


Alberto Ruz Lhuillier (1906-1979) was born in Paris,
France to a Cuban father and French mother. He started
his studies in France, but in 1930, he continued them
at the University of Havana.

Much later he moved to Mexico where, in November
1965, he presented his professional examination as an
archaeologist in the National School of Anthropology.

Profoundly and inseparably bound to the pre-Colom

bian past, Dr. Ruz devoted himself, heart and soul as
well as mind, to Mesoamerican archaeology and
history, engaging in a number of diverse activities, such
as that of archaeologist in the National Institute of An

thropology and History from 1940 on; as Director of
archaeological explorations in Campeche, Yucatan and
Palenque from 1943 to 1958; as Head of the Mayan
Zone from 1949 to 1958; as Director of the Center Mayan
Studies at the National Autonommls‘Umversity of Mex

ico, and of the National Museum of Anthropology in
1977.

Among the innumerable publications of. Dr. Ruz
Lhuillier, we can mention: Campeche in Mayan Ar
chaeology, 1945; The Civilization of the Ancient Mayas,
1968; The Temple of Inscriptions, Palenque, 1973; The
Tomb of Palenque, 1974, etc.

In 1952, Dr. Ruz discovered the tomb in the Temple
of Inscriptions which completely changed everything
that had been known until then with reference to the
Mesoamerican World.

The Mayas — posthumous work of Alberto Ruz
Lhuillier — consists of a synthesis of the vast trajectory
of investigations carried out by the author, which were
destined to comprise and penetrate the very dephts
of the past of a people. In this work, Ruz Lhuillier ex

presses hisinterpretation of a world which stillremains
shrouded in darkness, doubts and uncertainties. In his
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A PICTURE OF MEXICO COLLECTION

The Cultural Foundation, San Jeronimo Lidice, and Salvat have
combined their forces to publish a collection under the title of ‘‘Imagen
de México’’ (A Picture of Mexico Collection), the intent of which is to
make known such cultural, artistic, environmental and other
manifestations, which shaped the countenance of an aesthetic Mexico
and which are the result of a complex process wherein the most
dissimilar cultures converge.

If all of history is present history, it is mandatory to recognize how
deep is the imprint which the Mesoamerican Universe has left in this
process. There is hardly anything more appropriate than to initiate this
projet whit the study of a magnificent and enigmatic civilization, the
Mayan, a work brilliantly executed by an outstanding authority in this
field: Dr. Alberto Ruz

The Mayas, the posthumous work of the eminent specialist in Mayan
studies, is a contribution of unusual magnitude not only because it
contains the synthesis of the recognized and grateful course of its
investigator, or for incorporating knowledge that has not yet been known
to the global vision of such a culture, but rather fundamentally for his
conception of Mayan history.

In this the Mayas observe: “‘It 1s not right to depend on a nebulous
background for any divination’’, but rather to present its principal
protagonist. This attitude has enabled the author to fathom what, untill
now, have been enigmas and paradoxes for his foreign colleagues, and to
fuse dramatically the yesterday and the today which is the historic
happening and shaping of so extraordinary a people.

The theme, complex in itself is, nevertheless, treated in such a
perspicacious manner that it 1s devoid of all stiffness as well as of
predetermined concepts and, still more important, with the typical clarity
of a genuine connoisseur. It is, therefore, understandable that Dr. Ruz
felt that his work, The Mayas, has much greater weight and importance
than the discovery of the Tomb of Palenque, despite the fact that it was
he who had accomplished that.

In publishing this work, the Foundation as well as Salvat pay a double
homage: on the one hand, to the Mayas, an undeniable participator in
the Mexico of today and, on the other, to the illustrious archaeologist
who dedicated his life to the study of roots which have such importance
for our culture.



Presentation

For thestudents of our pre-Colombian civilizations, especial-
ly for those who, in some manner of form claim Mayan
origins, on learning something about the various periods
of their development which has been constant, an impas-
sioned watch, there is now the satisfaction of being able
to read The Mayas, a work in which the Master, Alberto
Ruz, recapitulates the knowledge acquired during his en-
tire life-time.

The author analyzes the fundamental works of the in-
vestigators with objectivity and reasoning which are the
bases for the most exact image about this people that we
can gather anywheres. He welcomes distinct points of view,
explaining their motives accordingly, as well as discusses
and rejects other with arguments which make this work
a veritable compendium of the most recent reflection on
the subjet.

Joseph Herbert Spinden, Sylvanus Griswold Morley, J.
Eric Thompson and George Brainerd are the Mayan
specialists most read by those who have been interested
in becoming more deeply versed in this culture. In The Mayas
we have once again the judgments of the specialists quoted
and of specialists in complementary disciplines about which
Alberto Ruz gives us his opinion and compares them, one
with the other, in order to later expound his own judgments
wich are asynthesis of his own persevering experiences and
wisdom.

The foundations of his deductions are unlike those utilized
by the authorities mentioned above, which, however, this
remarkable contribution shapes, a contribution which, with
the hypotheses and certainties that he sets forth, broadens
the horizons in the field for new discussions. Whithout ac-
ceding to any limited theory, he finds support in open and
flexible perspectives which for him provide historic
materialism. In this way, in evaluating the opinions of his
colleagues he shows the deficiencies which he perceives and,
without any lack of equilibrium he trascends individual judg-

ment when he makes intelligible and explicable the
developments and the artistic as well as scientific creations
in relation to the expansion of the structures and socio-
economic organizations. That is his way of discarding every
form of subjectivity since that does not constitute true
knowledge and, at the sarne time, he provides us with a
Sirm sustenance until there are additional notices along these
lines.

