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Abstract

The Maya of Guatemala have long been the subject of scholarly study and popular fascination.
They have also contributed valuable insights to ethnographic studies, historical research, and
archaeological excavations while working alongside and for foreign scholars. But seldom were they
recognized as the primary authors of Maya histories. Indeed, such initiative was deemed subversive
during Guatemala’s civil war (1960–1996). As the historical record demonstrates, Mayas have
always been protagonists of their history, but only since the 1996 Peace Accords have cultural and
intellectual spaces opened for Mayas to assume more public leadership roles in reconstructing
indigenous pasts. As their recent efforts to claim, control, and convey Maya histories reveal, Mayas
are not only adeptly interpreting but also creatively disseminating their own histories.

With December 21, 2012 looming, popular interest in the Maya is growing. Although
this attention has tended toward the sensational with movies such as Apocalypto and 2012
and books by such new age authors as Jose Arguelles and the more scholarly scientific
theologians such as John Major Jenkins, the spotlight has raised awareness that Mayas
are surviving and thriving today in places like Guatemala, Mexico, Belize, Honduras, the
United States, and Canada. Although Maya ajq’ija’ (ritual spiritualists or shamans) are not
preparing for the end of the world, enterprising Mayas in Guatemala and Mexico are tak-
ing advantage of the fervor to promote tourist goods such as tee shirts emblazoned with
the Aztec calendar altered in some way to claim it as Maya. Mayas have long adapted to
interlopers’ expectations and assumptions. Informed by foreigners’ imaginings of Maya
calendars, the current fervor is part of a longer pattern of colonial and neocolonial rela-
tions whereby Mayas have set their own and responded to outsiders’ agendas.1 The new
age obsession with ancient Maya cosmology serves as a backdrop to the recent efforts
among Mayas to claim, control, and convey their own history.

When a Q’anjob’al Maya speaker asked geographer and historian George Lovell, ‘How
is it possible to write a book about our people without knowing our language?’, he raised
a concern common among Mayas.2 More direct in his critique, the founder of a Maya
school in San Juan Comalapa (henceforth Comalapa) explains: ‘They stole our history.
Our history from our grandmothers, grandfathers is not in any book. Because these books
only have been written since 1492, but before 1492… nothing’.3 Although he is proud
of ancient Maya writings, he insists that Guatemalan history is a product of colonial rela-
tions.4 To be sure, the vast historiography of Guatemala and the Maya is only sparsely
peppered with Maya authors and scholars. To cite but one example, of the over 150
contributors to the monumental six volume history of Guatemala edited by Jorge Luján
Muñoz, only a handful are Maya.5 An incredibly diverse group within which over
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twenty different languages are spoken in Guatemala alone, Mayas are as concerned with
accessibility and perspective as with linguistic or ethnic identity. Even researchers who
are Maya face criticism from local leaders who decry their projects as extractive if their
findings are not made accessible to local audiences.6 By only sharing their analyses in
broader (often international) intellectual communities, these scholars perpetuate the very
paternalistic and neocolonial relations so many Mayas critique.7

Even before the 1996 Peace Accords that ended Guatemala’s 36-year civil war (1960–
1996), a Maya intellectual renaissance was perceptible.8 Since then Mayas have increasingly
become authors of their own pasts. Journalists like Estuardo Zapeta and Luı́s Enrique Sam
Colop, activists and writers like Rigoberta Menchú Tum and Luis de Lión, scholars like
Victor Montejo and Demetrio Cojtı́ Cuxil, and many others came to comprise an intellec-
tual force in Guatemala. The study of the past has benefited from this renaissance. Such
historians as Edgar Esquit are using oral histories and archival materials to reconstruct the
past.9 As a Kaqchikel Maya (henceforth Kaqchikel), Esquit not only shares a linguistic and
cultural knowledge that provides an entrée into people’s lives and perspectives of the past,
he is also committed to publishing his findings in Spanish so that bilingual literate Mayas
will have access to them. For monolingual and illiterate Mayas, he has presented his analy-
ses orally in Kaqchikel in the communities where he conducts his research. Such meetings,
which would have been considered subversive as recently as 15 years ago, are but one
example of the way the Maya intellectual renaissance is reaching rural areas. As recent
reconstructions of indigenous pasts in Guatemala have demonstrated, Mayas are not only
adeptly interpreting but also creatively disseminating their histories.

