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Thank you sacred messenger, thank you,


You have enlightened my mind and my heart,


The thing that I could not know, that I could not see


The thing that might kill me that I didn’t know about,


the thing that might happen to me on the road


You told me the message, Lord.


Holy bird, holy servant.


Kolaval ch’ul mayol, kolaval,


chab’ijubtas ti jole, ti ko’ontone,


ja’ li makal ti jbae, makal ti jsate,


mu xka’i k’usi chilaj-oj,


mu xka’i mi oy k’usi ta jta ta be,


pere taje, lavalbun ti mantale, Kajval.


Ch’ul mut, ch’ul mayol.
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INTRODUCTION




A Book about Birds


This is a book about birds, called mut in Tsotsil Maya, and about the essential place they hold in the culture of the Maya people of Highland Chiapas, Mexico. It grew out of conversations between me, a woman from California who has worked for several decades in Chiapas, and Maruch Méndez Pérez, a native, essentially monolingual speaker of Tsotsil Maya1 whom I have known for nearly fifty years and who is also the godmother of my second son.
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Figure 2. Maruch Méndez Pérez, 2016. Photo by Diane Rus.








What is remarkable about this book is that it belongs to Maruch. Hers are the words that tell the story, hers is the knowledge that came from her ancestors and from the humans, birds, and other living things in her world. I was her interlocutor and scribe, the one who became struck with awe at the telling and the teller. The story came in many days and nights of talk over three years, as Maruch transported me, floating on her words, into her cloud-forest home to show me things I’d never seen before, or maybe had seen but never had really understood. Have you ever walked in a cloud forest? The clouds move, their shapes shift, they hide and then reveal things. You have the feeling that magic and conjuring are not only possible but probably happening all around you. You become more alert to the edges of the path, to the surprising vistas, to potential hidden dangers, to sounds that seem clear but that may only be echoes from a distance. When you are in a cloud, it feels like mist or light rain—k’inubal, the Tsotsils say—and things can seem drippy and ill defined. Now, Tsotsils believe that even on a sunny day, humans only have limited sight and understanding—it’s the way the gods wished it to be so that we wouldn’t become too arrogant, and too confident in our powers. The ancient Maya had a metaphor for this: they said that the gods blew their breath and clouded our vision mirror. So I don’t feel embarrassed to say that I never knew many of the things that Maruch talked about here, even though I’d known her for such a long time. I was and am just fully human and fairly ignorant. I can even admit that after putting the words to paper I am only slowly making sense of what they tell. However, the words in this book have given me a deeper understanding of many of the most basic tenets of Chamula cosmovision, and they compelled me to share with a wider audience her great wisdom about this one topic we have before us—birds. It’s likely that other readers will have different interpretations and insights about both the words and birds, for as Maruch says, learning depends on what your heart and mind are open to.


Before I explain more about Maruch and about the process of how this book began and subsequently shifted its shape and caught me up in its magic, you need to know more about where she lives. The Maya municipality of Chamula, Maruch’s home, is located in an oak and pine forest in the mountainous region known as the Chiapas Highlands, most of it at an altitude above 7,000 feet (2,134 meters). It is a land of steep slopes and limestone caves, with those swirling clouds that lend an air of beauty and mystery to the landscape. The temperature is usually moderate to warm during the day and cold to freezing during the night, more so during winter months. There are two distinct seasons in this region—a rainy season, generally from May to October, and a dry season from November to April, depending on the storms and moisture coming off the Gulf of Mexico or above the Pacific slope.


We know from archaeological evidence that the area has been settled continuously by the ancestors of the modern Tsotsils at least since early Classic Maya times (250 CE) and probably from well before the start of the Common Era. The architecture and artifacts of large Classic Maya cities in nearby Palenque (125 miles), Chincultik (55 miles), and Toniná (62 miles), and slightly more distant Yaxchilán (220 miles), Bonampak (174 miles), and Sak Ts’i (142 miles), as well as those at other, smaller settlements and fortifications including those on the Ecatepec and Moxvikil hills bordering Chamula, Zinacantán, and San Cristóbal, have been studied by archaeologists since the early 1900s (Palka & Lozada Toledo, 2018, pp. 89–120). Because the region is heavily settled by Maya groups and others, however, many potential ancient sites have not yet been investigated while others have been looted, built upon, or destroyed.


When the Spanish armies invaded Mexico, it took them three years to get from the conquest of central Mexico to the highlands of Chiapas. But when they arrived in the spring of 1524, they immediately began the process of driving out and replacing the Native populations in the best valleys and setting up a system of administration that would enable them to control the inhabitants. Later in those first decades, the indigenous populations, Maya and Zoque, were concentrated in new Native towns where the Church and Crown surveilled and controlled them through friars of the Dominican order, supported by military force when needed. The Chamulas, for instance, who had originally occupied the San Cristóbal valley, the biggest and best-watered valley in the highlands, were removed to a site directly north of that city on the backside of the small hills that offered a potentially protective shield between them and the Spanish population. Catholic priests who visited these outlying churches insisted that their neophytes learn the “true” religion and contribute to the maintenance of their religious order. Administrators kept census records and charged taxes, in those early days of the colony, to the Spanish Crown through the Audience of Guatemala and after Mexican independence to Mexico City. Although the mountainous terrain made agricultural enterprises less profitable there than in lower, flatter, and more fertile areas of the state, Spanish-speaking landowners found ways to exploit other resources of the region, especially profiting from the fact they could enslave the Native population and use its labor seasonally in other regions.


