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Between the past and the present: the Ixil Maya 

and the discovery of rare mural paintings in Guatemala

Jarosław Źrałka and Katarzyna Radnicka

A bst rac t

T he Ix il M ay a are a is lo c at ed in  Q u iche D ep artm en t  o f  the  n orth-w estern  p ar t  o f  the  G u atem alan  H ig hlan ds. 

It  h as  w itn essed a  con tin u ou s occu pat ion  sin ce the  1st m illen n iu m  B C  till today . This archaeo log ically  

in terestin g  reg ion  has  p ro v ided  m an y  im p ortan t  discov eries o f  rare cu ltu ral m ix tu re, w ith dis tin c t feat u re s  

ty p ical f o r  bo th M ay a H ig hlan ds an d  m o re  distan t  Low lan ds. R ecen tly , the  scho larly  in terest h as  fo c u s e d  on  

C haju l w here  a  fe w  y ears  ago, in  o n e  o f  the  lo c al hou ses, w ell p reserv ed  w all pain t in g s dat e d  to  the  C o lon ial 

p e r io d  w ere ex p o sed by  the  ho u se  o w n er  du rin g  the  proc ess  o f  its ren ov ation . W ith this ex t raordin ary  fin d in g  

a qu est ion  em erg ed -  are  w e ab le  to con firm  the  cu ltu ral con tin u ity  betw een  the  p re - C o lu m bian  settlers an d  

m o d e m  Ix il w ho  c laim  « to  be  alw ay s here» ?  This p ap e r  presen ts  a  b r ie f  ou t lin e o f  the  his tory  o f  the  Ix il M ay a.  

It  also  presen ts  results o f  so m e  recen t an d  pre lim in ary  stu dies c o n du c t ed by  P olish scho lars in this reg ion .

K ey  w ords: Ix il M ay a, w all pain t in g s, C haju l, cu ltu ral con tinu ity .

Resumen

E N T R E  E L P A SA D O  Y  E L P R ESEN T E: E L Á R EA  M A Y A  IX IL  Y  E L D ESC U BR IM IE N T O  

D E  U N A  EX C EP C IO N A L P IN T U R A  M U R A L E N  G U A TEM A LA

L a R eg ión  Ix il se  en cu en tra en  e l dep ar tam en to  d e  Q u iche en  la p ar t e  n orocc iden tal de l alt ip lan o  d e  

G u atem ala. E sta reg ión  h a  s ido  testigo del asen tam ien to  m ay a desde  e l p r im e r  m ilen io  a.C . hast a hoy . Esta 

área, m u y  in teresan te desde  e l p u n to  d e  v ista d e  la arqu eo log ía, h a  p ro p o r c io n ado  a los descu brim ien tos  

m u y  im portan tes d e  u n a m ez c la cu ltu ral p o c o  frec u en t e , c on  distin tas c arac teríst icas típ icas tan to  p ar a el 

A lt ip lan o M ay a, as í c o m o  T ierras B ajas  m ás distantes. Ú lt im am en te e l in terés d e  los cien tíficos s e  con cen tró  

en  C haju l, d o n de  h ac e  alg u n os añ o s  en  u n a d e  las c asas  lo cales s e  en con tró  u n as p in tu ras  bien  p reserv adas  

fe c h ad as  p ar a e l p e r io d o  co lon ial du ran te la ren ov ac ión  e jec u tada p o r  e l du eñ o  d e  la casa. L a cu estión  qu e  se  

p lan t ea es si g rac ias  a este  descu brim ien to  ex t raordin ario  p o d e m o s  c o n firm ar  la c on t in u idad cu ltu ral en tre  

los p o b lado res  p rec o lo m bin o s  y  los ix iles m o dern o s  qu e  afirm an  « estar siem p re  aqu í» . E l p resen te  t rabajo  

m u estra u n a brev e reseñ a d e  la his to r ia d e  los m ay as ix iles. A dem ás , p resen ta los resu ltados d e  los recien tes  

es tu dios pre lim in ares  qu e  s e  llev aron  a c abo  p o r  los cien tíficos p o lac o s  en  esta reg ión .

P alabr as  clav es: M ay as Ix iles , p in t u ras  m u rales , C haju l, c o n t in u idad cu ltu ral.
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1. Introduction

P ro fe sso r A le k san d e r P o se rn -Z ie lin sk i’s in te re s ts  p rim a ri ly  f o c u se d  o n  c o n ­

te m p o ra ry  in d ig e n o u s  c o m m u n itie s  in  b o th  A m e ric as , in c lu d in g  g ro u p s th a t w ere  

d ire c t d e sc e n d an ts  o f  P re -C o lu m b ia n  trad itio n s  an d  h a d  n o t b e e n  p artic u larly  in f lu ­

e n c e d  b y  th e  tra n sf o rm atio n s  o f  th e  c o lo n ia l e ra. M u c h  o f  th e  p ro fe sso r  s a tte n tio n  w as 

d ev o te d  to  th e  re latio n sh ip s  b e tw e e n  arc h ae o lo g y  an d  e th n o lo g y , an d  to  th e  c u ltu res  

re se arc h e d  b y  c o o p e ratin g  sc h o lars  re p re se n tin g  th e  tw o  d isc ip lin e s . O n e  o f  th e  a r ­

eas in  L a tin  A m e ric a  w h e re  th e  P re -C o lu m b ia n  le g ac y  is  p re se n t a m o n g  th e  p o p u la ­

tio n , w h e re  arc h ae o lo g is ts  c o o p e rate  w ith  an th ro p o lo g ists  an d  re a c h  f o r e th n o g ra p h ic  

an alo g ie s  to  b e tte r  u n d e rs tan d  th e ir  o w n  d isc o v e rie s , w h e re , f in ally , th e  p ast m ix e s 

w ith  th e  p re se n t, is  th e  te rr ito ry  o f  so u th e rn  G u a te m a la  a n d  M e x ic o  in h a b ite d  b y  n u ­

m e ro u s  g ro u p s o f  M ay a  p e o p le . T h e  re g io n  e n d u re d  th e  g re at c o llap se  o f  th e  C lassic  

M ay a c iv iliz atio n  th a t h ad  le d  to  th e  ab a n d o n m e n t o f  th e  m a jo rity  o f  M ay a c itie s  in  

th e  lo w lan d s in  th e  se c o n d  h a l f  o f  th e  8th -  e arly  9th c e n tu ry  A D . P re -C o lu m b ia n  M ay a 

c e n te rs  in  w h at is n o w  n o rth e rn  G u ate m ala , Be liz e , w e s te rn  H o n d u ra s an d  E l Salv ad o r 

as w e ll as larg e  p atc h e s  o f  M e x ic o  b e c a m e  d ep o p u late d  an d  h av e  fad e d  in to  o b liv io n . 

O n ly  th e  c itie s  lo c a te d  in  th e  h ig h lan d s o f  G u ate m ala  an d  M e x ic o  an d  in  th e  n o rth e rn  

Y u c atan  su rv iv ed  u n til  th e  tim e s  o f  th e  Sp an ish  c o n q u e s t an d  p u t u p  arm e d  re sista n c e  

ag ain st th e  in v ad ers . A fte r  th e  c o n q u e st, a  n e w  p o litic a l an d  ad m in istrativ e  o rd e r  w as 

in tro d u c e d  in  th e  f o rm e r M ay a  lan d s an d  n e w  law s, d u ties  an d  re lig io n  w ere  im p o se d  

o n  th e  in d ig e n o u s  p o p u latio n . L o c a l p e o p le  s ta rte d  to  ad o p t th e  n e w  c u ltu ral m o d e l, 

u n d e rg o in g  c h an g e s an d  o f te n  lo s in g  m a n y  e le m e n ts o f  th e ir  id en tity . N e v e rth e less, 

n u m e ro u s  g ro u p s o f  th e  M ay a p e o p le , e sp e c ia lly  th o se  liv in g  o n  th e  p e rip h e rie s  o f  m a ­

jo r  p o litic a l tran sfo rm atio n s , m a n ag e d  to  re ta in  m u c h  o f  th e ir  tra d itio n s  an d  b e lie fs , 

an d  e v e n  to d ay  th e y  o f fe r a  u n iq u e  re se arc h  o p p o rtu n ity  f o r  b o th  an th ro p o lo g ists  an d  

arc h ae o lo g ists . O n e  su c h  g ro u p  are  th e  Ix il  M ay a  f ro m  w e ste rn  G u ate m ala , w h o  are  

th e  su b je c t o f  th is  p ap er. T h an k s to  th e  e x tre m e  in a c c e ss ib ility  o f  th is  re g io n  -  w h ic h  is 

s itu ate d  in  h ig h  m o u n ta in s  o r  m o u n ta in  v alley s, an d  its  d istan c e  f ro m  th e  Sp an ish  an d  

G u ate m alan  au th o ritie s , th e  lo c a l p e o p le  liv ed  f o r se v eral h u n d re d  y ears  in  p erv asiv e  

c u ltu ra l an d  p o litic a l iso latio n . T h e  e x am p le  o f  th e  Ix il  M ay a allo w s u s to  d e m o n strate  

h o w  th e  e le m e n ts o f  th e  P re -C o lu m b ia n  le g ac y  in terw e av e  w ith  c u sto m s an d  e le m e n ts 

o f  a  n e w  cu ltu re , im p o se d  o n  th e  in d ig e n o u s  p e o p le  b y  th e  Sp an ish  c o n q u e ro rs .

