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INTRODUCTION


The Ancient Maya







We sat down on the very edge of the wall, and strove in vain to penetrate the mystery by which we were surrounded. Who were the people that built this city? In the ruined cities of Egypt, even in the long-lost Petra, the stranger knows the story of the people whose vestiges are around him. America, say historians, was peopled by savages; but savages never reared these structures, savages never carved these stones. We asked the Indians who made them, and their dull answer was ‘Quien Sabe?’ ‘who knows?’.


–John Lloyd Stephens, 18411





A ‘lost’ civilization, the ‘mysterious’ Maya. These are two of the adjectives still commonly used to describe the most brilliant and complex of all ancient societies of the Americas, whose cities first arose before the time of Christ across much of present-day Mexico, Guatemala, Belize and Honduras.


The greatest glories of the Maya – the palaces, temples and vast pyramids of stone from the golden age of their civilization – were indeed hidden in the Central American jungles and lost to the world for almost a thousand years. They have only been discovered by explorers and archaeologists over the last two centuries. The first intrepid explorers, leading their mule-trains through the undergrowth and towering trees from one forgotten ruin to another, were confronted by a host of mysteries. How could any civilized society have emerged in the tropical forest, which seemed such a hostile setting for the development of human culture? Who could these people have been? Had they grown up here, in this very environment, or come from somewhere else? How old were the ruins? What were the strange stone images depicted in elaborate costume that they came upon? Were they priests, kings, heroes or gods? Above all perhaps, why, at the time of the Spanish Conquest in the sixteenth century, had all knowledge of the inhabitants of these great cities been lost?


Despite the increasing encroachments of the twentieth century, much of the ancient Maya lands remains shrouded by great expanses of jungle, which continue to yield up their secrets. Every year fresh reports emerge of the finding of magnificent and often unexpected monuments from the past: pyramids adorned with vast polychromed masks of the gods from the dawn of Maya civilization, broad limestone causeways that linked one city with another, the tell-tale grid pattern of ancient fields seen from the air on the edge of swamp land and, most popularly appealing of all, the rich tombs of Maya rulers accompanied by spectacular caches of jade and finely painted pottery. The pursuit of the ancient Maya in their exotic location seems synonymous still with adventure and romance, and provides an alluring backdrop for that enduring journalistic compulsion to cast modern archaeologists as stereotypes from years gone by. In the Central American backyard of the USA, Indiana Jones appears to be alive and well, hacking his way through television documentaries and across the pages of glossy magazines.


Yet beyond the pure drama of discovery, there is ample justification for the media attention that Maya archaeology has generated, for palpable excitement amongst professional archaeologists themselves and for the rapidly increasing fascination with the Maya among the public at large. For quite astonishing advances have accompanied discoveries in the field. The product of the patient labour of a great number of scholars, recent years have witnessed a transformation in our understanding of one of the world’s most original civilizations, a transformation more pronounced perhaps than in any other comparable area of modern archaeology. Most of the older ‘mysteries’ of the Maya have now been answered, though as we shall see, many new ones have emerged to take their place.


From the 1840s, when the best-selling books of the great American explorer John Lloyd Stephens first brought the existence of Maya civilization to the attention of the world, an enduring riddle was to be posed by the ancient Maya script, the only fully developed written language to appear anywhere in the pre-Columbian Americas. This alien yet singularly beautiful form of writing is made up of ‘glyphs’, graphic elements combined in individual blocks that have been found carved in stone and other materials, painted on pottery and the walls of buildings and tombs and with which Maya scribes filled so-called ‘codices’ or folding books made from the bark of the wild fig-tree.


Hundreds of inscriptions were to be found among Maya ruins, and it was obvious to men like Stephens that comprehending them would offer answers to many of the perplexing questions. Maya languages are spoken to this day, but the tradition of writing in hieroglyphs was stamped out soon after the Spanish conquest. This explains, in part, why decipherment was to prove painfully slow. A few significant advances had been made by the beginning of this century. Scholars could understand Maya numbers and had unravelled most of the complexities of their calendrical systems, added testimony to the sophistication of Maya culture. Furthermore, one of these, a cumulative count of time known as the ‘Long Count’ was successfully correlated with the Christian calendar. The plentiful dates on Maya monuments revealed that they had been set up between about AD 300 and AD 900. Thus, while Europe had been struggling through the Dark Ages, Maya civilization, during what was to become known as the ‘Classic’ period, had reached its greatest heights. Yet any more substantial progress in decipherment remained frustratingly elusive. So much so that by the 1950s many scholars came to believe that, like those few other lost and forgotten ancient scripts such as Etruscan or the writings of the Harappan civilization of the Indus valley, the bulk of Maya texts might never be understood.


Over the last few decades, however, the pace of decipherment has quickened dramatically. Now, from reliefs on temple walls and magnificently carved ‘hieroglyphic stairways’, from inscribed limestone lintels and vertical slabs of stone known as ‘stelae’, planted in the plazas of their cities, we can read the chronicles of Maya kings and put names to the otherworldly faces of Maya sculpture. Out of prehistoric anonymity, the Maya have emerged as a historical people whose rulers left records of themselves and their families, their deeds and the great events in their lives, along with the dates down to the very day when such events occurred. Described by Michael Coe, the recent historian of Maya decipherment, as ‘one of the most exciting intellectual adventures of our age’2 alongside the exploration of space and the discovery of DNA, the cracking of the Maya code compares with the decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphs or Linear B as one of the ‘great decipherments’ of the writing system of an ancient civilization.


The breakthroughs of recent years have brought a revolution in perceptions of the political history and organization of the Maya world. Enabling great strides to be made in understanding of the contents and intricate symbolism of Maya art, they have led to a completely new view of the nature of Maya kingship and the aristocratic culture that surrounded it. An older, romanticized image of a quite unique society of benevolent and scholarly priest–kings, artists and farmers who lived in peace with each other and worshipped the passage of time, has been replaced by a vivid and very different picture of competitive city-states headed by aggressive dynasts regularly at war and for whom the centrepiece of religious observance was blood-letting and human sacrifice. Rarely has the perceived character of a whole civilization been so comprehensively turned upside down.


However profound the impact of the unravelling of their writing, our picture of the ancient Maya has not been changed by decipherment alone. Maya archaeology, interpreting mute material remains, has undergone its own revolution over the last half century, becoming more scientific and sophisticated in methodology and more ambitious in its aims. The attention of most scholars was once fixed exclusively on the great art, architecture and inscriptions of the jungle cities of the Classic period. Today, however, armed with more advanced techniques for the dating and analysis of archaeological materials, scholars are concerned as much with hand-axes, potsherds, pollen samples and the patterns of more humble ancient settlement spread out across the landscape. The result has been an infinitely greater understanding of both the chronological development of Maya civilization and the more day-to-day functioning of their society as a whole. The full scope and variability of the Maya past can now be reconstructed, during which, over many millennia, a succession of communities and kingdoms rose and fell across the variegated geography of their world.


The Maya lands cover a compact block of some 325,000 square kilometres (see map here) and include the whole of the Yucatán peninsula and much of the Mexican states of Chiapas and Tabasco, all of Guatemala and Belize and the westernmost parts of Honduras and El Salvador. This vast area encompasses stark contrasts, from the humid Pacific slopes and volcanic highlands of Guatemala to the lush tropical forests of what is known as the Southern Lowlands at the base of the Yucatán peninsula and the flat, dry Northern Lowlands at its top, covered in stunted forest and dense undergrowth, without rivers or streams and where surface water is only to be found in cenotes or natural wells in the underlying limestone.
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The very first people to enter the Maya area were hunters and gatherers, who were roaming here by at least 10,000 BC, at the end of the last Ice Age, descendants of those original Americans who had crossed the Bering Straits from Asia. At first shifting with the seasons, they began, during the so-called ‘Archaic’ period from about 6000–1800 BC to congregate more permanently in the most favourable locations such as the mangrove swamps and lagoons along the Pacific coast and the shores of Belize, where sources of food were available all year round. Very slowly, through tending and ultimately domesticating wild plants, foragers became farmers. Around 1800 BC, the beginning of the ‘Preclassic’ period (see here), village communities had already become established above the Pacific coast, cultivating what would become the staple Maya crops of maize, beans, squash and peppers, weaving and producing pottery, the universal accompaniment of a sedentary existence.


By 1000 BC farming villages were to be found across the Maya Highlands and groups of pioneers, descending from the mountains and following the great river systems such as the Usumacinta and its tributaries and the broad, winding rivers of Belize, had spread out within the Southern Lowlands, carving their maize fields from the forests and swamps. Populations increased rapidly and soon they were building much more than simple houses of pole and thatch. By 500 BC, in the northern Petén region of Guatemala the first great stone pyramids were being constructed from the abundant outcrops and beds of limestone that, when first quarried, were easy to cut with axes of flint or chert.
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The Late Preclassic, from about 400 BC to AD 250, was the most crucial, formative time of change, when the template for Maya civilization was created. Cities grew up in both the highlands and the lowlands, and in some of them forms of monumental architecture were created that were more colossal than anything built by the Maya in later centuries. Indeed, by the time of Christ most of the diagnostic ingredients of the Classic period were already in place, including hieroglyphic writing, first emerging in the highlands but slowly developed in the lowlands as well.


But it was the Classic period which saw the full florescence of Maya civilization, best defined by the establishment of ruling dynasties who ordered the erection of inscribed monuments to commemorate their achievements. This was the time when most of the fabric of the great cities that can be seen today such as Tikal, Palenque and Copán was constructed and when the Maya were to reach unequalled heights of artistic and intellectual expression.


Perhaps the most striking overall impression today is of the sheer scale of Maya civilization at its height in the eighth century AD. Forty or so major cities have been documented, some of them with populations of up to 100,000 people. The total population of the Maya area at this time has been put by some scholars at more than ten million, a staggering figure, second only to that of T’ang dynasty China at the same period and which makes the contemporary England of the Anglo-Saxon kings and the continental Europe of Charlemagne models of underdevelopment by comparison.