Chiapas had many economic booms and busts through the centuries, but overall it was viewed as a backwater. The production of cochineal and indigo dyes and sale of jungle hardwoods were some of the most lucrative enterprises undertaken there in colonial times. In the late nineteenth century, tropical plantation agriculture became profitable at the lower elevations; coffee, cacao, rubber, and bananas joined sugar as main export crops. Most of these were produced on land expropriated from indigenous groups and required a large influx of seasonal labor beyond that which the lowland populations could supply. Hence, through various legal schemes such as vagrancy laws, excessive taxation, sale of alcohol, and use of company stores, indigenous individuals and whole communities in the highlands often found themselves in debt and forced to work on the plantations to pay them off. For all practical purposes, workers were slaves who walked several days to the plantations under the surveillance of the labor contractors’ overseers; they were tracked and punished if they tried to escape the system.


After the Mexican Revolution (1910–1920), conditions for indigenous workers did not change in any significant way, but during the late 1920s and 1930s, the system of labor contracting became slightly more humane. Also, some parcels of land, although not nearly the amount promised by the national government after the revolution, were returned to the indigenous communities through agrarian reform, especially in the late 1930s under President Lázaro Cárdenas. Most indigenous men, however, still found it necessary to work on lowland plantations during many months of the year to earn enough money to supplement what they could produce on their poor mountainous farm plots.


Once the Pan-American Highway was extended through the Chiapas Highlands in the early 1950s, the region became more accessible and more directly linked to central Mexico. The national government began to concern itself with the welfare of these formerly remote indigenous groups by establishing a national pilot program under the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI) in San Cristóbal, which encouraged development projects, oversight of labor contracting, and support for bilingual and primary education. The INI also invited Mexican and foreign anthropologists and linguists to investigate Native languages and cultures. These government projects, though not successful in changing the basic structure of state power, did have some modest and potentially positive effects on the indigenous populations, among them being the establishment of schools and health clinics in the Native towns. (For further historical information, see MacLeod, 1973; J. Rus, 2012; Lewis, 2018.)


My husband and I first visited Chamula as college undergraduates in 1968 to spend the summer learning Tsotsil and studying local pottery-making techniques. We arrived just as the rainy season was getting underway, and the vibrant impressions of the landscape captured our hearts and imaginations. We breathed in the cool mountain air and watched it toss the shimmering new green leaves of corn. We were dazzled by the nightly show above us of an unknown abundance of stars and along our paths below by the twinkling of fireflies. We delighted in smells of woodsmoke and toasted corn as we sat around the cooking fires, listening to tales of struggle and pride. It seemed a miracle to be allowed a seat at the fire, actually, and we can never repay our Chamula friends for their generous and open invitation that we stay awhile and learn.






[image: Image]Figure 3. Municipal center, Chamula, 1968. Photo by Jan Rus.








Prior to visiting anyone in the indigenous hamlets, we were first taken to the town center of Chamula and introduced to the municipal president, who, along with the authorities, gave permission for us to talk to people and travel freely in the municipality. Chamula’s center was quite different in those days from what we see now. It had very few houses, perhaps 150 in all, and there were but three tiny stores where you could get a Coke, some candles, or a bag of salt or incense. Spanish-speaking mestizos had not lived in the town for more than forty years, and the people we interacted with were predominantly monolingual Tsotsils who dressed in traditional handwoven clothing. A newly built government building overlooked the central plaza, where an outdoor market was held on Sundays. A small elementary school was located to the side of the government building. The huge colonial church, finished in the 1560s, was visited frequently by numerous Chamula religious officeholders who lived in town in order to fulfill their religious obligations. Needless to say, Chamula was not yet the tourist destination for the hundreds of daily visitors from around the world that we see in current years.


Most of Chamula’s population, at that time around thirty-five thousand people, lived in hamlets scattered through the mountains, where their straw-thatched houses were surrounded by cornfields and thick forests. Most often, a few houses of extended family members were grouped near each other, and it was common for family members to share heavier agricultural chores, but otherwise families lived with a great deal of privacy. Monolingual women and children only left the protection of their hamlets to attend the Sunday market or to congregate with relatives for social, religious, or political events.






[image: Image]Figure 4. Chamula, thatched-roof house, 1968. Photo by Jan Rus.
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Figure 5. Chamula, road to the potter’s house, 1968. Photo by Jan Rus.