Across the nation, they are using oral histories, writing, art, performances (particularly
dance), and other forms to convey their pasts. Inhabiting the central highlands, Kaqchikel
traditional and organic intellectuals are located closer to the capital than most other Maya
language groups, yet the state seldom incorporates and often ignores their historical
expressions in its national narrative.10 Such other Maya language speakers as Montejo,
Menchú, and Sam Colop have similarly struggled to convince non-Maya elites of the rel-
evance of their historical perceptions. Examining the production of Kaqchikel historical
knowledge and its representation offers a window into this process among Mayas more
broadly in Guatemala.

Maya Media

Although Mayas have a long tradition of writing dating back to at least 300 B.C.E., they
are adept at conveying information through other media too.11 In another variation of
pre-hispanic traditions, modern Mayas are painting to tell their story.12 With images that
range from cultural expressions to protests against violence and discrimination, Maya
muralists, for example, are publicly portraying their pasts. Sacred places and topography
also help Mayas to maintain a sense of the past. Mountains, rivers, roads and the struc-
tures that exist in and around them provide historical context as Mayas traverse their
environs.13 Even daily chores such as grinding corn can serve as mnemonic devices. Their
clothing too serves this function, especially for women. To cite but one example, the red
stripe across the shoulders of the Comalapa and San José Poaquil (henceforth Poaquil)
p’ot (hand woven blouse) symbolizes the violence of the Spanish Invasion (see Fig. 1).
Some weavers claim the red represents the fire Spanish soldiers set to people’s homes and
crops to drive them from their communities; others associate it with Maya blood shed at
the hands of Spanish soldiers.14 These discrepancies are but one example of the ways
Mayas maintain competing narratives within broader historical reconstructions.
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Because it both entertains and informs, dance too has been a particularly powerful his-
torical medium for Mayas. The Rabinal Achi, for example, portrays the trial of a K’ichee’
Maya (henceforth K’ichee’) warrior who was captured by a Rabinal Maya (henceforth
Rabinal) warrior and accused of seizing Rabinal subjects, kidnapping the Rabinal king,
attempting to steal Rabinal land, and allying with another Maya group against the Rabi-
nal. Scholars have argued that the document upon which the dance is based betrays no
Spanish influence, making it unique among Maya traditional dances and a crucial source
for understanding how pre-hispanic Mayas reconstructed the past. As the people of San
Pablo Rabinal continue to present the dance drama today, the text and its performance
demonstrate how the past and present continually shape each other.15

Even in dances written or influenced by Spaniards, Mayas reinvisioned performances
and thereby altered their meanings. Performed in the colonial capital Santiago de Caballe-
ros (current day Antigua), the Fiesta del Volcán for example was a Spanish inspired depic-
tion of their 1526 victory against Kaqchikel and K’ichee’ rebels that effectively granted
Spaniards control of Guatemala.16 The intent of the Fiesta was to remind Kaqchikel of
their subjugated position in the colonial order. Yet as ethnohistorian Robert Hill found
in his study of its performance in 1680, Kaqchikel used the drama to emphasize the ways
the Spanish conquest was incomplete. The Spaniards neither desecrated the Maya temple
(as a burning structure atop the simulacrum of the volcano would have signified) nor
killed the Maya king. Like his Aztec counterpart Quetzalcoatl, Sinakan would return
another day.17

Colonial Order

Maya performative, theatrical, written, and oral narratives encourage the reconsideration
of hegemony in the region. If at the time of the Spanish Invasion, many indigenous peo-
ple were allied with and even assumed the role of conquistadores, then the portrayal of
Spanish soldiers vanquishing Mayas obscures more than it reveals.18 The ambiguous rela-
tions and roles of the diverse groups of Spaniards and Mayas who first came in contact
with each other in the early sixteenth century necessarily established the foundations of a

Fig. 1. A woman from Poaquil wearing her p’ot with the red stripe across the shoulders. Photograph by author.
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colonial system in which power, authority, and control were constantly being negotiated.
Even as their populations plummeted dramatically (due largely to epidemics) and the early
survivors faced the deprivations of forced labor regimes, relocation schemes, religious
conversion, and unfair market practices, Mayas persisted and resisted. Pedro Ramı́rez de
Quiñones’ frustration in 1556 at the Spaniards’ inability to compel Mayas to live in more
centralized congregaciones (relocated indigenous communities) suggests many Mayas charted
their own colonial course: ‘In most pueblos de indios people live much as they wish to, or
can… we, its officers, cannot vouch for one-tenth of the territory we are in charge of’.19