2. The Ixil Maya today

To d ay , th e  M ay a  are  o n e  o f  th e  la rg e s t in d ig e n o u s  In d ia n  g ro u p s in  C e n ­

tra l  A m e ric a . T h e ir  p o p u la tio n  is  e s tim a te d  to  e x c e e d  6  m ill io n  p e o p le , an d  liv in g  

m a in ly  in  G u ate m ala , M e x ic o  an d  Be liz e . T h e y  sp e a k  m o re  th a n  tw e n ty  d if f e re n t 

lan g u a g e s, c o m p ris in g  o v e r a h u n d re d  d ia le c ts . In  G u a te m a la  a lo n e , in d ig e n o u s  

p e o p le  w h o  are  a lm o st e n tire ly  re p re se n te d  b y  th e  M ay a  c o n stitu te  4 0 %  o f  th e  w h o le
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p o p u la tio n  o f  th is  c o u n try  (s e e  h ttp :/ / w w w .in e .g o b .g t/ in d ex .p h p / estad istic as / c arac - 

te r iz a c io n - e s ta d is tic a ) . T h e  M ay a  liv e  p rim a rily  in  th e  so u th e rn , m o u n ta in o u s  p a rt 

o f  G u a te m a la  an d  re p re se n t se v e ral lan g u ag e  g ro u p s. A m o n g  th e  m o s t im p o rta n t are  

K ’ic h e ’, K aq c h ik e l an d  M am . O n e  o f  th e  lang u ag es b e lo n g in g  to  th e  M a m  g ro u p  is Ix il. 

T h e  Ix il  M ay a in h ab it th e  n o rth e rn  p art o f  th e  E l Q u ic h e  d e p artm e n t in  G u a te m ala  

(Fig . 1 ), n e a r th e  C u c h u m atan e s m o u n ta in s  (S ie rra  d e  lo s  C u c h u m atan e s) .

T h e  Ix il  M ay a  c o m m u n itie s  are  c lu s te re d  a ro u n d  th re e  m u n ic ip a litie s , 

s o m e tim e s  re fe rre d  to  as  Ix il  A re a  o r  th e  Ix i l  T rian g le  ( th e  la tte r  te rm  w as u se d  b y  

th e  G u a te m a la n  au th o ritie s  d u rin g  th e  c iv il w ar) . T h e se  are  San  G asp ar C h a ju l, San  

Ju an  C o tz a l an d , th e  la rg e s t o f  th e m , Sa n ta  M a ria  N e b a j, w h ic h  p lay s a  c e n tra l ro le . 

N e b a j h o s ts  se v e ra l o rg a n iz a tio n s  (s u c h  as f o r  e x a m p le  Fu n d a  M ay a  o r  Fu n d a c ió n  

Ix il )  in v o lv e d  in  re v ita liz in g  lo c a l tra d itio n s  an d  ra is in g  fu n d s  to  f in a n c e  th e  d e v e l ­

o p m e n t o f  th e  re g io n .

In  2 0 1 0 , th e  p o p u la tio n  o f  th e  th re e  c e n tre s  o f  th e  Ix il  A re a  w as e s tim ate d  

at 1 5 4 ,3 0 0 , o f  w h o m  8 3 %  w e re  te rm e d  in díg en as, o r  n ativ e  M ay a  p e o p le . M o s t o f  th e  

re s id e n ts  o f  C h a ju l an d  th e  n e a rb y  lo c a litie s  le ad  a  m o d e s t li fe  b a se d  o n  fa rm in g , 

sh e e p  b re e d in g , o r  w e av in g . T h e ir  te x tile s  o f te n  f e tc h  a  v e ry  h ig h  p ric e  o n  th e  m e t ­

ro p o lita n  m ark e ts , w h e re  th e y  e n jo y  p o p u larity , e s p e c ia lly  a m o n g  f o re ig n  to u ris ts . 

H o w e v e r, o n ly  a  sm a ll p ro p o rtio n  o f  th e  m o n e y  g o e s  in to  th e  p o c k e ts  o f  th e  p ro d u c ­

e rs . P art o f  th e  Ix il  M ay a  p o p u la tio n  is  d e d ic a te d  to  c o f f e e  c u ltiv a tio n , e s p e c ia lly  in  

th e  lo w e r p a rts  o f  th e  te rrito ry . So m e  o f  th e m  h av e  th e ir  o w n  c ro p s , an d  o th e rs  are  

e m p lo y e d  o n  larg e  c o f f e e  p la n ta tio n s  ( s u c h  as f in c a  « L a  P e r la » , f in c a  « Sa n  Fra n c is c o »  

an d  o th e rs )  o r  in  c o f f e e  p ro d u c tio n . Fo r  m a n y  y e a rs , c o f f e e  c u ltiv a tio n  w as th e  m a in  

so u rc e  o f  in c o m e  f o r  th e  Ix i l  M ay a  fa m il ie s , b u t th e  re c e n tly  re c u rr in g  p lag u e s h ad  

s ig n if ic a n tly  d e te rio ra te d  th e  s itu a tio n  o f  th e  lo c a l p o p u la tio n , b r in g in g  th e m  to  th e  

lim its  o f  su rv iv al1.

A s in  o th e r  p a rts  o f  G u ate m ala , a larg e  s e c tio n  o f  s o c ie ty  liv e s  in  p o v e rty , 

w ith  a n  e stim a te d  8 5 %  o f  th e  M ay a  liv in g  b e lo w  th e  p o v e rty  lin e . F o r  th e  m a jo r ity  o f  

c h ild re n , e d u c a tio n  is  l im ite d  to  th e  f irs t fe w  c lasse s  o f  p r im a ry  s c h o o l, a f te r w h ic h  

th e y  leav e  e d u c a tio n  to  h e lp  th e ir  p a re n ts  in  e v e ry d ay  w o rk . A p p ro x im ate ly  5 0 %  o f  

c h ild re n  h av e  lim ite d  a c c e ss  to  e d u c a tio n .

T h e  Ix ils  are  a  c lo se d  so c ie ty , w h o  a tta c h  g re a t im p o rta n c e  to  th e ir  tra d i ­

tio n s . T h e  lan g u ag e  th e y  u se  in  e v e ry d ay  li fe  b e lo n g s  to  th e  M ay an  lan g u ag e  fam ily ; 

Sp an ish  is  a f o re ig n  lan g u ag e , an d  m a n y  d o  n o t s p e a k  it at a ll ( th is  ap p lies  e s p e c ia lly  

to  w o m e n  -  m e n  n e e d  to  h av e  at le as t a  w o rk in g  k n o w le d g e  o f  Sp a n ish  as th e y  

tra d e  w ith  o th e r  re g io n s ) . T h e  d if f e re n c e s  b e tw e e n  p a rtic u la r  M ay an  lan g u a g e s c a n  

b e  v e ry  s ig n if ic a n t (as  it is  th e  c as e  w ith  th e  lan g u a g e  sp o k e n  b y  th e  Ix ils , w h ic h  

b e lo n g s  to  th e  M a m  g ro u p , an d  th e  la n g u ag e  u se d  b y  th e ir  n e ig h b o u rs , th e  K ’ ic h e ’ 

M ay a, w h ic h  re p re se n ts  a n o th e r  g ro u p ) , s o  Sp an ish  is  o f te n  u se d  as  a  k in d  o f  c o m ­

m u n ic a tio n  b rid g e  f o r  v ario u s  M ay a  g ro u p s. T h e re  are  a lso  s ig n if ic a n t d if fe re n c e s  

b e tw e e n  th e  d ia le c ts  o f  th e  Ix il  lan g u ag e  u se d  in  th e  th re e  m u n ic ip a litie s  o f  th e  Ix il

http://www.ine.gob.gt/index.php/estadisticas/carac-terizacion-estadistica
http://www.ine.gob.gt/index.php/estadisticas/carac-terizacion-estadistica
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are a , a lth o u g h  th e y  are  f o r  th e  m o s t p a rt m u tu a lly  u n d e rs to o d . D u e  to  th e  p re s e n c e  

o f  th e  M ay a  K ’ ic h e ’ c o m m u n itie s  in  th e  Ix i l  A re a , su c h  as  X o lc u a y  (C h a ju l M u n ic i ­

p a lity )  o r  V illa  H o rte n c ia  (C o tz a l M u n ic ip a lity ) , th e re  is  a lso  a  n u m e ro u s  g ro u p  o f  

in h a b ita n ts  o f  th is  re g io n  w h o  sp e a k  K ’ic h e ’, o r  b o th  K ’ic h e ’ an d  Ix il.