During our field study, we were invited to stay with the family of a potter, traveling to his hamlet by means of the lone daily truck that drove the dirt road that crossed Chamula from the municipal center past the trail to his house and on to the neighboring municipal center of San Andrés Larráinzar. If we missed the return truck the next day, we had to walk the six miles back to San Cristóbal carrying our gear, often in the rain. Since no one in the countryside had electricity, gas, or running water, the family we stayed with spent a large part of each day gathering firewood from the forest, getting water at the water holes, digging and preparing clay from the local pits, and doing all the other tasks necessary to survive. Our potter carried his heavy ceramic wares in a handwoven net bag held by a tumpline across his forehead to the weekly market in Chamula center.
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Figure 6. Cham-ula potter and his wife, 1968. Photo by Jan Rus.








Corn, planted on small plots of land, was ground by the women by hand on stone metates and cooked on clay griddles over open fires built on the dirt floor. Beans were the family’s other main staple food. Wild plants gathered from the environment supplemented the family diet, along with occasional meat from an animal or insects hunted in the forest. With only candles and kerosene lamps for light, the family went to sleep soon after sundown and got up to warm themselves by the fire before sunrise. Few Chamula children completed more than short bursts of schooling, which ended after third grade for those living in the hamlets. Life was basic and difficult. It was easy to see why anthropologists of those times assumed that life for the Chamulas hadn’t changed much since the Spanish invasion; the style of living, the dress, food, language, and customs seemed frozen in time and rooted to the place.


Today, with a population of one hundred thousand within its borders and another eighty thousand in adjacent indigenous colonies in San Cristóbal, Chamula looks quite different. The entire “bowl” of the municipal center has filled with cement block houses, many having multiple stories, and stores and services of all types abound. Municipal officeholders still work from the government building, and religious officials still frequent the church, but now hundreds of Chamulas ride collective minivans and taxis to work in San Cristóbal and other nearby cities. A huge two-story indoor market and large hospital have been built, and the school has been greatly amplified. Additionally, schools, sports fields, and clinics have been built in all the outlying hamlets. Secondary and preparatory schools fill up with students each day, and many students attend programs of higher education in institutions located in San Cristóbal or other areas of Mexico. Most young people today are bilingual and literate, and televisions, radios, and cell phones can be found in most houses. Many also have gas stoves, refrigerators, and computers. Meanwhile, wild animals—deer, armadillos, rabbits—have largely disappeared from the more densely populated landscape.


Whereas prior to 1970 only men migrated every year to sugar and coffee plantations to earn the wages they needed to buy the corn they could not grow on their meager fields, today whole families leave for months and even years at a time to find work all over the southern states of Mexico as well as on the commercial farms on both sides of the northern Mexico-US border. They also migrate to areas where construction jobs can be found. Many women and men sell their artisan products in tourist destination cities throughout Mexico. Each year, several thousand (mostly) men also migrate, with or without legal status, to the United States. It is not uncommon these days to hear Chamula returnees speaking English in their town plaza to the tourists who have come to see a “traditional” Maya village.







About Maruch


Maruch and I met in 1973, soon after my husband and I asked her older brother and sister-in-law to become the godparents of our first son, Juanito, known as K’ox Xalik in Tsotsil. Maruch’s brother Mateo was a Chamula civil official at the time, and he had helped my husband interpret cases brought before the Native court. Maruch was a reserved girl of seventeen, and my husband and I were twenty-five. Maruch thus entered our world, or we hers, and along with her whole family also began the difficult task of teaching us how to speak Tsotsil and how to behave appropriately according to Chamula custom. Over the next several years we saw each other at family gatherings, and during one period of almost two months she stayed with us periodically in San Cristóbal while we helped her mother get daily treatments at the city’s hospital. As Maruch became more confident around us, she proved to be a lively conversationalist and an energetic ethnographer; when our friends came by, although she spoke no Spanish or English, she always made astute comments about everyone’s behavior after they had gone and asked for details about our conversations and customs. When our second son, Jacob, known in Chamula as K’ox Sav, was born, we asked Maruch if she would be his godmother, or ch’ulme’. And even though it was uncommon for a single person, and unheard of for single woman, to take on that role, she agreed.
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Figures 7, 8, 9, and 10. Municipal center, Chamula, clockwise from upper left: cinderblock construction, 2012; market street, 2012; high-rise housing, 2011; lawns and private vehicles, 2011. Photos by Diane Rus.
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Figure 11. Maruch Méndez as a teenager, 1974. Photo by Jan Rus.








Maruch grew up in a family that was poor, even relative to those of her neighbors, during the times of the “earlier” Chamula described above. Her father, like most indigenous men of the highlands, worked seasonally on coffee plantations and then as a sharecropper on land owned by Spanish-speaking ranchers; he was often gone from her household for long periods of time. According to her brother Mateo, when their father returned from his work, he was often angry. When still a boy, Mateo himself ran away to work on a coffee plantation after being beaten and told he was worthless by his father. Although their father was a good marksman, even earning for his family the nickname Tiro or “sharpshooter,” he was only able to hunt deer or other game sporadically, and never enough to make up for the fact that he could not grow sufficient food to satisfy the hunger of his children. He also died young, in his mid-forties, leaving three young married sons and a married daughter, and two unmarried children including the youngest—Maruch. Maruch’s mother worked hard and held the family together. She foraged for edible plants and, despite being a woman, planted the family’s small cornfield. Because she did not learn to weave complicated patterns, she couldn’t earn extra money selling woolen items; nor, according to Maruch, could she pass down much weaving knowledge to her daughter.


