Visit to Mayan Ruins: Part One- Mexico — DebajyotiAichbhaumik

M aya in Bengali and Sanskrit means ‘affection’ afidsion’ besides many other meanings,

but | don’t know if Maya American Indian’s name hasy connection to that Sanskrit word or
not. However there probably is a mystic and rontaatiraction to that name to us Bengalis, at
least, to me it was like that. For that strangesoed fell in love with the Mayan civilization and
started reading a lot about them to satisfy my asity. Considering reading never is a
substitution for visual experience | visited a Brumber of Mayan archeological sites between
2003 and 2008. Just walking through those ruinsprayst those huge impressive structures
which were so skillfully constructed and functidgdhid out was an awe-inspiring experience.
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Mayans lived mostly in the southern part of Mexamd in five countries in Central America.
Their settlements were spread out over severakgplacthe southern part of Mexico and also in
almost all countries in Central America, except tadRica and
Panama.

Mexico being a more developed country, travelingreh even in
its remote areas was not that difficult. Howevearing from one
place to another in Central America was a differstatry; the
narrow and poorly maintained roads there made liraye
sometimes little bit challenging. Added to thosel lveads was
the frequent need to cross international borderd passing
through each country’s immigration and customs fdities.

Though they never created any serious problemsugorgoing
through each country’s exit and entrance procedusze most of
the time quite tedious.

These seven Central American countries being coodig in a
narrow strip of land and sandwiched between twd eesans have a strong tie with one another.
Spanish language is one of the strongest bondemegits that tie six of the seven countries of
Central America together and also with Mexico. Bt is Belize, due to a long period of
British occupation they became an English-speakimgntry. However the strongest unifying
force is their Mayan cultural heritage. For thaasen alone English-speaking Belize leaves its
language barrier aside and easily shares the conmterests with the other six countries.

Between Mexico City in the mid-part of Mexico andxXla Gutiarrez in the extreme south, we
had seen a large number of Mayan archeologica. dtach one of them is unique and silently
tells their individual stories. They all show usatlta great culture it was and how wonderfully
creative these Mayan people were in the fieldc@nee, arts, engineering and architecture.

It is difficult to compare any two of the ruins bfayan kingdoms and to say one is better than
the other, yet Palenque has been always my favdriies ruin is surrounded by so much of
natural beauty that visitors fall in love with tlaenbiance immediately on entering the site.
However Tikal in Guatemala or Copan in Hondurasasless impressive — in fact, as | have
mentioned before, each of these ruins stands autigse.
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Palengue is located in a deep rain forest withvarrflowing close to the ruins and there are
beautiful water falls not too far from there. Sumded by plush vegetation, hills and river,

Palenque sits there like a jewel in a crown. Ibabows the marvelous achievements of the
group of Mayan Indians who lived here. The buildimgnd other constructions there: Aqueducts,
surface and underground drainage systems and ilbestm each house are examples of their
remarkable engineering skill, show their public Itleaawareness and also a sophisticated
technical know-how to build them.

We came to Palenque after visiting several otheyavlaarcheological sites in Yucatan area of
Mexico - Tulum, Cobe, Chichen Itza, Uxmal (pronoethi@®oshmal) and Oaxaca’s (pronounced
Oahaka) Monte Alban. They all have their distindifferent characters. One small thing | could
not resist to mention here: Knowing that we areadnddmericans, our guide, a person of Mayan
origin at Monte Alban boasted about working as guid Mrs. Indira Gandhi when she visited
this Mayan ruin many, many years ago.

This group of Mayan people utilized the sea-shore
location to achieve both beauty and functionali.
location is unbelievably attractive and becomesden as
soon as one arrives at the entrance of that sdestarts
walking towards center of the complex - a visuania
starts unveiling, showing how skillfully the peoplo
lived here had created a practical and useful foty
international trading. They created a place peffiecthe
purpose and at the same time it blended harmoryiousl
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with the surrounding nature.

Visual experience in Cobe is complete
different. This particular group of Mayag=§t
people located their settlement deep insigs
a forest, each structure surrounded byg
cluster of tall trees and far apart from ea
other. This layout appears to be more &
the purpose of defense then anything elgs.
The excavated site is huge — it takes a Ig
walk to see the exhibits. We visited Colf®
in the month of June. Though it was juZsessss
the beginning of summer it was alrea;S8 i
very hot. The walking trails have ver
large shade trees all along them yet it Wg
very exhausting to walk from one structu SR
to the other. Fortunately there were cycle rickshatle type | have not seen anywhere else
before. Riding them was a great relief and addethat, they provided the convenience of an
effortless viewing. The rickshaw drivers were worfialy knowledgeable persons who kept us
entertained telling us the history of the placee lkk guide. They were extremely friendly and
were quite cheap for those three or four mile (ideluding a free guide service).
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We visited Chichen ltza next, — we had startedtour from Cancun so a visit to Chichen first
would have been more logical but we did not do thaa specific reason.
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Chichen Itza’s vast size and impressive pyramidglercomplexes reminded us of the Roman
ruins we had seen in Turkey and Libya. With its péam, palaces, residential quarters, sports
arenas and big market areas are some of the readgyn€hichen gets a priority selection from
everybody. We purposely avoided reaching there roealier date because we wanted to be
there on the Zlof June! What's so special abouf2lune? This date was not randomly decided,
it was carefully worked out to spend the whole dayhichen Itza. It was the summer solstice
day and the pyramids here demonstrate an amazirgnasiical achievement of these Mayan
people. The stepped Pyramids have sculptured sicakeisg down from the top of the pyramids
up to the last step close to the ground.