That anything like these figures could have been supported is testimony to an often overlooked achievement, yet one of quite fundamental importance – the productivity of Maya agriculture. Their natural surroundings offered a range of sources of food: fish, shellfish and marine fauna along the coasts and in lakes and rivers, and from the forests an enormous variety of wild plant foods and sources of protein such as peccary, deer, monkeys, tapir and a host of smaller rodents, birds and other creatures. But, as populations grew, much of the wild resources of the forest would have been hunted out or significantly reduced and their inventory of domesticated animals was a paltry one, limited to the turkey and a small variety of edible dog. Meat-eating would have been an irregular luxury among the bulk of the population. The diet was essentially vegetarian and based principally on maize.


Farming in the fertile volcanic soils that covered much of the highlands was a relatively straightforward matter and could support substantial settlements. In the Northern Lowlands, apart from the small, anomalous area of the Puuc hills to the west, the situation was quite the opposite. The meagre earth, only a few inches deep in many places, was rapidly exhausted. The forests to the south offer a much more complex picture. Drainage and soils are extremely variable from place to place and scientists still debate the carrying capacity of much of the landscape over long periods of time, complicated by evidence for cycles of climate change, markedly wetter periods followed by dry, throughout Preclassic and Classic times. But the forest was not as hostile a prospect for farmers as was once believed. It demanded adaptability and acute sensitivity to local conditions. The Maya learnt well through centuries of experience. Shifting cultivation, slash and burn farming, was common practice everywhere, but this was supplemented by more intensive methods. Alluvial lands along the major rivers to the south could have been cultivated almost continuously and surpluses even exported to other areas. Agricultural terraces were constructed on hill slopes, and in swampy areas close to some of the slow-running rivers, especially in Belize, raised field cultivation was practised. This involved digging networks of small canals or drainage channels, the excavated earth piled up in between to produce elevated planting platforms. A similar technique was also widely applied to the large areas of bajos or seasonal swamps that existed away from the rivers, for example in the area around Tikal in the forests of the Petén in northern Guatemala. So, in this versatile way, exploiting every niche in the landscape, the Maya managed to thrive in the forest, producing the surpluses that fuelled the growth of cities and supporting ever-increasing numbers of people who did not have to work on the land and could turn their minds to other things.


Contrasting environments also meant diverse natural resources or finished products that were exchanged for those from other regions. Trade networks, local and long-distance, in utilitarian and luxury items, ranged across the Maya world from Preclassic times. From highlands to lowlands, for example, went grinding stones of granite or volcanic lava and obsidian, much sought after for spear-points, knives and blades for a multiplicity of craft and ritual uses. In return travelled lowland products such as feathers, beeswax, cotton and animal skins. Salt, a dietary necessity, was a particular speciality of the northern Yucatán, where it was produced in pans along the coast. Cacao, or chocolate, made into the frothy ancestor of the modern mug of cocoa and the high-status drink of the aristocracy, was an extremely sought-after trade item which only grew in regions of high rainfall such as the lower slopes above the Pacific and around the Gulf of Honduras.


Maya kings themselves controlled the acquisition and use of particularly precious commodities such as jade, only to be found in the Motagua valley of eastern Guatemala, and the tail-feathers of the resplendent quetzal bird, whose habitat was the remote cloud forests of the transitional zone between mountains and jungle. The status and authority of Maya rulers was expressed by the personal use of such rare materials. Each had a particular symbolic value, decorating and accompanying the lord in life and going with him to his grave. The gift-giving of rare jades and finished objects such as finely painted pottery to retainers and subordinates was another token of the ruler’s power, and the wider circulation of these objects helped to cement political relationships between kingdoms.


For each Maya city had its own political realm or surrounding dependent territory. Often no more than a day’s walk apart, they formed a patchwork of independent local traditions, jostling in uneasy equilibrium. Through trade, endlessly shifting alliances and the waging of war – for tribute and sacrificial victims, it would seem, rather than the all-out conquest war of territorial expansion with which we might be more familiar – they were constantly aware of each other. New ideas and ways of doing things travelled through the tracks in the forest and by canoe along the coasts and rivers: agricultural techniques and other technologies, modes of warfare, religious concepts and symbols used by rulers to buttress their authority. Such constant exchange and communication made for a hot-house of competitive emulation and creative energy.


Earlier this century the Maya tended to be viewed largely in isolation in their remote jungles and the importance to them of contact with other contemporary peoples minimized. But in reality they were an integral part of a much wider world. This is known as Mesoamerica, which, along with the Andes, was one of the two great cradles of civilization in the Americas (see map here). Geographically, Mesoamerica is defined as the whole land mass stretching from northern Mexico, close to the modern border with the USA, down into Central America as far as the fringes of Nicaragua and Costa Rica. But the use of the term is essentially a cultural one, referring to peoples who, though they spoke different languages and had quite separate ethnic identities, shared a number of practices and beliefs and had more in common with one another than they did with other, less complex cultures further to the west and east. They all, for example, used a 260-day ritual calendar, combined with a solar calendar of 365 days. They held certain gods and underlying views of the cosmos in common, practised human sacrifice and also auto-sacrifice, the letting of blood from one’s own body as an act of piety. Mesoamerican peoples played a game with a rubber ball in a special court that was of great ritual significance, they wrote in codices of bark paper or deer skin, and all depended on the cultivation of maize and the accompanying triad of beans, squash and peppers. Many of these shared traits date back to very early times but, as archaeological research is making increasingly apparent, across the whole of Mesoamerica there was a continuous and vigorous flow of people and ideas.
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The Maya straddled Mesoamerica from coast to coast and became intermediaries, and major players as producers, in long-distance trade routes that stretched many hundreds of kilometres along the Pacific and through the southern Maya lowlands. And, at certain periods, they came to be strongly influenced by others in ways which contributed both to the growth and the particular character of Maya civilization. The Olmec, the first complex society to emerge in Mesoamerica, along the Gulf Coast of Mexico at the turn of the first millennium BC, had a powerful, though still much debated impact upon the initial development of Maya civilization. In the Early Classic period, parts of the Maya world established a close relationship with the great metropolis of Teotihuacan in central Mexico. Connections with this region remained strong through succeeding centuries, with the Toltecs and, ultimately, with the Aztecs. Indeed, parts of the southern periphery of the Maya world, the Pacific coast in particular, became so thoroughly ‘Mexicanized’ that they are today regarded as anomalous and outside the Maya mainstream.


Yet the vast bulk of Maya peoples kept their individuality and essential Mayaness across the centuries. They were never conquered. The fearsome empire of the Aztecs bordered Maya lands, they traded with the Maya but never reduced them to the level of cowed tribute-payers as they did other ancient societies of Mexico. The Maya retained their idiosyncratic political system, religious beliefs, distinctive styles of art and architecture and, uniquely, they wrote down their own histories of the affairs of their world using a script markedly more sophisticated than those of their neighbours.


Language was, of course, the most important element of their shared cultural identity. Today there are as many as thirty-one different languages that make up the Mayan language family, the best known being Yucatec, spoken over most of the Yucatán peninsula, Tzeltal, Tzotzil and Chol in Chiapas and Cakchiquel, Quiché and Kekchí found in the Guatemalan highlands. Studies by linguists of the patterns of divergence amongst these languages, whose mutual intelligibility decreases uniformly with geographical distance, suggest that they all descend from a single ‘Proto-Mayan’ ancestor which existed around 2000 BC. By the Classic period it is probable that two main languages were spoken over most of the lowlands – what is known as Cholan across much of the Southern Lowlands and Yucatecan further to the north. The language of Maya inscriptions is, however, a more complex question. It has recently been proposed, on the basis of compelling linguistic evidence, that the vast majority were written in Choltí, a now-extinct sub-division of Cholan which, like Latin or diplomatic French, seems to have become accepted as the highly esteemed medium of royal or official communication right across the Maya area.3


If the destiny of the Maya in Precolumbian times remained in their own hands, so their downfall at the end of the Classic period was of their own making. Although Maya civilization, in a different guise, was maintained in northern Yucatán and the highlands of Guatemala until the Spanish conquest, in the ninth century AD, in what is commonly known as the ‘Maya Collapse’, it came to a terrible halt in their jungle heartland. There was no more construction in the great cities, the records of Maya rulers ceased to be carved. The cities themselves were largely abandoned, to be taken over by the jungle. Before their fall there may indeed have been little jungle left. The consensus now is that environmental depredation was a prime cause of the catastrophe, brought on by the pressure of population on limited and fragile natural resources. The story of the end of the tropical-forest Maya thus seems to offer a tragic lesson for our own times – a people who grew up in an intimate, symbiotic relationship with the forest that they had tamed and developed so successfully, but who in the end managed to destroy both their environment and themselves. Yet, as an explanation for the Maya Collapse this is by no means the complete answer, however appealing, to what we shall see was a complex phenomenon. The same is true of many other elements of the Maya story. For if, little by little, scholars are getting closer to a grasp of the reality of ancient Maya society, the very increase of knowledge in recent years only serves to introduce new uncertainties and underline how much work remains to be done.


Despite many colourful theories that have suggested otherwise, the Maya developed over the centuries in isolation from the civilizations of Europe, Asia or Africa. No one would seriously doubt today that they too were a complex, ‘civilized’ society. They share many of that checklist of characteristics traditionally observed among the ancient civilizations of the Old World. They had large populations concentrated in and around urban centres and fed by systems of intensive agriculture. They possessed an hierarchical social structure with full-time specialists such as priests, administrators and scribes and were governed by an élite class that had control of surplus goods and the labour of the population at large. The ruling élite organized great public works of temple and pyramid building in the service of an institutionalized religion harnessed to what, by the Classic period, one can legitimately call the power of the state. They produced great art in a variety of media, and of course they had writing.