Maya agricultural methods contributed to this independence since subsistence agriculture
was best practiced by small groups of people dispersed across the land. Since Spaniards
were not nearly as attracted to the highlands as they were to the more temperate low-
lands to the south (particularly along the Pacific coast) and east of the capital where such
crops as cacao and indigo could be grown and cattle grazed, lowland Mayas faced greater
Spanish encroachment and generally experienced more intense biological and cultural
syncretism than their highland counterparts.20

Syncretism was the order of colonial rule. Even the most isolated Mayas adapted to
Spanish rule and Catholicism in ways that affected their daily lives, culture, and language.
In a reflection of this hybridization process, the cofradı́as or religious sodalities that Span-
iards encouraged Mayas to establish with the hopes they would become more vested in
the Catholic Church often became shields whereby Christian rituals could mask Maya
worship. Mayas found other ways to advance their agendas; some even maintained con-
trol over their land. Maya fortitude notwithstanding, colonists, government officials, and
Catholic priests exploited and abused them. Perhaps the best evidence of their tribulations
comes from Maya efforts to combat them. With great alacrity, Mayas learned how to
employ imperial procedures and institutions in their defense as the petitions and legal
record they left behind attest.21

Subject to a variety of efforts to dispossess them of their resources and dignity, many
Mayas revolted. Maya insurgents and rebel communities were common throughout the
colonial period. At times, Maya women inspired and led these uprisings.22 They also
developed less confrontational ways to expand their authority and influence. As the pur-
veyors of sorcery, spells, and magic, for example, Maya women advised and emboldened
men and women who wanted to escape or punish abusive colonial officials, overlords,
and employers.23 Although recent scholarship has revealed the ways Mayas approached
the invasion and colonial system as protagonists, in contrast to studies of Mexico and the
work of such New Philology scholars as Matthew Restall, Guatemalan colonial historiog-
raphy remains largely dependent upon Spanish language archival materials.24 Faced with a
similar challenge for the national period, some historians have turned to conducting oral
histories in Maya languages to mine Maya historical perspectives.25

Postcolonial Maya

Pointing to Guatemala’s neocolonial state, many Mayas refuse to celebrate Independence
Day. As one Maya intellectual decried, ‘September 15th is not a day of independence for
Maya; it is still a day of dependence’.26 Yet they never stopped engaging the state or try-
ing to improve their lot. With each change in political power, Mayas adapted. Performed
in Comalapa, the Baile de Toros provides an example of how one group of Mayas
achieved their goals by allying with the liberals leaders who overthrew the conservatives
in 1871. As the drama unfolds, the dancers act out an incident from the late nineteenth
century when Kaqchikel laborers appealed to their Spanish landholder in Comalapa for
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better wages, improved working conditions, and the right to bring their families with
them to distant lands where they grazed cattle. Refusing to grant their requests, the land-
owner sent them back to the fields. The workers effectively declared their autonomy by
taking their families and cows with them and forming their own town: Poaquil. To a
large extent, as Poaquil raconteurs readily note (and archival documents confirm), these
Maya founders owe their success to the contemporary dictator Justo Rufino Barrios
(1873–1885), who granted them their independence and land in exchange for their
support for his regime. But as further study of local oral histories evinces, the Baile de
Toros is not simply a celebration of a Kaqchikel victory over a Spanish landowner, it also
portrays a struggle among Mayas themselves. Elders from Comalapa frame the history as a
loss of land now incorporated in Poaquil that previously had been in the jurisdiction of
Comalapa – a loss that coincided with Barrios’ land titling and privatization programs that
dispossessed Maya communities of valuable arable land.27