From her earliest years, Maruch learned how to help out. While her brothers worked in the cornfield or migrated to work on plantations, she was given the task of watching the family sheep. Once the sheep were staked out, she and the other two girls who accompanied each other spent their time looking for things to eat—berries, wild fruit, field mice, and, yes, even nesting birds and their eggs. The other girls, who were slightly older, taught Maruch how to cook what they found and how to make fruit drinks; they also showed her where to find and how to use other resources in the environment, such as foaming soap made from roots for washing her hair, clay for making little pots and figurines, and bark and leaves for making dolls. In those years, girls were not expected, nor allowed by their parents, to attend primary school. Thus, Maruch never learned to speak Spanish, nor to read or write. Her keen observational skills and lively curiosity, however, shine through the details she mentions when describing the habits of the birds and other animals that she encountered when foraging as a child; her outdoor “school” taught her how to read the environment.
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[image: Image]Figures 12 and 13. Maruch Méndez and Jacob Rus, (left) 1986, (right) 2007. Photos by Jan Rus.
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Figure 14. Diane Rus and Maruch Méndez, 1986. Photo by Jan Rus.








When Maruch was a bit older, she was sent to stay on a family plot of land located in a hamlet a few hours’ walk down the mountainside from her mother’s house and even farther from the municipal center. There, for ten years she tended a small cornfield and planted other edible crops. She also accompanied older women as they walked about in the forests collecting things they could sell in the neighboring Tsotsil municipality of Zinacantán. She learned where to look for wild mushrooms, for firewood, for the plants used for soap, shampoo, and medicine, for special ceremonial flowers, for pine needles or juncia used as an aromatic floor covering in all Native ceremonies. She also learned to do work that the neighboring Zinacanteco women would pay for such as washing, spinning, and carding wool, and even weaving some simple items.


During Maruch’s young years during the late 1950s and 1960s, most Chamula families lived on the edge. Those who knew how to produce a traditional handicraft or food item—pottery, furniture, woven goods, alcoholic beverages, roasted maguey, chickens—could supplement the food they grew with some earnings. Most men, however, needed to migrate outside of the municipality to earn money. Although men asked for her hand in marriage, Maruch never felt that they had much to offer her except backbreaking work and more poverty, so she declined all requests. Instead, she listened to healers and women elders who interpreted her dreams and searched for the cause of her serious teenage illnesses. These adults suggested that she was being called by God to help cure others. She was repeatedly admonished by them to take God’s message into both her mind and her heart, so that her understanding of it would be enhanced. It was during this period that she learned some of the traditional ideas about the sacred powers and duties of birds, and about how to interpret their messages and react appropriately, knowledge that has been passed down orally in Chamula Maya culture through countless generations.


Having a musical voice and an excellent memory for long prayer passages,2 Maruch began to perform various ceremonies for others, never asking for pay but receiving food from the family of the sick person or from the person in charge of the ceremony at which she assisted. Over the next many years, she also began to travel outside her hamlet to perform healing rituals for Tsotsils in neighboring municipalities. She was able to meet several mestizos and foreigners in the nearby city of San Cristóbal who appreciated her outgoing personality and her vast store of traditional knowledge; one group made her a partner in their book- and paper-making collective. There, she was able to contribute songs, prayers, and stories to handmade books that highlighted indigenous culture with a female perspective. During those same years, she was also encouraged to experiment with making pottery figurines, and to draw and paint. Eventually, she was invited to travel farther in order to present the books to a wider public; she attended book talks in many areas of Mexico and the United States, and even sang at an international festival of traditional music in Paris with other Chiapas indigenous artists and writers. Currently, she works part time at the Muy Art Gallery in San Cristóbal creating large ceramic figurines, paintings, and videos that depict the traditional stories of her people (see plate 1). She continues to perform healing ceremonies, offer workshops, and explore new ways to express her culture’s values.
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Figure 15. Maruch performing a curing ceremony, 2015. Photo by Diane Rus.












[image: Image]Figure 16. Maruch in Paris, 2010. Photo courtesy of Maruch Méndez.













Speaking of Birds …


Maruch is proud that she can teach others about her community’s traditions. In fact, this book came about due to her enthusiasm and my own fascination and increasing sense of the importance of her knowledge of birds to Maya ethnography, ethno-ornithology, and spirituality. At the beginning, we were just sitting outdoors having a long conversation about the birds that we were seeing. I realized that I had never been taught Tsotsil names for birds, so Maruch began to fill me in on them, adding details about how and where they lived. Eventually, hoping to be more systematic in my learning, I got out some Mexican bird guides, and as Maruch studied them to find her local birds, she was amazed to see pictures of birds she’d never seen, and also not to see all the birds she was familiar with. It was at that point that this project began, with my suggestion and her enthusiastic agreement that a bird guidebook should exist that told about the local birds of her highland community. We both felt that such a book should be written in Tsotsil, the language of the Chamulas’ children and of their ancestors. Maruch was convinced that many children in her hamlet were losing this knowledge because they now spend so many hours in school and in front of a TV as opposed to spending their days doing farming or animal-care chores outdoors or their nights listening to family stories around the cooking fires. I envisioned an illustrated book we could give to schoolchildren, to augment their science materials. I asked Maruch to think about which birds should be included in the guide, and suggested that we would begin to put it together at our next meeting (see plate 2).