Indeed, earlier this century the Maya were welcomed into the fold of conventionally defined civilization almost as long-lost cousins. A number of scholars, impressed in particular by the technical quality and appealing naturalism of much Maya art, so different and so advanced it seemed compared to that of other pre-Hispanic societies, referred to them as the ‘Greeks’ of the New World or the ‘Classical’ civilization of the Americas. Certain elements of this comparison still hold. Like the cities of Classical Greece or Renaissance Italy, the Maya were never truly unified in any political sense. The essence of their civilization was independence, in an abundance of city-states which expressed their shared culture in brilliant but varying religious and artistic traditions. Many of the greatest accomplishments of the Maya were also achievements of the mind. Their script was as complex and versatile as any writing system ever devised. As mathematicians they developed place-system numerals and the concept of zero, which neither the Greeks nor the Romans ever arrived at. Without the use of telescopes or other optical instruments, simply with the naked eye, they plotted the movements of planets and stars, predicted astronomical events such as eclipses way into the future and devised calendars that were almost as accurate as our own.


For those scholars keen to formulate universal laws of human behaviour, it is clearly essential to compare ancient societies who have grown up independently around the globe. Yet any attempt to categorize or characterize the Maya through analogy with other civilizations with which we are familiar, highlighting the similarities, is of course potentially misleading. The Maya are intriguing, not just because they are like us or our forebears in many ways, but because they are also profoundly different. Perhaps the most significant result of the breakthroughs in Maya studies of recent years is that scholars are now in a position to approach the ancient people on their terms. Through the advances of decipherment, combined with analysis of texts written down by Maya soon after the conquest and the work of anthropologists among traditional communities today, we can begin to understand their beliefs and thought processes and that Maya society was built on a set of premises far removed from our own.


They accumulated a vast amount of systematic knowledge of the world around them. But they used this information to develop their own individual vision of how it functioned and their place in the scheme of things. Tracking the revolutions of planets and stars, observing the changing of the seasons, the extraordinary speed of growth and decay in the tropical environment, they concluded that everything went through continuously recurring, cyclical processes of life, death and rebirth. If the workings of the world were revealed in cycles, then through the formulation of calendars, pattern and order could be established and acted upon. For, to the Maya, time future was contained in time past. If history did not literally repeat itself in every detail, they were convinced that drought, flood, disease, war, the texture of events in the lives of humans were liable to recur, mirroring the observed reality of the natural order itself.


They possessed an array of gods, with many different aspects, most of whom appear to have been associated in one way or another with the forces of nature. The gods had created the world and established the particular era, one of many cycles of creation, in which men lived. Broadly, the heavens were conceived as the home of the gods, the earthly realm that of humans and an underworld as the abode of the dead. But in effect there was no real division between these domains and between what we would conceive as the natural and supernatural. Everything operated concurrently. The dead, for example, merely moved from one plane of existence to another and could still manifest themselves in the day-to-day lives of their descendants.


Gods constantly involved themselves in the affairs of men, and certain humans, through the religious rituals which pervaded every aspect of Maya life, could communicate with the gods. Such men were special individuals, men of knowledge and power. At the lesser, local level this would be the village shaman. But the key figure came to be the Maya ruler himself. Through the right performance of elaborate ceremonial he was seen to actively participate in keeping the world on its course, guaranteeing the regular cycle of the seasons and the productivity of the Maya farmer’s fields of maize. In all important rituals there was one key component. In order to ensure that human life was maintained, the gods who had made the world had to be nourished in return with the most sacred commodity that humans had received at their creation, the gift of blood. In Maya art of the Classic period, the ruler was portrayed as the central intermediary with the gods, under whose auspices the debt of blood was constantly repaid. He was himself semi-divine and he dressed in the attire of the gods.


In many respects Maya beliefs appear quite alien to us. Yet they demonstrate that there are many coherent, considered ways of seeing the world besides our own. For the Maya they provided answers to their special concerns, above all the relationship between humans and those natural forces which so dominated their lives. Their system of beliefs, elevated to the level of state religion, enabled the few to dominate the many, but it worked for a very long time. The social and religious order of the Maya, headed by what was in effect the cult of the ruler, endured in its essentials for some eight hundred years.


They produced a society as creative and original as any in the Old World, but developing along their own independent trajectory as they did, they simply found no need or did not happen upon certain items of technological hardware that were commonplace in other ancient civilizations across the oceans. They remained an essentially stone-age society. Even when some metals were introduced into the Maya area from the ninth century onwards, principally gold and copper, these were only adopted as luxury, ornamental items. Metals never replaced obsidian, the ‘disposable razor’ of Mesoamerica, and other stones for both practical and ritual purposes. As a precious material gold remained secondary to blue-green jade, the colour of fertility and the essence of life itself. The Maya did not use the wheel, though it seems they knew the principle of it, since they had no draught animals to make it of any practical use. Lacking anything approximating to a horse, they used the phrase ‘tapir of Castile’ to identify the fearsome beasts that brought their conquerors among them.


Like all native peoples of the Americas, the Maya proved terribly vulnerable. They did not have the political coherence, the advanced military technology nor, above all, the resistance to European-imported diseases to withstand the onslaught of the Spanish conquest. The Spanish moved them into new towns and villages, their books and ‘idols’ were burnt and concerted efforts were made to eradicate the ancient ways. Over the post-conquest period their lands have been taken from them and they have been forced to work on the plantations of Mexican and Guatemalan landowners. In more recent times, military regimes have persecuted and massacred the Maya as if the original conquest had never ended.


Yet it would be wrong to view the Maya since the Spanish conquest simply as tragic victims or anachronistic remnants of a once-glorious past. With a population that has increased rapidly in recent years and may now reach some seven million speakers of Maya languages across Mexico, Guatemala, Belize and Honduras, the Maya today are the largest group of native Americans north of the Andes. They are a distinctive living culture, revealing an intriguing mixture of both ancient beliefs and practices and those adopted since the Spanish conquest. Recent studies have helped us to understand the processes of their survival as they adapted to changing circumstances. They did not passively accept the subordinate roles assigned to them. In remote parts, independent Maya groups, and one whole forgotten kingdom, survived in isolation. Armed resistance was to be violent and effective until the turn of this present century and when the Maya did adapt to Spanish ways they managed to outwardly transform themselves yet, subtly, to remain in many essential ways the same. More recent sufferings have only served to reinforce their ethnic identity and solidarity and today a cultural revival is underway that has begun to unite different groups across international boundaries. An increasingly important element in this is a fuller consciousness of the achievements of the Maya past.


The words of John Lloyd Stephens that head these introductory pages refer to Copán in Honduras, one of the jewels among Maya cities. It is renowned for the elegant layout of its architecture, the imposing and intricately beautiful sculpture that sorely tested the skills of Stephens’ draughtsman companion, Frederick Catherwood, and panel upon panel of magnificent hieroglyphs. Excavations and intensive study of Copán began more than a hundred years ago. But it is only in the last two decades that a series of international projects and the collaboration of a number of leading scholars have begun to reveal in detail the city’s more human story, from the lives of the very earliest Maya farmers in outlying settlements in the Copán valley to the illustrious careers of the great lords of the Classic period. It is projects such as this that are leading the way in a uniquely productive era for Maya research, the like of which, the participants agree, may never come again. The atmosphere of anticipation and expectation must compare with those exhilarating years after Champollion’s breakthroughs, when the past of ancient Egypt began to open up like a flower.


Those presently working among Maya ruins also agree on something else, which gives an added relevance to the study in which they are engaged. To Stephens, no ‘remembrance’ of the ancient race hung around the ruins of Copán; the sullen Maya he questioned appeared to know nothing. It made the seemingly vanished ancient people an even greater mystery. Here, of course, he was wrong. Like Stephens, we are familiar enough with the story of ancient Egypt or that of the Nabatean traders of the deserts of the Near East. But since the spread of Islam centuries ago, the fellahin who cultivate the silts of the Nile valley close to the ruins of Thebes or the few Bedouin tribesmen who still sell souvenirs to tourists amongst the rock-cut temples and tombs of Petra, have had little connection back, in their language or religious beliefs, to the original inhabitants of these cities. Their ancient civilizations have truly vanished. Among the Maya the situation is very different. The Maya past that is being reconstructed today is not a dead history, as the Mexican archaeologist Ignacio Bernal once put it, but a living one: ‘it is the past tense of a story which exists nowadays’.4


The following pages will largely be concerned with what we know today about the ancient Maya. But in this next chapter we will look at the history of Maya discovery, at the various attempts of outsiders to come to terms with the Maya past. For the revelations of recent years and the approaches of modern archaeologists can best be understood as the latest stage in a long, colourful and often contentious process of observation and study. When this began, the Maya world was much changed from its heyday of the Classic period. The great cities of the tropical lowlands had already been engulfed by the forests for centuries.




CHAPTER ONE


The Discovery of the Maya


CONQUISTADORES AND FRIARS


In August 1502, on his last voyage of discovery, Christopher Columbus anchored his ships off the island of Guanaja in the Gulf of Honduras. His son, Ferdinand, later described what they saw one morning not long after sun-up:







there came at that time a canoe as great as a galley, 8 feet wide, all of a single trunk loaded with merchandise from western parts. Amidships it had a canopy of palm leaves, like that of gondolas in Venice. Under this canopy were the children, women and all the baggage and merchandise. The crew of the canoe, although they were twenty-five, did not have the spirit to defend themselves against the batels sent in pursuit. The canoe thus taken fast by us without a fight was brought to the ships where the Admiral gave many thanks to God, seeing that in one moment, without effort or danger to his own men, he had been provided with a sample of all the things of that land.1





Amongst the cargo was cotton cloth and ready-made clothing, including sleeveless shirts and ‘pantaloons’ that were dyed with different designs. There were wooden ‘swords’ or clubs with stone blades set into them, copper axes and bells, pottery, wood and stone carvings and small knives made from a translucent yellow stone. The terrified occupants of the canoe allowed the Spaniards to rummage through everything, only becoming animated when cacao beans, a universal means of exchange used literally as chocolate money, spilt into the bottom of the boat and they scrabbled after them ‘as if their eyes had dropped out of their sockets’. Keeping a few items as souvenirs, particularly some of the cotton clothing, the Spaniards let the canoe on its way, retaining one old man as a guide whom they were later to release on the Honduras coast.


