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CHAPTER 1

Rupture

The people of Baxwitz rapidly fled their city, never to return. A few 
remained here and there, determined to maintain a life among the emp-
tied palaces, courtyards, and pyramids, but the elements soon took their 
toll, and nature began to reinhabit nearly every space of the city. Where 
once the din of music and voices echoed among the temples, there was 
only silence, replaced now and then by the chatter of parrots and the dis-
tant roars of howler monkeys. With the passing of many years, the main 
plaza began to be covered by shrubs and trees, growing amid the stone 
monuments that stood alone, bearing portraits of a long line of rulers. 
One of those large carved stones was newer than the others, erected 
not long before the end, showing a young king standing in full regalia, 
cradling the images of his patron gods (Figure 1.1). A date, inscribed on 
the stone’s side, corresponded to our year 889. Within a few years, the 
great city of Baxwitz, once inhabited by kings, queens, merchants, and 
the images of deities, would be no more, covered in dense forest, with 
no one present to look upon the lonely king or to read of his triumphs.

Baxwitz, or “Hammerstone Hill,” was the ancient name of a very old 
place we know today as Xultun, a large ancient city located in the remote 
forests of northern Guatemala. Its ruins and monuments were first seen 



FIGURE 1.1. Stela 10 from Xultun, Guatemala. Dating to 889 and one of the 
latest carved portraits of a king from the Classic period, shortly before the city’s 
abandonment. The current location of the stela is unknown. Composite photo-
graph by Eric von Euw, courtesy Peabody Museum, Harvard University.
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by archaeologists just over a century ago, in 1920, when the site was given 
the name Xultun (“End Stone”) because of the very late monument 
mentioned, Stela 10, one of the very last we know from anywhere in the 
central Maya region. The city’s original name was long lost until only a 
few years ago, when hieroglyphs on a painted vase revealed its name for 
the first time.1 Today, wandering through its massive tree-covered pyra-
mids and empty plazas is an eerie, even jarring experience of a “lost city,” 
for it can’t help but raise disquieting questions about our world. After 
all, our modern sense of place and community presumes a constancy 
of growth and expansion. The abandonment of a city or of many cities 
in a short time span is difficult to comprehend, on the face of it. But the 
Maya did leave many of their settlements and royal centers, and not just 
in the ninth century. Why? What could compel a group, community, or 
urban population that had adapted and thrived for centuries to reach 
a stopping point? If Maya archaeologists have learned anything after a 
century of pondering such questions, it is that the questions themselves 
often need to be carefully framed and considered, for it is obvious that 
the Maya didn’t just disappear, as is so often lazily claimed. The five 
million speakers of Mayan languages who live today are obvious testa-
ment to this simple fact. Rather, it seems that the populations who had 
lived in and around Baxwitz and many other cities saw good reason to 
move away, seeking new places to live and new patterns of life. Through 
abandonment, as we will see, the Maya were trying to adapt to a rapidly 
changing world.

The crisis that confronted Baxwitz in the ninth century also played 
out in cities throughout the Maya region, many of which were also 
abandoned. (A few managed to change and even thrive.) It was not 
the “collapse” of a people, but the endgame of an old elite social system 
and of a political culture that drove it in previous centuries, during the 
Classic period (150–900 CE). Whatever problems and tensions led up 
to it had probably festered for decades, reaching a confluence of tipping 
points. What came after, alongside empty cities and displaced people, 
was a radical readjustment of an old social and political order. The long 
course of Maya civilization, as we will see, was full of similar convulsions 
and readjustments both large and small, from its earliest beginnings.
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Once the city was abandoned, Baxwitz’s royal history was largely 
forgotten, as were the chronicles of nearly all the ruling families of the 
Classic period. This is what I call the great “Rupture” of Maya historical 
knowledge—a profound break in the consciousness of the ancient past 
that occurred in various stages, brought on initially and most strongly 
when the institutions of Maya courtly life dissolved. The ninth-century 
landscape around Baxwitz was unstable, beset by violence, foreign med-
dling, and a constant movement of royal courts. New communities were 
eventually founded elsewhere, yet, as we will see, the refashioned soci-
eties that emerged circa 1100 or 1200 were very different from those of 
before, with new ruling lineages who felt little connection to the fragile 
legacies from the Classic era. Evidence suggests that after abandonment, 
the memories of Baxwitz and other royal courts were not maintained, 
much like the decaying cities themselves. The old glories of the kings 
and queens of the past apparently held little relevance for the newly 
founded Maya communities. I suspect that few if any of the old archives 
from Baxwitz even survived for long, if the later indigenous histories we 
know from Yucatán are anything to go on. This “Postclassic” era repre-
sented an important stage within the larger Maya story, but many of the 
Classic kingdoms were by this time ignored or forgotten, probably well 
before the arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century.