Such an enfocussing is carried on throughout in order
to understand, in a manner which we regard as one with
the best foundation, the cultural decline and the abandon-
ing of the large Mayan ceremonial centers. Dr. Ruz con-
centrates on the analysis of the different causes attributed
to the problemns and events and, many times dissatisfied
with the explanations and conjetures ventured on the ques-
tion with a criterion derived from a scientific method he
uses, he expresses his opinion which, while it inany not be
surpassed seems to us most logical. In short, it is a genuine
and penetrating opinion, yet without rigidity, without any
mechanistic determinism.

In following the expansion of Mayan civilization and
while taking into account, in the first place, the social roots,
the means and relations of production, that is, the historic
development inall its aspects, Dr. Ruz through his knowledge
as an anthropologist, an archaeologist, and ethnologist,
a linguistic, and a sociologist, is led to acclaim the people
whose protagonist he is, a decision he definies clearly in
The Mayas.

On opening this voluminous work to the section
“Antecedents and Aims”’, the general nature of his intent
is obvious. As far as I am concerned, in this introduction
I fully touch upon what pertains to two or three points
which for many of us has caused bewilderment for a long
time. The elucidation on the development of the
precapitalistic societies excels in every conceivable aspect
what I read in the chapter ‘‘Socio-economic Characteriza-



tion of Mayan Society’’ in which his judgment establishes,
by means of an evaluation of the “‘theory of the formn of
Asiatic production’’. This point is central, filled with
substance and weight: “‘In the Marxist schemes of the evolu-
tion of precapitalistic societies we find a solution to the
problem which Mayan society presents with regard to the
contradiction between the economic substructure and the
cultural superstructure. This clarification is encountered
in the entirety of the concepts which integrate what has
been designated ‘the theory of the mode of Asiatic produc-
tion’, implicit in a number of texts from Marx which have
been analyzed, commented on and complemented by a
number of sociologists in France as Godelier, Chesneaux,
Vidal-Naquet and Terray, and in Mexico by Bartra’’

“We have found an answer’’, writes Dr. Ruz: not the
reply coloring the attainment of his words. And this reply
seems to me very judicious as also the acuity of his affirma-
tion: ‘‘We believe that in order to reconstruct the image
ofany society whatsoeverin out mind it is essential to depart

Sromt that which enabled in to reach was the basis of its
economy and social structure. To consider only the
technological, aesthetic, scientific, religious and ethical
elements of a culture without trying to explain the society
created them is equivalent to describing the attire of an
individual while disregarding the person himself who is wear-
ing that’’.

Among the criteria of Morley and Thompson which Dr.
Ruz does not accept, which are einther few nor important,
I'want to allude, through what I have favored in this sketch,
“the idyllic presentation of a society harmoniously integrated
in its thinking and religious practise; the absence of social
conflicts and a spiritual of mythical determinisni as the driv-
ing force of its historic development’’. What is distinctive
of and primordial to this work is “‘to give emphasis to the
presence of all the Mayan people in the entirety of their
activities of every kind, to the time itself which characterizes

Mayan society within universal categories.

While referring to artistic creations, he does not disregard
any factor ‘“‘and in the case its being a determinism —he
cites Bastide for us— consider the sociological to be the
most influential’’. At the botton of such an assertion we
Sfind Marx, who in Fundamental Elements of Political
Economy affirmed in 1857: ‘“The difficulty does not de-
pend on understanding that Greek art, the epopee, are bound
to specific forms of social development. The difficulty arises
in grasping that they may still provide us with artistic en-
Joyvment and may be worth in some respects as a norm and
yetasa model that is beyond attainment. In pre-Colombian
art in surprises me that with such elemental means —rthey
did not have any knowledge of metals— yet they created
such beautiful works which we prefer to those which, in
our time, correspond to such creations as the Lazer Ray
and computers.

Dr. Ruz concludes his book with the struggles of present
day Mayas. In Guatemala, the land of the Popul Vuh, with
much more than half of its population indigenous, we ac-
tually have an example of such struggles. The census are
racists. In order ‘‘to civilize’' they lower the indigenous
proportion so that we may not be what we are. The ethnocide
action does not tolerate our intimate identity. Once again
we are recognizing ourselves for what we are in a struggle
such as that which in the classic Facundo, Dr. F. Sarmiento
showed: civilization against barbarism. But here, civiliza-
tion is represented by the Mayas and barbarism by their
oppressors.: and I at once draw forth from my memory the
manner of thinking of José Marti: Our America will not
progress while the Indian has no opportunity to progress.

The ashes of Alberto Ruz who expired in 1979, dream
in the actual tomb which he discovered in 1952, that is,
below the Temple of the Inscriptions in Palenque.

Luis CARDOZA Y ARAGON
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The Palacio de Palenque, symbol
of the magnificence of the Mayan
people and of the greatness of their
past, is still surrounded by mys-
teries.

In this chapter we do not mention
the accounts of archacological ex-
plorations, which sometimes pre-
sent a very schematic synthesis of
Mayan history. We arcinterested ex-
clusively in dealing with the books

that can beconsidered as manuals,

compendiums and general divulga-

tionworks abouttheancient Mayan
civilization and its history.