These pyramids were oriented on the ground withhsuc
perfection and the angles of their facades wergrsoisely
calculated and built that, each year, only on thistge days
sunlight creates a shadow of the snake on the dadbe
Pyramids giving an illusion that the snake is gediyu
coming down by the stepped corners of the pyraraius
entering the ground as the sun moves farther widsty
believed that by entering the earth that way, thaké God
fertilized their agricultural fields and gave thamundance of
crops. Isn’t it amazing how Mayans did it! Just gime how highly advanced they were in the
fields of astronomy, mathematics and engineeringhab they could fulfill their thoughts and
beliefs with such accuracy.

There were almost ten thousand people gathered thaybserve that spectacular phenomenon.
The authorities had built some temporary shelteastared all over the huge ground area for the
visitors to wait.
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There was a stage built on the center where a tmgpgof Mayan dancers, musicians and
narrators were continuously performing. These daeel music were specially created by the
local Mayan villagers to entertain the Snake Gaul we, the large group of visitors present on
the site that day had the good luck of being eateetl. But, on that day the Snake God was for
some reason had a bad mood: The sky was overchshene were even little rainfall every now
and then.

We waited for hours but with no luck. Man proposesl God disposes! However, it was not a
total disappointment, thanks to the Mayan villagergshe wonderful show they presented.

The next site on our visit was Uxmal (pronouncedsi®oal), which was also big but not as
spread out as Cobe or Chichen ltza. This site ni®ognded by a large belt of flat agricultural
land clearly showing that these Mayans were depenate agriculture for their livelihood. The
layout of this place is dominated by a huge pyrawiith a beautiful temple on top of it. Around



large courtyards, in front of this temple pyramiéres the groups of residential quarters where
the royalty, priests and the nobles lived.

Uxmal is one of the well-preserved Mayan sites iénd
administration presents a beautiful “Light and S#un
show in the evening. Even with all that extra canel
bonus show this site did not give us the deep and
intimate feeling of the other not-so-well-presenseigs

we had visited later.
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Only a few hours of bus ride from Palenque and wived at ‘San Cristobal de las Casas’, a
small town from which it is easier to visit sometbé Mayan villages where the people are still
continuing with the life style not much influencbyg the Spanish culture. Outwardly they try to
avoid modern day lifestyle but in reality, - hahey really been able to avoid it?

This part of the Yucatan area has not still bedlly favaded by the Spanish speaking people of
Mexico: Mayan people still continue to live in tlagea further inside the forest maintaining their
ancient tradition. They still speak their own laaga, eat their traditional food, wear their
traditional very colorful dresses and of coursentan their ancestral way of life. To get a closer
look at these people we decided to visit at leastaf their villages.

We stayed in the guest house of ‘Na Bolom’.

Na Bolom is a Mexican based non-profit, non-govezntal organization founded in 1951 by the
Danish Archaeologist and explorer Frans Blom amdStviss conservationist and photographer
Gertrude Duby. According to Gertrude:

"We achieved our dream to live in San Cristobal 950
when we bought this house. The main building wak b
in 1891. Aside from its poor state, it was ideal fwr
plans. We wanted to give the house a name and !
remembered Frans' first visit with the Lacandonesjs

which they transformed his name to "Balum" whi@



sounds similar to "Jaguar". In Tzotzil, the Mayadaage of the highlands, "Blom" converts to
"Bolom™ which practically sounds like Frans' lasinme. It was from this that we decided to name
the house “"Na Bolom"

which means "the house of the jaguar”.

Staying in ‘Na Bolom’ for a few days was a
fascinating experience for us. The guesthouse
. has only few rooms and each one is furnished

and decorated with handicrafts and artworks of
different tribes of Maya population around here.
This made the rooms unique and gave the guests
an intimate feeling of the Maya culture. ‘Na
Bolom’ building was spread around two

3 . courtyards full of beautiful flowering plants

mterspersed W|th Mayan sculptures and since allollank walls there also were decorated with
paintings of Mayan theme, you get into an all-enpagssing world of those ancient people.