The most jarring crisis of all came with the Spanish invaders. Al-
though the process of conquest took far longer and was more protracted 
in Yucatán and in Guatemala than in New Spain (central Mexico, essen-
tially), much of the indigenous nobility was eventually erased or nearly 
so.2 Hundreds of texts were lost, either through the active destruction 
by Spanish authorities or by the fragility of the materials on which they 
were written. Much of the loss came about through a long and concerted 
effort by Spanish authorities and landowners to exploit and “reduce” 
Maya communities and by the Catholic church to dismantle “idolatrous” 
beliefs. Maya communities struggled to exert both their independence 
and identities, always under immense pressure. It is a process that we 
can even trace up to the present day. Within decades, indigenous com-
munities in Yucatán suffered large population declines, whether through 
disease or through mass flight to less populated regions to the south.3 
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Centuries of colonial rule took a heavy toll, wrenching Maya peoples 
away from what sense of history and rootedness they had left. A few 
documents were carefully copied from the old hieroglyphic books, but 
by the seventeenth century, few could read any ancient writings that 
might have been preserved in village archives, as the Spanish continued 
to establish their colonial hegemony. A sense of deeper history, so care-
fully maintained and recorded by the Maya over the earlier centuries, 
had disappeared. Seldom if ever in human experience has a civilization’s 
past been so utterly wiped clean. The Rupture took hold.

“¿QUIÉN SABE?”

The first people to explore the ruins of the ancient cities were the 
Maya themselves, many no doubt the direct descendants of those who 
had built them centuries earlier. During the Postclassic era and into 
historical times, Maya would sometimes revisit the empty ancestral 
spaces, leaving offerings of incense. Later, in the colonial era, they 
wandered among the tree-covered pyramids and palaces, passing in-
scribed monuments covered in moss, often while hunting or tending 
to their nearby fields. The “old houses” were very old indeed, and some 
came to believe they were built by giants or gods of an earlier cre-
ation. The purely descriptive names they gave to some of these ancient 
places, with a few notable exceptions, point to this pervasive histor-
ical detachment: Labna, “Fallen Houses”; Calakmul, “Two Adjacent 
Mounds”; and Tulum, “The Wall.” Near the town of Palenque, in the 
province of Chiapas, the local Maya paid regular visits to an especially 
impressive set of overgrown structures that included a palace, still well 
preserved next to a small cascading river (a wonderful watering spot 
then, just as it is today). They gave these the name yototlum, “houses 
of earth” (spelled in later sources as Otolum), yet were unaware that 
centuries before this was once the seat of a great kingdom ruled by 
the Bakel dynasty. Wandering their half-collapsed hallways and court-
yards, the occasional hunter or other visitor would have easily sensed 
the continuing majesty of these remains, but maybe also with a hint 



8  CHAPTER 1 

of fear and unease. They were powerful and magical places, even in a 
state of long decay.

The foreign explorers who eventually visited the ruins—the priests, 
the soldiers, or an occasional antiquarian—were also left with a pro-
found state of wonder. For all who gazed upon them, the tree-covered 
buildings seemed lost in time, with no one able to explain their presence 
or account for their existence. John Lloyd Stephens, the most famous 
nineteenth-century explorer of Maya ruins, was struck by this lack of 
historical knowledge even among the Indigenous people he encountered 
in his travels in 1839, concluding that it came from decades of Spanish 
oppression: “It is not strange that the present inhabitants, nine gener-
ations removed, without any written language, borne down by three 
centuries servitude, and toiling daily for a scanty subsistence, are alike 
ignorant and indifferent concerning the history of their ancestors, and 
the great cities lying in ruins under their eyes.”4 Here Stephens may well 
have overlooked a guarded sense of ancestral history among the Maya 
of his day, kept hidden from view, but his overall point rings true.5 He 
and others could only tell that the ruins of the ancient city were very old, 
older than the arrival of the Spanish in the sixteenth century.

This was also an era of intense curiosity about ancient Egypt, which 
serves as a rough parallel to the questions Stephens and other early trav-
elers asked in their travels through Mexico and Guatemala. Before the 
initial decipherment of Egyptian hieroglyphs by Jean François Cham-
pollion in 1820s, antiquarians had no detailed sense of Egyptian history 
and civilization, either. But there was one key difference. As mysterious 
as it was, ancient Egypt was still seen to be Egyptian, linked in some way 
to the detailed accounts of pharaohs of the Old Testament. By contrast, 
nearly all the ruined temples and palaces of Central America had long 
been stripped of any cultural or historical identity whatsoever. They were 
not even seen as “Maya” until only a little more than century ago, when 
some, including Stephens himself, made the bold suggestion that they 
had been built by the ancestors of the Indigenous communities who 
lived among them. In many ways, his experiences offer a good entry 
point in our own intellectual journey to find and reconstruct Maya his-
tory on a deeper timeline.
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A prolific traveler and writer, Stephens had long been interested in 
ruins and ancient remains, and he had already published popular ac-
counts of his travels in Egypt and Greece. The persistent stories of “lost 
cities” closer to home intrigued him. Vague reports referred to one place 
named Copan, located in the interior not far from where he landed. 
Another account of a “lost city” near a village named Palenque had been 
published in 1822, just a couple of decades before Stephens’s journey 
(and the very same year of Champollion’s decipherment).6 Written de-
cades earlier by Captain Antonio del Río, in 1787, it described stone palaces, 
large temples with rooms, and beautiful sculpted reliefs where “we seem 
to view the idolatry of the Phoenicians, the Greeks, and the Romans most 
strongly portrayed.” News about Palenque’s ruins had even gradually 
trickled into American newspapers in the years leading up to Stephens’s 
trip, telling of “gigantic ruins of a race now vanished.”7 One 1833 report 
in The Knickerbocker, a prominent New York literary journal, was espe-
cially fanciful:

It is now some four or five years, since a brief article went the rounds 
of the papers, stating that the ruins of an extensive city had been dis-
covered in the interior of Mexico, which had been surrounded with 
a wall of vast circumference, and of regular hewn stone masonry. In 
the precincts of this American Babylon in ruins, were towers, temples, 
columns, arches, and massive fallen fragments of every form and size 
of dwellings, streets choked up with rubbish, and all the memorials of 
a city of great former populousness and splendor, of an architecture 
more resembling Greek and Roman remains, than those of the Incas, 
or Mexican princes.8

By this account, the ruins were far too impressive and elaborate to be 
the works of Indigenous people, hinting at a supposed European origin.