From that point, our bird project took off. Over the course of the following year I recorded our many conversations about the birds she felt were most important to her community. However, what started as a “book about some of the local birds of the highlands of Chiapas” soon became something else entirely. For Maruch, I discovered, there was a whole world of knowledge about birds and their place far beyond the natural habitat that had occurred to me to ask about. She was most interested in how they influenced her family history and in their importance in the larger cosmological sphere. Many of the birds, she told me, were appointed messengers of supreme beings and were sent to humans to communicate important knowledge that could make us, in her words, “more sensitive and aware in our minds and hearts.” They served the function of mayol to these supreme beings, analogous to the general assistants, messengers, and police officers who serve the leaders of her Maya community. Some of the birds, she told me, were more powerful in this hierarchy (the bankilal mayoletik or senior attendants), while others had less important roles (the its’inal mayoletik or junior attendants), all of whom carried various types of messages from Kajvaltik, Our Lord in Heaven. Other birds were messengers of the Sacred Earth Mother, Jch’ulme’tik ta Banamil, informing people about important issues such as life and health, rain and crops. Yet others served the spirits of the Underworld (the pukujetik), who inflict disease and death. (In Maruch’s text, ideas about these deities will be more fully explained.) Finally, there were some birds who had not been given a sacred duty at all, and so fit into her category of xokol, or “empty, without duties,” and thus free as common citizens to take care of their own families. However, although generally unoccupied as they were, some of these “jobless” birds also had prominent roles in her community’s oral traditions.


When I asked Maruch how she had learned these things, she related personal and family experiences with different birds. She talked about how she had begun her apprenticeship when she was a hungry little girl out watching her sheep, carefully noting which birds were edible and where they might be found. She related that she later acquired knowledge of their sacred powers through her personal dreams as interpreted by older women in the community. These mentors, especially her female relatives and women she accompanied in their work, taught her that birds were essential go-betweens, connecting people to powerful spiritual forces beyond a human range of knowing. In these conversations, Maruch shared her view that only some members in her community really listen to or learn from birds anymore, though many continue to think of them as scary reminders of old knowledge, as bothersome “worm eaters,” or more positively as offering humans a pretty song or a pleasing flash of color on their path.


Besides their relationship to the deities, for Maruch birds are also indicators of the health of her environment. She counsels in these pages that people had better start paying more attention to the fact that many of the birds either no longer inhabit local spaces or have become scarce due to human activities that diminish or degrade the forest, such as farming with chemicals, logging, building roads, mining gravel, and living in larger and more densely packed settlements. These activities not only remove the birds’ homes but additionally pollute the water, earth, and air. Maruch recognizes that the decline in the local bird populations3 is largely due to a threefold increase in the human population of Chamula during her lifetime, but she also sees it as a result of a lack of respect for the earth from practices that ignore the traditional ways in which her people used to take care of it.


As I listened to Maruch’s explanations and stories about birds over a three-year period, I had the sense that the project was transforming, from concrete information about birds to spheres of knowledge that were unseen and previously unknown by me; additionally, this shifting focus had caught me up in a sort of magical state. It was as if I was being compelled to start a pilgrimage of my own, one that led me to make the rounds of the sacred spaces and open my ears to the voices of different elders and scholars who might know about Maya concepts related to birds. This idea of pilgrimage is integral to Maya ritual practice, and it is the only metaphor that comes close to describing what this project began to represent to me personally. I scoured dictionaries and bird guides to figure out which birds Maruch was referring to. I talked to bird enthusiasts and experts. I consulted writings of scholars of ancient Maya societies who made hypotheses about ancient Maya beliefs based on the glyphs and images they found on their artifacts and the walls of their ruined cities. I read ethnographies about the modern Maya. I looked for ethno-ornithological studies that documented current knowledge about birds of Maya living in other regions. My goal was to understand how Maruch’s testimony fit into a larger context of old and current Maya thought.


Today, Maya groups occupy territory in five countries—Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, El Salvador, and Belize—and in a variety of ecological zones. They speak many modern Mayan languages. All of them have experienced different forms and amounts of dislocation and change during the past two thousand years, yet all are descended from closely related peoples who lived in these same territories, more or less densely populated, usually connected in relationships of exchange of products and ideas, sometimes loosely confederated, and occasionally even vying for power over one another or over other kingdoms of Native peoples living in Mesoamerica. In spite of all the differences and complicated upheavals and intrusions, however, scholars now can identify several core concepts and practices that appear in most of the studied historical Maya groups. One of these, as interpreted by scholars, is a belief in the ability of birds to transcend the boundaries of the earth to receive messages from deities (Houston et al., 2006).