This momentous, and peacable, meeting was the first encounter, not just of Spaniards with Maya but between Europeans and any more advanced civilization of the Americas. Compared with the miserable ‘savage’ Indians from the simpler tribal societies of Cuba and Hispaniola, with whom the Spaniards had become familiar since 1492 and who were to be reduced to slavery and die out with terrible speed, the occupants and contents of the canoe provided evidence of a more sophisticated kind of society. The well-dressed merchant ‘from a province called Maiam’ who was the master of the vessel and drove on twenty-five chained and naked paddlers, may have been from a city along the Yucatán coast or perhaps from Xicalango, a great commercial entrepot on the Gulf Coast of Mexico. Much of the cargo would have come from central Mexico, notably the copper bells and axes and the ‘translucent yellow stone’ or obsidian. The cotton cloth would almost certainly have been collected on their way round the Yucatán peninsula.


Columbus, however, seems not to have attached any great importance to the incident. It was only mentioned later among many other curiosities of the voyage. The reason was very simple and came from the famous delusion with which he was burdened – that they were somewhere off the mainland of Asia and must soon find immense wealth. The canoe with ‘all the things’ of the Maya lands contained interesting handicrafts, but little evidence of the rightful riches of the Orient. And so he sailed away.


It was not until nine years later, by which time they were more established in the Caribbean, with their principal base in Havana, that the Spaniards met the Maya again, under very different circumstances. In 1511 a Spanish ship was taking Juan de Valdivia, a crown official, from Darien in Panama to Hispaniola when it sank off Jamaica. Valdivia and eighteen others got away in a small boat and drifted helplessly westwards for two weeks until they hit the east coast of Yucatán. By this time seven men had already died and the rest were quickly captured by Maya. Valdivia and four others were almost immediately sacrificed and eaten, so the Spanish story goes, in a cannibalistic ritual.2 The remainder were kept in a cage to be fattened up for another festival. Only two Spaniards, Gerónimo de Aguilar and Gonzalo de Guerrero, managed to survive. Aguilar became the slave of the lord of a neighbouring territory. Guerrero, however, went completely native, marrying the daughter of the Maya ruler of Chetumal to the south and becoming so committed to his new people that he led Maya resistance to the Spanish. Much later, in 1535, the body of a white man was discovered after a Maya raid on the Spanish in Honduras. It was Guerrero, his hair long and matted, lips, nose and ears pierced for jade ornaments and his body tattooed. The true story, and above all perhaps the motivation of this extraordinary figure, who became Maya for a quarter of a century, will probably never be told. In post-revolutionary Mexico he became a hero and today he is hailed as one of the founders of the Mexican nation and as father of the first mestizos.


These two isolated initial encounters with the Maya were followed in 1517 by a more purposeful expedition led by Francisco Hernández de Córdoba, who set out west with three ships in search of new lands and slaves to replenish the stocks that had become so depleted in Cuba.3 They landed first on a small island off the northern tip of Yucatán. After some skirmishes with the inhabitants they were amazed to find houses and temples built of stone and finished with lime plaster. Inside one of them they saw many images of women, almost certainly the Maya goddess Ix Chel, which gave the island its Spanish name, Isla Mujeres. From there they continued further west and then south, hugging the Yucatán coastline, until they arrived at the bay of Campeche and landed at the town of Champoton. Despite the novel experience of Spanish firepower, the Maya resisted bravely. Taking heavy casualties, the Spanish retreated to their boats and in due course returned to Cuba. Hernández later died of his wounds, but not before making exaggerated claims for the riches of the lands, the fine cities he had seen and above all the quantities of gold that the natives possessed, based on the few items they had come away with from the Isla Mujeres. But here at least was the scent of greater possibilities.


Another expedition was immediately made ready for the following year. Juan de Grijalva returned with a larger force, establishing himself first on the island of Cozumel off the north-east coast where the Maya fled without offering any resistance. Believing the Yucatán peninsula to be an island and that he could sail round it, he continued south along the coast, sighting a number of native towns on the way: ‘We followed the shore day and night, and the next day toward sunset we perceived a city or town so large, that Seville would not have seemed more considerable nor better’.4 This optimistic impression, typical of Spanish hyperbole of the time, almost certainly refers to the town of Tulum, whose modest but well-preserved ruins are still impressively perched on a rocky promontory overlooking the sea. Discovering that Yucatán was perhaps not an island after all, they turned about and retraced Hernández’ route north around the peninsula and down towards Tabasco and the Gulf Coast. Here they formed better relations with the local Indians, exchanging glass beads for items of gold and fresh supplies. And then, further north along the coast of Veracruz, a group of Indian chiefs came down to the shore and paddled out to the boats. They wore fine cotton clothing and were adorned with magnificient featherwork and gold jewels. They entertained Grijalva and his captains with a banquet of turkey, tortillas and exotic fruit. Grijalva had no interpreter on this occasion, but even so, from this meeting and other contacts along the coast, it became apparent that where the sun set to the west lay the heart of a great empire. It turned out later that the chiefs with whom they had dined were Aztecs, envoys of their emperor Montezuma. Grijalva’s force turned for home, and on reaching Cuba the excitement was intense.


Now, of course, the story becomes one of the genuinely momentous ‘turning points’ in world history. For in 1519 Hernán Cortés set off with eleven ships, five hundred soldiers, a hundred sailors, horses and artillery. His first stop was Cozumel, where the Maya fled once more into the interior. Maya idols in their temples were destroyed and a cross set up in one of them. But Cortés made efforts to make peace with the inhabitants and good relations were finally established with Naum Pat, the local ruler. Over the next few years Cozumel became the base for Spanish ships to resupply on their way to Mexico. It was on Cozumel, too, that Cortés heard of the existence of Spaniards on the mainland, the two survivors from 1511. He sent messages urging them to rejoin their countrymen. Guerrero refused, but Aguilar managed to reach the island, where he ‘wept for joy, and kneeling down he thanked God, and asked the Spaniards if the day was Wednesday’.5 Guerrero was no doubt observing the Maya calendar by now, but Aguilar, a lay brother, had been devoutly counting off the Christian days, one by one, for eight years. It was gently explained to him that it was in fact a Sunday.


Cortés’ expedition rounded the peninsula and reached Tabasco, where they defeated a local force sent against them. The chiefs submitted and offered the Spaniards gold, food and women. Among them was a girl whom the Spanish named Doña Marina, who was to become Cortés’ mistress and bear him a son. She spoke both Maya and the Aztec language Nahuatl. Aguilar by now spoke fluent Maya. Together they became Cortés’ indispensable interpreters on the road to the city of Tenochtitlan and the conquest of the Aztec empire. To Cortés’ good fortune, that great tribute empire was inherently unstable. Those other Mexican peoples conquered by them hated their overlords and were only too willing to side with the Spaniards. This was the key to Cortés’ success. He marched inland with only a few hundred Spaniards but on the way acquired a large army of native auxiliaries.


Tenochtitlan dwarfed every other native city that the Spanish found in the Americas. An island metropolis of 200,000 people that could only be reached by great causeways across Lake Texcoco, it was truly one of the wonders of the world at that time. Only Constantinople or Venice in the Old World could remotely compare with it. London had a population of some 50,000 in the early sixteenth century, Seville a mere 30,000. The Maya towns and cities that the Spanish had seen were villages by comparison. And above all, the precious metals the Maya possessed were negligible compared with the magnificient loot that the Aztec empire offered. So, exploration of Yucatán by the Spanish was at first only a preliminary to the conquest of the Aztecs. For a few years the Maya lands were by-passed, their coastline no more than an occasional watering-place as Spanish ships hurried on to join the Aztec enterprise. But, of course, the Spaniards had not gone away for good. After the fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521, news of the fantastic exploits of Cortés and the gold, lands and glory he had acquired, were to bring thousands of men from Europe to ‘New Spain’, as the newly discovered lands were called. These adventurers were very soon to be swarming all over Mesoamerica looking for their own empires to conquer. Spanish attentions turned once more to the Maya.


Between 1524 and 1527 the Quiché, Cakchiquel and other smaller Maya kindoms in the highlands of Guatemala were subdued by Cortés’ brutal lieutenant Pedro de Alvarado in a series of vicious and bloody campaigns. Supported by thousands of native allies from Mexico and using the familiar principle of divide and rule employed by Cortés in his defeat of the Aztecs, he first overcame the Quiché with Cakchiquel aid and then turned on the Cakchiquel themselves. With the highlands quiet, it was the turn of the Maya in Yucatán.


The conquest here was to be led by Francisco de Montejo, a member of the Grijalva expedition of 1518 who had returned with Cortés the following year. He did not, however, join the assault on the Aztec capital. Instead he was sent back to Charles V in Spain to deliver the ‘Royal Fifth’, the crown’s official share of the booty that the expedition had already accumulated. It included loot from along the Gulf Coast and some magnificient treasures of gold, silver, mosaics and featherwork that had been sent as a present to Cortés from Montezuma before the Spaniards had begun their march inland. There were also items that had been plundered from the Maya in Yucatán, including some bark-paper books that may well have been taken from Cozumel island. Among them, quite possibly, was the Dresden Codex, the most informative of the four Maya books that survive, named after the city where it now resides.