Stephens was levelheaded and skeptical of such outlandish claims and 
eager to see the ruins for himself. In 1839, he set sail to Central Amer-
ica from New York, in the company of his friend, the artist Frederick 
Catherwood. Stephens’s recent appointment as a U.S. diplomat gave 
him a degree of cover and clout to travel freely in Guatemala, Chiapas, 
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and Yucatán, areas still embroiled in varying states of civil war and 
rebellion—the lasting effects of Mexico’s recent independence from 
Spain. Their travels in 1839 to 1840 took the two men across a rugged 
landscape of contrasts, from the dense jungles of Copan, through the 
high mountains of Guatemala, and eventually into the flat, scrub forest 
of northern Yucatán. This is what we loosely call the Maya area nowa-
days, and Stephens was struck by the similarities he saw at each ancient 
site they encountered. By the end of their long initial journey, he noted 
how the stone structures of Northern Yucatán resembled those far to the 
south and the also that the “hieroglyphics sculpted on stone…beyond 
all question, bore the same type with those at Copan and Palenque.”9

The first place on their itinerary was Copan, and Stephens wasn’t 
prepared for the grandeur of its pyramids and sculptures. Stone monu-
ments still stood in the dense forest, looking much as they did when first 
carved. The surrounding pyramids and courtyards were almost all col-
lapsed and overgrown. Nothing had prepared him for a lost city built by 
a people completely unknown to history. “The tone which pervades the 
ruins is that of deep solemnity,” Stephens wrote.10 The age of the ruins 
and the identity of their builders were complete mysteries: “America, say 
historians, was peopled by savages; but savages never reared these struc-
tures, savages never carved these stones. We asked the Indians who made 
them, and the dull answer was ‘quién sabe?,’ “who knows?”11 He and 
Catherwood were intrigued by the many hieroglyphs they saw carved 
on the stelae, and they surmised that these held Copan’s story, long lost: 
“One thing I believe, that its history is graven upon its monuments. No 
Champollion has yet brought to them the energy of his enquiring mind. 
Who shall read them?”12

After surveying Copan, they forged onward through the Maya 
world, passing through the mountains of Guatemala and eventually 
reaching Chiapas, in today’s southern Mexico. There they made the 
arduous descent of the Sierra Madre, determined to reach the ruins at 
Palenque. Upon seeing its magnificent buildings, many still standing 
(Figure 1.2), Stephens couldn’t refrain from reflecting on the utter mys-
tery that surrounded the surreal, tree-covered ruins: “In the romance of 
the world’s history nothing ever impressed me more forcibly than the 
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spectacle of this once great and lovely city, overturned, desolate, and 
lost; discovered by accident, overgrown with trees for miles around, 
and without even a name to distinguish it.”13 Like Copan, Palenque was 
also a complete blank slate. The ignorance regarding the ruins’ builders 
mirrored a pervasive attitude in North America during Stephens’s era, 
when the deeper Indigenous past of North America was still invisible or 
else simply ignored. It is no coincidence that the 1830s and ’40s, when his 
books were published, were among the most active years in the forced 
exterminations of Native Americans in the young United States. The 
Indian Removal Act of 1830 and the formation of Manifest Destiny, 
a term coined in 1845, expressed an erasure of “Indian” identity and 
culture, asserting their status as utterly detached from history or place. 
The newer nation-states of Mexico and Guatemala attempted to assert 
liberal-minded policies of indigenous assimilation, but demographics 
stymied any actual plans of action. Outside centralized capitals—Mexico 
City, Mérida, or Guatemala City—rural areas were isolated and mostly 

FIGURE 1.2. Engraving from 1840 by Frederick Catherwood of “Casa no. 1” at 
Palenque, today known as the Temple of the Inscriptions.
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populated by Indigenous communities. When not advocating for their 
exploitation as indentured labor, systems of governance mostly ignored 
los indios in the hinterlands, including many peoples throughout the 
region. They were simply seen by outsiders as a people without history.

