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Tulum ruins and beach.





The secret is out about Tulum. It has the makings of a favorite getaway: idyllic beaches, oceanfront cabañas, and ancient Maya ruins perched on a cliff overlooking the turquoise sea—all without a mega-development in sight. Farther south, the Costa Maya remains relatively undeveloped, while the inland archaeological sites such as Chichén Itzá never fail to impress.


Equally unexpected are the area’s numerous natural and ecological attractions. You can dive and snorkel in the longest underground river system in the world and kayak through mangrove forests and lagoons. At Cobá archaeological site, you can climb the second-highest Maya pyramid, and see parrots and toucans, and bike from temple to temple on wide forest paths, all in the same visit.


So what sort of trip will it be? Sunbathing by the pool, swimming and snorkeling in cenotes, or exploring the Maya ruins? With luck, you’ll do a little of each. In the process, you may discover that Tulum and the Costa Maya are more than they seem. They are places to love, laugh at, be surprised by, and above all, to experience and explore.
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stone carvings at a temple in Chichén Itzá
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Cenote Sagrado Azul









5 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Southern Beaches: Bask in the sun on some of Mexico’s most beautiful stretches of sand (click here).
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2 Dive into Cenotes: Visit the freshwater pools of shimmering water near Tulum (click here and click here) and Chichén Itzá (click here).
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3 Explore Maya Ruins: Mexico’s Caribbean coast includes some of the most important ancient sites in North America. Chichén Itzá (click here), Cobá (click here), and Ek’ Balam (click here) are a few of the best.
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4 Dive and Snorkel: Get up close and personal with underwater treasures (click here).
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5 Get Romantic: Relax in a cabana right on the beach or enjoy a couples massage at a beautiful wellness spa (click here).






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Tulum and the Costa Maya


Tulum is justly famous for its stunning beaches, boho-chic bungalows, and namesake Maya ruin, with a dramatic view of the Caribbean. An hour from Tulum, Cobá boasts the second-tallest Maya pyramid and a lovely forest setting teeming with birds. Directly south of Tulum is the pristine Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve and beyond that the isolated towns of the Costa Maya. There’s a lovely freshwater lagoon, Bacalar, with a like-named town that is growing in popularity with independent travelers. Just south is Chetumal, the busy state capital and gateway to Belize.


Chichén Itzá


Several fascinating Maya ruins are within easy reach of Tulum. Chichén Itzá is one of the most impressive and recognizable of all Maya ruins, and just two hours from Tulum. Even closer, Ek’ Balam is small but has a spectacular stucco frieze and relatively few visitors.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


Considering weather, prices, and crowds, the best times to visit the Yucatán Peninsula are from late November to mid-December and from mid-January to early May. You’ll avoid the intense heat from June to August, the rain (and possible hurricanes) in September and October, and the crowds and high prices around the winter holidays.


The big exceptions with those periods are spring break (March/April) and Semana Santa (the week before Easter), when American and Canadian students, and then Mexican tourists, turn out in force and prices spike temporarily.


While most activities are accessible year round, some are better or more reliable in certain seasons. For example, the Riviera Maya is a superb diving destination, but it’s especially great from March to June, when tropical storms are rare and visibility is at its best. Similarly, kiteboarding is ideal from September to March, when the wind is strong and most consistent. Sportfishing and bird-watching also have their optimal seasons, especially if you are targeting particular species: If you’re interested in catching sailfish, a top target species, January to September is the best time to visit; visitors hoping to spot flamingos—up to 40,000 of them—should visit Isla Holbox from May to September.


Other popular attractions are only available during specific times of the year. Snorkeling with whale sharks, for instance, can only be done from June to September, when the sharks have migrated into the region. Same goes for visiting some of the most impressive Maya ruins—like the main pyramid at Chichén Itzá, which, if visited around the spring and fall equinoxes (respectively March 21 and September 22), displays an eerie illusion of a snake slithering down the side of the pyramid.


Passports and Visas


American and Canadian travelers must have a valid passport to travel to and from Mexico. Tourist visas are issued upon entry; you technically are allowed up to 180 days, but agents often issue just 30 or 60 days. If you want to stay longer, request the time when you present your passport. To extend your visa, visit the immigration office in Cancún.
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Vaccinations


No special vaccines are required for travel to the Yucatán Peninsula, but it’s a good idea to be up-to-date on the standard travel immunizations, including hepatitis A, MMR (measles-mumps-rubella), tetanus-diphtheria, and typhoid.


Transportation


Cancún International Airport (CUN) is far and away the most common and convenient entry point to the region. A handful of flights go directly to Chetumal, and there are plans (but nothing more) for a new airport outside Tulum; there also is an airport near Chichén Itzá, though at the time of research it was not in use. An excellent network of buses, shuttles, and ferries covers the entire region, though a rental car makes a world of difference in more remote areas.