Besides the guesthouse there were other sectiori
the complex which were used for various otH}&
purposes. A small museum of Mayan artifacts &
paintings occupied one section and another lar
section is reserved for the stay of Mayan villag¢®
who came to San Cristobal from surrounding villac
for various reasons. Some of them came for shopp
some for medical treatment or simply for fun. F
them the cost of stay and food were provided frge
the organization. There was a big dining room wh
the residents of the guest rooms and Mayan villager

had to sit together at dinner time. This was a rtlodting experience for us. Only a few of them
spoke Spanish and we built up a little communicabased on that and obviously had very little
success. Broken language skills on both sides weret much use but through that limited
effort we could build up enough friendship with sowf them. We even learned a few Mayan
words, most of which we have now forgotten but wi# probably never forget ‘in quatech’
which means 'you are my friend!"
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Next day, early in the morning, with a guide froha' Bolom’ we
started out for a daylong tour of Mayan villagesir Quide, Angela
was a Maya girl well educated and lived most of kiferin San
_ Cristobal and has been attached to Na Bolom from Jeey
childhood. Now she works full time for Na Bolom. &p from
working for the villagers as a social service pardor the
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organization one of her other tasks was to wor& ssur guide. She spoke good English, had an
absorbing way of narrating things and best of &k serself was a part of this Mayan
environment.

First she took us to a local Mayan market which whsant and very colorful. She told us not to
buy any of the Mayan products here as there waguacantee that they were hand made locally
(machine made in China? May be, who knows?). "&t\ilage, where we will be going next,
buy things there, you will see them being maderamtf of you. However, we must buy some
candies." When we asked "why?" — she simply saiol) Will see.”

She then rented a van and took us to the villagesli#erent world altogether. The houses were
mostly huts with tin, thatch or tile roofs and vealwere mostly of temporary materials. People
were poor no doubt, but all of them were very filgn It seemed everyone knew our guide
Angela. They were coming forward and exchangingva Wwords with her or greeting her from
their home while we were passing by. We entereglafouses with her and were welcomed by
the ladies of the house — it being middle of thg, daen had all gone out for work. There were
children in each house and we gave them the camdielsought at the market. We met lot of
children on the street and also gave them canldies.any other children anywhere in the world
they were happy and smiled at us and thanked usvanithanked Angela for telling us to buy
candies. In one house the lady was preparing dilonéhe family.
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Angela asked her if we could have a taste
of the freshly cooked typical Mayan food
and of course we would pay her for that.
We all tasted a little of her cooking and It
| was really excellent. | tried to talk with her
< in Spanish if | could get her recipe,

. unfortunately she could not understand
. Spanish and when Angela explained to her
in Maya language she simply smiled,
didn’t give her prized recipe out.

While the men were all gone out on their
8



jobs the women were all working on handicrafts aehving etc. We went around to a few
houses to see how they were making beautiful haftécr artifacts and woven materials and
dresses. We bought a lot of things from each place.
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Angela then told us that we should visit the local
church, now was the time when villagers go to
‘worship’ in the church. We asked her why they
were going to a church — didn’t they have their
own temple? Have Na Bolom and other
missionaries have converted them to Christianity?
Didn’t they have any religion of their own?

In
reply Angela told us, - "All of your questions cha
answered ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. It is complicated. To giv
you a simple answer | can say that during the
Columbian time they lost their own religion to the
missionaries of Christian faith. But the Mayans énav
only accepted Christianity outwardly. They have
found refuge in the idols of mother Mary and
crucified Jesus Christ or the statues of all thatsa
and they worship and pray to them in their own way.
They have not been converted to Christianity; mdtehey have changed and molded the
Christian religious faith into a religion of thawn. She also cautioned us not to take any photos
inside the church. We will hurt their feelings iewlo and they may be very angry as a result of
that. "Please — please — please don't even remmwelgns cap from the camera.” ...We didn't.

When we entered the church we found a completégrdint world there. The hall had no chairs,
benches or tables, instead the whole floor wasreoveith hay and dry grass and the walls had
hundreds of statues. The statues in the altar wemaostly of Jesus and Mother Mary. There
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was no pulpit or any raised platform from whereri@gi can read his sermon or give a lecture.
We saw several groups of family members sittinglanfloor and performing their own rituals.
Hundreds of candles burning and they were the solyce of lighting inside the hall. Beside the
common candles along the walls of the hall eachiljagroup had their own candles around
which they were sitting and had their offeringscbickens, eggs, fruits and vegetables. All of
them were praying or chanting in very low voicettheeated a mystic atmosphere inside the
church.

We came out of the church deeply impressed witinoag feeling of an ancient human race that
in this twenty first century is still holding on tts own culture the people had established with
centuries of profound dedication in spite of ak #dversities they went through for centuries.
How long would they be able to hold on to their glenlife?

The answer to my question was waiting outside tihgah, on the steps of the entrance door.
This great civilization has survived Spanish ineasieffort of the missionaries and many natural
calamities but it is doubtful that it could escapiee greedy and sly techniques of the
multinational corporations. Whatever doubt | hadny mind was confirmed by this sweet little
village girl.

Note: All photos were taken by the author