THE MAYA WORLD

Stephens never used the word “Maya” to describe the culture that built 
the mysterious ruins. In his day, the term was used only to refer to the 
native language spoken in Yucatán, and its meaning changed and ex-
panded over the ensuing decades. Accounts from the sixteenth century 
strongly suggest that “Maya” was originally a geographical term, roughly 
corresponding to the northern part of Yucatán. As one key source of 
the time put it, “Maya” was “the proper name of this land (Yucatán).” I 
suspect there may even be a few ancient hieroglyphs from the Classic 
period spelling this same place name, written as a combination of the 
words may, “young deer,” and ha’, “water” (Figure 1.3).14 The people of 
the region were ah maya, “one who is from Maya.” In the centuries before 
the Spanish invasion, the large, fortified capital of this northern region 
was Mayapan, the “Wall (Fortress) of Maya.” During the turmoil of the 
colonial era, Spanish speakers began to use “Maya” in a broader sense, as 
a collective term for native inhabitants and for the language they spoke, 
known today as Yucatec (originally maya t’an, “the language of Maya”). In 

all these cases, Maya still referred to the place, 
people, and language of the northern regions, 
never to regions to the south or to the speakers 
of closely related languages. All of this changed 
in the nineteenth century. As scholars began 
to study the “Maya language” of  Yucatán, they 
saw that it was clearly related to those spoken 
in highland Guatemala and Chiapas. Classed 
together, they all came to be known collectively 
as the “Maya-Quiche stock” and eventually as 
“Mayan languages.” Archaeology began to come 

FIGURE 1.3. Possible 
hieroglyph of the re-
gional place name Maya’ 
(MAY-HA’). Drawing 
by the author.
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of age in the late nineteenth century, too, and the related peoples of 
the ancient landscape quickly fell under the same “Maya” label, even 
at distant sites such as Palenque and Copan, whose local Indigenous 
inhabitants had never even heard the term. Noting in 1895 that the an-
cient inscriptions from Copan, Palenque, and Chichen Itza were the 
same, J. T. Goodman was among the first to apply the word “Maya” in a 
collective sense to all the ancient monuments, employing, as he put it, 
“a broad racial appellation.”15

Out of necessity, archaeologists soon adopted the broader cultural 
label, and by the early twentieth century, “Maya” was used to refer to the 
ancient civilization in a larger sense. This also solidified the once radical 
idea that the ancient ruins were built by the ancestors of the region’s In-
digenous inhabitants. Still, the name reflects the inescapable bias toward 
the region and people of Yucatán, the place once called Maya in the early 
days of research. It was there, as Stephens saw, that the ties between 
history and ancient remains were most evident, where the language was 
most strongly documented. As a result, all related languages have long 
been grouped together as the “Mayan” family. In only recent years, many 
speakers of Mayan languages both in and outside Yucatán have adopted 
this collective sense of identity, identifying themselves too as “Maya.”

The Maya region is a large and varied landscape surrounded by seas 
and mountains. It encompasses the Yucatán Peninsula and areas south, 
crossing the borders of what is today eastern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, 
and parts of Honduras and El Salvador. It forms the easternmost part 
of a broad cultural area known as Mesoamerica, home to several differ-
ent but related peoples and civilizations, the names of which may be 
familiar—Olmec, Zapotec, Mixtec, Huastec, Aztec, and so on. The Maya 
closely interacted with many of these diverse groups over the course of 
time, and together they forged several common Mesoamerican tradi-
tions, ideas, and lifeways. Some of these distinctive aspects of culture 
resonate to the present day, given the central role Indigenous life still 
plays throughout the region. The traditional foodways of Mesoamerica, 
for example, form the basis of Mexican cuisine and the language we use 
to refer to it. (“Cacao,” “avocado,” “tomato,” “chili,” and “tamale” are all 
Indigenous Mesoamerican words.) The great variety of ethnicities and 
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languages all relied on maize-based agriculture, which helped give rise to 
very old, shared ideas about cosmology, religion, and the understandings 
about the ways of the world. The earliest Mesoamerican art style, often 
called “Olmec,” developed quickly after 1200 BCE and spread through-
out the region from what is now west Mexico to Honduras, reflecting a 
new and influential religious ideology. The maize god, revealingly, was 
a central theme in its early iconography. Out of this early understanding 
of the cosmos also emerged a calendar system, a divination cycle of 
260 days, shared by all later Mesoamerican peoples, including the Maya 
and the Aztecs. Remarkably, in some remote communities of Mexico and 
Guatemala, this same calendar survived the onslaught of the Spanish 
invasion and is still being used.

The Maya of northern Yucatán were probably the first Mesoamericans 
who Europeans ever saw. They were astounded at the richness of the 
area on their first encounter with it in 1517 (and probably during slightly 
earlier voyages from Cuba and the Caribbean, now lost to history). In 
his gripping first-person memoir, the soldier Bernal Díaz de Castillo, 
who participated in several of these early expeditions along the coast, 
expressed the surprise he and his companions felt at seeing large towns 
with masonry buildings and painted temples. The Maya were also high-
ly organized in their fierce resistance to the strange newcomers. Near 
the town of Champoton, on the west coast of the peninsula, Díaz de 
Castillo recounted a battle where the Maya forces “killed over fifty six 
of our soldiers and wounded all of the rest.”16 It was in another coastal 
settlement where the same expedition, under the leadership of Juan 
de Grijalva, received news of very rich kingdoms far to the west called 
Colhua and México, places that would later be revealed to be the centers 
of Aztec civilization. Back in Cuba, Hernán Cortés heard of tales from 
the survivors of Grijalva’s wounded expedition and quickly started to 
make plans of his own. Cortés later encountered belligerent Maya armies 
in 1519 during his brazen journey westward. He quickly opted to bypass 
many of them as he made his way along the coast and into the interior 
of Mexico. These resistance efforts were a taste of things to come, and 
Yucatán remained an unconquered land for many more decades.