Having delivered the royal share, Montejo then waited seven years in Spain in order to secure exclusive title to his own conquests. He was made Adelantado of Yucatán, literally ‘the man who goes ahead’, which gave him hereditary licence to lead its conquest and exploitation. Yet, in the end, all that this precious dispensation produced was twenty years of hardship and disenchantment. Experience might have already taught Montejo how fiercely resistant and politically unpredictable the Maya were. Unlike Cortés and Alvarado, he was quite unable to work out any pattern in the shifting alliances and local allegiances and manipulate them to his own advantage. His first attempt at conquest in 1527 began at Cozumel island and along the north-east coast. Some Maya resisted fiercely, others simply withdrew into the dense bush of the interior. Even when Maya chiefs surrendered, they would rise up again and massacre Spanish garrisons when Montejo himself had gone away. The following year he gave up his attempt on the east and tried from the west, founding Salamanca, the first Spanish town in Yucatán, at Xicalango, the Maya trading-post on the northern coast of Tabasco. From there he moved further north in the early 1530s and established a base at Campeche. Over the next few years they made inroads across the endless monotony of the Yucatán landscape and gained the allegiance of some of the myriad local lords. Montejo’s son, Francisco the Younger, even occupied the great Maya city of Chichén Itzá for a short period, though it had largely been deserted by this time, before being forced to retreat and rejoin his father to the west. Conquest of the Maya here was hard and inglorious and there seemed little prospect of material reward to make it worthwhile. Those toiling in northern Yucatán only became more embittered when they began to hear the news of Pizarro’s breathtaking exploits in Peru. These had begun with a curious parallel to the first contact with the Maya – a trading raft that Pizarro’s men encountered off the coast of Ecuador. But this one was loaded with precious metals. The Inca empire was to prove a mother-lode richer by far than the treasures of the Aztecs and most of Montejo’s men were to head off in that direction. By 1535 there was not one Spaniard left in Yucatán. Montejo, now sixty-seven, was exhausted.







In these provinces there is not a single river, although there are lakes, and the hills are of live rock, dry and waterless. The entire land is covered by thick bush and is so stony that there is not a single square foot of soil. No gold has been discovered, nor is there anything from which advantage can be gained. The inhabitants are the most abandoned and treacherous in all the lands discovered to this time, being a people who never yet killed a Christian except by foul means and who have never made war except by artifice.6





When the conquest was resumed once more in 1540 by the younger Montejo, the men who followed him had no more illusions about what they might discover. The best they could hope for was to finally subdue the native population, settle down and live off their labour. Since 1515, if not earlier, they had had one formidable ally. Biological warfare had been waged silently on their behalf, diseases that apparently had not crossed the Bering Straits thousands of years before and to which the Maya had no immunity. Smallpox in particular took a terrible toll on the Maya of Yucatán. By 1547 the population was reduced to little more than a quarter of what it had been thirty years before. Demoralised by disease, worn down by Spanish persistence, Maya lords submitted little by little during the 1540s. In 1542 Mérida, the future capital of Yucatán, was founded amongst the ruins of the Maya city of Tihoo. In 1546 the lord of the Tutul Xiu of Maní, the most powerful kingdom at that time in the north-west, swore allegiance to the Spanish and was publicly converted to Christianity. Many others then followed and, despite one last burst of resistance in the east late that year, conquest of most of the northern part of the peninsula was completed by the end of 1547.


Once they were established, conquistadores, Spanish administrators and settlers, few of whom were natural scholars, had little practical reason to be curious about the people they had subjugated, or about their history, aside from the administrative necessity to assess the human and material resources at their disposal. Any more active speculation and curiosity about these new lands and their people came from elsewhere.


Thousands of miles away across the Atlantic, the humanists and antiquarians of sixteenth-century Europe were intrigued by the arrival of the art objects and curios such as Montejo had accompanied. The textiles, featherwork, turquoise inlaid masks and gold ornaments were most famously praised by Albrecht Dürer when he saw them exhibited in Brussels in 1520: ‘All the days of my life I have not seen anything that gladdened my heart as these things did. For I saw among them wonderful works of art and marvelled at the subtle ingenuity of people in strange lands.’7


The Renaissance revival of learning and interest in the remains of Classical antiquity now extended tentatively outward towards contemplation of the products of another, very different culture, and many European princes and noblemen showed themselves keen to acquire examples of New World art and artifice. Yet these were destined not for the sculpture gallery, to be set alongside their collections of Classical antiquities, which represented the exclusive yardstick of all artistic achievement, but for the ‘Cabinet of Curiosities’, that indiscriminate repository for shells, fossils, gems, stuffed animals, giant’s teeth – objects to gawp and marvel at, so strange that they fitted within no easy frame of reference. And if it was difficult to categorize the objects, it was just as hard to come to terms with the people who had created them.


In the Caribbean, during the initial plundering phase between 1492 and 1520, the Spanish had felt themselves on firm ground about the brutes who were set to work panning for gold. The Indians ‘went naked and had no shame; they were like idiotic asses, mad and insensate… they had no art or manners of men’.8 They were by nature servile beasts and were to be treated as such, fitting a lingering medieval vision of half-human beings, wild men in the woods on the edges of the civilized world. But the very need for more slaves had prompted expeditions further afield and ultimately to the lands of the Maya and Aztec. Here, on the American mainland, they had now discovered populous and well-organized societies with towns and cities, rulers and ruled and systems of agriculture, trade and tribute upon which settled life was based.


Thoughtful laymen such as Cortés himself or Bernal Díaz del Castillo, the great eye-witness chronicler of the conquest of Mexico, sought to convey for posterity, somewhat self-consciously, their amazement at first witnessing the scale and nature of American civilization. It was almost inexpressible, the words would not come. ‘And some of our soldiers even asked whether the things that we saw were not a dream? It is not to be wondered at that I here write it down in this manner, for there is so much to think over that I do not know how to describe it, seeing things as we did that had never been heard of or seen before, not even dreamed about.’9 Such was Díaz’ famous description of first setting eyes on Tenochtitlan, that vast metropolis seen shimmering in the thin, clear light from a pass through the surrounding volcanoes. Much of the shock, however, was at recognition, the familiarity of much that they witnessed: the palaces and other buildings of plastered masonry, the gardens and canals, the markets where people exchanged goods from the orderly tilling of their fields to feed their families. Here was a civilization manifestly comparable to, and which in many repects surpassed in its brilliance and scale, contemporary society in Europe.


The conquistadores were hardly strangers to brutality and to killing on a spectacular scale. The wars of sixteenth-century Europe and the ferocious genocide that they had already begun to unleash upon innocent populations in the Americas, through disease and warfare, are testimony enough to their willing subscription and inurement to violence and horror. But there was one totally alien feature which appalled the Spaniards – the rituals of bloodshed and human sacrifice practised not just by the Aztecs, but on a less notable scale by the Maya as well. Bernal Díaz had been introduced to this early on among the Maya of Yucatán, as a member of Hernández de Córdoba’s expedition: ‘They led us to some large houses very well built of masonry which were the Temples of their Idols, and on the walls were figured the bodies of many great serpents and snakes and other pictures of evil-looking idols. These walls surrounded a sort of altar covered with clotted blood.’10 The ‘priests’ who officiated within these temples had hair thickly matted with human blood and the putrid odour of sacrifice was everywhere.


What could account for this? The fundamental teachings of the Christian church were that all men were descended from Adam and Eve and from the sons of Noah after the Flood. So, where had these societies come from originally? Had there been two separate creations? Were these innocents from the main body of humanity who had somehow colonized these regions in remote times and then strayed into grievous error? Or had these peoples been placed here by the Devil himself as a cunning mockery of Christian society? The nature of the peoples of the New World would continue to be a source of academic debate throughout the sixteenth century and the question of their origins, as we shall see, would exercise scholarly, and not so scholarly, minds for a good deal longer. But in 1537 the Papal Bull of Pope Paul III, Sublimis Deus, formally declared that the Indians of the Americas were indeed rational humans, ‘true men’. They were not to be treated as dumb beasts. They were capable of civilized life and had the evident potential for entry into the Commonwealth of Christians. So, hard on the heels of conquest and the establishment of a system for economic exploitation came the great campaign of religious conversion, the ‘Spiritual Conquest’.


For the missionary friars, the strategists and shock troops of that conquest, the propagation of the faith was a daunting but uplifting challenge for which they were well prepared. The task of reforming the pagan nations of the Americas would have as its reward the establishment of a pure New Jerusalem among the teeming millions of a whole continent. This would more than compensate for any Catholic losses to the Protestants in Europe. In New Spain the pioneers of evangelization were the Franciscans. Rejuvenated at home after the Reconquista of the Moorish territories, the favoured order of the Spanish crown and of Cortés himself, their first mission was established in Mexico City in 1524. They were men in a great hurry, fortified by the millenarian conviction that they, and they alone, had been appointed to achieve the complete Christianization of the world before the Second Coming, a cyclical, determinist view of history that was comparable to that of the Maya themselves. In order to succeed, to completely remould Indian culture, they first had to understand the people who were now their charges. The languages of native peoples must be learnt, their traditional customs and beliefs fully comprehended, and the scale of their error assessed.


The best known of all the Fransciscans who worked at this time in the New World, among the Aztecs, is Fray Bernardino de Sahagún. He arrived in Mexico in 1529 and spent more than a decade studying Aztec culture and documenting it through a series of interviews with members of the defeated native nobility, which were carried out and recorded by young mission-trained Indian scribes. The end-product of his labours was the Historia General de las Cosas de Nueva España, better known as the Florentine Codex. A massively comprehensive work in twelve separate books, written both in Spanish and the Aztec language Nahuatl and including almost two thousand illustrations, it is the most detailed account that exists of any indigenous people of the Americas at the time of the conquest. For the Maya, the documentary sources are much more scanty. Apart from brief accounts of the process of conquest and the records of Spaniards who compiled administrative surveys from the later sixteenth century onwards, we have to rely in the main on the writings of one controversial Franciscan who led missionary work in the northern Yucatán, Fray Diego de Landa.