INTRODUCTION

Records and Aims(1)

The first really serious and general work on the civilization of the Mayas is, undoubtedly, that
of Joseph Herbert Spinden. It was first published in 1913, under the title of Study of Maya Art. Not
many years later, the same author published Ancient Civilization of Mexico and Central America in
which more than half of the contents dealt with Maya culture. Subsequently, in 1957, Spinden combined
both works under the title of Maya Art and Civilization, but added there of a short introduction and
epilogue. For almost half a century these works have constituted the most complete synopses withreference
to the Mayas.

It is obvious, nowadays, that many of the opinions expressed in them are by now anachronistic
since, at the time they were published, the intensive exploration of the Mayan area had not yet been
undertaken. On the other hand Spinden, who was, above all, an epigraphist, had a certain preference
for the problems pertinent to the calendar and astronomy. We owe him one of the correlations between
the Mayan and Christian calenders, a correlation which is still used by many investigators. When he
attempted to handle the historic development of the Mayas, the dates recorded on the monuments and
the artistic expressions associated with them, formed his framework, and were just about his one and
only focus.

In so far as his study of art is concerned, it is confined to the analysis and interpretation of some
of the elements most used in the reliefs; also to the composition of these elements, and to their place
in a chronological sequence, that is, he exclusively studies the motives and Mayan art as aesthetic pro-
blems in themselves, regarding art as a ‘‘concrete expression of religion’’.

No suggestion is made of the social roots or basis of art, not is Mayan society mentioned, and
no attempt is made to reconstruct its history. Of course, as Spinden presents the picture to us, the
Mayas do not appear in the panorama of their civilization.
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of The Ancient Maya, published for the first time in English in 1946, and in Spanish the
following year under the title of La Civilizacion Maya. After innumerable editions it is still
problably the work most consulted by non-specialists, and the one which still offers the
most unnplctc view of the ancient Mayas.

In this work the author has compiled all the information that was available to him as
far as the Castilian chronicles and those written after the conquest by indigenous authors
are concerned, and also some information from archacological ruins and etnographic
investigations.

He describes the natural environment, the physical and psychologic characteristics of
the people: their languages; their daily activities; their way of dressing; their artistic activi-
ties (architecture, sculpture, painting, ceramics, and other lesser arts); their intellectual
achievements (writing, mathematics, astronomy, calendar); their beliefs and religious prac-
tices together with the survival of many of them in the customs of the modern Mayas and
the main aspects of their social, political and religious organization. The general picture
which Morley presents concerning the culture of the Mayas is more or less complete and
continues to be acceptable.

His historical outline is, however, completely inacceptable. At the time he wrote his
work, his basic ideas about the historic development of the Mayas were already invalidated
by the very results of the investigations which a notable group of archaeologists from the
Carnegie Institution of Washington accomplished under his direction. For that reason,
after his death, a version of The Ancient Maya was published in the United States, revised
by George Brainerd in which all of Morley’s concepts of Mayan history, in fact all his
personal contribution to the subject, were suppressed.

With great disregard Morley expressed emphatic statements on points insufficiently
known by then, and he clung to his views even after the new facts had made them unten-
able. Throughout his work one finds subjective manifestations which, naturally, are more
relevant to the sphere of emotions than to science. Extremely enthusiastic about everything
Mayan, Morley made greater use of the dictates of his feelings than of the precision of
scientific analysis. From then on, he committed more and more contradictions and in-
congruencies.

The inacceptable points of view arise from his initial statements. He considers that
in a determined territory there would have existed a Mayan civilization as surely as if
testimonies were found of what is referred to as “hieroglyphic and chronologic writing,
unique in their kind”, just as the form of thatching, which is known as a false arch or
Mayan dome. If such clements are not found, despite the fact that the language spoken may
be Maya, the territory is excluded, assertion with which he segregated the area of Mayan
culture from the Highlands of Guatemala up to the shores of the Pacific. Nevertheless,
Popol Vih is referred to as ““the sacred book of the Quiche Mayas”, without remembering,
apparently, the fact that the Quiches lived in a region in which they neither constructed
buildings with the Mayan dome, nor were there recorded hieroglyphic inscriptions in the
form of writing known in the regions which comprise the Yucatan Peninsula.

With great assurance he asserts that the origin, growth, flourishment, decadence and
ruin of Mayan civilization were produced “without any influence from the outside world”,
just as in an ideal labo v. isolated and free of every external contact. As he considers
that the Mayas were the 1 rs of writing in the hemisphere, of the system of numeration
by positions, and of the lar (a product, according to him, of one sole intelligence

naturally Mayan—in the >3 B.C. and precisely in Tikal, or maybe in Uaxactun) he
cannot accede to the fact ¢ ither culture, like the Olmecan or that of Monte Alban,
for example, would have lef lyphic inscriptions with a record of dates in an carlier



A general view of the Pirami-
de del Adivino (“Pyramid of
the Prophet”) and of the
Cuadrangulo de las Monjas
(“Quadrangle of the Nuns”).
This great ceremonial center
had is apogee during the late
classical period.
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epoch, and consequently rejects the dates of Stele C of Tres Zapotes, of Stele 1 of El
Baul and of the “statuette” of Tuxtla, emphatically insisting that the dates are only in
appearance older than that of the Mayas, but that he is sure that they were, actually, made
much later.