The people who Cortés and Díaz de Castillo encountered on the 
northern coast were speakers of the language we call Yucatec. The 
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southern lowlands, where most of our ancient history plays out, was 
home to other Mayan languages, including another large linguistic sub-
group called Ch’olan, with several varieties. If we imagine a bifurcation 
of the entire peninsula into northern and southern zones, very rough-
ly where the northernmost border of Guatemala now runs east-west, 
Yucatecan speakers generally occupied areas to its north, and Ch’olan 
speakers to its south (see Figure 1.4). As recent research has shown, the 
sounds and grammatical structure encoded in the ancient hieroglyphic 
inscriptions are clearly Ch’olan and closely related to a now-extinct lan-
guage called Ch’olti’, which was once spoken along most of the southern 
edge of the lowlands. Its closest living relative, the Ch’orti’ language, is 
spoken today in the eastern highlands of Guatemala by roughly 20,000 
people and highly endangered. The ancient language we read in the 
glyphs we call “Classic Mayan,” with its own grammatical rules and 

FIGURE 1.4. Map of Yucatán by John Lloyd Stephens, 1843, with “parts said to 
be thinly inhabited.”
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phonological features.17 I find it remarkable and heartening that many 
of the words we read in the ancient inscriptions can still be heard today, 
spoken in the towns, villages, and cities throughout Mexico, Belize, and 
Guatemala.18

THE FIRST BRIDGE

By 1841, after visiting Copan, Palenque, and scores of other ancient sites, 
Stephens was convinced that the ruins must be the handiwork of the 
ancestors of the region’s present-day inhabitants, the Maya. This was 
not the prevailing idea among U.S. and European antiquarians at the 
time, as we have seen. Stephens had good intuition about archaeology, 
however, and to bolster his suspicions, he also sought out as much his-
torical context as he could, especially in northwest Yucatán, where Maya 
populations were large and old documents were still found here and 
there, giving hints of a deeper Indigenous past. He heard of one erudite 
historian living in the capital, Mérida, named Juan Pío Pérez, “the best 
Maya scholar in Yucatán, and…distinguished in the same degree for the 
investigation and study of all matters tending to elucidate the history 
of the ancient Indians.”19 Stephens tracked Pío Pérez down and quickly 
befriended him. Together they pored over many old colonial documents 
written in the Mayan language, which Pío Pérez had carefully collected 
and transcribed. For Stephens, the old writings were a revelation.

Juan Pío Pérez stands out for me as the singular hero of nineteenth-
century Maya research. He was responsible for strengthening what 
tenuous threads existed between ancient and post-invasion Maya his-
tory. Born in 1798 in Mérida, he grew up speaking the Yucatec Mayan 
language, heard everywhere in those days on the quiet streets and 
in refined households of the city. As a young man, he acquired a pas-
sion for politics, in an era of fervent revolution and nationalism. Soon 
he was active in promoting the independence of Yucatán from Mexico, 
and he strove to create a separate political and cultural identity for the 
region, rooted in part in local Maya culture and history and in the study 
of the ancient sites. Pío Pérez pursued his main interest in history and 
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language by seeking out the old manuscripts and documents kept in 
the archives of various small towns, many already centuries old and in 
deteriorating condition. Many of these were written in Yucatec, and 
they included medicinal guides, books of history and prophecy, and 
chronicles that revealed ancient modes of time and timekeeping. Some 
even had faint traces of old hieroglyphic writing, copied and recopied 
over generations. Pío Pérez carefully copied what he could of these pre-
cious records, and by the end of the 1830s, he had made concordances 
among many of them, realizing that many of the native histories de-
rived from a common source, an older record of Yucatec Maya history 
long lost (Figure 1.5). These diverse manuscripts, some copied from an 
earlier prototype, would collectively come to be known as The Books 
of Chilam Balam, named for an obscure native prophet (a chilam) and 
historian who may have lived in the sixteenth century. In these eclectic 
documents, Indigenous scribes, well trained in alphabetic writing, had 
also recorded much of what they could about the old ways and about 
esoteric knowledge while also adapting to a new and fraught world of 
Spanish domination. The books thus reveal a world of changing Maya 
identity, of communities that by the eighteenth century were living and 
negotiating between two worlds.20

In the same years after the conquest, many Spanish friars had begun to 
write down other accounts of native history, as well as documents on the 
language and “idolatry” of the people. Some newly arrived priests were 
fascinated by the esoterica of Maya culture and religion of that time and 
preserved many aspects of language in dictionaries and other writings. 
Pío Pérez eagerly collected some of these sources, and these are the 
documents Stephens saw on his visit to Mérida, leaving him excited and 
intrigued. They revealed not only an Indigenous Maya history but also 
the sense of a deeper past that seemed to vaguely connect to the ruins 
he visited and carefully documented, including the great city of Uxmal.