What to Pack


Bring what you would to any beach destination: light cotton clothing, hat, sunscreen, sunglasses, flip-flops, and so forth. Beach buffs should bring two or even three swimsuits, plus snorkel gear if you have it. Water shoes come in handy wherever the beach is rocky, while sneakers and bug repellent are musts for the Maya ruins. Finally, it’s always smart to bring an extra pair of glasses or contacts, prescription medications, birth control, and a travel clock. If you do leave anything behind, no worries—there’s a Walmart in all the major cities.




If You’re Looking For…


• Diving and Snorkeling: Go to Tulum


• Cenotes: Go to Tulum, Valladolid, or Ek’ Balam


• Maya Ruins: Go to Chichén Itzá, Tulum, Ek’ Balam, or Kohunlich


• Romance: Go to Tulum


• Beaches: Go to Tulum


• Beach Clubs: Go to Tulum


• Wildlife: Visit Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve


• Day Trips:


• From Tulum: Head to Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, Cobá, or Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve


• From Mahahual: Head to Chacchoben or Laguna Bacalar


• From Chetumal: Head to Laguna Bacalar, Kohunlich, and Dzibanché or Kinichná


• Sportfishing: Try Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve or Xcalak


• Budget Travel: Try Valladolid, Laguna Bacalar, or Chetumal
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Tulum









The Best of Tulum



With picturesque beaches, elegant restaurants, relaxing spas, and cozy accommodations, Tulum has all the makings of a perfect getaway.


Day 1


Fly into Cancún, and make your way by bus or taxi to Tulum. Settle into your beachside bungalow, complete with a hanging bed, mosquito net, and candles. If you want something a little more upscale, consider staying in a suite at one of the chic high-end hotels. Spend the remainder of the day on the beach. In the evening, head to Mezzanine or La Zebra for drinks, followed by dinner at Hechizo.


Day 2


Visit the Tulum ruins in the morning before the crowds arrive. Bring your swimsuit to enjoy the small beach there. Afterward, walk to gorgeous Playa Mar Caribe, just south of the ruins. Enjoy lunch at nearby Adelita Tulum. If you’re up for it, head down the road for a drop-in yoga class at Yoga Shala Tulum in the late afternoon.
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tourists at the Tulum ruins





Day 3


Leave bright and early to get to the Maya ruins of Chichén Itzá before the crowds do. Spend the morning there, followed by lunch in the colonial city of Valladolid. From there, go swimming in nearby cenotes, or visit Ek’ Balam, a much smaller ruin. Both Valladolid and Ek’ Balam have good lodging options if you want to overnight.


Day 4


Choose between taking an organized eco-tour in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, a sprawling coastal reserve south of Tulum that is home to an astounding array of wildlife, or do-it-yourself cenote hopping (four cenotes on the road to Cobá are just minutes away). If you’re at a high-end hotel, book a beachside dinner—complete with a personalized menu—before starting your day. Also consider reserving a massage for your last day at the Yaan Wellness Energy Spa.




Maya Ruins Within Reach


Besides its incredible beaches and world-class resorts, Mexico’s Caribbean coast is also home to (or within easy reach of) numerous ancient Maya ruins, including some of the most important archaeological sites in the country and the continent. A visit to one or more is well worth a day off the sand, even for committed beach hounds. (And at least one site—Tulum—has historical value and a pretty little beach. Sweet!)


• Chichén Itzá, with its iconic pyramid and massive ball court, is one of the New Seven Wonders of the World. Scores of tours head there from Cancún, but getting to the site early—by bus or rental car—lets you beat the crowds and enjoy this fascinating site at your own pace.


• Ek’ Balam boasts one of the best-preserved stucco friezes in the Maya world and an all-embracing view from atop its main pyramid. A nearby cenote is great for cooling off.


• Cobá has an even better view from its main pyramid—at 42 meters (138 feet) high, it’s the second tallest in the Yucatán Peninsula. Nestled in a forest near several small lakes, it’s also a good place to spot birds and butterflies.
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one of the impressive stone pyramids in Cobá





• Tulum is the subject of innumerable postcards, perched on a bluff overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea. Like Chichén Itzá, it’s far more rewarding to skip the tour and make your way to Tulum early to enjoy the site before the throngs arrive.


• Kohunlich, in southern Quintana Roo, is the most remote of the ruins listed here and is best known for a series of imposing stucco masks. Nearby is a unique all-inclusive luxury resort with guided trips into the surrounding forest and lagoons.