With the same insistence, and regardless of how obvious many of the representations
are, he asserts that the sculpture of the Old Empire lacks scenes of violence, suggesting
that the scenes in which prisoners appear tied and mistreated by their masters, can be
interpreted on the basis of religious and even astronomic criteria, without having to be
related to martial acts. He even rotundly denies that Mayan inscriptions deal with historic
subjects, since no name of any man or woman has ever been recorded on them, according
to him, but exclusively matters of chronology, astronomy, religion, ceremonials and pro-
phecies which are all associated with the date of dedication of every monument.

Based on a premise apparently right when he began his investigations, but which later
cxplorations refuted, Morley, since 1915, created his theory of the existence of an Old
Empire to which something should have happened around the year 1000 of our era,
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suggesting that a New Empire was established in the north of Yucatan. Essentially, the first

was limited to the central region of the Mayan arca (Petén, Belice, Usumacinta, Motagua ),
but later Morley recognized that the Old Empire had extended to the North, penctrating
the Yucatin Peninsula and torming colonies. The New Empire should have developed
after the collapse of the civilization in the cities of the South, mainly because of the failure
of the agricultural system, a collapse followed by the migration of the people to the North.

These people, in contact with Mexican invaders, should have developed a genuine *‘rebirth™,

of which the most important testimonies are the archacological ruins of Chichén-leza.

When he refers to this place, he mentions that it presents two well-defined architec-
tonic styles: the t, pure Mayan, corresponding to the period from the sixth to the tenth
centuries: the scce the Maya-Mexican, from the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries.
Nevertheless, he do ot mention even one name for the pure Mayan style nor does he
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The Castillo de Chichen Itza
(“Castle of Chichén Itza”).
According to Morley, after
the collapse of the central
Mayan area which had been
brought about around the
year 900 A.D., many of the
inhabitants migrated from
this region to the North of
Yucatan, forming the “New
Mayan Empire”’. However,
later studies have shown that
there had never been empires
in the Mayan region and that
the different areas had a
parallel development from
the preclassical up to the
postclassical period.

offer even the slightest description of the characteristics of that style, which would be relat-
ed to the time of the occupation of Chichen by the Mayas of the Old Empire. The reason
why Morley seems to ignore these points is obvious: it would destroy his theory which
accounts for the architectonic style of the region of Puuc to the contact with the Mexican
groups, while Puuc lacks (and that is what he mentions with complete surprise) every
Mexican feature (Toltec would be a more correct and precise word), as this style of Puuc
is exactly that of the buildings of the pure Mayan style of the type of constructions in
Chichen-ltza, built between the sixth and ninth centuries, Morley could hardly be able
to affirm what in the said style in Chichen was pure Mayan, while in Uxnal was due to
Mexican contact.

The blindness or stubborness of Morley in maintaining his theory in spite of the facts,
led him to omit (doubtess, intentionally) some historic sources, confining himself to the
use of those which, to all intents and purposes, supported his ideas. Thus, in this way, as
a justification for his thesis (according to which the Puuc style is a product of a supposed
Mayan rebirth, produced by contact with Mexican groups), he quotes the Chilam Balam
of Mani, which states that in a kawun corresponding to 987-1007, Uxmal was founded by
Ay Suytok Tutul Xiu (a Mexican Chief)
quotation from the Chilam Balam of Chumayel which refers to 1544, about 870 vyears

However, he does not allude in any form to a

nor ({()L‘s‘ llc mention tllc

rear 1586,

after Uxmal had been destroyed and abandoned (674 A.D.):
Relacion of Fray Alonso Ponce in which it is stated that 9()() years before, in the y

Uxmal had been established (686 A.D.). Regardless of the contradictions which both
sources of information imply (the date for the construction and destruction of Uxmal

being one and the same), they still place Uxmal in the seventh century, three centuries
before its supposed founding by Mexican Chicefs, (actually, a late occupation of the place).
But that did not fit in with Morley's theory, and, therefore, it was necessary to ignore it

In summary, the manual which constitutes this very work of Morley, even though it is
valid in so far as the description of the principal aspects of Mayan civilization presented,
falls short completely with regard to its attempt to reconstruct the main lines of its
historic development. Focussed alimost exclusively on the epigraphic point of view, and
from its very beginning, falsified by a simplistic theory elaborated a priori, its historic
outline devoid of S()ci()logic concepts, cannot even trace the dynamics of the development

in the time of the Mayas.

When we referred to Morley’s work, we mentioned the version revised by George
Brainerd and published shortly after the death of the former. Brainerd, a specialist in
the study of ceramics, within the group of investigators of the Carnegie Institution of
Washington, left us a synthesis of his vision of the culture and history of the Mayas, which
he called The Maya Civilization and which was published in several issues of The Masterkey.
This synthesis, in its brevity, does not intend to do more than to describe amply the main
cultural aspects and the historic periods. This was done, thereby climinating and rectifying
Morley's concepts. For example, he does not desist from including the Highlands of Gua-
temala in the Mayan area, although specifying that in that region some of the basic elements
of Mayan culture were lacking. He denies the thesis of a migration of the people fom the
central area to the North of Yucatan and insists on the occupation of the Peninsula from
the formative (preclassic) period on. He denies that the style of Puuc was a late rebirth
of the Mayan style, occasioned by the contact with Mexican groups, but rather considers it
as an exact manifestation during the classic pcriod, without t.()rcign intluences. He presents

the Mayan arca as an cutity culturally unified. but in which cach region developed its own

_.
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particular styles, and not as localized center in Peten from which all the ideas and forms emanated.
However, he coincides with Morley in emphasizing the Mayan obsession for the passage of time, for
the calendar and the rituals associated therewith, discarding the possibility that the inscriptions recorded
political events.