Progress in these fledgling years of research was far slower than it 
could have been due to a series of unfortunate setbacks. Stephens died 
of malaria in Panama in 1852 at only forty-eight years old. Two years 
later, Catherwood perished at sea in the horrific S.S. Arctic disaster at 
age fifty-five.21 And in 1859, Pío Pérez died, never having published the 
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bulk of his own scholarship. So passed a traumatic seven years for the 
nascent field of Maya studies. Still, the connected legacies of these three 
friends—a New York lawyer, an English artist, and a Yucatecan historian 
and intellectual—established a range of new disciplines in the Maya 
world: archaeology, exploration, linguistics, and historiography. They 
made it clear for all that the Maya had indeed built the ruins at some 
point in the remote past. And it is impossible to overstate Pío Pérez’s 
contribution in presenting a rudimentary working knowledge of the 
ancient calendar, at least as it existed in Yucatán after the invasion. In 
short, the three laid the firm foundations for all serious study of the 

FIGURE 1.5. The last Maya hieroglyphs. Page 79v from the Codex Pérez, an 
1877 copy of a Maya history of Yucatán. The hieroglyphs at right designate a 
sequence of twenty-year k’atun periods (6 Ahau, 4 Ahau, etc.). Courtesy of 
Princeton University Library.
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ancient Maya and their history. Their collective efforts linked an ancient 
civilization to a modern people and therefore represent a first stage in 
bridging the massive gap of knowledge between the present and the 
past. In a real sense, Maya archaeology was born out of their meeting 
in Mérida in 1841.

Pío Pérez and Stephens did not live long enough to see the revelation 
of the most important early source of all, a sixteenth-century compen-
dium of history and cultural facts known as the Relación de las Cosas 
de Yucatán, ascribed to an early Franciscan bishop of Yucatán, Diego de 
Landa. First composed around 1566, it survived only as an incomplete 
and somewhat mangled copy that was found in Madrid in 1862 and pub-
lished soon thereafter.22 Landa’s Relación is full of information about the 
Maya culture of Yucatán at the time of the invasion, including a lengthy 
summary of its Indigenous history, with mentions of rulers and lineages 
who were said to have dwelled in the old cities of Uxmal and Chichen 
Itza. Unlike later generations, Landa and many of his contemporaries 
on the ground in Yucatán could easily acknowledge the historical and 
cultural connection between the native people and the ancient sites. If 
only later chroniclers and historians had known of Landa’s book and of 
his direct assertions that the buildings of Uxmal and elsewhere “were 
built by a race of Indians,” then the ignorance that worked to cement 
the Rupture in historical awareness would surely have been less pro-
nounced. Still, it is significant that even for Landa, the origins of the 
much older, massive ruins at Izamal and still visible in Mérida remained 
truly mysterious, “so old,” as Landa states, “that there is no memory of 
their founders.” Today we know that Izamal’s pyramids date to the Late 
Preclassic and Early Classic periods, constructed nearly fifteen centu-
ries before Landa wrote these words. Even at the time of the conquest, 
breaks with the deeper layers of the Maya past were evident.23

A gap existed in geography as well. At the time of Stephens’s journeys, 
large areas to the south of Yucatán and Campeche remained in dense 
forest and were “said to be thinly inhabited,” as he noted in his own map 
of 1843 (see Figure 1.4). Only the regions around Mérida and Campeche 
are shown as densely populated. Earlier maps similarly depict the interior 
of the Yucatán Peninsula as empty terrain, despoblado (“depopulated”), or 
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else represent the lower peninsula as strangely compressed and reduced 
in area. The skewed emptiness of interior Yucatán and northern Guate-
mala reflects the ignorance among the cartographers of those times, but 
I suspect it also points to an important underlying truth: that, over the 
centuries, the region had experienced a vast demographic displacement. 
This was probably the result of a protracted series of changes, beginning 
with the political collapses of the ninth century, followed by social and 
political reshufflings of the Postclassic period and then in turn by two 
and a half centuries of Spanish rule. By 1600 or 1700, the only inhabitants 
of the forested interior lived in small villages or in scattered fortified ham-
lets, clustered near the few rivers and lakes. These Maya were intention-
ally far from colonial or Mexican control, and they were ready to pick up 
and move farther into the selva at a moment’s notice.24

Less than a thousand years earlier, this sparsely inhabited region 
had been the population center of the Maya world, replete with cities, 
towns, hamlets, agricultural fields, and roadways. The very middle of the 
Yucatán peninsula, what we call the Peten region, was once home to 
scores of ancient kingdoms and regal courts, including many that feature 
prominently throughout our newly reconstructed narratives of dynastic 
history. Stephens, Catherwood, and other explorers of the mid-1800s 
had naturally focused their attention on the more populated zones of 
the Maya area, in what is now Honduras, Chiapas, and northern Yu-
catán, completely unaware of many ancient cities that remained still 
out of reach within the expansive forest, where water was often scarce. 
They had heard rumors of other lost cities, but their limited time and 
exhaustion after two long years of arduous travel made further explo-
ration impractical (not to mention the already overwhelming amount 
new information they had in hand). It is remarkable to think that these 
men who laid the foundations for Maya archaeology never even knew 
the existence of many places that proved to be key players in the narrative 
arc of Maya history—sites such as Tikal, Calakmul, Dzibanche, Naranjo, 
Caracol, and El Mirador. These would be found and explored years later 
in the nearly unpopulated areas of the Peten. If nothing else, this stark 
contrast in the history of population settlement within the Maya area 
points to the long-term movement of people in the deeper past.
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It would be natural to ascribe this depopulation of the ancient Maya 
heartland to the brutalities that defined the colonial era. After all, dis-
eases such as smallpox wiped out whole communities in the centuries 
immediately following the conquest of central Mexico, Yucatán, and 
Guatemala. But the profound effect of epidemic disease was never 
the whole story. In fact, big changes had already occurred in the Maya 
landscape long before Spanish ships ever appeared on the eastern 
horizon. Archaeological surveys demonstrate that the Peten region and 
the adjacent central areas of the peninsula experienced drastic demo-
graphic losses at the end of the Classic period, some six centuries earlier. 
As disruptive as the colonial experience was, Maya demography was 
never very stable to begin with, and people had been on the move a 
very long time, leaving large areas of the region far emptier than they 
once were. The historian Nancy Farriss, writing about the high degree 
of mobility of people in the colonial era, noted how “the lowland Maya 
seem to have been uncommonly restless for a people described as sed-
entary.” As we will see, I suspect that this is not just a pattern of the later 
colonial era but a broader trend in Maya demography. It might even 
be seen as a strategy of adaptation that goes back thousands of years. 
In this scenario, settlements and even cities were not very permanent 
solutions to human life, resource exploitation, or political power.25 The 
movements around 800 or 900 CE were instrumental in forming the 
Rupture of history I describe. In moving away, many Maya after the 
Classic period also lost core aspects of elite historical memory, putting 
some distance between themselves and an ancient history that, after a 
few generations, apparently held little relevance.