Like their Comalapan counterparts, the 63 Kaqchikel men from San Antonio Aguas
Calientes who penned a petition in 1886 knew the state held the potential to both help
and harm them. Instead of appealing to the executive or dictator (who at the time was
General Manuel Lisandro Barrillas [1885–1892]), these Mayas sought a more systematic
change: ‘We approach the Respectable Legislative Body, to demand an injunction and
protection, so that through a law and in harmony with the founding charter [constitu-
tion], we los indı́jenas [sic] expeditiously have our rights, to reclaim our freedom of work,
whose limitations must be urgently defined and determined’.28 Keen to liberal critiques
that conservative rule merely maintained the colonial status quo, the authors embraced
Guatemala’s attempt to modernize and establish independent, democratic institutions.
After explaining the abuse they faced ‘as a result of the law that obligates us to perform
agricultural labor’, they explained that they wanted ‘to end once and for all this slavery to
which we have been condemned’.29 By juxtaposing the constitution – a symbol of the
nation’s independence and effort to chart a just society – with the colonial vestige of
forced labor and ‘slavery’, they encouraged the very legislators who regularly deployed
the tropes of progress and order to match rhetoric with reality. Confident state institu-
tions and particularly the legal system could aid them, they wanted to ‘find… another
law or arrangement that can protect us and limit the abuses to which we are victims’.30

Even as they celebrated liberal ideals, these Kaqchikel men were well versed in Guate-
mala’s modus operandi and so appealed to paternalism as well: ‘We have faith in the digni-
fied representatives of the nation that, inspired by the genuine support of the liberal
institutions that govern us, will protect… la raza that until today [has been] helpless,
[and] create for them [la raza] the freedom to dedicate themselves voluntarily to work’.31

Aware that the nation’s aspiration did not match its governance, these Kaqchikel authors
combined the language of rights with a plea for special consideration. Despite the disad-
vantages and discriminations they suffered as ‘la raza’, they still considered themselves citi-
zens. ‘If one looks to extend progress, before anything else he should improve the
condition of the citizen… because each one, in the orbit of their intellectual and material
faculties, can be useful to himself, his fellow citizens and the entire society’, they encour-
aged.32 Although Mayas were poised to participate in the nation’s progress as equal part-
ners, few elites allowed for that possibility.

A snapshot from 1886, this petition captures Maya realities and responses for much of
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The Kaqchikel signatories recognized
that some laws specifically and intentionally restricted their rights even to the point of
condemning them to slavery and poverty. But they also used other laws to protect them-
selves and recognized the potential of writing legislation that would guarantee their rights.
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With this knowledge, they distinguished between authorities who held the power to cre-
ate such laws, and various power brokers who intentionally exploited them. Even though
the legal system sustained neocolonial relations and restricted their rights, Mayas knew it
could combat capricious and abusive landowners, foremen, and authorities. Therein lay
one of the neocolonial conundrums: the very system that oppressed them held the poten-
tial to liberate them; the same class of men who exploited them also held the key to their
rights.

This document also points to one of the challenges of representing Maya historical
knowledge and its production during the nineteenth century. Unlike for the colonial per-
iod when Mayas produced (albeit often under the watchful eye of Spaniards) such docu-
ments as the Anales de los Kaqchikeles and Titulos de Totonicapan, nineteenth century Maya
voices survive almost exclusively in archival materials produced by the state. Like colonial
archival materials, these are hybrid documents. In them muted indigenous voices and
frameworks fuse with emancipatory liberal conceptions of history (as suggested in the
1886 document by references to slavery, liberty, and rights). Depending on the circum-
stances and era under which they were produced, these documents may provide insight
into indigenous convervatism or indigenous liberalism. A number of scholars have
worked skillfully with these materials,33 but given the extant sources, writing nineteenth-
century histories from Maya perspectives is particularly problematic.

Maya Historical Reconstructions

As the historical record demonstrates, Mayas were protagonists of their own pasts, but
often their perspectives were ignored, suppressed, or destroyed. Though seldom recog-
nized as authors, Mayas have contributed valuable insights to ethnographic studies and
archaeological excavations while working for and alongside foreign scholars.34 Michael
Coe insists archeologists and linguists could not have deciphered the hieroglyphs without
the assistance of Maya speakers.35 More recently, Kaqchikel speakers helped Judith
Maxwell and Robert Hill translate and interpret the definitive edition of the Anales de los
Kaqchikeles, a text written from 1524 to 1605.36 The Maya diaspora too has yielded adept
research assistants for scholarly endeavors in the United States and Canada.37 As foreign
scholars have increasingly become interested in Maya forms of knowledge and historical
formation, symbiotic relations have blossomed between them and Maya scholars.38 In
addition to aiding and guiding research projects, Mayas are also increasingly leading them.
Sam Colop, Pakal B’alam Rodrı́guez Guaján, and Montejo, for example, have all pub-
lished versions of the Popol Wuj.39