Inordertoexplain the formation and functioning of Mayan society, he gives attention to the economic
problems providing one of the new aspects for that time which is a major interest. In a comparison
of the construction of the Pyramids of Teotihuacan with those of Egypt, he tries to determine in terms
of days of work, the volume of the works before going on to the Mayan buildings, whereby he reached
the conclusion that the villages of the formative period individually lacked the demographic density
necessary to provide the manual labor which such projects would require, and that only in a collective
form which, in turn, had to be under a unified political control, could they had built their ceremonial
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Tulum, situated on the coast
of the state of Quintana Roo, was
walled during the post-classic
period for defensive purposes.
The so-called Castle is one of the
loggest constructions on this site.



centers for the communities. The development of a theocratic government to organize and direct human
resources; the completion of public works, concretly the ceremonial centers; the technical and scientific
progress, especially the calendar and writing; the growing complexity of religious symbolism; the notewor-
thy architectonic achievements; the grandeur attained by the arts; all that would stamp the gradual
step from the cultural level of the formative to the much higher one of the classic period.

On the other hand, Brainerd does not believe that for this change a strong demographic increase
was indispensable among the Mayas, as it was in Teotihuacan, taking into account that the heavy work
on the ceremonial constructions could be taken care of by the peasants who had not been doing anything
specialized during a long period of time dead, which left them only their agricultural work, although
the number of capable craftsmen would then be greater for finishing the pyramids decorated with ashlars,
and for the building of temples and palaces with dome roofs and their ornamental facades.

According to Brainerd, all the advances of the classic period were clearly stimulated by *‘institutions
developed under the increasingly more complex, more amply expanded formation of the classic period’’.
These institutions would be the ones that have to do with the religious complex. However, Brainerd
did not accept the idea that the increase in the construction of religious centers affected the economy
of the people, nor did he believe that extensive irrigation works were able to give rise to the birth and
development or a strong political power among the Mayas, as in the Old World. The lack of such
works and the fact that the population was spread out without consisting of actual cities brought about,
in his opinion, a distinct and problematic lack; and, although he recognizes that the priests played
an important part in the agricultural activities through their prognostication of the time, still he does
not believe function to be sufficiently definitive to explain the unquestionable control that the priesthood
exercised on the population.

That the Mayan area sets up an exception which does not fit into a universal theocratic plan as
regards its cultural development is the conclusion that Brainerd reaches on this subject. ‘“No economic
stimulus would have motivated the Mayas to an increasing concern through religious ceremonialism
and in the form of animpressive cultural development.’’ He doubts that it was precisely a strong economic
control, since he believes that there was no need for extensive human resources for the public works
which the people were able to engage in during the free time at their disposal. He touches upon an
important point when he emphasizes that religion was far more developed than economy, and that,
apparently, notable advances in astronomy, mathematics and other intellectual fields ‘‘were not due
to, nor immediately preceded by the invention of new techniques for economic improvement’’. On
confirming that the bases for the intellectual progress of the Mayas do not seem to coincide with what
was established for other civilizations of antiquity, he concludes, in a pessimistic tone, that we still
do not sufficiently comprehend the factors which determine the intellectual progress of certain groups
of people.

It would be difficult for anyone to deny that J. Eric Thompson is the most noteworthy personality
among the Mayan investigators and the one who has dealt with more aspects of Mayan civilization
in the course of his investigations: archaeology —including explorations; architectonic, ceramic and
epigraphic studies— ethnology and linguistics, even though his major interest was in the script. Starting
from a solid universal culture and endowed with remarkable lucidity. Thompson did not limit himself
to specialized studies, but rather knew how to draw a coherent picture of the history and culture of
the Mayas.

Having scarcely begun his work in the Mayan field, he published in 1927, The Maya Civilization,
a relatively brief synthesis, but in which his perspicacity is readily perceivable
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It is certain that he adopted—and it is logical that he would have done so in any case—
Morley’s historic picture with its magnificient lines, looking upon it as the existence of an
Old and New Empire. The interpretation, although incorrect, of the historical chronicles
contained in the books of Chilam Balam induced him to arrive at erroneous conclusions
with reference to the occupation of Chichen-Itza and Champoton, first, supposedly, by the
Itzas, and then by the Xius. But he differs from Morley with regard to the possible causes
for the decadence of Mayan culture in the central area. Thus, he considered that the hypo-
thetical Mexican invasions were doubtful; he also rejected as causes for the decadence the
anti-economic agricultural methods, as well as the epidemics or climatic changes, and, above
all, he denied that there had been an exodus of the people of the Old Empire to Yucatan.

He did suggest, on the contrary, that the priestly class in power ought to be over-
thrown by popular revolts, in violent reaction to the oppression of a regime which needed
multitudes for the construction of ceremonial centers, or which tried to impose religious
innovations which the people would not accept. From the discontinuance of cultural activi-
ties (the building of monuments and the recording of dates), he deduced the expulsion and
annihilation of the ruling class, followed, first of all, by a simple agricultural cult, more
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appropriate for the needs of the peasant masses, and by a gradual waste of such knowledge
as the art of painted ceramics and sculpture.