M o s t o f  th e  Ix il  w o m e n  w e ar tra d itio n a l c o s tu m e s : b e a u tif u l re d  sk irts  

m a d e  o f  a lo n g  p ie c e  o f  c lo th  w ra p p e d  se v e ra l tim e s  a ro u n d  th e  w aist, c o lo u rfu l 

e m b ro id e re d  hu ipil b lo u se s , an d  h e a d b a n d s  w ith  d a n g lin g  p o m -p o m s . T h e  c o lo u rs  

an d  p a tte rn s  o n  b lo u se s  w o rn  b y  w o m e n  id e n tif y  th e  p la c e  th e y  c o m e  f ro m . T h e  Ix il  

m e n  a lso  w e ar th e ir  o w n  tra d itio n a l c o s tu m e , a lth o u g h  fa r  le ss  f re q u e n tly . It c o n sis ts  

o f  re d  an d  b la c k  b ra id e d  ja c k e ts , w h ite  tro u se rs  a n d  w h ite  sh irts . A c c o rd in g  to  Fra n z  

T e rm e r w h o  v is ite d  th is  re g io n  se v e ra l tim e s  in  th e  19 th c e n tu ry , th is  ty p e  o f  ja c k e t 

w as in sp ire d  b y  th e  1 7 - 1 8  c e n tu ry  Sp an ish  o f f ic e rs ’  c o s tu m e s  ( L in c o ln  1 9 4 2 : 1 0 4 ) .

T h e  Ix il  re g io n  w as b a d ly  a f f e c te d  b y  th e  c iv il w ar in  G u a te m a la  b e tw e e n  

1 9 6 0  an d  1 9 9 6 . T h e  g u e rri lla s  f ro m  Ejerc ito  G u errillero  de  los P obres  (G u e rr il la  A rm y  

o f  th e  P o o r )  u se d  th e  m o u n ta in s  o f  th e  Q u ic h e  d e p a rtm e n t as th e ir  sh e lte r. T h e  m ass  

e lim in a tio n  o f  n ativ e  In d ia n  c iv ilia n s  b y  th e  G u a te m a la n  arm y  le f t a se v e re  m a rk  o n  

th e  p e o p le  o f  th e  Ix il  A re a .

3. Archaeology and history

L ittle  is s o  fa r k n o w n  a b o u t th e  p as t o f  th e  are a  in h a b ite d  b y  th e  Ix il  M ay a. 

T h e  re g io n  ab o u n d s  in  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite s  b u t m o s t h av e  n o t b e e n  su f f ic ie n tly  in ­

v e stig ate d  th u s  far. H o w ev er, i t is  k n o w n  th a t th e y  w e re  im p o rta n t p o litic a l a n d  c u l ­

tu ra l c e n tre s  o f  th e  Ix ils  in  th e  p re - C o lu m b ia n  p e rio d . T h e se  c e n tre s  w e re  b u stlin g  

w ith  lif e , an d  m a in ta in e d  tra d e  re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  b o th  p e o p le  f ro m  th e  h ig h lan d s  

an d  w ith  th o s e  f ro m  th e  M ay a  lo w lan d s.

A m o n g  th e  Ix i l  s ite s  th a t h av e  b e e n  a rc h a e o lo g ic a lly  re se a rc h e d , N e b a j 

sh o u ld  b e  m e n tio n e d  as th e  f irs t an d  m o s t im p o rta n t. It w as e x c av ate d  b e tw e e n  

1 9 4 6  an d  1 9 4 9  u n d e r th e  au sp ic e s  o f  th e  C a rn e g ie  In s titu tio n  o f  W a sh in g to n  an d  

th e  d ire c tio n  o f  L e d y ard  Sm ith . D u rin g  th e se  in v e s tig a tio n s , N e b a j w as m ap p e d  an d  

m a n y  to m b s , o f fe rin g s  as w e ll as v e stig e s  o f  a rc h ite c tu re  w e re  d isc o v e re d  in  se v e ral 

m a jo r  c o n s tru c tio n s  n a m e d  M o u n d s  1, 2 an d  6  ( Sm ith  an d  K id d e r 1 9 5 1 ) . U n f o r ­

tu n ate ly , s in c e  1 9 4 9  n o  w o rk  h as  b e e n  c a rrie d  o u t th e re  an d , as  o u r  re c e n t re c o n ­

n a is sa n c e  p ro v e d , th e  s ite  is  n o w  th re a te n e d  b y  th e  c o n s ta n t p lo u g h in g  o f  th e  lo c a l 

p e o p le . T h e  C a rn e g ie  In s titu tio n  o f  W a sh in g to n  a lso  p a tro n iz e d  th e  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l 

su rv e y s o f  se v e ra l o th e r  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite s  in  th e  Ix i l  are a , in c lu d in g  th e  im p o rta n t 

c e n tre  o f  Ju il/ H u il ( Sm ith  an d  K id d e r 1 9 5 1 : 4 ) . F u rth e r  stu d ie s  in  th is  re g io n  w ere  

c o n d u c te d  b y  R ic h a rd  A d am s in  1 9 6 5 , e a s t o f  N e b a j, b e tw e e n  C o tz a l an d  C h ip a l 

R iv e rs  (A d a m s 1 9 7 2 ; B e c q u e lin  e t a l .  2 0 0 1 : 1).

A n o th e r  im p o rta n t s ite  o f  th e  Ix il  re g io n , a lth o u g h  m u c h  sm a lle r  in  s iz e  

th a n  N e b a j, is  X a c b a l  lo c a te d  in  th e  n o rth e rn  p a rt o f  Ix il  are a . It w as f irs t v is ite d  in
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1 9 2 7  b y  th e  G e rm a n  s c h o la r  Fra n z  T e rm e r  w h o  n a m e d  an d  d e sc rib e d  th e  s ite . In  

193 1  h e  re p o rte d  th e  d is c o v e ry  o f  m a n y  v e sse ls  f o u n d  in  tw o  to m b s  at X a c b a l  ( B e c -  

q u e lin  e t  al. 2 0 0 1 ) .  H o w ev er, n o  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l w o rk  w as u n d e rta k e n  at X a c b a l  u n til  

re c e n t y e ars  w h e n  b e tw e e n  2 0 0 8 a n d 2 0 1 0 a  sa lv ag e  a rc h a e o lo g y  p ro j e c t (P roy ecto  de  

R escate A rqu eo lóg ico  X ac bal [ P R A X ] )  d ire c te d  b y  G u a te m a la n  a rc h a e o lo g ist, Ju an  

L u is V e la sq u e z , w as c a rr ie d  o u t th e re . W ith in  th e  f ra m e w o rk  o f  th is  p ro je c t, so m e  

e x c av atio n s  w e re  p e r f o rm e d  as  w e ll as  th e  re s to ra tio n  o f  se v e ra l b u ild in g s  (Fig . 2 ) ; 

X a c b a l  an d  its  p e rip h e rie s  w e re  a lso  su rv e y ed . T h is  w o rk  p ro v e d  th a t th e  s ite  w as 

in h a b ite d  f ro m  th e  M id d le  P re c la ss ic  u n til  th e  L a te  P o s tc la ss ic  p e r io d  (c a . 5 0 0  B C -  

1 5 3 0  A D )  b e in g  an  im p o rta n t c o m m e rc e  an d  p o litic a l c e n tre  lo c a te d  o n  th e  tra d e  

ro u te  c o n n e c tin g  M ay a  H ig h la n d s  an d  L o w lan d s (V e la sq u e z  2 0 1 0 , 2 0 1 2 ; H e rm e s  

an d  V e lasq u e z  2 0 1 4 ) .