Rigoberta Menchú drew international attention to modern Maya voices. As much as I,
Rigobert Menchu catapulted her to the Nobel Peace Prize, her subsequent publications
have demonstrated the depth and breadth of her writing and activism.40 The critiques
surrounding the details and authorship of her testimony are evidence that scholars are tak-
ing Maya perspectives seriously.41 Though not as famously, other Mayas have gained
international acclaim for their writings. Scholars such as Montejo and Cojtı́ have pub-
lished in Spanish, English and Maya languages. As they increasingly ensconce themselves
in national intellectual circles, Maya are rewriting Guatemala’s national narrative. At the
local level, weavers, artists, musicians, dancers, and others are reconstructing the past in
less traditional though perhaps more accessible formats.

With their knowledge of local languages and cultures, Maya scholars bring a deep
awareness and sensitivity to their studies of Guatemala and Guatemalans. Montejo is but
one example. As a survivor, he is one of a number of Mayas who have articulated their
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experiences and critiques of the civil war.42 His work with Maya refugees in Mexico
brings cultural sophistication and experiential knowledge to the study of the Maya dias-
pora that other anthropologists and economists such as Allan Burns and Leon Fink have
so richly mined.43 Montejo also approaches the study of the Maya intellectual renaissance
from an insider’s perspective.44

Similarly, as a Kaqchikel speaker, Esquit deploys his cultural cache when, for example,
he conducts oral history interviews with monolingual elders whose wisdom and experi-
ences might otherwise be lost. His studies of the major Kaqchikel communities – Patzicı́a,
Tecpán, and Comalapa – in the central highlands situate Mayas at the center of a national
historical narrative that oftentimes marginalizes or ignores them. Among other findings,
Esquit demonstrates the ways twentieth century Maya leaders’ strategies were grounded
in local knowledge and focused on local goals. Ironically, as upwardly mobile Mayas
became more successful in their endeavors, their local working class counterparts tended
to dismiss them as traitors.45 This kind of fine-grained class analysis is akin to historian
Greg Grandin’s study of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Quetzaltenango, where he
found that Maya elites helped the state to control and co-opt the indigenous rank and
file.46 Although educated and entrepreneurial Kaqchikel’s social mobility broke with
hegemonic notions of Mayas as ignorant manual laborers, like Grandin, Esquit found that
Maya elites’ efforts to improve their lot ultimately reinforced rather than subverted
Guatemala’s social and racial hierarchies.47

Like their interethnic manifestations (such as Kaqchikel attempts to downplay their col-
laboration with Spanish conquerors and K’ichee’ speakers frequent references to it), such
cross class and intracomunal rivalries speak to strategic essentialisms in Maya reconstruc-
tions of the past. Readily apparent among Mayas and Ladinos or foreigners, obscuring
inconvenient aspects of history occurs within and between Maya communities too. The
selection or exclusion of historical events and their interpretations is largely dependent on
the specific interests of the Maya groups and individuals conveying the past. Like for
other people, for Mayas, history – whether it is written, painted, spoken, performed, or
observed – is a terrain of dispute.

Beyond being a native speaker and member of the broader ethnic group that he stud-
ies, Esquit’s research is deeply personal. A well-known Maya leader from Patzicı́a, his
father was assassinated in 1981. Being raised in a politically active household and learning
firsthand the dangers inherent in such activities in a nation that discourages Maya auton-
omy and achievement left an indelible mark on Esquit and his scholarship. Even as he
calls for the ‘construction of a new historiography from the Mayas and Guatemala, taking
into account the diversity of experiences of them [the Mayas] and of the Guatemalans,
which until now have been erased by the dominant historiography’, his efforts to recover
and rewrite Maya history are not just an academic endeavor.48 With an approach
grounded in local history and subaltern perspectives, Esquit explores the ways political
activism and historical reconstructions inform and influence each other.49 For Esquit and
most Mayas, history has a social use.