Day 5



Spend your last full day beachcombing on Tulum’s southern beaches. Take a private paddleboarding lesson with Ocean Pro Kite. Afterwards relax on the beach and don’t forget to go to your massage!


Best Diving and Snorkeling


TOP EXPERIENCE


For many travelers, the Yucatán’s underwater treasures are as compelling as its terrestrial ones. The region includes the world’s second-longest coral reef, the longest known underground river system, and the Northern Hemisphere’s largest coral atoll. Below are some of the region’s top spots to get underwater.


Tulum


Journey into the abyss! The Yucatan Peninsula is dotted with hundreds of eerily beautiful cenotes (freshwater caverns and sinkholes) offering out-of-this-world snorkeling and diving for novices and experts alike. Tulum’s dive shops specialize in cenote dives and cave diving courses, while snorkelers can grab their gear and spend the day cenote hopping. Try the string of cenotes west of Tulum including Car Wash and Gran Cenote. Dos Ojos, near Tulum, also offers full-service guided tours for snorkelers and divers, visiting a gorgeous stalagmite-filled cavern.
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cenote diving





The Costa Maya


Banco Chinchorro is the largest coral atoll on this side of the planet, and has spectacular diving and snorkeling. Getting there can be a bear—2-3 hours by boat each way—but the massive and pristine atoll is worth the time and expense. Dive shops in Mahahual or Xcalak, two small towns near the Belize border, offer Chinchorro trips. There’s also fantastic snorkeling and diving right from the shore, including at night.




Family Fun


The Yucatán Peninsula is an excellent family destination, with plenty to see and do for kids and parents alike. Here are some recommended spots:
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fun at the beach





• Dos Ojos Cenote: Great cenote snorkeling for all ages, either with a guide or on your own.


• Xel-Há: A family-friendly ecopark built around a natural inlet, with easy-to-access snorkeling, tubing, and other aquatic fun.


• Cobá: Renting bikes or bicycle taxis makes visiting these ruins especially fun for kids, while the thick forest provides cool shade and a chance to spot birds and insects.


• Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve: A great family destination where you’ll spot not only spider and howler monkeys, but a slew of birds, tropical vegetation, and more.


• Mayá Lost Mayan Kingdom: This Maya-themed water park in Mahahual has zip lines, a lazy river, and heart-stopping waterslides.


• Laguna Bacalar: Explore lovely Laguna Bacalar by kayak, with its remote beaches, mangrove forests, and great birdwatching.


• Chichén Itzá: Impressive ruins with several family-friendly hotels nearby. The Ik Kil cenote just east of town is a sure hit.


• Valladolid: A charming midsize city with several impressive cenotes nearby for swimming.






Side Trip: Chichén Itzá



Day 1


Get an early start in order to beat the crowds and tour groups. Visit the amazing Chichén Itzá ruins. The site is huge and impressive, so plan on being there for a few hours. Have lunch at Los Faisanes Bistro in the historic Hacienda Chichén, adjacent to the ruins. Check into your hotel; the Zona Hotelera hotels are a nice option, budget permitting, with their leafy grounds and refreshing pools, just steps from the ruins. If you’ve got time and energy, make an afternoon visit to Cenote Sagrado Azul or Balankanché Caves. Have dinner in Pisté—try La Gran Chaya for some local flavor—and, that night, attend the Sound and Light Show, which uses projections on the structures to tell Chichén Itzá’s history and lore. (Remember you need to buy tickets online in advance.) Hit the sack—you’ve earned it!
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El Castillo, as seen from the Group of a Thousand Columns





Day 2


Make your way to Valladolid, a charming colonial town just east of Chichén Itzá. Spend the day poking around—there’s terrific folk art in Casa de los Venados, fascinating history at the Iglesia and Ex-Convento San Bernardino de Siena, and several impressive cenotes in town and just beyond. When you need a lunch break, try Yerbabuena del Sisal for its tasty Mexican food and bright garden patio. That evening, learn more about Valladolid at the gorgeous and hi-tech Sound and Light Show at Iglesia San Bernardino, followed by drinks and Yucatecan food at Casa Conato.
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Valladolid’s central plaza
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spotted eagle rays





Day 3


Start the day with a hearty breakfast at Squimz, where it’s never too early for a milk shake, and then head to the Maya ruins of Ek’ Balam. The site is small but spectacular, with an intricate stone frieze atop a soaring pyramid. From there, spend time cenote hopping—Cenote X’Canché is a short walk from the ruins, while Cenote Sak’ Awa and Cenotes Agua Dulce are easily reached by car. Plan on having lunch at the restaurant at Cenotes Aqua Dulce. Afterward, head back to the coast.