In this way, we see how “the Rupture” in history was made up of 
numerous smaller rifts and losses of knowledge, spread out over many 
centuries. The collapse and abandonment of many Late Preclassic cities 
around 100 CE were surely a significant disruption. So also was the break 
at the end of the Classic period a thousand years later, setting in motion a 
more systemic “collapse” of history. The Postclassic world that emerged 
after 900 CE had its own complex dynamics, emphasizing a new wave of 
foreign elites and their different symbols of royal power. Even though 
more recent, the history of people and events from 900 to 1500 is far 
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less visible to us than what came before, known only from fragmented 
histories written after the conquest.

Did people of that time retain memories of the previous Classic 
world or keep written records of that ancient history? It is difficult to 
know, especially since the hieroglyphic books that contained history 
were tossed or else actively sought out and destroyed (see Plate 2). His-
torical books were seen in the years following the invasion, as Spanish 
chroniclers make clear. Pedro Sánchez de Aguilar stated that “in these 
(books) they painted in colors the count of their years, the wars, the 
epidemics, hurricanes, inundations, famines and other events.” A few 
Spanish friars in Yucatán even learned the ancient hieroglyphs. One 
oidor (judge) in Yucatán named Tomás López Medel noted: “A kind of 
letters of characters which the inhabitants of this province (of Yucatán) 
use were taught to me. They draw in arabesques and by means of them 
they set down their affairs and their histories.”26 Bishop Landa wrote his 
now-famous description of old books he found in 1562, during his inqui-
sition at the newly founded Franciscan mission at the town of Mani, the 
seat of the Maya rulers who had allied themselves with the new foreign-
ers in the recent conquest of Yucatán: “These people also make use of 
certain characters or letters, with which they wrote in their books their 
ancient matters and their sciences, and by these and by drawings and 
by certain signs in these drawings they understood their affairs and 
made others understand and taught them. We found a large number of 
these books in these characters and, as they contained nothing in which 
there was not to be seen superstition and lies of the devil, we burned them 
all, which they regretted to an amazing degree and which caused them 
great affliction.”27 Landa’s characterization of old books used in science 
and in teaching is enticing, giving a valuable hint of what once existed. 
His account is also horrific in its dismissive, matter-of-fact statement of 
their quick destruction. Were these books of truly ancient history? All 
we can say for certain is that the narratives of the Maya past that survived 
the early colonial era go back only so far. To my eye, they say nothing of 
the glories of the Classic period.

Much later in the colonial era, this break in historical knowledge led 
to more cultural isolation and exploitation for the Maya. The disconnec-
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tion from ancient, historical narratives served the interests of Enlight-
enment politicians and intellectuals who strove to erase or assimilate 
Indigenous language and culture in all its aspects, even centuries after 
the invasion. It is not difficult to connect several modern misconceptions 
to these old tropes, including the widespread popular idea that ancient 
ruins must have been built with the aid of outsiders and not by ambi-
tious and creative people. Even prominent scholars in the early days of 
Maya research, such as Sir J. Eric S. Thompson, referred to the ancient 
Maya as “a strange people which unaccountably had disappeared from 
the stage of history.”28 It is little wonder then that the Maya came to 
be constantly exoticized and made remote, a quintessentially “mysteri-
ous” and unknowable people of the ancient world. This idea has been 
reinforced time and time again in books, films, and other popular media, 
up to the present day.