Esquit traces how Maya elites ‘constructed and negotiated autonomy and equality
between indigenous people and ladinos’.50 Choosing their words carefully, Kaqchikel
leaders advocated for the superación del indı́gena or indigenous success. In practical terms,
superación del indı́gena meant taking back local municipal posts from Ladinos, eliminating
poverty, dismantling racism, and establishing Maya autonomy, authority, and sovereignty
by assuming leadership positions in schools, health clinics, and even the military. Esquit
contrasts this strategy with contemporary Ladino and Creole elite discourse that cele-
brated efforts to civilizar al indio or civilize the Indian.51 By doing so, Esquit identifies a
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Maya alternative to indigenismo – a nationalist program set forth by non-indigenous intel-
lectuals to glorify and appropriate some indigenous influences (especially a pre-Hispanic
indigenous past) even as it denigrated other indigenous characteristics and demanded the
assimilation of indigenous people. That the idea of superación never penetrated indigenismo
discourse did not negate the importance such notions held for the Mayas who developed
them. Despite discrimination, by the 1950s increasing numbers of Kaqchikel men and
women were advancing their socioeconomic positions and becoming professionals, mer-
chants, teachers, and students.52

In the process of bringing these historical actors to life, Esquit enriches and complicates
our understandings of who Mayas were and what motivated them. Even as the turn
toward subaltern histories and the study of hegemony in Latin American historiography
has opened up new insights into Maya pasts, studies structured in those frameworks tend
to overlook responses that were not easily interpreted as ‘weapons of the weak’, ‘hidden
transcripts’, or other forms of resistance.53 As Esquit notes, ‘The life of the indigenous
people subordinated to state and elite power is not simply resistance or self defense, it is
the result of interests, values, histories and a struggle for self definition’.54 In other words,
Maya strategies were not always counterhegemonic; at times they reinforced state power.
Depending on the historical moment and movement, Ladinos and the state viewed indı́ge-
nas superados as both threats and allies.55

Even as Esquit recognizes recent scholarship that eschews a simplified state versus
Indian dichotomy,56 he points out that interethnic conflict, particularly the way the cre-
ole and ladino oligarchy have excluded Mayas, has stunted and continues to derail Guate-
mala’s nation formation process.57 A key component of superación was educación. Even if
they did not possess it themselves, Maya leaders saw education and particularly literacy as
a means to power; by the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, Mayas were
increasingly inserting themselves in municipal posts partly because they provided a space
and justification for their literacy. Through these positions and other vehicles, they estab-
lished Maya schools where Kaqchikel children could thrive.58 Like their predecessors,
contemporary leaders are working to create conditions whereby Mayas can wear their
traditional clothing, speak their own language, and articulate their worldviews without
the fear of being ostracized or punished for doing so.59 In a nation bent on defining itself
as non-indigenous, this is no small feat.

Seldom directly referred to as such, the work of Esquit and other Maya historians can
be read as efforts to more solidly ground the movimiento maya or Maya movement in his-
tory, particularly since so many of its leaders speak to the primacy of the past in advanc-
ing Maya agendas. Often celebrated as a recent phenomenon, the contemporary Maya
movement has a number of precedents as Esquit so adeptly demonstrates with his studies
of nineteenth and early twentieth century Maya leadership. Another example can be
found in the writings of the Kaqchikel intellectual and activitist Luis de Lión. Because
the military deemed his writings were subversive, they captured and killed him in
1984.60 While adhering to Maya methodologies in his novel El tiempo principia en Xibalbá,
the first written by a modern Maya author, de Lión articulates Maya alternatives to
Ladino domination and discourse.61 With his references to the past, de Lión grounds
Maya nationalism in Maya historical memory. Drawing upon the Popol Wuj to inform his
text, de Lión suggests that Guatemala can only move forward by embracing its Maya
identity and people. Since de Lión’s death and particularly since the 1996 Peace Accords,
a burgeoning corpus of Maya writers have contributed to Guatemala’s rich literary history
– Pedro Gaspar González’s novel La Otra Cara originally written in Q’anjob’al Maya and
translated into English as A Mayan Life, for example, captures the long term detrimental
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effects that state education and military conscription had on Mayas – but few have used
Maya history so adeptly to capture a sense of Maya nationalism and identity.62