The compelling, paradoxical figure of Landa will reappear a number of times in these pages. He is notorious above all as the prime extirpator of Maya ‘idolatries’ who in 1562, incensed at the reversion of supposed Christian converts to their ancient religious practices, organized the torture of thousands of Maya, the burning and hanging of their leaders and in a tremendous bonfire destroyed countless ‘pagan idols’, ancient pots, bones and other ‘abominations’. Yet, recalled to Spain to answer charges of excessive zeal and exceeding his authority, he wrote as part of his defence and, as some would like to see it, as a genuine act of atonement, a long and sympathetic account of the people he had persecuted, describing their history, religious practices, their customs, craft traditions, dress, their trade and agricultural practices, indeed most of the details of Maya daily life in remarkable detail.


Naturally enough, one has to approach Landa with great caution given his very particular perspective and the biases of his own sources. The manuscript was also copied a number of times and we do not possess anything like the complete original. Even so, the Relación de las Cosas de Yucatán or ‘Account of the Things of Yucatán’ still provides a unique insight into Maya society in this region in the decades immediately following the Conquest. Combined with the evidence of archaeology, many of his descriptions can be legitimately projected back to give flesh and blood to Maya society of earlier centuries.


Landa arrived in northern Yucatán in 1549. A man of extraordinary energy and natural curiosity, he quickly taught himself Maya and in the early years of his mission travelled alone from village to village, enjoying the intimate access to Maya people and the trust of his informants of a modern anthropologist. He moved principally among the Maya nobility, learned men and the keepers of traditional knowledge. By this period the Maya were no longer producing the kind of written history on monuments of stone that they had done in the Classic period, but his informants were still literate in the Maya script. It was such men who related to him their traditional histories of the centuries before the Conquest and provided Landa with information that has been of fundamental importance to Maya studies. Firstly, he was able to record the names of the Maya days and months from the ancient calendar, accompanied by drawings of their respective hieroglyphs. He also noted a certain date in the Maya calendar along with the equivalent in his own Julian calendar of the time. More than three hundred years later this was to prove one of the keys to the correlation of the Christian and Maya calendrical systems. But other details he recorded have proved even more momentous in recent times. For Landa sat down one day with a Maya noble called Gaspar Antonio Chi and asked him to explain the letters of the Maya alphabet and write them down. The Maya had no alphabet, since their writing system did not work like that, but the confused response of the baffled Chi, and the Maya glyphs that he did copy out for Landa, would turn out, four hundred years later, to be the key to much of modern Maya decipherment.


Landa described traditional Maya society at the very point when it was being irrevocably changed. But he also came to some conclusions of his own about the the Maya past. He recognized the considerable time-depth of Maya culture and suggested the likelihood that there had been a ‘better’ time in preceding centuries. He was greatly struck by the remains of Maya architecture:







If Yucatán were to gain a name and reputation from the multitude, the grandeur and the beauty of its buildings, as other regions of the Indies have obtained these by gold, silver and riches, its glory would have spread like that of Peru and New Spain. For it is true that in its buildings and the multitude of them it is the most remarkable of all the things which up to this day have been discovered in the Indies; for they are so many in number and so many are the parts of the country where they are found, and so well built are they of cut stone in their fashion, that it fills one with astonishment.11





In a further passage he describes the urban nature of pre-Hispanic Maya society as he conceived it, the kind of ‘garden city’ planning that archaeologists recognize today, and makes some broad observations on Maya social structure:







Before the Spaniards had conquered that country, the natives lived together in towns in a very civilized fashion. They kept the land well cleared and free from weeds, and planted very good trees. Their dwelling place was as follows: in the middle of the town were their temples with beautiful plazas, and all around the temples stood the houses of the lords and the priests… and at the outskirts of the town were the houses of the lower class.12





Landa evidently took notes on his visits to Maya sites, and drew sketches of some of the more prominent architectural elements, such as the great pyramid of the Castillo at Chichén Itzá and the layout of the original Maya plaza at Tihoo, noting orientations and features such as the number of steps and levels to the Castillo. Chichén Itzá as a whole was ‘a very fine site’, ‘with many and magnificent buildings’. He acutely observed that open plaza areas were all paved with a lime cement and that a ‘wide and handsome causeway runs, as far as a well which is about two stone’s throw off. Into this well they have had, and then had, the custom of throwing men alive, as a sacrifice to the gods, in times of drought… They also throw into it a great many other things, like precious stones and things which they prized.’13


This description of the famous ‘Sacred Cenote’ is pleasingly free of reference to sacrificial virgins cast into its depths, who make their full romantic appearance, prompted by a contemporary of Landa’s, much closer to our own day. He also observes that both Chichén Itzá and the island of Cozumel were sacred sites at the time of the Conquest, even though Montejo had found Chichén largely uninhabited: ‘they held Cozumel and the wells of Chichén Itzá in the same veneration as we have for the pilgrimages to Jerusalem and Rome’.14


Landa had an eye for telling detail. He was impressed by the clothing depicted in Maya sculpture, which accorded with the way that sixteenth-century Maya dressed, and on one occasion he was present when:







there was found in a building… a large urn within which there were the ashes of a burned body, and among them we found three good beads of stone and made like those which the Indians now today use for money; all of which shows that it was the Indians (who were the constructors of these buildings). It may well be that… they were people superior to those of the present time and of very much greater size and strength.15





He based this theory on the unusually large size of the bones that they discovered and a feeling that the steps of Maya pyramids were adjusted to a taller race of men. Although we cannot be sure about the date of the particular bones that he found, recent analyses of Maya skeletons support Landa’s notion that the Maya of earlier centuries were generally more robust than their descendants of the Conquest period. However, to characterize Landa as an enlightened proto-archaeologist would be wide of the mark. His more ‘archaeological’ observations are very few and betray little more than an enthusiastic, generalized curiosity about what he saw on his travels. His judgements appear impressively matter-of-fact today compared with the more elaborate conjecture of later times, but to him it no doubt seemed natural enough that the buildings he saw were constructed by the ancestors of the Maya that he knew.


The town of Izamál, halfway between Mérida and Chichén Itzá, was a major pre-Hispanic centre which Landa himself says boasted eleven or twelve formidable pyramids, with temples ‘of such height and beauty that it astonishes one’. Izamál was Landa’s base for most of his missionary career and it was here ‘the Indians obliged us with importunity to establish in the year 1549 a house on one of these edifices, which we call St Antonio, which has been of great assistance in bringing them to Christianity’.16 The Franciscans built their church and monastery on one of the biggest of the Maya platforms, flattening the buildings that had stood there and quarrying further stone from other nearby pyramids. The church that survives today is unremarkable, but the arcaded precinct approached by a ramp that extends to the west is vast, seemingly out of all proportion. It was largely Landa’s own design. He was well aware of the symbolic power of architecture and across this great parade ground of the faith would have processed the massed ranks of the converts he thought he had gained. Yet if the Spaniards believed they had successfully levelled the old culture and constructed another out of its rubble, they were mistaken. The foundations of Maya beliefs had not been eradicated.


In 1562 it became only too clear to Landa and his colleagues that their initial high hopes for the success of their mission had been misplaced. Caves were discovered where ‘idols’ were still being worshipped and further investigation revealed the full scale of persisting superstitions and idolatries, even of human sacrifice. The result was an orgy of floggings, fiendish tortures and purges. The full horror of the Spanish Inquisition was unleashed in the small town of Maní, a reign of terror that lasted three months. It was crowned by an elaborate ‘Auto da Fe’ or ‘Act of Faith’ during which every sacrilegious object that the friars could lay their hands on was destroyed by fire.


In the early days, in displays of reckless confidence, Landa’s Maya friends and informants had shown him their precious manuscripts – histories, sacred prophecies and books of divination. These were the native books of bark paper, which were coated in a thin layer of lime plaster and painted with hieroglyphs. The pages were joined up and folded within covers of wood or jaguar skin and when opened out like a small folding screen could be up to twenty feet in length. In these books, Landa observes, they recorded Maya ‘antiquities and their sciences’. But, as he also says, casually and pitilessly, ‘we found a large number of books of these characters, and as they contained nothing in which there were not to be seen superstition and lies of the devil, we burned them all, which they regretted to an amazing degree, and which caused them much affliction’.17


The loss to modern science in Landa’s bonfires and the wider process of cultural destruction in the early Colonial period is incalculable. Hundreds of Maya books must have been destroyed, along with countless monuments and images conceived to have a pagan, diabolical message. All trace of the ancient ways had to be expunged. The uncomfortable paradox today is that archaeologists and historians have to make do with what remains – Landa’s own priceless Relación, which, however tainted, still stands as the first account of the Maya in their context as a native people of the Americas with a considerable history and who were worthy of European interest and admiration.


In 1563 Landa was ordered to return to Spain, where three years later he wrote the Relación. For most scholars the reputation of this enigmatic figure is sullied by falsified documents that Landa appended to his own text which claimed that his purges had the approval of local people. In due course, however, he was acquitted by his peers of the charges against him and returned to Yucatán as its first bishop in 1572.