A n o th e r  im p o rta n t w o rk  in  th e  Ix il  are a  w as c o n d u c te d  b y  th e  C en tro  N a­

c io n al de  In v est ig ación  C ien tífica de  Fran c ia. D u rin g  th is  re se a rc h , th e  u p p e r X a c b a l 

v a lle y  w as su rv e y e d  an d  n e w  site s  w ere  re p o rte d  an d  m ap p e d  (a m o n g  th e m  So tz il, 

C h e l , Ilo m  an d  C h a ju l) . L im ite d  e x c av atio n s  w e re  a lso  c a rrie d  o u t ( B e c q u e lin  e t  al. 

2 0 0 1 : 1 7 9 - 1 8 1 ) . H o w ev er, n o  o th e r  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l w o rk  w as u n d e rta k e n  in  th is  v ast 

te r r ito ry  d e sp ite  th e  p re se n c e  o f  n u m e ro u s  s ite s , m a n y  o f  w h ic h  are  lo c a te d  c lo se  to  

o r  d ire c tly  in  th e  a re a  o f  m o d e rn  Ix il  v illag e s  an d  to w n s.

A s fa r as  h is to r ic a l s o u rc e s  are  c o n c e rn e d , w e  k n o w  v e ry  li ttle  a b o u t th e  

Ix ils . O u r  p o o r  k n o w le d g e  ste m s p rim a rily  f ro m  th e  f a c t th a t v e ry  fe w  n ativ e  d o c u ­

m e n ts  o r  Sp an ish  c h ro n ic le s  h av e  su rv iv e d  th a t w o u ld  sh e d  so m e  lig h t o n  th e  e arly  

h is to ry  o f  th is  p e o p le . T h e  m o s t im p o rta n t d o c u m e n t w h ic h  m e n tio n s  th e  Ix ils  is 

th e  fa m o u s  R abin al A chí,  a lth o u g h  it d e p ic ts  th e  re a lity  o f  th e  14 th an d  15 th c e n tu ry  

A D  ( R abin al A c hí is  a  d ra m a  f ro m  th e  15th c e n tu ry , d isc o v e re d  in  R a b in a l in  A lta  

V e rap az  d e p a rtm e n t b y  Fre n c h  s c h o la r  n a m e d  C h a rle s -É tie n n e  B ra sse u r d e  B o u r-  

b o u rg  in  1 8 5 5 ) . T h e  d ra m a  d e a ls  w ith  th e  c o n f lic ts  b e tw e e n  th e  re s id e n ts  o f  R a b in a l 

an d  th e  c ity  o f  U ta tla n , th e  c a p ita l o f  th e  K ’ic h e ’  M ay a. R abin al A c hí m e n tio n s  th e  

so n  o f  a k in g  o f  th e  K ’ ic h e ’, w h o  is  re fe rre d  to  as  th e  p r in c e  o f  C u n e n  an d  C h a ju l 

(Sm ith  a n d  K id d e r 1 9 5 1 : 7 ; C a rd o z a  a n d  A ra g ó n  2 0 0 8 ) .  T h e se  a c c o u n ts  su g g e st th a t 

b e f o re  th e  Eu ro p e a n  c o n q u e s t th e  Ix i l  w e re  su b o rd in a te d  b y  th e  K ’ ic h e ’ M ay a  an d  

th a t C h a ju l w as o n e  o f  th e  le a d in g  c e n tre s  o f  th e  Ix ils . T h e se  te rr ito r ie s  w e re  m o s t 

lik e ly  c o n q u e re d  b y  th e  K ’ic h e ’ ru le r  n a m e d  K ’iq ’ab ’  th e  G re a t (w h o  ru le d  c a . 1 4 3 5 -  

1 4 7 5  A D ) .

T h e  c o n q u e st o f  th e  Ix il  la n d s  to o k  p la c e  s o o n  a f te r Sp an ish  c o n q u is ta d o rs , 

le d  b y  P e d ro  A lv a rad o , se iz e d  c o n tro l o f  w h at is n o w  s o u th e rn  G u a te m a la  h a v in g  

d e fe a te d  th e  tw o  m a jo r  p o litic a l f o rc e s  o f  th a t tim e , n a m e ly  th e  K ’ ic h e ’ M ay a  an d  

th e  K a k c h iq u e l M ay a  (C o lb y  1 9 6 9 : 4 0 ; V an  A k k e re n  2 0 0 7 ) . T h e  f irs t e x p e d itio n  

la u n c h e d  in  Ix i l  la n d s  in  1 5 2 9  b ro u g h t th e  c o n q u e st o f  C h a ju l an d  N e b a j. T h e y  re ­

g a in e d  at le as t te m p o ra ry  in d e p e n d e n c e  in  1 5 3 0  a f te r th e  Sp an ish  su f fe re d  d e fe at 

in  th e ir  a tta c k  o n  th e  c ity  o f  U sp a n ta n  ( th e  f irs t c a p ita l o f  th e  K ’ic h e ’ M ay a ) . H o w -
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Figure 2 .  G e n e r a l  v ie w  o f  X a c b a l  ( p h o to g ra p h  b y  Ja ro s la w  2 r a lk a ) .

Figure 3 .  O n e  o f  th e  G h a ju l  h o u s e s  b u i l t  o n  a  p la tf o rm  f a c e d  w ith  s to n e s  a n d  b e a r in g  c e n tr a l  s ta irw a y  

( n o te  th e  w o o d e n  c o lu m n s  o n  th e  f a ç a d e  o f  th e  b u i ld in g ) . P h o to g ra p h  b y  R o b e r t  S k b o h s k i .
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Figure 4 .  T h e  in te r io r  o f  L u c a s  A s ic o n a s  h o u s e  w ith  w a ll  p a in tin g s  v is ib le  in  th e  f o re g ro u n d . T h e  

p h o to g ra p h  fe atu re s  th e  w if e  a n d  d a u g h te r  o f  L u c a s  A s ic o n a  ( 2 0 1 1 ) .  P h o to g ra p h  b y  R o b e r t Sla b o lte k i.

Figure 5. F r a g m e n t o f  a  w a ll  p a in tin g  f r o m  L u c a s  A sic o n a ’s  h o u s e  d e p ic tin g  a  p ro c e s s io n  o f  r i c h ly  

a ttire d  p e rs o n a g e s . P h o to g ra p h  b y  R o b e r t  Sla b o risk i.



Betw een  the p as t  an d the present... 1 7 7

ev er, th e  c ity  w as a tta c k e d  ag a in  an d  c ap tu re d  in  th e  sa m e  y ear, an d  th e  Ix i l  lan d s 

c o n tro l le d  b y  th e  K ’ic h e ’ fe l l o n c e  ag ain  u n d e r Sp an ish  c o n tro l. T h e  Ix ils , w ith  f o r c ­

e s  n u m b e rin g  4 ,0 0 0 - 5 ,0 0 0  w a rrio rs , tr ie d  to  p u t u p  re s is ta n c e  an d  fo u g h t tw o  b a t ­

tle s  n e a r  m o u n ta in  p asse s . H o w e v e r, N e b a j w as f in a lly  ta k e n  b y  s to rm  an d  C h a ju l 

su rre n d e re d  ( Sm ith  an d  K id d e r 1 9 5 1 : 7 - 8 ;  C o lb y  1 9 6 9 : 4 2 ; B e c q u e lin  e t  al. 2 0 0 1 : 

1 3 - 1 4 ) . T h e  Sp an ish  v ic to ry  w as fo llo w ed  b y  th e  o rg a n iz e d  e v an g e liz atio n  o f  n ativ e  

In d ian s, le d  b y  th e  D o m in ic a n s . A t th e  sam e  tim e , th e  lo c a l p o p u la tio n  w as re se ttle d  

an d  c o n c e n tra te d  in  th re e  c itie s : N e b aj, C h a ju l an d  C o tz al. T h e se  d e m o g rap h ic  m o v e ­

m e n ts  re su lte d  in  th e  ab an d o n m e n t o f  n u m e ro u s o ld  v illag es o f  p re -C o lu m b ia n  o rig in  

an d  th e  c o n c e n tra tio n  o f  p e o p le  in  m a jo r  c e n tre s , w h e re  th e y  w ere  e asie r to  c o n tro l. 

