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INTRODUCTION

The Ancient Maya




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

–John Lloyd Stephens, 18411



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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