Romantic Getaway



TOP EXPERIENCE


Although a number of places in and around Cancún have the makings of a romantic getaway—picturesque beaches, elegant restaurants, relaxing spas, and cozy accommodations—we picked our favorite for this itinerary: Tulum. The beaches are spectacular, and the cabaña-style hotels exude a quiet charm like nowhere else.


Day 1


Fly into Cancún, and head by bus or taxi to Tulum. Settle into your beachside bungalow, complete with a hanging bed, mosquito net, and candles. If you want something a little more upscale, consider a suite at one of the chic high-end hotels. Spend the rest of the day on the beach. In the evening, head to Kitchen Table for dinner, followed by drinks and live jazz at El Batey.
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a couple on the beach in Tulum





Day 2


Visit the Tulum ruins in the morning before the crowds arrive. Bring your swimsuits to enjoy the small beach there. Afterward, walk to gorgeous Playa Mar Caribe, just south of the ruins. Enjoy lunch at Mezzanine. If you’re up for it, head down the road for a drop-in yoga class at Yoga Shala Tulum in the late afternoon.


Day 3


Choose between an organized ecotour in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve and do-it-yourself cenote hopping (four cenotes on the road to Cobá are just minutes away). If you’re at a high-end hotel, book a beachside dinner for two before starting your day. Consider reserving a couples massage at the Yaan Wellness Energy Spa for your final day.




Cenote Hopping


All along the coast and well inland are dozens of cenotes—pools of shimmering blue water fed by a vast underground freshwater river system. Some look like large ponds, others are deep sinkholes, others occupy gaping caverns or have dramatic rock formations. Many cenotes are open to the public, and their cool, clear water is perfect for swimming, snorkeling, and scuba diving. Facilities range from simple restrooms and snorkel rental to full-service “cenote parks” with guided tours. Some favorites include:


NEAR TULUM


Dos Ojos: A cenote park with rentals, guides, and spectacular caverns.


Gran Cenote: East of Tulum on the road to Cobá, this lovely cavern boasts natural arches and stalactite formations.
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Gran Cenote





Car Wash: Just past Gran Cenote, this innocuous-looking cenote has stunning rock formations below the surface.


INLAND AREAS


X’Canché: A pretty 12-meter-deep (39-foot) cenote, 1.5 kilometers (0.9 mile) down a forest path from Ek’ Balam ruins.


Choo-Ha: One of four dramatic cenotes near Cobá, with a high domed ceiling and iridescent blue water.


Hacienda San Lorenzo Oxman: A beautiful and accessible cenote, with stairs, a rope swing, and even a restaurant and pool at the top.


Cenotes Agua Dulce: This collection of four lovely cenotes include two with deep turquoise water that’s great for swimming.





Day 4


Have breakfast brought to your room. Spend your last full day beachcombing on Tulum’s southern beaches. Take a private paddleboarding lesson together with Pro Kite Tulum. Afterward, relax on the beach—and don’t forget to go to your massages!
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scenic Maya ruins
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diving in one of the region’s many cenotes.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Tulum’s Southern Beaches: Mile after mile of powdery white sand, tranquil turquoise water, cozy bungalows peeking out from behind softly bending palm trees . . . these are the beaches you’ve been dreaming of (click here).


S Cenotes near Tulum: Don’t miss these eerie and unforgettable limestone caverns, bristling with stalagmites and stalactites, and filled with the crystalline water of the world’s longest underground river system (click here).
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S Cobá Archaeological Zone: Just an hour from Tulum are the terrific jungle-cloaked ruins of Cobá, where you can climb the Yucatán’s second-highest pyramid (click here).


S Cenotes near Cobá: A visit to Cobá is made even better with a stop at three impressive cenotes a short distance from the ruins (click here).


S Bahía de la Ascensión: A huge protected expanse of calm ocean flats and tangled mangrove forests make this a world-class destination for bird-watchers and anglers (click here).


S Banco Chinchorro: A punishing two-hour boat ride across the open sea is rewarded with spectacular diving on one of the world’s largest coral atolls (click here).


S Canal de los Piratas: Tours of Laguna Bacalar (available by pontoon, kayak, even SUP) inevitably stop at this lovely natural waterway, a great place for swimming, mud baths, and basking in the sun (click here).





Tulum has long been favored by travelers who cringe at the splashy resorts and package tourism found in Cancún (and increasingly the Riviera Maya).


In that sense, Tulum is a fitting bridge between Quintana Roo’s booming northern section and its far-less-traveled south. Tulum has so far managed to avoid the impulse to fill the coast with ever-bigger resorts; prices have certainly gone up, but there are still no megadevelopments here, or even power lines for that matter. Its beaches and cabañas remain as idyllic as ever.