H o w ev er, m a n y  n ativ e  In d ia n s  stil l re m a in e d  o n  th e  p e rip h e rie s  o f  m a jo r  c e n tre s  

an d  fu n c tio n e d  in  is o la tio n  f ro m  Eu ro p e a n  in f lu e n c e . T h e  n a m e s  o f  n u m e ro u s  v i l ­

lag e s  are  k n o w n  f ro m  w h ic h  p e o p le  w ere  re se ttle d  to  th e  c itie s , an d  in  so m e  c ase s  

th e y  c a n  b e  id e n tif ie d  w ith  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite s  o f  to d ay . W e  k n o w , f o r  e x am p le , th a t 

th e  in h a b ita n ts  o f  e le v e n  d if f e re n t v illag e s w e re  m o v e d  to  C h a ju l, o f  w h ic h  at le a st 

s o m e , are  k n o w n  to  a rc h ae o lo g is ts .

T h e  c o n q u e s t o p e n s  u p  a  n e w  c h a p te r  in  th e  h is to ry  o f  th e  Ix i ls , a c h a p te r  

w h e n  a  s p e c if ic  c u ltu re  ta k e s  sh ap e , w h ic h  is  o f te n  c a l le d  cu ltu ra in díg en a t radi ­

c io n al.  T h is  te r m  ap p lie s  to  th e  tra d itio n  th a t m e rg e s  tw o  b a s ic  e le m e n ts : o n e  o f  

p re - C o lu m b ia n  o r ig in , w h ic h  su rv iv e d  re g a rd le ss  o f  th e  c o n q u e s t a n d  w h ic h  in ­

c lu d e d  r itu a ls , b e lie f s  a n d  tra d itio n s  o f  a n c ie n t In d ia n s  ( s u c h  as  th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  

u se  o f  th e  M a y a  c a le n d a r ) , a n d  th e  s e c o n d  o n e , w h ic h  b ro u g h t n e w  tre n d s  an d  

c u s to m s  to  th e  lo c a l  c u ltu re  f ro m  th e  Sp a n is h  m is s io n a r ie s  a n d  la y m e n  g o v e rn ­

in g  th e s e  la n d s  f ro m  th e  1 6 th c e n tu ry . T h e  ab o v e  te r m  d if fe rs  f r o m  a n o th e r  o n e : 

cu ltu ra in díg en a m o dific ada,  u se d  to  d e s c r ib e  th e  n a tiv e  In d ia n  p o p u la tio n  w h o  

u n d e rw e n t d e e p  a c c u ltu ra tio n  b y  th e  Eu ro p e a n s . T h e  p e r io d  w h e n  cu ltu ra in díg e ­

n a t radic io n al f o rm e d  fa lls  w ith in  th e  ra n g e  b e tw e e n  th e  1 6 th c e n tu r y  a n d  th e  y e a r 

1 8 8 7 , w h e n  th e  f irs t m e s tiz o  s e ttle rs  ( ladin o s )  a rr iv e d  in  N e b a j ( S m ith  an d  K id d e r  

1 9 5 1 : 8 ; A d a m s  1 9 7 2 : 2 4 - 2 5 ;  B e c q u e l in  e t  al.  2 0 0 1 : 1 5 ) . F ro m  th a t m o m e n t, th e  

p ro c e s s  o f  a c c u ltu ra tio n  o f  th e  lo c a l  p o p u la tio n  h as  b e e n  m u c h  m o re  in te n s iv e  

( w h ic h  im p lie s  a n  e v o lu tio n  to w ard s  cu ltu ra in díg en a m o d ific ad a ) a n d  c o n tin u e s  

u n ti l  to d ay . H o w e v e r, i t sh o u ld  b e  e m p h a s is e d  th a t th e  Ix ils  w e re  ( a n d  s til l  are )  

e x tra o rd in a r i ly  a tta c h e d  to  a n c ie n t tra d itio n s  a n d  h a v e  su c c e ss fu lly  re s is te d  f o r ­

e ig n  in f lu e n c e s . T h e  m e s tiz o  g ro u p s  s ta rte d  to  in f iltra te  th e  re g io n  o n  a la rg e r  

s c a le  o n ly  in  th e  e a rly  2 0 th c e n tu ry , w h e n  th e y  s ta rte d  to  s e ttle  a n d  w o rk  o n  c o f f e e  

p la n ta tio n s .

A s f a r  as  th e  e th n o g ra p h ic  stu d ie s  o f  Ix i l  M ay a  are  c o n c e rn e d , th e  m o s t 

im p o rta n t stu d ie s  w e re  c a rrie d  o u t b y  su c h  sc h o la rs  as G u sta v  B e rn o u ll i  ( Sm ith  an d  

K id d e r 1 9 5 1 : 4 ) ,  O tto  Sto ll  ( 1 8 8 4 ) ,  Fra n z  T e rm e r  ( 1 9 5 8 ) ,  B e n ja m in  C o lb y  ( 1 9 6 9 , 

1 9 7 6 ; see  a lso  C o lb y  an d  C o lb y  1 9 8 1 )  an d  Ja c k s o n  Ste w a rt L in c o ln  ( 1 9 4 2 , 1 9 4 5 ) . 

A m o n g  th e  m o re  re c e n t w o rk s o n  th e  Ix ils  o n e  sh o u ld  m e n tio n  B etw een  Tw o A rm ies
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in  the Ix il Tow ns o f  G u atem ala w ritte n  b y  D av id  Sto ll  ( 1 9 9 3 ) ,  f o c u s in g  p r im a rily  o n  

th e  issu e  o f  th e  c iv il w ar, o r  Ix il: lu g ar del jag u ar : histo ria y  cosm ov isión  Ix il b y  R u u d  

V an  A k k e re n  ( 2 0 0 5 ) .

N o w ad ay s w e  c a n  a ls o  w itn e s s  a  k in d  o f  a n c e s tra l  tr a d itio n  « re n a is ­

s a n c e » , f r e q u e n tly  a n im a te d  b y  th e  in d ig e n o u s  o rg a n iz a tio n s  p re s e n t in  th e  r e ­

g io n . It m a in ly  c o n s is ts  o f  th e  re v a lo r iz a tio n  o f  th e  tra d itio n a l  a u th o r itie s  c a r r y ­

in g  ro d s  ( s o m e tim e s  a d o rn e d  w ith  th e  M a y a  g ly p h s ) , c a l le d  alc aldes  in díg en as  o r 

q e s al t en am .  O n  th e  o th e r  h a n d  w e  c a n  a ls o  o b s e rv e  a  m o v e m e n t to w a rd s  M a y a  

s p ir itu a lity , c a le n d a r  c o u n tin g  a n d  th e  r e e s ta b lis h m e n t o f  th e  m a in  M a y a  tr a ­

d itio n a l  c e le b ra tio n s , in  th e  p re s e n c e  o f  th e  p r ie s ts  th a t c o n tin u e  to  a c c o m p lis h  

th e m  u n ti l  to d ay .

4. Chajul

C h a ju l, th e  h e a d  to w n  o f  th e  C h a ju l M u n ic ip a lity , is  a  p la c e  w h e re  th e  e le ­

m e n ts  o f  in d ig e n o u s  an d  Sp an ish  tra d itio n  are  v e ry  tig h tly  in te rw o v e n . T h is  c a n  b e  

o b se rv e d  n o t o n ly  in  lo c a l c u s to m s  b u t a lso  in  a rc h ite c tu re . M a n y  o f  th e  h o u se s  w e  

se e  to d a y  are  b u ilt o n  s to n e - c o a te d  p la tf o rm s  an d  h av e  a  c e n tra l s ta irc a se  le a d in g  to  

th e  in te r io r  (Fig . 3 ) ; th e se  c lo se ly  re se m b le  M ay a  c o n s tru c tio n s  o f  th e  p re - c o n q u e s t 

e ra  k n o w n  f ro m  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l e x c av atio n s . T h e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e  h o u se s  are  p ro v id ­

e d  w ith  a  c o lu m n e d  p o r tic o  at th e  f ro n t, s im ila r  to  th o s e  k n o w n  f ro m  c o lo n ia l a rc h i ­

te c tu re  in  M e x ic o  an d  G u a te m a la  (e .g . in  A n tig u a  G u a te m a la ) . H o w e v e r, c o lu m n s  

in  th e  f ro n t w ere  a ls o  a w id e sp re ad  e le m e n t in  P re -C o lu m b ia n  a rc h ite c tu re  in  th e  

M ay a a re a  an d  o th e r  p a rts  o f  M e so a m e ric a , e s p e c ia lly  in  L a te  C la ss ic  an d  th e  e n tire  

P o s tc la ss ic  p e rio d , i.e . b e f o re  th e  c o n q u e s t.