Landa does not stand completely alone in this early period as an observer of Maya antiquities. There were other clerics and travellers who have left brief accounts of Maya sites in northern Yucatán such as Uxmal and Chichén Itzá. The very first reference of all to the ruins of a pre-Conquest Maya city comes from the man who was initially Landa’s Superior, Lorenzo de Bienvenida, describing a part of ancient Tihoo or Mérida:







in all the discoveries in the Indies none so fine has been found; buildings of big and well carved stones; there is no record of who built them. It seems to us that they were built before Christ, because the trees on top of the buildings were as high as the ones around them. Amongst these buildings, we, monks of the Order of Saint Francis, settled.18





He clearly expresses the idea of the great antiquity of the buildings and the admiration commonly shown for the quality and sophistication of Maya architecture, compared with the remains of other pre-Hispanic societies that the Spanish observed. More unusually, from the other side of the Maya world, comes a unique early description of the great Classic Maya city of Copán. In 1576 a colonial official called Diego Garcia de Palacio wrote in a letter to Philip II of Spain, ‘in the first town within the province of Honduras, called Copán, are certain ruins and vestiges of a great population, and of superb edifices…’ He identified Copán’s main plaza and was the first to comment upon the famous standing sculptures or stelae:







In this square are six great statues: three representing men covered with mosaic work, and with garters around their legs, their weapons covered with ornaments; the others are of women with long robes and head dresses in the Roman style. They seem to have been idols, for in front of each of them is a large stone used as a basin and a channel cut into it where they executed the victim and the blood flowed off… Besides these things, there are many others which prove that here was formerly the seat of a great power, and a great population, civilized and considerably advanced in the arts, as is shown in the various figures and buildings.19





Besides description of Maya antiquities, a number of other friars engaged in documentary and linguistic studies that would prove invaluable for more recent efforts at Maya decipherment. Antonio de Ciudad Real was a Franciscan working in the Yucatán whose study of the Maya language resulted in a great dictionary of Yucatec Mayan known as the Motul Dictionary. Writing in the late seventeenth century, Fray Diego López de Cogolludo described many of the ruins of Yucatán, wrote a biographical sketch of his predecessor Diego de Landa and supplemented the latter’s work by recording the Yucatec names for the months and some of the days in the Maya calendar. At the turn of the eighteenth century, in Chichicastenango in the highlands of Guatemala, Fray Francisco Ximénez made the only copy that survives of the Popol Vuh or ‘Book of Council’ of the Quiché Maya, which now apears in good part to be a transcription or a descendant of a pre-Hispanic Maya codex and a unique key to much of ancient Maya religion and cosmology.


Yet despite documentation of living Maya culture and admiration for a small number of pre-Hispanic cities expressed by a few rare individuals, there was no more systematic attempt to mount expeditions, find more ruins and learn any more about the Maya past. The dawn of ‘archaeology’ as we know it today was far off and, as we have seen, the underlying motive behind most attempts to study and understand Maya culture was to hasten its ultimate destruction. The early observers were also quite unaware that what they saw was but a part of the Maya heritage, whose most glorious physical remnants lay buried for centuries in the forests of the Southern Lowlands. Few Spaniards cared to enter there because there seemed nothing worth pursuing. There was no gold to seize from the natives, nor could there be mines in the unbroken shelf of limestone that underlay the whole of the Yucatán peninsula.


A single epic crossing of the lowlands had been made soon after the downfall of Tenochtitlan by that Odysseus of the New World himself, Hernan Cortés. To quell a revolt in Honduras by one of his commanders, he set out in late 1524 from the Gulf Coast with some 230 Spaniards and 3000 Mexican warriors along with artillery, 150 horses and herds of pigs as a mobile larder. They plunged into the swamps of Tabasco, followed the Usumacinta River as far as its junction with the Rio San Pedro and then headed north and south-east straight into the forests of the Petén. Six months later the exhausted remnants of the original force emerged on the shore of Lake Izabal and descended to the Gulf of Honduras. Tormented by insects, sometimes unable to march more than five miles a day, totally lost for a time when their Indian guides fled, this remarkable feat of endurance is still a little-known episode in Cortés’ career, but it ranks alongside the exploits of those searchers after El Dorado in the Amazon Basin, as one of the great achievements in Spanish exploration of the Americas.20


Halfway across the Petén Cortés had an appropriately mythic encounter, at Tayasal, modern Flores, on Lake Petén Itzá. Here they came upon a Maya kingdom still remaining within the forests, which the evidence now suggests had survived continuously since the Classic period. Cortés met Kan Ek, the ruler of the ‘Itzá’ people, on the shore of the lake and was then escorted by canoe to Tayasal. There, a group of Spanish friars was allowed to celebrate a sung mass. Kan Ek was apparently delighted by the music and vowed to destroy his heathen idols and become a vassal of Spain. So accommodating was he that he also agreed to look after Cortés’ sick horse, a fearsome creature of supernatural proportions which of course the Itzá had never set eyes on before, until such time as Cortés and Kan Ek should meet up again. Whether this encounter was quite so cosy in reality is debatable, since we do not have any Maya account of these events. But Cortés and Kan Ek never met again. Indeed, Tayasal was to remain as an independent, living Maya city, untouched by the Spanish for many more years.


Besides Tayasal there is no mention in the Spanish sources of any other major Maya town still existing in the forests at this time. Neither is there any reference to the sighting of ruins of an earlier period, though the Cortés expedition passed close to a number of Maya sites known today. Apart from the lonely missionary activities of the friars, who would slowly begin to probe the forests in the seventeenth century, these regions remained an area of wilderness and of refuge, where Maya from the areas of Spanish occupation could flee to maintain in isolation the traditional practices of their forefathers.


As the years passed and crumbling Maya cities became ever more firmly embedded in the jungle, so too all the earlier accounts of Maya culture and antiquities themselves turned into archaeological material, buried in libraries and forgotten. The great archival sleep of Landa’s Relación was to last for almost three hundred years. This did not happen simply by chance, suggests the Mexican historian Enrique Florescano, but originated as official policy. If Landa and other zealots who came after him attempted to eliminate the remnants of paganism and destroy the Maya’s own histories, the Spanish crown would seek to ban and bury even Spanish documentation of native ‘superstitions’ and the indigenous past. Thus Philip II, for example, knowing of the great collections of testimonies about the Aztecs formed by Bernardino de Sahagún, ordered the Viceroy in New Spain in 1577 to ‘get hold of these books… and send them forthwith and with great care to the Consejo de Indias so that they may be examined, and be well advised that no one in any language or under any circumstances be allowed to write things that touch upon superstitions and the way of life that these Indians had.’ The effects of this ‘annihilation of the past’ were to last until the late eighteenth century.21


‘IT MAY REASONABLY BE CONJECTURED’


Charles III, the Bourbon king who ruled Spain and its American possessions from 1759 to 1788, was an energetic man who attempted to reform and liberalize the creaking structure of the Spanish empire and, a hopeless task in the end, to bind the colonies more closely to the home country. One element of this was an attempt at what one might call cultural integration and the encouragement within Spanish America of the new approaches and ideas of the Enlightenment, that spirit of intellectual curiosity and more outward-looking scientific enquiry into the workings of the world that had emerged during the course of the eighteenth century in Europe. Cosmetic gestures they may have been, but in this vein Charles supported a number of natural history expeditions to New Spain to collect specimens of native flora and fauna and encouraged the application of new technologies to local industries.


Charles was himself an enthusiastic antiquarian who, as King of Naples before acceding to the Spanish throne, had sponsored the first excavations, of a rather crude nature, at Pompeii. From this and other sources he had acquired a fine collection of Graeco-Roman antiquities. But besides this classical antiquarianism in the narrower Renaissance tradition he now began to encourage interest in the past of his more remote dominions and appointed Juan Bautista Muñoz, originally Royal Cosmographer, to be official ‘Historiographer of the Indies’. To some degree this was a response to local initiatives. For by the 1770s a few scholars in New Spain itself were beginning to embark upon their own histories and for the first time to consider the remains of the native peoples of Mesoamerica, not as a potentially threatening phenomenon, but as a worthy subject for study and a part of the heritage of what would soon be independent New World nations.


This more positive outlook established, a whole new beginning was about to be made with the emergence from the forests of the first of the great ‘lost’ cities of the Maya Classic period, the incomparably beautiful city of Palenque. Few ancient sites, anywhere in the world, can match Palenque’s setting. Still nestling in thick forest, the ruins are perched among the lower slopes of a small range of hills on the very edge of the Chiapas highlands. To the north, two hundred feet below, the immense floodplain of the Usumacinta spreads far away to the horizon towards the Laguna de Terminos and the Gulf Coast.


Palenque appears modest in size, though, like many Maya sites, much of it remains hidden in jungle and even today the full extent of its outlying structures is unclear. The core area of best preserved stone buildings, bisected by the canalized stream of the Rio Otolum, ranges along the hillside upon a series of natural and artificial terraces. The most impressive complex is the ‘Palace’, built on a rectangular platform some ninety metres long and seventy metres wide and consisting of a series of vaulted rooms and galleries around open courtyards, one of which surrounds a three-storeyed tower, unique in Maya architecture.


The Palace almost certainly represents the ancient heart of Palenque. Immediately surrounding it are the famous temples, including the Temple of the Inscriptions (see here), set into the hillside on a nine-levelled pyramid to the south-west, and the so-called ‘Cross Group’ to the east, made up of the Temple of the Cross, the Temple of the Sun and the Temple of the Foliated Cross, each perched at different elevations and facing onto a small, secluded plaza.


Palenque is renowned for the human scale, the delicacy and grace of its buildings and for the profusion here of architectural ornament, notably modelled stucco and limestone carved in low relief. The façades of buildings and many of the interior walls in the Palace and principal temples were originally brightly painted and adorned with panels of Maya hieroglyphs and portrait and narrative scenes depicting men, women and elaborate supernatural images executed in a remarkably elegant and realistic style. Such scenes were to defy accurate interpretation for a very long time, but they have always appeared tantalisingly accessible. No other Maya site could have been better calculated to provoke or fascinate those who stumbled upon it. It was here that the first generations of visitors began to ponder the mysteries of the Maya.22


The ancient city takes its name from the small town some seven kilometres away which was founded as Santo Domingo de Palenque in 1567. But the ruins kept their secrets for almost two hundred years more until, in 1746, the relations of Antonio de Solis, a local priest, are said to have come upon ‘casas de piedra’ or stone houses while cutting their way up the forested hillside to clear new maize fields. It was another thirty years before Ramón Ordoñez y Aguiar from Ciudad Real, today San Cristóbal de las Casas, who had been a schoolfellow of one of the Solís family, organized a preliminary expedition and then reported the discovery to José Estachería, President of what was then the Royal Audiencia of Guatemala. Estachería instructed José Antonio Calderón, a local government official in Palenque, to have a close look at the ruins and send him a report.