In 1954, being more thorough and profound, and with greater and firmer documenta-
tion acquired over more than a quarter of a century of explorations, epigraphic studies and
analysis of historic sources, Thompson published one of his best works, by and large, on
Mayan civilization, The Rise and Fall of Maya Civilization, later translated into Spanish
under the title of Grandeza y decadencia de los mayas.

It would be feasible to ask if it was opportune or not to discard intentionally a series
of aspects, on the whole, definitely essential to a book of this kind (agriculture, commerce,
clothing, arms, slavery, etc.) and to have traced with sufficient scientific seriousness, but also
with a bit of phantasy, some pictures of Mayan life, such as a religious ceremony which includes
human sacrifices (‘“The Novice”); the work-day of a couple (“The Day’s Cycle”); the construc-
tion works of a building (“An Architect in Chichen-Itza”); the customs related to betrothai
and marriage (“Marriage a la mode”) and the death and burial of a Maya (“Death and Life”).

His aim, clearly expressed, was to try to explain the causes of the rise, development
and decline of Mayan civilization. Discarding Morley’s theories, he recognized the con-
temporancousness of this civilization with other Mesoamerican civilizations (Zapotecan,
Teotihuacan, Olmecan and Totonacan), as well as the cultural interrelations which had to
exist among them. In addition, he accepted that the Olmecan culture had been “perhaps”
prior to the Mayan, and that what was considered the most genuinely Mayan characteristics,
the stele cult, and the recording of dates in hieroglyphics should have appeared centuries
before that of the Mayas, in Oaxaca and on the Guatemalan coast of the Pacific. In view of
the natural environment of humidity in the tropics of Peten, he further accepted that such
a region was hardly propitious for the birth of an advanced civilization.

In contrast to the over-enthusiastic attitude of Morley, who attributed all the inven-
tions and discoveries to the Mayas in the most laudatory terms, Thompson cautiously re-
cognized that it was very possible that the people of La Venta had invented the symbol for
zero; but at the same time, contradicting this supposition, he showed that we cannot be sure
that these people had utilized a numeration by positions before the Mayas (nevertheless, the
need for the zero is concomitant to every system in which the value of the numerals depends
upon their positions). One feels his resistance to strip the Mayas of their mathematical know-
ledge which, supposedly, were their original creations, and, not wanting to express himself
in favor of any definite people, he did suggest that the culture of La Venta could well be
duc to the people of the Maya language. To avoid giving the advantage of priority in time
to any culture (which, for not being Mayan, would mean that they would have to restore to
them the credit for their creative work), he placed the appearance of the great Mesoamerican
civilization around one and the same epoch, as a parallel and, more or less, simultaneous
phenomenon.

The essential subject that Thompson developed in the course of his work and which he
expressed from the beginning is that some spiritual values “more important than material
advance”, were those which permitted the Mayan civilization to reach so high a standard,
“cultural success”. He further affirmed that their downfall too was motivated, to a great
extent, by adverse spiritual causes.

When he wanted to synthesize his ideas relative to the dynamics of the history of the
Mayas, establishing what mediums had been the motivating force for them, the recollection of
a Mayan peasant came to his mind, whose friendship he had cultivated over a long period
of years, and whose qualities—seriousness, loyalty, honesty, religious devotion, discipline,
respect for authority, obedience, industry, patience, love for order, a deep feeling of equili-
brium—were for Thompson the ‘‘epitome of the philosophy which animated the Mayan
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culture”. This type of character ot the Mayas, under the direction of a minority endowed
with great imagination and mental energy, produced the brilliant Mayan civilization, the
only one (perhaps together with that of La Venta, also a product of the Mayas) which
reached its full maturity in the hostile environment of the dense tropical woods.

According to Thompson’s concept of the Mayan society, it made up a homogeneous
unit in which theocratic rule suited the people within a cosmic order, the mechanism of
which had resulted in discovering the priesthood which, as the nexus between the gods and
men, enacted its functions in such a manner that a similar order governed the land. Rain,
planting, fertility of the land, harvests, the very existence of the Mayas, depended upon
divine influences, and these, in turn, were related to the course of the heavenly bodies, the
succession of the calendric cycles, and temporal recurrences.

One of the subjects to which Thompson was especially devoted and which he treated
accordingly is the philosophy of time. He supposed that “no other people in history ex-
perienced such interest for the passage of time... and that no other culture had elaborated
a philosophy on a subject so unusual as that of time”’. Thompson’sreflections on the concept
that the Mayas had of eternity through their long-count calendric system, also in harmony
with a cyclic one, that is, a concept of history associated with the recurrence of chronologic
cycles which are not mere speculations and ought to reflect, with constant exactness, Mayan
thought as regards time without end, in which human acts occur with implacable regularity,
as the appearance and disappearance of the heavenly bodies, or the passing and return of the
seasons, as well as of all the periods of their complex calendar.