A s m e n tio n e d , in  th e  lig h t o f  h is to r ic a l so u rc e s , C h a ju l w as o n e  o f  th e  la rg ­

e st an d  m o s t p ro m in e n t Ix il  c e n tre s  a f te r th e  c o n q u e st, to  w h ic h  m a n y  p e o p le  w ere  

d isp la c e d  f ro m  n e a rb y  v illag e s. A c c o rd in g  to  th e  1 6 9 3  c h ro n ic le  e n title d  R ec or ­

dac ió n  F lo rida  ( B e c q u e lin  e t  al. 2 0 0 1 : 13 a f te r D e  Fu e n te s  an d  G u z m a n  1 9 3 3 , 3 :5 8 -  

6 4 ) ,  p e o p le  f ro m  e le v e n  in d ig e n o u s  v illag e s h a d  b e e n  re se ttle d  to  C h a ju l, a m o n g  

w h ic h  th e  fo llo w in g  p la c e  n a m e s  c a n  b e  id e n tif ie d : H u y l ( th e  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite  o f  

H u il/ Ju il, an d  at th e  sa m e  tim e  a h a m le t n e a r  th e  C h a c a lté  v illa g e ) , Y lo m  ( Ilo m , in  

th e  c o m m u n e  o f  C h a ju l) , C h a x á  ( a  h a m le t n e a r  th e  v illag e  o f  X e m a l) , H o n c a b  ( th e  

a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite  o f  O n c a p  o r  a h a m le t c a l le d  Jo n c a b , in  th e  im m e d ia te  v ic in ity  o f  

C h a ju l)  an d  C h e l (a  v illag e  in  th e  c o m m u n e  o f  C h a ju l)  ( B e c q u e lin  e t  a l  2 0 0 1 : 14) . 

U n ti l  to d a y  th e re  e x is ts  in  C h a ju l an  a rc h a e o lo g ic a l s ite  w ith  lo w  p la tf o rm s  d atin g  

f ro m  th e  P re - C o lu m b ia n  e ra , w h ic h  are  th e  re lic s  o f  p re - c o n q u e s t a rc h ite c tu re  ( B e c ­

q u e lin  e t  al. 2 0 0 1 ) .  H o w e v e r, th e se  s tru c tu re s  h av e  n o t, as y e t, b e e n  in v e s tig ate d  b y  

arc h ae o lo g is ts . It is  a lso  lik e ly  th a t so m e  o f  th e  h o u se s  p re se n tly  in h a b ite d  b y  th e  

M ay a h av e  b e e n  b u ilt o n  re lic s  d a tin g  b a c k  to  P re -C o lu m b ia n  a rc h ite c tu re  o r  to  th e  

tim e s  sh o rtly  a f te r th e  c o n q u e s t.
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5. Murals in Lucas Asicona’s house

Se v e ra l y e a rs  ag o , d u rin g  th e  re n o v a tio n  o f  o n e  o f  th e  h o u se s  at C h a ju l , 

a  su rp r is in g  d is c o v e ry  w as m a d e  w h ic h  h a s  s h e d  a  c o m p le te ly  n e w  lig h t o n  th e  

h is to ry  o f  th e  Ix ils  a n d  th e ir  b e lie f s . In  2 0 0 3  a m a n  n a m e d  L u c a s  A s ic o n a  re m o v e d  

th e  o u te r  la y e r  o f  l im e  p la s te r  c o v e r in g  th e  w a lls  in  o n e  o f  th e  ro o m s  o f  h is  h o u se  

a n d  u n c o v e re d  s o m e  c o lo u r f u l  m u ra ls  (Fig . 4 ) .  O rig in a lly , th e  p o ly c h ro m e  m o s t 

lik e ly  c o v e re d  a ll  f o u r  w alls  o f  th e  r o o m , b u t o n e  w a ll w as u n f o r tu n a te ly  d e m o l ­

is h e d  d u rin g  th e  re n o v a tio n  o f  th e  h o u se .

O n e  o f  th e  f irs t s c h o la rs  w h o  saw  th e  m u ra ls  w as R u u d  v a n  A k k e re n . Su b ­

se q u e n tly , G u a te m a la n  In stitu te  o f  A n th ro p o lo g y  an d  H is to ry  ( ID A E H )  d isp atc h e d  

its  re p re se n ta tiv e s  to  se e  th e  p a in tin g s  an d  to  p re p are  a  s h o rt re p o rt a b o u t th is  d is ­

c o v e ry . A fte rw ard s, th e  h o u se  w as a lso  v is ite d  b y  L a rs  Friih so rg e  w h o  p u b lish e d  

th e  f irs t n e w s a b o u t th e  p a in tin g s  f ro m  d if fe re n t C h a ju l h o u se s  in  M ex icon  Jo u rn a l 

( Friih so rg e  2 0 0 8 ) . L u c a s A s ic o n a  h im s e l f  a ls o  m ad e  a n  a n n o u n c e m e n t a b o u t th is  

d is c o v e ry  in  an  a tte m p t to  a ttra c t th e  a tte n tio n  o f  th e  G u a te m a la n  a u th o ritie s . In  

2 0 1 2 ,  th e  to p ic  o f  m u ra ls  w as f u r th e r  p u b lic is e d  b y  th e  a u th o rs  o f  th is  a r tic le . 

A s a  re su lt, th e  N a tio n a l G e o g ra p h ic  So c ie ty  p o s te d  n e w s  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  m a n y  

p h o to g ra p h s  fe a tu rin g  m u ra ls  an d  ta k e n  b y  R o b e rt Sla b o risk i. Su b se q u e n tly , in f o r ­

m a tio n  a b o u t th is  in te re s tin g  d is c o v e ry  ap p e are d  in  m a n y  p o p u la r s c ie n tif ic  m a g a ­

z in e s , a m o n g  th e m  th e  A m e ric a n  jo u r n a l  A rc haeo log y  ( s e e  Z o r ic h  2 0 1 3 ) .

T h e  m u ra ls , p ro b a b ly  e x e c u te d  in  an  al fr e s c o  te c h n iq u e  w h e n  th e  p la s te r 

w as stil l w e t, fe a tu re  a  y e t u n id e n tif ie d  c e re m o n y . A  g ro u p  o f  d a n c e r- sa c rif ic e rs  

d re sse d  in  so p h is tic a te d  c o s tu m e s  (s p o tte d  c lo a k s  w ith  th e  re p re se n ta tio n  o f  a w h ite  

b ird , d e c o ra tiv e  h e a d d re sse s , h e e le d  sh o e s  w ith  p o in te d  to e s )  is  sh o w n  w ith  th e ir  

a rm s  u p raise d . In  th e ir  h a n d s  th e y  c a rry  e le m e n ts  th a t are  h a rd  to  b e  id e n tif ie d  b u t 

w h ic h  re se m b le  h u m a n  h e a rts , e a c h  w ith  a  f ra g m e n t o f  a o rta  (Fig . 5 ) . M o re o v e r, o n e  

p e rs o n  h o ld s  w h at se e m s  to  b e  a  b o ttle . T h e  p ro c e s s io n  is  a c c o m p a n ie d  b y  a sm all 

g ro u p  o f  m u s ic ia n s  w ith  a larg e  d ru m  an d  f lu te s , d re sse d  in  fu ll  Sp a n ish  c o s tu m e s  -  

d o u b le ts  w ith  p u f fe d  s le e v e s an d  ru f f , sh o rt c ap e s w o rn  o v e r o n e  sh o u ld e r , h ig h  h a ts  

w ith  b ro a d  b r im s  a n d  sh o e s  w ith  lo w  h e e ls  a n d  p o in te d  to e s , th e  sa m e  as th o s e  w o rn  

b y  th e  d a n c e rs  (F ig . 6 ) . O n  th e  th ird  w all c e n se rs  w ith  b u rn in g  s a c rif ic e s  are  d e p ic t ­

e d  -  sp ark s (w h ic h  re se m b le  f lo w e rs)  c a n  b e  se e n  f l ic k e rin g  a ll aro u n d 2 (Fig . 7 ) .

T h e  f ig u re s  are  v e ry  sk illfu lly  an d  d y n am ic ally  re n d e re d , b u t at th e  sam e  tim e  

n o  in d iv id u al tra its  are  m ark e d . T h e  fac e s are  a lm o st id e n tic a l, m ark e d  b y  a th in  lin e  

o f  b e ig e  c o lo u r an d  w ith  a  larg e  ey e  sh o w n  in  p ro file , w h ic h  re m in d s  o n e  o f  a  m ask . 