If Tulum is the anti-Cancún, you might call southern Quintana Roo, or the “Costa Maya,” the non-Cancún. Though fairly close in distance, it’s worlds apart by any other measure. Immediately south of Tulum is the massive Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, one of the Yucatán’s largest and richest preserves, whose bays, lagoons, mangrove stands, and inland forests support a vast array of plants and animals, from dolphins to jaguars; there’s even a large Maya ruin and several smaller temples. Beyond Sian Ka’an is the Costa Maya, the sparsely populated stretch of coast reaching down to the Belize border; the largest towns are Mahahual and Xcalak, with numerous small bed-and-breakfasts and seaside hotels in both (and a highly incongruous cruise ship port in Mahahual). Most of the beaches aren’t postcard perfect like Tulum’s, but the isolation—not to mention the far-less-expensive lodging—is hard to match. Inland and farther south is the multicolored Laguna Bacalar and several significant but all-but-forgotten Maya ruins. Chetumal, the state capital, isn’t much of a destination itself but has some unexpectedly appealing areas nearby, and it is the gateway to Belize.


Less than an hour from Tulum—and a great alternative to the overcrowded ruins there—is the ancient city of Cobá (42 kilometers/26 miles from Tulum), home of the second-tallest known Maya pyramid. Unlike many other ruins, Cobá is ensconced in a thick tropical forest that teems with birdlife, including parrots and toucans.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Tulum is the first stop, of course, and for many people their main destination. From Tulum you can take day trips or short overnighters to the Sian Ka’an reserve and Cobá archaeological site, both fascinating. To venture any farther south you’ll probably want a rental car, as bus service grows infrequent. Mahahual and Xcalak are certainly worth savoring; despite their isolation, there’s plenty to do in both, including snorkeling, diving, kayaking, fishing, and, of course, just relaxing. Laguna Bacalar is worth a day or possibly two, to take a boat trip on the Caribbean-like water, swim in Cenote Azul, and visit the surprisingly good history museum in town. Chetumal is a logical stopover for those headed west toward the Río Bec region or crossing into Belize, and it has an interesting Maya museum.



Tulum



Tulum is the subject of a thousand postcards, and justly so. It’s hard to know if the name is more closely associated with the ancient Maya ruins—perched dramatically on a cliff overlooking the Caribbean—or the idyllic beaches and oceanfront cabañas that have long been the jewel of the Riviera Maya. What’s certain is that Tulum manages to capture both the ancient mystery and modern allure of Mexico’s Riviera Maya.
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Tulum has definitely grown and changed, with more changes on the way. The beach used to be a haven for backpackers and bohemians, with simple cabañas facing beautiful untouched beaches. The beaches are still beautiful, but the prices have long since gone through the palapa roof, catering more to urban escapists and upscale yoga groups. It’s still a lovely place to stay, no matter who you are, it’s just not as cheap as it used to be.


One consequence of the spike in prices on the beach is that the inland village of Tulum (aka Tulum Pueblo) has perked up significantly. Long a dumpy roadside town, it now has a growing number of hotels, B&Bs, and recommendable restaurants catering to independent travelers who have been priced out of the beachfront hotels. To be sure, a beachside cabaña will always be the most appealing place to stay in Tulum—and there are a handful of bargains still to be had—but staying in town is no longer the huge step down that it once was.


ORIENTATION


The name Tulum is used for three separate areas, which can be confusing. The first is Tulum archaeological zone, the scenic and popular Maya ruins. This is the first part of Tulum you encounter as you drive south from Cancún. A kilometer and a half (1 mile) farther south (and well inland) is the town of Tulum, known as Tulum Pueblo, where you’ll find the bus terminal, supermarket, and numerous restaurants, hotels, tour guides, and shops. The third area is Tulum’s beachfront hotel zone, or Zona Hotelera. Located due east of Tulum Pueblo, the Zona Hotelera extends for almost 10 kilometers (6 miles) from the Maya ruins to the entrance of the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, with fantastic beaches and bungalow-style hotels virtually the entire way. There’s a walking path, but no road, connecting the Tulum ruins to the upper end of Tulum’s Zona Hotelera.


TULUM ARCHAEOLOGICAL ZONE


The Maya ruins of Tulum (8am-5pm daily, US$3.50) are one of Mexico’s most scenic archaeological sites, built atop a 12-meter (40-foot) cliff rising abruptly from turquoise Caribbean waters. The structures don’t compare in grandeur to those of Cobá, Uxmal, or elsewhere, but are interesting and significant nevertheless.
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Tulum is the single most frequently visited Maya ruin in the Yucatán Peninsula, receiving thousands of visitors every day, most on package tours from nearby resorts. (In fact, it’s second only to Teotihuacán, near Mexico City, as the country’s most visited archaeological site.) For that reason, the first and most important piece of advice for independent travelers regarding Tulum is to arrive early. It used to be that the tour bus madness didn’t begin until 11am, but it creeps earlier and earlier every year. Still, if you’re there right at 8am, you’ll have the ruins mostly to yourself for an hour or so—which is about all you need for this small site—before the hordes descend. Guides can be hired at the entrance for around US$40 for 1-4 people. Bring your swimsuit if you fancy a morning swim: This is the only Maya ruin with a great little beach right inside the archaeological zone.