The cessation of the civil war opened up spaces for organic intellectuals and traditional
practitioners to express themselves. In an outpouring that has matched Maya intellectual
activity, local artists, dancers, ajq’ija’, musicians, weavers and others have seized the opportu-
nity to expand their creative outlets. Informed by their passion for the past, many Mayas are
trying to inject Maya perspectives and experiences into national narratives. Perhaps nowhere
is this shift toward Mayas telling their own story more visible than in the murals that con-
tinue to pop up across the country in places like Comalapa, Sololá, and Chichicastenango.
These and other communities are part of the Murals for Peace project in which large
stretches of wall along town entrances or around such central community structures as
municipal buildings or military barracks have been used to portray the past. Often painted
by schoolchildren, the images trace Maya histories from historico-mythic images of their
pre-hispanic past through the Spanish invasion and colonial conflict to the national era.63

The Comalapa murals are but one example of the impact and importance of these projects
and the fundamental role visual culture plays in conveying history. Created in 2002 by com-
munity members, the mural along the cemetery walls begins with portrayals of pre-Hispanic
life replete with pyramids, corn, and gods, then shifts into the colonial era before focusing
on the recent past. These visual representations provide a window into Mayas’ complex his-
torical perspectives. The pride many residents express in their colonial church as one of the
only buildings to withstand the 1976 earthquake, for example, is tempered by the knowl-
edge that their progenitors were forced to construct it by the Spaniards (see Fig. 2). As these
artists portray, Maya agency was intimately connected to their subjectivity.

Painting is not new to Comalapenses. By the 1950s, the Kaqchikel artist from Comala-
pa Andrés Curuchich (1891–1969) captured the attention of international art promoters
and national leaders. Like his contemporaries who framed their rhetoric in the superación
del indı́gena, Curuchich went against the grain of the indigenismo movement by celebrating
autochthonous Maya identities, perspectives, and realities that upset Ladino intellectuals’
portrayals of ‘good’ Mayas as those who maintained certain aspects of their culture but
largely assimilated to national norms and state hegemony.64 As a result of his influence,
art blossomed in Comalapa and became an avenue by which Mayas could superarse. By
portraying Maya realities, traditions, and customs within the context of a nation that
tended to marginalize them at best and kill them at worst, the Comalapa muralists took
up Curuchich’s charge.

The state’s absence in the muralists’ portrayal of the peace process is noteworthy. One
panel shows young Mayas and Ladinos embracing each other and holding the Catholic
Church’s and United Nation’s human rights reports both of which documented evidence
of genocide in the early 1980s.65 In the painting’s background, a street sign honors the
fallen innocent martyrs of the civil war; in the foreground such traditional Maya symbols
as fire, flowers, and white, blue, yellow, and red corn representing the four cardinal
directions remind observers that despite violence and genocide, Maya identities, culture,
and practices survive (see Fig. 3). No flag, constitution, national anthem or other symbol
of the state appears in that scene. In an earlier panel, stabbed into the back of one victim,
the Guatemalan flag with blood dripping from two guns stands in stark contrast to the
official version (see Fig. 4). According to these artists, Guatemalans achieved peace by
avoiding not collaborating with the nation-state (particularly the military and oligarchy).
Such images resonate with de Lión’s articulation of Maya nationalism emanating from
Maya historical memories. And yet Esquit’s study of Kaqchikel leaders during and after
the 1970s reveals their close relationship to the state. Displacing Ladinos from Comalapa’s
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Fig. 2. Constructing Comalapa’s Colonial Church as depicted in the Comalapa cemetery mural. Photograph by
author.

Fig. 3. Youths building a peaceful future as depicted in the Comalapa cemetery mural. Photograph by Kirsten
Johnson.
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most powerful municipal offices, for example, did not create the conditions for Maya
autonomy but rather reinforced the state’s agenda and authority in the region. Esquit also
found that as the twenty-first century approached, many Kaqchikel who had improved
their lot came to see indigenous ways as inferior to western influences.66 The muralists,
on the other hand, insist the two can be symbiotic.