T h is  ap p aren t m ix tu re  o f  sty les  is re a lly  in trig u in g . O n  th e  o n e  h an d  th e re  are  In d ian  

c o stu m e s  w o rn  b y  so m e  o f  th e  f ig u res  ( lo n g  c lo a k s w ith  th e  re p re se n ta tio n  o f  a b ird , 

so p h istic a te d  h e ad g e ar ty p ic a l o f  p re -C o lu m b ia n  art)  an d , o n  th e  o th e r, th e re  are  e l ­

e m e n ts  o f  Sp an ish  c o s tu m e . H o w ev er, i t se e m s th a t th e se  are  n o t Sp an iard s p lay in g  

m u s ic  to  th e  In d ian s d u rin g  th e ir  c e re m o n y , b u t o n ly  an  ad ap tatio n  o f  Sp an ish  d ress.
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In f o r m a tio n  p ro v id e d  b y  L u c a s  A s ic o n a  d u rin g  a n  in te rv ie w  c a rr ie d  o u t 

b y  th e  a u th o rs  in  2 0 1 1  in d ic a te s  th a t th e  h o u s e  w as b u i l t in  th e  1 6 th c e n tu ry , 

ju s t  a f te r  th e  c o n s tr u c tio n  o f  th e  n e a rb y  c h u rc h . M o re o v e r , A s ic o n a  a rg u e d  th a t 

th e  m u ra ls  w e re  m a d e  n o t lo n g  a f te r , p o s s ib ly  b y  th e  s a m e  p e o p le  w h o  c re a te d  

p a in tin g s  in  th e  C h a ju l  c h u r c h  ( th e  la tte r  p a in tin g s  a re  a lm o s t c o m p le te ly  d e ­

s tro y e d ) . In  h is  o p in io n  th e  a r tis ts  w h o  m a d e  m u ra ls  w e re  f r o m  C o b a n  ( a  c i ty  

lo c a te d  n o w  in  A lta  V e ra p a z  d e p a r tm e n t, n o r th - e a s t o f  Ix i l  A re a ) . T h e  c o s tu m e s  

w o rn  b y  th e  m u s ic ia n s  s e e m  ty p ic a l  o f  1 6 th c e n tu r y  f a s h io n , a lth o u g h  a n a ly s is  

o f  th e  d re ss  su g g e s ts  th a t s o m e  e le m e n ts  ( f o r  e x a m p le , th e  h ig h  h a ts , b la c k  ta i l ­

c o a ts  w ith  h ig h  a n d  s t i f f  c o l la r  as  w e ll as  tig h t a n d  lo n g  p a n ts  c re a s e d  d o w n  to  

th e  a n k le s )  m a y b e  a ls o  d a te d  to  th e  1 9 th c e n tu r y  ( M a łg o rz a ta  Sk o w ro n , p e rs o n a l  

c o m m u n ic a tio n  2 0 1 1 ) .

6. Other murals at Chajul

A p a rt f ro m  th e  h o u se  o f  L u c a s A s ic o n a  (w h ic h  L a rs  Friih so rg e  d e n o m in a t ­

e d  H o u se  3 ) , th e re  are  m u ra ls  in  at le as t th re e  o th e r  h o u se s  at C h a ju l ( c .f . Fri ih so rg e  

2 0 0 8 ) . In  2 0 1 1  th e  au th o rs  o f  th is  a rtic le  m an ag e d  to  g e t a c c e ss  to  o n e  o f  th e m  

b e lo n g in g  to  « D o n  G asp a r» , w h e re  th e  m u ra ls  are  n o t as w e ll p re s e rv e d  as  th o s e  

d e sc rib e d  ab o v e . T h e  sa m e  h o u se  h a d  b e e n  p re v io u s ly  v is ite d  b y  Friih so rg e  ( 2 0 0 8 )  

an d  n a m e d  H o u se  1. T h e  m u ra ls  su rv iv e d  o n  th e  n o r th e rn  an d  w e s te rn  w alls  o f  th e  

m a in  ro o m  o f  th e  h o u se . T h e  s c e n e s  se e m  s im ila r  ( a  p ro c e s s io n  o f  f ig u re s  in  ritu a l 

c o s tu m e s , n e a rly  id e n tic a l c e n se rs  w ith  f l ic k e rin g  sp ark s ) , b u t th e y  are  re n d e re d  in  

a so m e w h a t c lu m sy  sty le  an d  w ith  fa r le ss  d e ta il (Fig . 8 ) . A m o n g  th e  f ig u re s  o n e  c a n  

n o tic e  th e  q u e tz a l -  th e  sa c re d  b ird  w h ic h  is  n o w  a  s y m b o l o f  G u a te m a la  an d  w h o se  

fe ath e rs  w e re  h ig h ly  v a lu e d  b y  th e  M ay a  n o ta b le s  an d  ru le rs .

In  th e  th ird  h o u se  ( b e a r in g  n o . 2  a c c o rd in g  to  Fr iih so rg e s  n u m e ra tio n ) , th e  

m u ra ls  are  a lso  p re s e rv e d  in  p o o r  c o n d itio n  b u t o n e  c a n  se e  o n c e  ag a in  a p ro c e ss io n  

in v o lv in g  se v e ra l in d iv id u als  w ith  s im ila r  c ap e s  as th o s e  p a in te d  in  th e  h o u se  o f  

A s ic o n a  as w e ll as th e  re m a in s  o f  a  c e n se r  w ith  sp ark s e m e rg in g .

Sim ila r  m u ra ls  w ere  o n c e  to  b e  se e n  a lso  in  a f o u rth  h o u se , w h ic h  n o  lo n ­

g e r e x ists . H av in g  b e e n  u n ab le  to  c o m e  to  a n  ag re e m e n t, its  o w n e rs  d e c id e d  it w as 

b e tte r  to  d e m o lish  th e  h o u se  an d  sh are  th e  lan d . T h e  p o v e rty  o f  th e  re g io n , an d  a lso  

th e  la c k  o f  aw are n e ss a m o n g  lo c a l  p e o p le  m a y  le ad  to  th e  d e s tru c tio n  o r  d am ag e  o f  

o th e r  m u ra ls  as w e ll. It c a n n o t b e  e x c lu d e d  th a t s im ila r  m u ra ls  m a y  b e  fo u n d  in  th e  

m a jo r ity  o f  o ld  h o u se s  at C h a ju l.

In  2 0 1 1  w e  m a n a g e d  to  v is it o n e  m o re  h o u se , b e lo n g in g  to  Fra n c is c o  R a i-  

m u n d o . Fra g m e n ts  o f  m u ra ls  w e re  v is ib le  o n ly  in  a  fe w  p la c e s , w h e re  th e  la te s t tw o  

lay e rs  o f  lim e  p la s te r b ro k e  o f f  to  re v e a l a c o lo u rfu l p o ly c h ro m y . R e m o v in g  th e  la tte r  

lay e rs  o f  s tu c c o  w o u ld  a llo w  f o r  th e  fu ll  e x p o s itio n  o f  th e  p a in tin g s  w h ic h , as su g ­

g e ste d  b y  an  in itia l  e x a m in a tio n , are  v e ry  w e ll p re se rv e d .
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F ig u r e  6 .  T h e  m u ra l  f r o m  A s ic o n a s  h o u s e  d e p ic tin g  th re e  m u s ic ia n s  w e a r in g  S p a n is h  

d re ss  a n d  a n  in d iv id u a l w ith  m ix e d  M a y a - S p a n is h  e le m e n ts  o f  a ttire  s e e n  o n  th e  r ig h t. 

P h o to g ra p h  b y  R o b e r t  S la b o n s k i.

F ig u r e  7 .  P a in tin g  f r o m  A s ic o n a s  h o u s e  re p r e s e n tin g  tw o  c e n s e rs  w ith  f lo w e r - lik e  s p a rk s .
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F ig u r e  8 .  W a l l  p a in tin g s  f r o m  th e  h o u s e  o f  D o n  G a s p a r  ( n o te  a  c e n s e r  w ith  s p a rk s  s e e n  o n  th e  r ig h t, 

a n d  re p re s e n ta tio n s  o f  tw o  q u e tz a ls  o n  th e  le f t) .  P h o to g ra p h  b y  R o b e r t  S la b o h s k i

It se e m s v e ry  p o ss ib le  th a t so m e  o f  th e  w all p a in tin g s  d e s c r ib e d  ab o v e  (e x c e p t 

th e se  f ro m  A sic o n a ’s  h o u se  w h ic h  w e re  fo u n d  re c e n tly )  w e re  a lre ad y  se e n  b y  B e n ja ­

m in  an d  L o re  C o lb y  s in c e  th e y  m e n tio n  m u rals  in  th e ir  1981  p u b lic atio n . U n fo rtu ­

n ate ly , n o  il lu s tra tio n  o f  th e m  w as p u b lish e d  b y  th e  C o lb y s (Frü h so rg e  2 0 0 8 :3 1 ) .