Not only were birds displayed prominently on ancient Maya buildings, glyphs, stone carvings, and ceramics, but the Maya (and pre-Maya) deity most elevated in the cosmic space,4 scholars argue, was a god whose alter ego was represented as a bird. In Maya images, this bird deity occupies a position at the center of the topmost level of the sky or heavenly canopy, surrounded by a retinue of helpers and scribes, some of them having the appearance of birds. Additionally, many images on the artifacts show birds sitting on the tops of what scholars interpret as the symbolic central universe-axis tree and on each of the four cardinal “corners” or directional trees. The Classic Maya Maize God wears clothing and has traits that reference his connection to the supreme bird deity. The Lords of the Underworld also wear bird headdresses and communicate with their bird messengers. The Maya Moon Goddess, seen in countless ceramic figurines, weaves at her back strap loom with a bird perched on her shoulder. Representations of these deity birds embellish earthly rulers and ritual advisers, who in ancient artwork wear beaked and feathered headdresses and bird jewelry, carry bird-feather shields and fans, blow on ceramic bird whistles, and even clothe themselves as birds, suggesting that the ancient Maya believed that the powers of the deities would be transferred to them through these clothes and objects (see, e.g., Schele & Miller, 1986; Reilly, 2005). Scholars have ample evidence that religious practitioners of the early Maya (and other Mesoamerican groups) consulted actual birds, often in temples specifically designated for that purpose, in their attempt to interpret and answer their messages. In the Chiapas Classic Maya ruins of Palenque, the rulers traced their divine lineage to a sacred place of cormorants,5 and in the ruins of Toniná, located even closer to Chamula, images of the bird deity and of dancers dressed as birds were carved into stone monuments. I have included several pictures of these artifacts in Maruch’s text and in a “Final Reflections” section where I discuss the connections I see between what outsiders have learned about Maruch’s distant ancestors and the ideas she holds today. My hope is that these visual representations will be of interest to the reader, be they people trying to learn more about the Maya, or the Maya themselves.


Recently, ethno-ornithologists have begun to document the knowledge about birds held by Maya in different regions. Information gathered from Native informants speaking different Maya languages and across different national borders shows that several of the names and powers imputed to the birds are similar to those of the Tsotsils. For this reason, I have included an appendix with complementary details from these studies referenced to Maruch’s birds. Prior to my research, I had heard that owls, especially those called kuxkux in Tsotsil, are widely believed to announce illness or death, so reading that owls are believed to foretell a person’s death in many other Maya communities did not surprise me. But I was fascinated by the similarity between Maruch’s story of the roadrunner, which tells that those birds were originally a brother and sister-in-law who were transformed into birds after committing a sexual sin, and similar ideas of the Ch’orti’ Maya of southeastern Guatemala. Across many Maya communities, orioles are believed to be responsible for cutting people’s lives short, and the small golden-olive woodpeckers are believed to inform people of impending danger. A certain wren is identified by several groups as having the power to give or to take away people’s skin bumps if they sing or dance vigorously in front of them. Several birds, although not necessarily the same ones from one ecological zone to another, are believed to be messengers that communicate about rain. As the epigraphers decipher more of the ancient glyphs, I imagine that we will have more precise information as to whether ancient Maya people had similar ideas to those we now find among their living descendants; my guess is that in many cases, they did.


Maruch’s world view comes from living in her world. That her knowledge resonates with images found in ancient Maya objects and also with even more ancient and more widespread indigenous traditions from many areas of Mesoamerica shows how much exchange there has been among the groups, and how persistently the ancestors passed this knowledge down through the generations. Considering the fact that from their first invasions the Spaniards killed the civil and religious leaders of these civilizations,6 burned the multitude of folded codex books that were housed in their libraries, destroyed or “repurposed” most of their artwork and architecture, took their best land, enslaved their labor, limited contact from one region to another, and violently forced Christian conversion and the Spanish language on them causes even more wonder that the knowledge survives. Only four random books from the libraries compiled by the Maya before the Spanish invasion exist today.7 In spite of the destruction of their written memory, however, Maya and other original Mesoamerican peoples have never stopped having their own Native view of the universe, continually reinforced and renewed through oral traditions and ritual. Maruch’s text demonstrates the continuity of this grand pan-Maya intellectual tradition over time and space, and will hopefully lead others and especially young Maya to keep investigating the connections. Maruch herself, though unschooled and unexposed to modern reconstructions of the rich cultural heritage of her ancestors, became excited viewing the images on Classic Maya artifacts because they seemed to echo the ideas she holds about the sacred nature of birds.