History



Tulum was part of a series of Maya forts and trading outposts established along the Caribbean coast from the Gulf of Mexico as far south as present-day Honduras. Its original name was Zamá-Xamanzamá or simply Zamá (derived from zamal, or dawn) but was later called Tulum, Yucatec Maya for fortification or city wall, in reference to the thick stone barrier that encloses the city’s main structures. Measuring 380 by 165 meters (1,250 by 540 feet), it’s the largest fortified Maya site on the Quintana Roo coast (though small compared to most inland ruins).


Tulum’s enviable patch of seashore was settled as early as 300 BC, but it remained little more than a village for most of its existence, overshadowed by the Maya city of Tankah a few kilometers to the north. Tulum gained prominence between the 12th and 16th centuries (the Late Postclassic era), when mostly non-Maya immigrants repopulated the Yucatán Peninsula following the general Maya collapse several centuries prior. Tulum’s strategic location and convenient beach landing made it a natural hub for traders, who plied the coast in massive canoes measuring up to 16 meters (52 feet) long, laden with honey, salt, wax, animal skins, vanilla, obsidian, amber, and other products.


It was during this Postclassic boom period that most of Tulum’s main structures were built. Although influenced by Mayapán (the reigning power at the time) and Central Mexican city-states, from which many of Tulum’s new residents had emigrated, Tulum’s structures mostly exemplify “east coast architecture,” defined by austere designs with relatively little ornamentation and a predominantly horizontal orientation (compared to high-reaching pyramids elsewhere). Ironically, construction in these later eras tended to be rather shoddy, thanks in part to improvements in stucco coverings that meant the quality of underlying masonry was not as precise. Today, with the stucco eroded away, Tulum’s temples appear more decayed than structures at other sites, even those built hundreds of years prior.




Rediscovering the Maya


The Maya ruins of the Yucatán Peninsula were all but unknown in the United States and Europe until well into the 19th century. Although Spanish explorers and colonizers had occupied the peninsula for more than two centuries, conflicts with local Maya and Catholic antipathy for all things pagan probably account for the Spaniards’ lack of research or even apparent interest. To be fair, the immensity of the task was surely daunting—by the time the Spanish reached the Yucatán in the early 1500s, the majority of sites had been abandoned for at least 300 years, and in some cases double or triple that. Many were piles of rubble, and those still standing were mostly covered in vegetation. Just getting to the sites was a task in itself.


And so it was an American and an Englishman—diplomat John Lloyd Stephens and artist-architect Frederick Catherwood—who brought global attention to the Maya world. Between 1839 and 1841, they conducted two major explorations of the Maya region, including present-day Yucatán, Chiapas, and Central America, visiting a total of 44 ruins. Stephens kept a detailed account of their travels, making many observations on the nature of Maya civilization that proved remarkably prescient. He correctly surmised that Maya writing contained detailed dynastic and historical accounts, and rejected the prevailing notion that Mesoamerican civilizations were descended from Egyptian or other Old World societies, declaring the mysterious ruins “a spectacle of a people skilled in architecture, sculpture, and possessing the culture and refinement attendant upon those, not derived from the Old World, but originating and growing here without models or masters like the plants and fruits of the soil, indigenous.” Meanwhile, Catherwood made incredibly precise drawings of numerous structures, monuments, hieroglyphs, and scenes of peasant life. (Though they’ve been widely reprinted, you can see a rare collection of original Catherwood prints in Mérida, at the highly recommended museum-gallery Casa Catherwood.)


Stephens and Catherwood published their work in two volumes, both of which were instant sensations in the United States and Europe, awakening immense interest in ancient Maya civilization. Their books now are condensed into a single, very readable volume, Incidents of Travel in Yucatán (Hard Press, 2007), available in English and in many bookstores in the Yucatán. It is a fascinating read, not only for the historical value but also as a backdrop for your own travels throughout the region.