[image: image]


Catherwood’s drawings and plan of the Temple of the Inscriptions, Palenque.


Calderón spent three days hacking his way through the forest, astonished and mystified at the appearance of ‘la gran Ciudad Palencana’ as he termed it, ‘the great City of Palenque’. He was the first to give the name to the ‘Palace’ at the centre of the city, ‘which from its construction and size could not be anything less’. Besides this large Palace, he also claimed to have counted twenty-eight lesser ‘palaces’ and 197 other houses. He reported the remarkable preservation of the buildings and described the different architectural elements including the spacious vaulted rooms, the patios and corridors, T-shaped windows and ‘beds’ of stone. He also remarked upon ‘figures sculpted with much delicacy on the walls of the Palace’.23 He made two ink drawings of these, another of the tower in the Palace and a fourth of a relief in the Temple of the Sun (see here). Although what they are trying to depict is recognizable, the best that can be said of Calderón’s sketches is that they possess a certain naïve charm. As to any conclusions about the identity of the original inhabitants, he could only suggest that the style of the sandals that some of the figures wore looked to him rather Roman. Estachería, however, could hardly have expected anything more from the mayor of a small provincial town.


[image: image]


The main scene from the Tablet of the Temple of the Sun, drawing by José Calderón.


Sufficiently intrigued, Estachería sent another expedition the following year, headed by the noted Spanish architect Antonio Bernasconi, who was in Guatemala at the time working on the construction of a new capital city after a disastrous earthquake in 1773 had destroyed the previous capital, now known as Antigua. Calderón was to act as Bernasconi’s guide and provide local labour to clear some of the jungle. As one might imagine, Bernasconi’s report was more professionally presented and included a general map of the area and sketch plans, elevations and cross-sections of some of the principal structures (see here), including the Palace and the Temples of the Cross and the Sun. He also attempted to render some of the sculptural reliefs, a stone throne and a panel of hieroglyphs. However, there was very little text to go with the drawings. Perhaps Bernasconi felt he could add little more to the untutored Calderón’s conclusions. The city appeared to have been naturally abandoned, rather than destroyed by fire or earthquake, there was something ‘gotico’ or Gothic about the vaulting in the Palace, but otherwise he was at a loss. He could see in the ruins no ‘order’ of architecture, either ancient or modern, with which he was familiar.24


Estachería now sent copies of both reports to the court of Charles III, where they were first seen by Juan Bautista Muñoz. Muñoz never set foot in New Spain, but he was nonetheless to play an important role. He was evidently an enterprising and conscientious scholar whose researches in the Spanish archives convinced him of Palenque’s importance. After reading the reports, he sent them on to the king, accompanied by observations of his own.


[image: image]


Sketches of the Tempie of the Sun and the Tempie of the Cross by Antonio Bernasconi.


He says that the work of both Calderón and Bernasconi has ‘borne not inconsiderable fruit’. Their investigations had provided an ‘eyewitness demonstration of the veracity of our conquistadores and earliest historians with respect to the buildings discovered in New Spain and surrounding areas’. Palenque, he suggests, may well have been the capital ‘of a great power some centuries before the conquest’. Revealing his familiarity with some of the early sources, he goes on to note famous buildings previously found to the north-east in Yucatán, ‘covered with earth and supporting trees of great size’ just like those of Palenque, and he mentions that to the east, just within the province of Honduras, were discovered ‘vestiges of another great city with superb edifices adorned with statues and reliefs very like those which have now been found’. Here he is referring to the 1576 report of Diego Garcia de Palacio on the ruins of Copán. Muñoz says that he is including a copy of this report so that the king can compare it with those of Calderón and Bernasconi. He expresses generous praise for Estachería’s ‘laudable zeal in ordering the detailed investigation of the ruins, which may illustrate the origins and history of the Ancient Americans’.25


Muñoz and the king agreed that further explorations were warranted and gave precise instructions as to how future investigations should be undertaken. These are informative in themselves in revealing the more ‘scientific’ method now being advocated. They were to distinguish ‘between doors, niches and windows… to study any stones that are found like those described or walls of stoned mortar or of similar mixed materials; to make detailed descriptions and drawings of shapes, sizes and the cut of the stones and bricks, particularly in arches and vaults.’ They were also to send what one might call ‘archaeological’ evidence back to Spain, ‘samples of plaster mixture, stucco, bricks (baked or otherwise), pots or any other utensils or tools that may be found, digging where necessary’.


As a result, in May 1786, Estachería sent two men to the ruins – Antonio del Río, a bright and diligent Captain of Artillery in the Spanish army, and Ricardo Almendáriz, a professional artist. Dismayed to find the buildings completely overgrown once more, they were initially delayed while scores of local labourers were hired to clear the ruins with axes and machetes. Then, with gusto they began to follow their orders. In the Palace, where they started work, ‘there remained neither a window nor a doorway blocked up; a partition that was not thrown down, nor a room, corridor, court, tower, nor subterranean passage in which excavations were not effected’.26 Fortunately their excavations were not as radical or destructive as Del Río suggests. In the end thirty-two objects were to be sent to Spain, including pottery and stone tools as well as fragments of stone sculpture, some stucco glyphs and the leg of a throne from the Palace.


Almendáriz produced a series of thirty drawings, the best-known of which are the major relief panels from the Cross Group (see here). Although his rendering of the hieroglyphs is quite inaccurate, and indeed purely notional, he was the first man to represent competently the rich and complex iconography of Palenque. Del Río drew up a substantial, largely descriptive report. Echoing Muñoz and having also consulted a local historian of the Yucatán, he reckoned that the remains of Palenque belonged to the same people who had built the monuments of Chichén Itzá and Uxmal. As to who these people might have been, his conclusions were judiciously phrased but significant none the less:







The conclusion… must be that the ancient inhabitants of these structures lived in extreme darkness, for, in their fabulous superstitions, we seem to view the ideology of the Phoenicians, the Greeks, the Romans and other primitive nations most strongly portrayed. On this account it may reasonably be conjectured, that some one of these nations pursued their conquests even to this country, where it is possible they only remained long enough to enable the Indian tribes to imitate their ideas and adapt, in a rude and awkward manner, such arts as their invaders thought fit to inculcate.27
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The Tablet from the Temple of the Cross by Ricardo Almendáriz.


Here we have a statement of the basic assumption that was to underlie all interpretations of Palenque over the next few decades. When Del Río uses the word ‘primitive’ here, ‘primitivo’ in Spanish, he does not mean it in the oft-used, more modern sense of ‘simple’ or ‘undeveloped’. To him it meant ‘early’ or ‘ancient’. He is talking about the early nations or civilizations of Greece and Rome and so on. The only simple or undeveloped people were the Indians, who were indeed so simple, rude and awkward that they could not possibly have created Palenque on their own. The questing intellectual spirit of the Enlightenment, the encouragement of Charles III and Muñoz had initiated the investigation of this great Maya city but it could not alter the fundamental preconception of scholars of the time, absorbed with the first Latin verbs learnt at school, that all true civilization had its origins in the Old World.


One can begin to understand these attitudes by looking at the question another way. At least men such as Diego de Landa were closer to the pre-Conquest Maya, and could associate more easily the Maya they knew with the achievements of the past. But for those explorers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries who saw the wretched remnants of great pre-Hispanic civilizations slaving in the fields for the new lords of the land, reduced over two hundred years of subjugation to a dependent and seemingly inarticulate peasantry, it was difficult to believe that their ancestors had been capable of anything better. The solution to the conundrum of the ruins was that it had to be someone else: Egyptians, attractive because of pyramids and hieroglyphs; Hebrews; Carthaginians; wandering Welshmen; peoples from the lost continent of Atlantis – the list would be endless. Unfortunately, these appealingly simple answers, approaching racism at times in their dismissal of indigenous abilities, have continued on in unbroken succession down to the extra-terrestrial fantasies of our own day.


Charles IV maintained the official encouragement of exploration and in 1804 commissioned a retired army officer, Guillermo Dupaix, to survey not just the Maya area but all the major ruins of New Spain. In 1807, on his third journey, Dupaix reached Palenque with his accompanying artist, José Castañeda. Dupaix seems to have been a scholarly and sensitive man, familiar at first-hand with the ancient heritage of Greece and Rome. Twenty years spent in the New World, the previous two among the ruins of Central Mexico, had also equipped him with considerable experience of pre-Hispanic art and architecture. He could see that Maya art was quite different to that of the Aztecs or the Zapotec of Oaxaca. He, too, produced a thorough description of Palenque and a better technical appreciation than Del Río of the methods and materials employed in the construction of buildings and in their ornament. The stucco and limestone reliefs impressed him technically, but above all aesthetically and for the story they might tell:







Most of the figures are erect and well-proportioned: all of them are in profile, portly and almost colossal, their height exceeding six feet; while their attitudes display great freedom of limb, with a certain expression of dignity… Many of the figures hold a kind of rod or staff in one hand; at the feet of others smaller figures are placed in reverential postures, and some are surrounded with rows of hieroglyphics.28





Dupaix imagined that many of these figures might have been lords of the city and the hieroglyphs perhaps told something of their history. If this was writing, however, it bore little resemblance to what he knew of Egyptian hieroglyphs or to the forms of picture writing used by other later peoples of Mexico. The elongated, flattened heads of many of the figures also suggested to him a quite original, distinctive race of people. They could not, he felt, be related to the present Indians of the region. Among the limestone and stucco reliefs that he looked at long and hard, he found the central panel in the Temple of the Cross quite mystifying. The heavily ornamented cruciform image between the two human figures seemed if anything like a ‘Greek’ cross, ‘not the holy Latin Cross which we adore’. He concluded in the end that it was probably related ‘to the religion of the country,’ whatever that might have been.
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