ARCHAEOLOGY BEGINS

Maya archaeology emerged in the later decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury, picking up where Pío Pérez and Stephens left off. Those early years 
were concerned mostly with a basic, straightforward question: Just how 
old were the ruins at Copan, Palenque, and Chichen Itza, if they were 
indeed Maya in origin? One early explorer who helped answer this was 
Alfred Maudslay, an Englishman who was intent on documenting the 
pyramids and sculptures seen by Stephens and Catherwood. Maudslay 
came to his task in the 1880s with an exciting new technology—the glass 
plate camera—as well as a knowledge of how to make molds of ancient 
sculptures. These he used to make plaster casts back in England (an early 
kind of “3D printing”). During several expeditions, he undertook care-
ful, scientific surveys and records of everything he saw (Figure 1.6). Still, 
he wondered why many of the ancient cities were utterly absent from 
the early written histories that the Spanish had made of the same region. 
The implication is that they must have already been long abandoned, 
unknown to the various Spanish missionaries and soldiers (including 
Cortés himself) who traveled nearby. As Maudslay logically concluded, 
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“Although it is not yet possible to trace the various stages which must 
have marked the evolution of the art which culminated in Copan and 
Palenque, it is not difficult to show that a great gap exists between the 
remains of those centres of ancient culture and the ruins of towns known 
to have been inhabited at the time of the Spanish invasion.” Maudslay 
made the simple but important observation that Palenque, Copan, and 
other great ruins were already old, lost to history even by the sixteenth 
century. While recognizing the sites as belonging to a broader Maya 
tradition, Maudslay had started to get a sense of the Rupture I have 
described—the marked distance and loss between the Classic period 
and the Spanish arrival.29

It was in the decades before the decipherment that various writers 
filled the historical void by crafting at times bizarre, even cringe-worthy 
narratives about Maya civilization. One idea that took hold in those years 
was that the ancient monuments were only records of arcane calendrics 

FIGURE 1.6. A view of Tikal’s Central Plaza in 1882, by Alfred P. Maudslay.  
© The Trustees of the British Museum.
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and astronomy and bore no written history at all. Even Maudslay, writing 
in 1899, remarked on the quantity of calendrical records in the texts of 
Palenque and Copan, suggesting that “it was more than doubtful if the 
inscriptions when fully deciphered will yield us much direct information 
of a historical nature.” This opinion, so wrongheaded in retrospect, was 
influential and held firm within Maya studies for decades. In 1940, the 
most prominent Maya archaeologist of the day, Sylvanus Morley, assert-
ed that “the ancient Maya indubitably recorded their history but not in 
the stone inscriptions.”30 To him the ancient texts “deal exclusively with 
the counting of time in one way or another.”31 At the end of his remark-
able career as a field archaeologist and promoter of Maya studies, Morley 
penned a book called The Ancient Maya, one of the very first general 
works on the civilization and one that vividly bridged the ancient sites 
and the modern people—in my view, the work’s most important legacy. 
Of course, Morley has absolutely no inkling of the historical narratives 
we will be looking at throughout this book.

Nor did the great Mayanist scholar J. Eric S. Thompson, who trained 
as an archaeologist and developed an intense interest in hieroglyphs. In 
1954, he produced his landmark work, The Rise and Fall of Maya Civili-
zation, one of the first wide-ranging narratives on the subject.32 In the 
years leading up to Thompson’s book, discoveries of “lost” Maya cities 
in the dense jungles of the region had captured the popular imagina-
tion, and Rise and Fall provided one of the few accessible treatments 
of an exciting and quickly changing subject. In fact, his Rise and Fall 
appeared at a truly pivotal time in Maya studies, at a transition from 
one conceptual paradigm to another. Before the early 1950s, the ancient 
Maya were very much romanticized as a culture, idealized by Thompson 
and other writers as quintessential noble savages living in remote cities 
in the jungle. Their impersonal rulers and priests were thought to have 
been more interested in esoteric knowledge than the concerns of the real 
world. The common people were largely ignored due to their relative 
inconspicuousness among the towering temple-pyramids and palaces 
of ruins such as Tikal and Copan. They were a culture that eked out a 
fragile existence in the unforgiving rainforest, building cities and refined 
monuments, but who would disappear into oblivion.
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Thompson seemed even more adamant is his view of the Maya as 
a peaceful people, bent toward intellectual pursuits and unconcerned 
with their own history. Much like his friend Morley, he flatly denied 
any presence of written history: “These texts, to the best of our knowl-
edge, contain no glorification of ruler or recital of conquest, such as are 
customary on the monuments of other peoples. Instead, they are an 
impersonal record of steps in the search for the truth, as the Maya saw 
it, that is the whole philosophy of time with its interlocking cycles of 
divine influences.”33 Thompson and some of his contemporaries were 
wrong in such characterizations, yet they still exerted a profound influ-
ence and helped give rise to a popular myth that Maya elites (and, by 
extension, the culture overall) were somehow different or exotic. The 
ancient Maya soon became characterized as odd stargazers, obsessed 
with the mechanics of time’s passage, with little interest or engagement 
in worldly affairs. Based on these preconceptions, the supposed disap-
pearance of the ancient Maya seemed fitting, in a way, seen as a sign of 
some inability to adapt in the face of external pressures or as an indica-
tion of their essential otherness. At least by the early twentieth century, 
the ancient inhabitants of Copan and Palenque were finally recognized 
by all as ancestors of the living Maya. Still, despite Morley’s and Thomp-
son’s brilliant contributions and scholarly erudition, they dismissed the 
very existence of an ancient history for the Maya, and in this regard their 
outlook was not too far removed from the “blank slate” that confront-
ed the first explorers of the Maya world a century earlier. The Rupture 
remained. Still, there were indications of great changes on the horizon. 
In one ironic twist, Thompson published his Rise and Fall in 1954, just 
when a revolution was brewing in our awareness of the ancient Maya, 
brought on eventually by the decipherment of the hieroglyphs.34 The 
Rupture was being mended at long last.
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