Although it might sound obvious—that having a world view comes from living in a particular place and culture—sometimes it is hard for a person from outside to appreciate the importance of how interconnected the different elements of that culture are, and that those interconnections bring order and sense to the lives within. When Maruch speaks of bird messengers, she not only has concrete experience with them in her natural environment but she also envisions their connections to the unknowable and unseen forces that she has learned can affect her life. She believes that she can connect with these forces by directing her attention, by listening and speaking to the birds themselves. She also believes that she can make similar connections with them and the spiritual forces that empower them during her states of dreaming and unconsciousness. Thus, one might say that Maruch’s beliefs with respect to birds are a door to understanding her perceived relationship to the cosmos. I will treat this theme more precisely in the book’s last section, “Final Reflections.”


Another personal anecdote that demonstrates how particular actions can indicate these larger organizing ideas of a culture follows. My husband and I have spent a lot of time attending personal and public ceremonies in Chamula, and in the first year or two that we spent in the community we would occasionally suggest to our Chamula friends that on an up-and-coming saint’s day, when they would not be working, we could all go on a little vacation, perhaps take a car trip together to visit someplace new. This proposal was always met with their stares, and we were politely told that it would not be possible. Although they never really explained why they were opposed to the idea, we came to understand that as members of their community, they had a sense of obligation to be witnesses at the fiesta and to make contact with their friends and associates who would most certainly be expecting to see them there. They would need to share some food and exchange a sacred drink or two; they would notice who was or wasn’t present, whose life had changed in a significant way, and who had performed their duties well and who inadequately. They may have also considered that they would be gossiped about if they were not present, something to be taken seriously, since gossip can lead to witchcraft. Our friends would not leave the fiesta without entering the church to pray and make offerings to the saints, thus upholding their end of the reciprocal relationship they had with the divine beings. It so mattered that they had done this countless times as part of the yearly cycle, a part of life constructed from these repetitions and rituals. On each holy day they were demonstrating a respect for their fellows and their ancestors, and fulfilling a promise to God; they were getting into a correct and proper alignment with the universe. This attempt to achieve balance and correctness, as well as to connect to invisible, powerful, and spiritual force, is something I see mirrored in the way Maruch relates to birds.


As I listened to Maruch’s stories of combing the landscape to find resources with which to sustain herself, or stories of the way the arrival of a messenger bird had provoked particular reactions in her family members and of the cautionary advice she was given to attend closely to them in order to understand these events, I also came appreciate just how different from my more urban and compartmentalized life is that of Maruch. She has a deep sense of dependence on and connection to the natural world and of the seamless connection of that natural world to the social and spiritual world of her community. The ethnographic elements of Maruch’s story are just as important to our understanding of her beliefs as her detailed descriptions and comments about the birds themselves.


Methodologically speaking, then, it seems critical that if we are to understand a different way of knowing, we have to hear more than the isolated lists or descriptions that merely answer questions we might pose as outsiders. Of course, some question the right of an outsider to present the views of a person of another culture at all, but my own experience leads me to conclude that as humans, we can be intrigued and inspired by lives and beliefs different from our own; we can certainly be excited to share what we have learned. The challenge is to be humble about our limitations and committed to listen well and to represent the “other” carefully. We need to hear the forms of the telling, and the ways in which the ideas are connected to other ideas in the Native person’s own words. I had to reconsider my categories and question frames, and listen to Maruch tell me about birds in her own way to understand her logic. Let me relate another example. As I was tidying up the chapter headings in this book, I told Maruch that I needed a phrase or two to introduce the section about Sacred Mother Earth and her bird messengers. I turned on the digital recorder and was surprised to hear her begin to tell about the new year—about the celebration of events of the new year, beginning in December with the birth of Jesus and extending into January when new officeholders enter Chamula’s municipal building. I felt a moment of doubt; did she understand my question? Then she spoke of her sense of the earth turning, and of time turning, in a cyclical pattern. I was still puzzled. Soon, however, she mentioned the “beginning of the other new year”—the time in spring when the rains come and the earth turns green, the season when our Holy Mother Earth comes to life and when her bird messengers must get ready to deliver the news to people to be prepared. Maruch was suggesting that, just as in her culture when a religious official is replaced by the incoming kexol, or replacement, Jesus’s dominion over events on the earth is replaced by that of incoming Mother Earth during “her” season.8 What an unexpected and revealing description! By hearing Maruch explain in her own terms and language about Mother Earth’s powers, her periods of dormancy and ascendency and her need for bird messengers to let people know where she was in her cycle, I was able to catch a glimpse of a very Maya view of cyclical time. This need to restructure my thinking happened again and again during our conversations. Sadly, because this is a written text, readers cannot see the gestures, experience the setting, or hear the silences or the vivacity and musicality of the oral storyteller’s voice. However, I am hopeful that Maruch’s knowledge can be at least be partially “captured” and shared in a printed book.


One last observation: I considered interviewing other Tsotsil Maya about the birds in the region so as to assess the generalizability of Maruch’s knowledge. I did consult many other written sources, guidebooks, and even some Maya friends as I attempted to track down names and facts about some of the birds discussed here. Finally, however, I decided that this is Maruch’s book. My personal wish is to preserve the vision of ONE individual, to reveal the extensive scientific and cultural knowledge that one person possesses about a single topic. In doing this, I celebrate not only Maruch’s considerable intellect but that of uncounted generations of humans who have throughout time constructed complex and subtle knowledge systems, cultures, completely outside the constraints of formal schooling. That she can remember so many details about the birds, including having a vivid aural memory of their varied songs and calls, and can remember so many family stories about their significance without ever needing to read or write anything down demonstrates to me the power of the human mind (and heart). That her bird knowledge is only a small fraction of her cultural understanding must also inspire us.