The Spanish got their first view of Tulum, and of mainland indigenous society, on May 7, 1518, when Juan de Grijalva’s expedition along the Quintana Roo coast sailed past the then brightly colored fortress. The chaplain of the fleet famously described the city as “a village so large that Seville would not have appeared larger or better.” Tulum remained an important city and port until the mid-1500s, when European-borne diseases decimated its population. The once-grand city was effectively abandoned and, for the next three centuries, slowly consumed by coastal vegetation. In 1840, Spanish explorers referred to an ancient walled city known as Tulum, the first recorded use of its current name; two years later John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood visited Tulum, giving the world its first detailed description and illustrations of the dramatic seaside site. During the Caste War, Tulum was occupied by members of the Talking Cross cult, including the followers of a Maya priestess known as the Queen of Tulum.


House of the Cenote


The path from the ticket booth follows Tulum’s wall around the northwest corner to two low corbel arch entryways. Using the second entrance (closest to the ocean), you’ll first see the Casa del Cenote. The two-room structure, with a third chamber added later, is less impressive than the gaping maw of its namesake cenote. The water is not drinkable, thanks to saltwater intrusion, but that may not have been the case a half millennium ago; it’s unlikely Tulum could have grown to its size and prominence without a major water source, not only for its own residents but passing traders as well. Cenotes were also considered apertures to Xibalba, or the underworld, and an elaborate tomb discovered in the floor of the House of the Cenote suggests it may have had a ceremonial function as well.
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House of the Cenote





Temple of the Wind


Following the path, the next major structure is the Temple of the Wind, perched regally atop a rocky outcrop overlooking a picturesque sandy cove. If it looks familiar, that’s because it appears on innumerable postcards, magazine photos, and tourist brochures. (The view is even better from a vista point behind El Castillo and from the ocean.) The name derives from the unique circular base upon which the structure is built: In Central Mexican cosmology, the circle is associated with the god of the wind, and its presence here (and at other ruins, like San Gervasio on Isla Cozumel) is evidence of the strong influence that Central Mexican migrants/invaders had on Postclassic Maya societies.
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Temple of the Wind





Temple of the Descending God


One of Tulum’s more curious structures is the Temple of the Descending God, named for the upside-down winged figure above its doorway. Exactly who or what the figure represents is disputed among archaeologists—theories include Venus, the setting sun, the god of rain, even the god of bees (as honey was one of the coastal Maya’s most widely traded products). Whatever the answer, it was clearly a deeply revered (or feared) deity, as the same image appears on several of Tulum’s buildings, including the upper temple of Tulum’s main pyramid. The Temple of the Descending God also is notable for its cartoonish off-kilter position, most likely the result of poor construction.


El Castillo


Tulum’s largest and most imposing structure is The Castle, a 12-meter-high (40-foot) pyramid constructed on a rocky bluff of roughly the same height. Like many Maya structures, El Castillo was built in multiple phases. The first iteration was a low, broad platform, still visible today, topped by a long palace fronted by a phalanx of stout columns. The second phase consisted of simply filling in the center portion of the original palace to create a base for a new and loftier temple on top. In the process, the builders created a vaulted passageway and inner chamber, in which a series of intriguing frescoes were housed; unfortunately, you’re not allowed to climb onto the platform to see them. The upper temple (also off-limits) displays Central Mexican influence, including snakelike columns similar to those found at Chichén Itzá and grimacing Toltec masks on the corners. Above the center door is an image of the Descending God. Archaeologists believe a stone block at the top of the stairs may have been used for sacrifices.


Temple of the Frescoes


Though quite small, the Temple of the Frescoes is considered one of Tulum’s most archaeologically significant structures. The name owes to the fading but remarkably detailed paintings on the structure’s inner walls. In shades of blue, gray, and black, they depict various deities, including Chaac (the god of rain) and Ixchel (the goddess of the moon and fertility), and a profusion of symbolic imagery, including corn and flowers. On the temple’s two facades are carved figures with elaborate headdresses and yet another image of the Descending God. The large grim-faced masks on the temple’s corners are believed to represent Izamná, the Maya creator god.


Halach Uinic and the Great Palace


In front of El Castillo are the remains of two palatial structures: the House of the Halach Uinic and the Great Palace (also known as the House of the Columns). Halach Uinic is a Yucatec Maya term for king or ruler, and this structure seems to have been an elaborate shrine dedicated to Tulum’s enigmatic Descending God. The building is severely deteriorated, but what remains suggests its facade was highly ornamented, perhaps even painted blue and red. Next door is the Great Palace, which likely served as residential quarters for Tulum’s royal court.


Practicalities


Tulum’s massive parking lot and strip-mall-like visitors complex ought to clue you in to the number of tourists that pass through here every day. (Did we mention to get here early?) You’ll find a small museum and bookshop amid innumerable souvenir shops and fast-food restaurants. (If this is your first visit to a Maya ruin, don’t be turned off by all the hubbub. Tulum is unique for its excessive and obnoxious commercialization; most sites have just a ticket booth and restrooms.)