The supposition of an authentic philosophy of time among the Mayas was abetted by
Thompson but on a premise which, through investigations after the publication of his work,
is questioned and probably refuted. As Spinden thought and Morley emphatically affirmed,
Thompson insisted that the steles and altars were erected to show the passage of time since
more than a thousand hieroglyphic texts are known which treat this subject associated with
the positions of the moon and the planet Venus and related to calendaric calculations and
divine aspects and rituals implicit therein. He specified that no text glorifies any ruler or any
conquest, but rather contains only the record of intellectual preoccupations and manifesta-
tions of their philosophy of time, a philosophy in which calendaric cycles, celestial revo-
lutions and divine influences were integrated in the perfect cosmic order.

The error of this brilliant hypothesis has its roots in the fact that fifteen years ago it
was still believed that these were in fact the exclusive contents of the hieroglyphic inscriptions
on the Mayan monuments, for the simple reason that it was only known how to decipher
the dates on their diverse calendaric records (religious, solar, lunar, large count, etc.) and
that the rest was not yet interpreted. A real obsession for the passage of time was attributed
to the Mayas, also the creation of a metaphysics of time, when, due to our ignorance we
were actually only able to read on the monuments what was relative to time, and we had
no idea about the texts which accompanied the dates. Nowadays, thanks to the studies of
diverse investigators, it is no longer tenable to think that the Mayas dedicated their steles,
slabs and altars to the passage of time.

Turning to Thompson’s concept of the social aspect, he saw the people overjoyed to
have the opportunity to work in constructing ceremonial centers, offering their efforts and
their sutfering for greater glory for the gods, in a profound and grateful feeling of “participa-
tion” in works which assured the approval of the deities at the same time as their own
material sustenance. It is very clear that Thompson felt that the spiritual aspect animated
the life of the Mayas in all ficlds. The scientific advances acquired through the priests did
not interfere with their practical goals, but rather with their intellectual needs; astronomy
was not practised as a science in itself but only as a means to control the destiny of the
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people; to be acquainted with the functioning of the celestial mechanisms permitted the
prognostication of the future, since everything in the cosmos integrates animated cycles
through an cternal impulse; the stone roads they constructed did not serve to unite the
towns or regions and to assure commercial exchange, but were useful for ritual ends such as
religious procesions; the dome which roofed the buildings was not invented to give greater
strength and duration to the structure but as an effort *of sacrifice™

This harmonious order, regulated beforehand by the gods, controlled by theocracy,
accepted with gusto by the people, ought to have lasted cternall\ if it had been isolated
from the rest of the w orld but the Maya country formed part of a conﬂlomcrate of peoples,
tribes and states forcibly interrelated. Outside influences and “exotic s s Wererro Mbilhsaes
and corrupt, disartic ulate and finally demolish the marvelous world of the Mayas.

As a result of a series of chain reactions which started in the north of Mexico (invasions
of barbarians who provoked a militaristic tendency, first out of sheer defense and later
institutionalized, with a martial caste which was aided by the dogma of human blood as food
for the solar deity), strong pressure concerning new ideas, new beliefs, new deities, was
brought to bear on the Mayan area. The Mayan rulers were confronted with the obligation
to adopt new cults, and the native Mayan gnds were rclcgatcd, which provoked discontent
among the people. Discord and dissension had pervaded their harmony, as Thompson re-
marked. The masses began to doubt their priests. They were tired of the tremendous pace
for the construction of ceremonial buildings and residences for the Chiefs: they were tired
of the increase of a parasitic class for which afiore Food had' to be produced: they were
tired of wars mtended to obtain prisoners for the sacrifices. When doubt set in the minds
of the people with regard to their rulers and to their attitude towards the general wcll-bcing,
the regime was condemned: the fall was only a matter of time, but it was approaching
inexorably. It is not known exactly how it occurred in the central area, that is, if it was
gradual, with intervening passive resistance, or through the physical elimination of the ruling
class: but it is quite clear that in the course of approximately a century, all the ceremonial
centers, large and small, of Peten, Usamacinta, Motagua, of all the regions which had seen



the development of a brilliant civilization during a millenium, ceased their activities and fell
into ruins. The power had to be handed over to peasant Chiefs and witch-doctors; the jungle
retrieved its rights; disorganized people could not develop another civilization; culture des-
cended to an inordinately low level and collective existence became a precarious survival,
each time more difficult.

Invaders coming from the center of Mexico imposed their power on the septentrional
and meridional areas (Yucatan and the Highlands of Guatemala). The people had new masters
to whom they had to continue to pay the tribute of their work, their properties, their blood.
The gods were alien, the rites cruel, the rulers more implacable. Rival factions were fighting
among themselves. A bellicose atmosphere had taken the place of the bygone peaceful and
ordered environment. Culture became each time more decadent. The political disintegration
became stronger. All that remained of the Mayan world was that it came to be an easy prey
for the new conquerors who were now coming from the East.

For the brilliant investigator of the Mayan world, as Thompson was, the motivating
force of their history resided in their spiritual forces. The emergence of the Mayan civiliza-
tion, their development, flourishing and decline have to be interpreted in terms of the power
of their religious ideas, the axis of the collective and individual life of that people. When
popular rebellions destroyed the established order, the causes were essentially inconformity
with new religious concepts, imposed by high pressure and foreign invasions. Thompson’s
concept of the historic dynamics of the Mayas is completely idealistic.

Upon referring to works of a general nature on the culture and history of the Mayas,
one remembers that the French anthropologist, Paul Rivet, published Cités Mayas in 1954.
In the very first words he states with absolute honesty that “this study is by no means an
original work’ and that it has only tried ‘‘to summarize the thinking [of specialists] without
deforming it”, while conserving only “what is essential of the facts”. He presents Morley’s
historical development, which we have already analyzed and criticized.