The topics touched upon and to some degree the language used by Maruch in our discussions were directly influenced by the fact that, although I have been in and out of Chamula for some fifty years, I am neither from there nor a native speaker of Tsotsil; she has probably modified her vocabulary and grammar to help me understand her ideas. Also, I have organized the information from our many conversations according to my notions of how the book could flow. Each chapter begins with a brief introduction as to the nature of its contents so that readers can consult the information they are most interested in. Some readers may be interested in the endnotes and appendix, while others may be most focused on the narrative; hopefully, the reader can amble at will. Still, to the best of my ability, I have tried to be faithful to Maruch’s language as well as to her system of categorizing the birds, which I feel is the most important aspect of the book.







Organization of the Material


Following my order, then, in chapter 1 we read of Maruch’s developing awareness of birds during her childhood and of her deepening understanding of their sacred role as passed down by elders who interpreted her dreams. In this chapter, we also hear her reflections on the ways her natural habitat has changed over the course of her lifetime, and the possible implications of that change for the survival of birds. Next, in chapter 2, we are immersed in traditional stories that explain how the world was created and how birds came to live here and to be given sacred duties by Jesus, including how they communicate with humans and how humans should communicate with them. In chapter 3, Maruch explains her general ideas about the sequence of events that might propel the messenger birds into action. She describes how they wait for orders from Kajvaltik, “Our Lord,” the Heavenly Lord she identifies with Jesus, to take messages to particular people. She also explains the conditions under which the death spirit overlord (singular Pukuj) or underlings (plural pukujetik) also ask this Lord for permission to kill people, and how they must wait to see how the “case” is resolved in Heaven. The settlement will be largely determined by what the bird messengers hear and observe at the time they deliver their messages. Maruch’s focus is on roles played by the opposing deities in Heaven and the Underworld and on the work of the messengers as intermediaries. We also learn about the part sorcerers play in causing sickness and death, and about respectful responses and prayers that people can use when petitioning the deities for help. The importance of another common healing practice, visiting local pilgrimage sites to petition particular saints for their help, is discussed. In chapter 4, Maruch explains how different birds that take their commands from another deity, Jch’ulme’tik or Sacred Earth Mother, get activated to bring people their messages. These primarily concern health, rain, and crops but also extend to the protection of people at night. Because this chapter deals with the various female deities who are all named Jch’ulme’tik in Tsotsil and whom Maruch associates with feminine regenerative and protective power, it includes Maruch’s accounts and discussion of Mother Earth, the Moon Mother, and the Holy Virgin Mother of Jesus, all of whose powers are to some degree interrelated. We learn how the powers of these sacred feminine deities should be requested and how they might influence outcomes regarding a person’s well-being. chapter 5 is the bird guide to Maruch’s knowledge about the thirty-six birds she identified as most important in her community, and is the place this book/project began. The birds are categorized according to their sacred jobs and level of seniority. Parts 1 and 2 tell about the messengers of the Heavenly Lord. Part 3 highlights birds commanded by the pukujetik death spirits, and part 4 those commanded by Mother Earth. Part 5 highlights birds who don’t do sacred messenger work at all but who are important to the Chamula people. In each chapter, Maruch shares a few ornithological observations of the noteworthy attributes and behaviors of the birds; in many cases, she also tells stories about the birds from her family’s and her community’s traditions. Last, following Maruch’s text, there is a section of my own called “Final Reflections on a Long Tradition,” which includes some of the images from pre-Columbian artifacts that seem to me to closely echo the ideas in Maruch’s text and that suggest the spiritual significance of birds for the ancient Maya. I discuss how Maruch’s spirituality and way of framing or interpreting life events are similar to those that archaeologists ascribe to her ancestors.


What you hold in your hands, then, is a melding of many things. It meanders a bit, as did our focus through Maruch’s telling and my questioning. Within it you will find parts that tell stories, parts like a naturalist’s guide to birds, parts that are ethnographic, parts that summarize archaeological information, parts that contain rituals and prayers, an ecological essay, and even the sounds of the birds themselves. Inspired by unseen powers acting through the hearts and minds of many people connected to the totilme’iletik, literally the fathers-mothers or ancestors, this book will hopefully enable us to receive the messages brought to us by our sacred bird guides—CH’UL MUTETIK.
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Figure 17. Bird head jade pendant, Olmec. Photo by Justin Kerr, K8536.










[image: Image]Figure 18. “Three Girls Pasturing Sheep Who Were Transformed into Three Mountains.” Painting by Maruch Méndez with assistance by Mariano Sántis, 2021. Courtesy of Galería Muy, San Cristóbal.
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