The actual entrance and ticket booth are about one kilometer (0.6 mile) from the visitors center; it’s a flat, mild walk, but there are also trolleys that ferry guests back and forth for US$2 per person round-trip (kids under 10 ride free).


Getting There


The Tulum archaeological zone is a kilometer (0.6 mile) north of Tulum Pueblo on Highway 307. There are two entrances off the highway; the one farther south is newer and better, leading directly to the main parking lot (parking US$6). Arriving by bus or combi, be sure to ask the driver to let you off at las ruínas (the ruins) as opposed to the town. To return, flag down a bus or combi on the highway.


The ruins also can be accessed by foot from Tulum’s beach road—from the northernmost spot in the Zona Hotelera, it’s about a 500-meter (0.3 miles) walk to the entrance.


BEACHES AND CENOTES


Northern Beaches


The road from Tulum Pueblo hits the coast near the upper end of the Zona Hotelera, which stretches from the archaeological zone down to the entrance of the Sian Ka’an reserve, almost exactly 10 kilometers (6 miles). The area north of the Tulum/Zona Hotelera junction has two easy-to-reach beach areas that are ideal for people staying in town. There is plenty of open space to lay out your own towel as well as a handful of beach clubs if you’re looking for lounge chairs and food services.


Playa El Paraíso (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 2 kilometers/1.2 miles north of junction, cell tel. 984/113-7089, www.elparaisohoteltulum.com, 10am-6pm daily) is the most popular beach club on the north end of Tulum. Once little more than a bar and some hammocks, it has morphed into a bustling expanse of lounge chairs, beach beds, and umbrellas (US$10-20/day), with waiters weaving between them and the full restaurant and beach bar. It’s busy but still scenic and relaxing.


Directly north of Playa El Paraíso is Playa Mar Caribe (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 2.3 kilometers/1.4 miles north of junction), named after the rustic bungalows that have long fronted this portion of beach. Broad and unspoiled, this is a great place to lay out your towel on the soft white sand, which you share with a picturesque array of moored fishing boats. There are few services here—mostly beachfront kiosks—so be sure to bring snacks and plenty of water.


South of Playa El Paraíso, Pocna Beach Club (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 1.6 kilometers/1 miles north of junction, cell tel. 984/154-1825, 8am-11pm daily) fronts a quiet stretch of beach with lots of beach beds for lounging (US$25 per four people). Get here early to stake out a spot and to enjoy the all-you-can eat breakfast buffet (US$8 pp) with loads of fresh fruit, breads, freshly squeezed OJ, and, almost best of all, bottomless coffee. There’s free parking for clients.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Southern Beaches



Tulum’s very best beaches—thick white sand, turquoise-blue water, gently bending palm trees—are toward the southern end of the Zona Hotelera. Not surprisingly, Tulum’s finest hotels are in the same area, and there are no official public access points. That said, hotels rarely raise an eyebrow at the occasional nonguest cutting through to reach the beach. You can also grab breakfast or lunch at one of the hotel restaurants and cut down to the beach afterward; in some cases, you can even use the lounge chairs.


Aimed at an older crowd, Ana y José Beach Club (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 2.4 kilometers/1.5 miles south of junction, cell tel. 998/112-5229, 8am-6pm daily, free) is located about a kilometer (0.6 mile) north of the resort of the same name and is open to guests and nonguests alike. An airy, sand-floored dining area serves mostly seafood, including ceviche, shrimp cocktail, and grilled fish, at decent prices (US$8-14), and there is a full bar (US$3-10). Chaise lounges and four-poster beach beds (US$10-20/day) are arranged a bit too close together, but they are comfy and relaxing nonetheless.


Ziggy Beach (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 3.5 kilometers/2.1 miles south of junction, cell tel. 984/871-1145, 9am-5pm daily, free) is a mellow beach club with rows of thick queen-size beach beds and lounge chairs plus hammocks strung from palm trees. They’re free to use if you buy something from the restaurant-bar. (Drinks often come with a complimentary round of chips and salsa, too). The beach, as expected, is gorgeous. Service is personable and efficient.


A popular spot for weddings, Ak’iin Beach Club (Carr. Tulum-Punta Allen, 4 kilometers/2.4 miles south of junction, cell tel. 984/113-7293, www.akiintulum.com, 9am-5pm daily, free) is truly a beautiful place. A wood-plank walkway snakes through the leafy property before arriving at the white-sand beach. Along the way, guests pass the restaurant, a spacious high-roofed palapa structure with a solid menu of Mexican and international dishes (US$7-12). There’s also a two-for-one happy hour 5pm-7pm most days. Like neighboring beach clubs, use of the comfy beach couches, beds, and chairs are complimentary with the purchase of pretty much anything on the menu.
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