7. Interpretation of the murals

T h e  s c e n e s  d e p ic te d  o n  th e  m u ra ls  f r o m  C h a ju l  d e fy  a n y  e a sy  in te rp re ta ­

t io n . T h e  o u tf it a n d  in s tru m e n ts  o f  th e  m u s ic ia n s  o r  th e  m a sk s  w o rn  b y  th e  s a c r i f i -  

c e rs  m a k e  o n e  th in k  o f  th e  tra d itio n a l  d a n c e s  f r o m  th e  K ’ ic h e  re g io n , s u c h  as  B aile  

d e  la C on qu ista o r  th e  p re v io u s ly  m e n tio n e d  d ra m a  o f  R ab in al A c hí  (F rü h s o rg e  

2 0 0 8 ) .  T h is  la tte r  d a n c e  is  a  tr a d itio n  ro o te d  in  p r e - C o lo n ia l  tim e s . It is  a  d ra m a  

th a t d e als  w ith  e v e n ts  ta k in g  p la c e  in  th e  K ’ic h e ’  re g io n  d u rin g  th e  15th/  16th c e n tu ­

ry . O n e  o f  th e  im p o r ta n t c h a ra c te rs  m e n tio n e d  in  R ab in al A c hí  is  P r in c e  C aw e k , 

lo rd  o f  C u n e n  a n d  C h a ju l . H o w e v e r, i t  sh o u ld  b e  e m p h a s is e d  th a t th e  a b o v e  in ­

te rp re ta tio n  is  n o t  th e  f in a l o n e  a n d  th e  re p re s e n ta tio n s  o n  th e  m u ra ls  re q u ire  

th o ro u g h  in v e s tig a tio n . It re m a in s  u n c le a r  w h e th e r th e  o b je c ts  in  th e  h an d s  o f  th e  

sa c r if ic e rs  are  in d e e d  h u m a n  h e a rts , w h at ro le  is  p lay ed  b y  th e  d w a rf  w ith  a  c a n e  w h o
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ap p e a rs  in  se v e ra l p la c e s  a n d  w h y  th e  m u s ic ia n s  are  d re sse d  in  c o m p le te  Sp a n is h  

c o s tu m e s . T h e  h is to ry  o f  L u c a s  A s ic o n a ’s fa m ily , as  th e  o th e r  f a m il ie s  th a t liv e  in  

th e  h o u se s  w ith  m u ra ls , sh o u ld  b e  tra c e d  b a c k  in  as  m u c h  d e ta il  as  p o ss ib le , to  

a s c e r ta in  th e  p o s itio n  o f  h is  a n c e s to rs  in  th e  lo c a l  h ie ra rc h y  a n d  th e ir  ro le  in  r itu a l 

d a n c e s .

N o  d e ta ile d  stu d ie s  o f  th e  m u ra ls  h av e  b e e n  c o n d u c te d  so  far, ap art f ro m  

th e  c o m p arativ e  an aly sis  o f  th e  d ress  w o rn  b y  th e  f ig u re s  d e p ic te d . It is  n e c e ssa ry  

to  an aly se  th e  c h e m ic a l c o m p o s itio n  o f  th e  s tu c c o  o n  w h ic h  th e  m u ra ls  are  p a in te d  

an d  to  e s ta b lish  a  p re c is e  c h ro n o lo g y  th a t w o u ld  a llo w  u s to  c o n f irm  o r  re fu te  th e  

ag e  su g g e ste d  b y  o ra l tra d itio n .

U n til  2 0 1 1 , th e  m u ra ls  w e re  k n o w n  o n ly  to  a  sm a ll c irc le  o f  p e o p le , m a in ly  

th e  s c h o la rs  to  w h o m  A s ic o n a  sh o w e d  th e  f re s c o s ; th e  issu e  g ain e d  b ro a d e r  p u b lic i ­

ty  th a n k s  to  th e ir  o n - l in e  p u b lic a tio n  in  N a tio n a l G e o g ra p h ic  N ew s.

C o v e re d  o n ly  w ith  o ld  n e w sp ap e rs  in  a  k itc h e n  th a t is  s till  u se d  b y  th e  A s i ­

c o n a  fam ily , th e  m u ra ls  are  in  a  c o n s ta n t sta te  o f  d e te rio ra tio n . T h e ir  p re se rv a tio n , 

an d  p e rh ap s  e v e n  m o v in g  th e m  to  a n o th e r  p la c e , is  n e c e ss a ry  to  p re v e n t sm o k e  

f ro m  th e  k itc h e n  sto v e  f ro m  b lu rrin g  th e  c o lo u rs , th u s  c a u sin g  th is  u n iq u e  m a ste r ­

p ie c e  o f  a rt to  b e  irre tr ie v a b ly  lo st.

8. Conclusion

T h e  P o lish  e p iso d e ’ in  th e  re se a rc h  in  th e  Ix il  M ay a  la n d s  b e g a n  th re e  y e ars  

ag o  an d , th u s  far, h a s  re su lte d  in  se v e ra l v is its  p a id  b y  th e  a rc h a e o lo g is t to  N e b a j, 

C h a ju l an d  Ilo m . C o n ta c ts  h av e  b e e n  e s ta b lish e d  w ith  o rg a n iz a tio n s  su p p o rtin g  th e  

p re se rv a tio n  o f  th e  Ix i l  M ay a  c u ltu re  an d  th e  im p ro v e m e n t o f  th e ir  s ta n d ard  o f  liv ­

in g  (Fu n d a  M ay a , Fu n d a c ió n  K u m o o l e tc .) , w ith  lo c a l au th o ritie s , an d  w ith  in d ig ­

e n o u s  In d ia n s  th e m se lv e s  -  w ith  L u c a s A s ic o n a  an d  o th e r  o w n e rs  o f  h o u se s  w h e re  

m u ra l p a in tin g s  h av e  b e e n  d isc o v e re d . A fte r  a se rie s  o f  m e e tin g s  an d  th e  e x c h an g e  

o f  c o rre s p o n d e n c e , a  g ro u p  o f  th re e  a n th ro p o lo g y  g rad u ates  f ro m  K ra k ó w  (M o n ik a  

Ban a c h , D o m in ik a  N o w ak  an d  Jo a n n a  Sc h u ste r)  h av e  sp e n t se v e ral m o n th s  in  C h a ju l 

an d  Ilo m . In  th e  n e are st fu tu re , w e  e x p e c t to  b e g in  c o n se rv atio n  w o rk s in  L u c as A si ­

c o n a ’s h o u se  as  w e ll as arc h ae o lo g ic a l in v e stig atio n  w ith in  th e  fram e w o rk  o f  a b ro ad e r 

in te rd is c ip lin ary  p ro je c t a im e d  at re se a rc h in g  th e  Ix il  p as t an d  th e  a lle g e d  c u ltu ra l 

c o n tin u ity  in  th e  re g io n .

Acknowledgements

W e  are  v e ry  g rate fu l to  L u c a s A s ic o n a  f o r  a ll in f o rm a tio n  c o n c e rn in g  w all 

p a in tin g s  f ro m  h is  h o u se  an d  p ro v id e d  d u rin g  o u r  c o n v e rs a tio n s  th a t to o k  p la c e  in  

2 0 1 1 , 2 0 1 3  an d  2 0 1 4 . W e  w o u ld  a lso  lik e  to  th a n k  M o n ik a  B a n a c h  f o r  h e r  v a lu ab le  

c o m m e n ts  c o n c e rn in g  a n  e a rlie r  v e rs io n  o f  th is  te x t.



1 8 4  Jarosław  Ź rałka an d K atarz y n a R adn icka

Notes

1 It m u s t b e  e m p h a s is e d  th a t th e  p ro b le m  a f f e c ts  o n ly  s m a ll  c o f f e e  c u ltiv a to rs , w h o  d o  n o t  h a v e  th e  

e c o n o m ic  o p p o r tu n ity  to  u s e  f u m ig a tio n .

2 T h e  la tte r  o b je c ts  m ig h t a lso  r e p re s e n t a n  e a r ly  v e rs io n  o f  th e  s o - c a l le d  bo m bas  -  th a t a re  n o w a d a y s  

u s e d  b y  th e  Ix i ls  d u r in g  d if f e re n t f e s tiv itie s  a n d  c e r e m o n ie s . T h e y  c o n s is t o f  m e ta l  v e ss e ls  to  w h ic h  

p e ta rd s  o r  s m a ll  b o m b s  a re  in s e r te d  to  m a k e  a  l o u d  e x p lo s io n .
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