As the scholarship and lives of Guatemala’s indigenous people attest, one can be Maya
and modern.67 Such complex imaginings make Mayas best poised to interpret their
history. For example, even as activists and scholars protest neoliberalism’s destruction of
indigenous culture and livelihoods, Maya farmers are converting their milpas (corn, bean,
and squash plots) to broccoli and blackberry fields. Despite the risks and disadvantages
inherent in their subordinate position in global trade, many Kaqchikel farmers have wel-
comed the opportunity to expand their agricultural businesses.68 Though they are not
necessarily part of a cosmopolitan Maya elite that the conservative Maya intellectual
Estuardo Zapeta tends to celebrate, in some ways, these Kaqchikel farmers are akin to
his depiction of Maya entrepreneurs who through ‘hard work, intelligence, and business
sense’ are taking advantage of neoliberalism and globalization.69 Even as these strategies
seem counterproductive to other Maya intellectuals such as Cojtı́ who argues that ‘the
principles of liberalism… are only valid for the Ladino’,70 Zapeta encourages Mayas to
embrace capitalism and democracy without drawing attention to ethnic distinctions or
discrimination. To his mind, ‘If we Indians move forward, Guatemala moves forward’.71

Fig. 4. The blood stained Guatemalan flag as depicted in the Comalapa cemetery mural. Photograph by Walter E.
Little.
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Conclusion

As the production of Maya histories continues to grow in Guatemala, some of the most
fruitful pursuits moving forward may be to put these different genres in dialogue with
each other. Already organic intellectuals are informing and influencing the work of tradi-
tional Maya intellectuals as Esquit’s work demonstrates. Still much potential remains
untapped. To cite but one possible example from Comalapa, the dancers and choreogra-
phers of the baile de toros, designers and painters of the murals, and raconteurs could work
together with Esquit to reconceptualize the history of Comalapa and Guatemala. Com-
bining their different epistemologies, themes, methodologies, and perspectives could pro-
duce rich synergies. Similar collaborations among organic and traditional historians could
be coordinated elsewhere. Indeed the Confederation of Daykeepers is already facilitating
synergies across municipalities. Simeón Taquirá, a daykeeper from Patzún, sits on the
Sololá Council of Elders, for example. As a town where muralists, cofrades, and the owner
of a photography museum, all use history as a point of departure for advocating Maya
rights, Sololá is but one cradle of Maya reinterpretations of the past. These evolving
mosaics of Maya histories encourage historians outside of Guatemala to rethink how the
past is reconstituted and reconstructed.

At the same time, the fertile field of Maya historians does not obviate the need for foreign
or Ladino scholars in Guatemala. Mayas have found many allies in their intellectual struggle.
Marta Elena Casaús Arzú particularly stands out as a non-Maya Guatemalan who has been
critical of racism and discrimination.72 And some areas remain woefully understudied by
Mayas themselves. In contrast to the burgeoning historiography of Maya gender relations
and women from foreign scholars, for example, Maya intellectuals have written very little
about these topics.73 Though this omission parallels the struggles within the movimiento maya
whereby women are trying to assert themselves in leadership positions against the grain of
more traditional approaches to women’s roles and responsibilities, it is all the more glaring
in light of the female progenitors who were among the authors of ancient Maya texts.74

Even as 2012 doomsday predictions have increased attention on Mayas and Guatemala,
Mayas are increasingly making an impact in North America. Penned during their travels
in the United States in 1963 and 1967, the selections from the journals of Zinacantec
Maya Román Teratol and Antzelmo Péres are a welcomed reversal of the ethnographic
lens.75 More recently, growing immigration has compelled Mayas to create communities
in North America. And scholars such as Montejo and Escalante are teaching at U.S. uni-
versities. As these trends continue, more North Americans are gaining first-hand access to
Maya epistemologies and knowledge. Such encounters debunk impressions of Mayas as
mysterious and exotic. Living alongside and learning from Mayas may help North Ameri-
cans who study the Maya or are just curious about them whether they are academics, stu-
dents or 2012 seekers to better understand and contextualize Maya histories. Perhaps such
reconsiderations will facilitate even more space for Mayas to take ownership of their own
pasts and celebrate the ‘new dawn’ prophesied in the Popol Wuj as the start of 14 B’ak-
tun, 4 Ajaw, 8 K’umk’u (December 21, 2012).
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39 L. E. Sam Colop, Popol Wuj: Versión Poética K’iche’ (Guatemala City: Editorial Cholsamaj, 1999); P. B. Rodrı́-
guez Guaján, Popol Wuj (Guatemala City: Editorial Maya’ Wuj, 2007); V. Montejo, Popol Vuj: Libro sagrado de los
Mayas (Toronto: Groundwood Books, 1999).
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72 M. E. Casaús Arzú, Guatemala: Linaje y racismo (Guatemala City: F y G Editores, 2007); M. E. Casaús Arzú, La
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ones Regionales de Mesoamérica, 1996).
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