Some years later (1959), the American anthropologist, Charles Gallenkamp, published

a synthesis of the history of the ancient Mayas under the title of Maya, The Riddle and
Rediscovery of a Lost Civilization. He makes no pretensions of presenting either new con-
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cepts or his own interpretations. As he states in the preface, when there are opposing points
of view among the specialists, he presents them without committing himself in any form.
His book, written for a vast secular public, primarily repeats Morley’s concepts (Old and
New Empire) and Thompson’s (philosophy of time, the decline due to peasant revolts, etc.).

We feel that at this point it is indispensable to mention a Swiss autodidactic ethnologist,
Rafael Girard, who has tried, through thousands of pages, to explain the culture and history
of the Mayas as no one before him had ever done. No one can deny that several chapters,
which consist of hundreds of pages in his work, are repeated more or less textually in his
successive publications (Esoterismo del Popol Vuh, 1948: Los chortis ante el problema
maya, 1949; El Popol Vuh, fuente historica, 1952; Los mayas eternos, 1962; Los mayas,
1966). In the same way identical photographs are reproduced in different works, photo-
graphs of modern ritual scenes between which the author intercalates, from time to time,
Mayan monuments which, it can be assumed, are to be associated with the actual rites.

In Girard’s opinion, Mayan history cannot be explained through archaeology, nor can
one expect to learn it through hieroglyphic inscriptions, since, as others (Morley, Spinden,
Thompson) before him had shown, such materials do not contain any historic information.
Only the modern myths, a reflection of the way of thinking of the ancient myths, that
Girard alone has known how to interpret, can explain what constitutes Mayan culture,
Mayan society, Mayan history. To attempt to find universal schemes in the historic develop-
ment of this peoplc is to commit the crime of high treason since the Mayas are a unique
people in the world; their history has no parallels of any kind; their thinking is definitely
different from the human forms known. To believe, as Thompson had, that the downfall
of their civilization was due to revolutions of the people against their intcllectual class is a
theory at variance with Mayan idiosyncrasy. To think in terms of a struggle between demo-
cracy and absolutism is a judgement of our Western mentality and of the subversive time in
which the present world lives; such problems were unkinown to the Mayas. To suggest that,
signifies to deny the indigenous spiritual reality. Mayan socicty produced a theocratic
democracy (sic), a genuine religious brotherhood in whose hearts and minds such conflicts
could not arise.

The scenes of supposed human sacrifices, of wars, of bound slaves, condemned or
tortured, were erroneously interpreted, since such features were unknown among the Mayas
of the classic period. We do not doubt that Girard compiles interesting ethnographic mate-
rial, mainly from the Chortis, but the use he has made of that, the phantasy he has applied
to it by integrating it with the myths handed down by Mayas and Quiches in the sixteenth
century, above all with Mayan history, invalidates his effort. It is difficult to take seriously
the historic picture he has constructed on the basis of his personal interpretation of the
mythology.

The most recent work on Mayan culture is that of Michael Coe, The Maya (1966).
Here he discards many of the erroneous concepts of the more classic works (Spinden,
Morley, Thompson) already rectitied through later investigations. Thus, he regards Mayan
civilization as an inseparable part of the Mesoamerican culture; he regards the Olmecans
as the probable inventors of the script and chronologic record designated “long count™,
and besides affirms that the Mayas, throughout their entire history, were influenced by
Mexico. In a manner excessively simple and direct, he adopts a position or attitude contrary
to that of the authors already quoted, concerning the characterization of Mayan society,
which, according to him, was indubitably segregationist with the power concentrated on an
élite integrated to a secular, not theocratic, government, as it had been insistently main-
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tained. He also diverges from whatever served as a basis for dwelling upon a supposed philo-
sophy and obsession of time among the Mayas, when the possibility was not yet apparent to
him that the hieroglyphic inscriptions dealt with more than records of dates, and calendaric
as well as astronomic calculations. He concedes that the contents must be of a historic nature.

Through the study of the changes manifested in the ceremonial centers, he lays out a
sequence for a historical development. When he gets to the collapse that certainly took place
in the central area, he restricts himself to the recognition that “we only know what happen-
ed” and that all the possible causes that were put forth (soil-exhaustion, epidemics, revolu-
tions, earthquakes, lack of balance in the proportion of both sexes, as far as their number is
concerned; Toltec intrusion, etc.) do not amount to more than mere conjectures. Coe gives
approximately one page to this important subject. Within the framework of the books for a
general, non-specialized public, Coe’s is one of the most serious and probably the one which
reflects best the actual state of archaeological investigations in the field of Mayan studies.

It is quite amazing that in this short account of manuals and research works on the
ancient Mayas not one Mexican name appears. At any rate, apart from monographs and
archaeologic subjects, some publications by Mexican authors do appear, but they are only
of a very general nature. Actually, nothing goes beyond the category of an article and it
does not contribute new knowledge or interpretations. On the whole, the cultural picture
is based on Landa, and the historic outline on Morley or Thompson. These works, among
which we include ours made up of four lectures (La civilizacién de los antiguos mayas)
cannot be compared with those analyzed in this chapter.

On referring to the classics of Mayan historiography (and to some few others, that
would not claim such a classification or, even if they would c<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>