasztory, Francisco Pellizzi, Janice Robertson, 
Robin Robertson, Andy Roddick, Pat Rubin, 
Sanja Savkic, Cassandra Smith, Deborah Spivak, 
Stephanie Strauss, Lisa Trever, Rogelio Valencia 
Rivera, Andrea Vazquez de Arthur, Debra Walker, 
Mary Weismantel, Estella Weiss-Krejci, Chris 
Wingfield, Gerhard Wolf, and Cherra Wyllie. My 
gratitude especially goes to Claudia Brittenham, 
who enthusiastically offered to read a first draft of 
this manuscript and very promptly returned many 
pages of notes with an eye to both the big picture 
and individual details. Her thoughtful suggestions 
have undoubtedly very much improved this book. 
Finally, my colleagues in the Department of Art 
History at the University of Illinois Chicago (UIC) 
have been extremely supportive in every regard and 
are a reliable source of intellectually stimulating 
conversation.

A modified version of chapter 5 was published 
in the October 2019 issue of the journal Latin 
American and Latinx Visual Culture. I am grate-
ful to Emily Engle for her editorial guidance; to 
the two anonymous reviewers for comments that 
improved both my writing and my argument; to 
Margaret Moore for her keen copy editing; and to 

the University of California Press for readily grant-
ing permission to reproduce that content here.

This book owes a great deal to the staff at 
the University of Texas Press. My gratitude goes 
to senior editor Kerry Webb for her enthusiasm 
about the project and for expertly shepherding my 
manuscript through the editorial process. Editorial 
assistant Andrew Hnatow provided useful infor-
mation and guidance related to the preparation 
of the manuscript. My thanks to Lynne Ferguson 
and Kathy Lewis for their diligent copy editing of 
the manuscript, to Sue Gaines for her thoughtful 
indexing, and to Joel Pinckney for his work related 
to publicity and promotion. I am particularly grate-
ful to the anonymous specialist reviewers consulted 
by the press, whose supportive remarks, gentle cor-
rections, and useful comments have enabled me to 
improve the contents of this book.

At the encouragement of the reviewers, 
the press has allowed the inclusion of the many 
color illustrations in this book, for which I am 
very appreciative. The obtaining of high-quality 
images and permissions to reproduce them has 
been made possible through a Dean’s Research 
Prize from UIC's College of Architecture, Design, 
and the Arts as well as a UIC Provost’s Award 
for Faculty Support. Brenda Roman, an admin-
istrator in UIC’s School of Art and Art History, 
was invaluable in helping to disburse moneys 
from these awards to the numerous institutions 
from which I obtained images and permissions. I 
am very grateful for her patience and persistence 
as she guided me through the bureaucracy and 
for the helpfulness and patience of those on the 
other end of this process: Diana Edkins and Robbi 
Siegel of Art Resource; Elizabeth Bray of British 
Museum Images; Sue Grinols of the Fine Arts 
Museums of San Francisco; Sian Aldridge and 
Nathan Pendlebury of the Liverpool Museums; 
Carolyn Cruthirds of the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston; and Cynthia Mackey of the Peabody 
Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology at 
Harvard University. I am also grateful to others 
who directly assisted me with images and permis-
sions, including Susanna Pelle of the Biblioteca 
Nazionale Centrale di Firenze; Patricia Boulos 
of the Boston Athenaeum; Bruna Lago-Fazolo 
of the British Library; Miguel Jorge Juárez 
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