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unrise. The eastern horizon glows mauve. The 
forest slowly surfaces upon an ocean of mist, 
the upper branches of the canopy stretching 

their fingers through an indistinct purple-tinged 
swell. To the east, two limestone islands begin to 
appear, the structures’ pyramidal sides becoming 
more distinct as the minutes pass. The forest is alive 
with birds, squawking and crying as the sky to the 
east turns amber, until, finally, the sun appears 
above the thin ribbon of cloud that slumbers  
on the horizon.

I’m perched on the second-tallest ancient 
structure in the Americas, the 46-metre-high Temple 
IV at Tikal in northwestern Guatemala. Here, during 
a brief flourishing that shone most brightly during 
the eighth and ninth centuries, the Maya reached 
one of their apogees, building a series of temples, 
acropolises, courts and palaces that continue to 
reveal the sophistication of their civilisation. 

I clamber down the temple’s side over fig roots  
as thick as my thigh and walk southeast through  
the forest to Temple VI. A gang of spider monkeys 
crashes through the canopy above, making far more 
noise than their skinny frames would appear capable 
of. As quickly as they appeared, they move on, 
searching for fruit in the cool morning air. 

Top right: the volcanic, 

mountainous landscapes 

of the Guatemalan 

highlands are some of 

the most evocative 

along the Ruta Maya; 

Above right: the rising 

sun breaks through the 

forest surrounding 

Temple V at Tikal, 

Guatemala’s foremost 

Maya ruin; Opposite: 

Tikal’s Temple III rises 

out of a sea of dawn 

mist. This 55-metre-tall 

temple dates back to 

the beginning of the 

ninth century

We reach the temple and climb its steep steps, 
slowly rising above the canopy of the surrounding 
jungle. We’re the only tourists there, and sit in 
silent contemplation, gazing out as the morning 
light throws Temple IV’s combed roof into  
sharp, glowing relief. Taller trees loom out of  
the diaphanous haze, their branches and trunks 
mobbed by lichens and mosses. Gradually, the 
jungle around us becomes ever-clearer, its echoes 
and cries wafting up to our perch, surely one of  
the world’s greatest canopy towers.

The greatest of the great
Tikal, rediscovered in 1848 by a Guatemalan 
expedition and extensively excavated by Alfred 
Maudslay in 1881, is among the greatest of all  
the ruins left behind by the Maya. Certainly, its 
location in the jungles of lowland Guatemala and 
its impressive temples make it a site that no traveller 
should miss on a tour of the ‘Ruta Maya’, or the 
Maya Route, as the sites of ancient Mesoamerica 
have become known. The route covers the Yucután 
Peninsula and Chiapas in Mexico, Guatemala, El 
Salvador, Belize and Honduras, taking in both the 
vestigial and contemporary culture of the Maya. 
The wonders of these regions only came to the 
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At its height, the Maya civilisation 
encompassed numerous city-states housing 

as many as ten million people. Then, it 
suddenly and mysteriously collapsed. 

Dominic Hamilton sets out along the 
popular Ruta Maya to sample its spectacular 
archaeological legacy and finds an ancient 

culture that is still very much alive

Living  
Mayans
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attention of the world with the epic expeditions 
between 1839 and 1842 of John L Stephens and 
Frederick Catherwood. The latter’s lithographs of the 
ruins of Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, Copán and Palenque 
were published throughout Europe and North 
America. The route as such, however, is a relatively 
recent phenomenon, with visitors scared away from 
Guatemala by its civil strife until well into the 1980s. 
It’s making up for lost time, however, with growing 
numbers of visitors visiting the sites of the Maya 
from all corners of Mexico, Belize and Guatemala. 

Of all the American continent’s great civilisations, 
the Maya are often regarded as the greatest. Classic 
Maya society blossomed between 200 BC and 900 
AD as a series of more than 50 city-states ruled by 
living gods. The states developed through trade, 
religion and statecraft, leaving behind a legacy  
of beautiful artwork in clay, stone and jade, and 
stunning monumental architecture imprinted  
with intricate hieroglyphic texts that are only just 
beginning to be deciphered. Such a bequest would 
be enough to satisfy even the most curious, but in 
the case of the Maya, there’s more. Their city-states, 
which are thought to have encompassed as many  
as ten million people, collapsed in around AD 900. 
Virtually from one day to the next, they ceased to be 
inhabited, and many have since been engulfed by 
their jungle environments. No-one is sure why.  
The most plausible reason, corroborated by recent 
research at Copán in Honduras, indicates that over-
population and environmental disaster were to 
blame. A warning to modern humanity, perhaps.

Dawn of the Sixth Sun
Across the border in Mexico, the ruins of Palenque, 
which share an equally enchanting forest setting as 
Tikal, are many people’s favourite stop on the Ruta 
Maya – in fact, one visitor, the Count de Waldeck, 
liked them so much that he lived on top of one of 
the temples for two years in the mid-19th century. 

And it was at Palenque that one of the most 
important finds in Mayan archaeology was made. 
The city’s greatest ruler was Pacal (Shield), born in 
603 AD. During his reign, Palenque expanded to 

dominate its neighbouring city-states, and Pacal 
celebrated his success with the beautiful Temple of 
Inscriptions. It wasn’t until 1952 and the work of 
archaeologist Alberto Ruz Lhuillier that anyone 
realised that the building was also his mausoleum. 
The impressive cross-vaulted burial chamber, some 
six metres high, has endured the centuries without a 
crack, housing the sarcophagus of the great king. Its 
carved lid was made famous by Erick von Däniken’s 
theory that it represents a spaceman shooting off in 
a rocket with a ‘control panel’ above his head. The 
control panel is, in fact, a Maya cruciform world-
tree, and Pacal isn’t shooting anywhere: he’s falling 
helplessly into the underworld’s gruesome jaws. 

The tomb’s skeleton and jade mask have been 
moved to Mexico City, but the lid remains, as do  
the inscriptions Pacal left behind. Here one finds  
the longest text of any Maya monument. It records 
reigns, rulers and astronomical events, but also 
demonstrates the Maya’s prowess and near-obsession 
with their calendar and the inter-relationship of 
dates – past, present and future. A series of glyphs 
projects into the future to the date 4772 AD. 
Although this sounds impressive for a civilisation 
that mapped the stars with just their eyes and went 
into battle with slingshots and clubs, a stella in Tikal 
pinpoints a date five million years in the past. 

South of Palenque lies one of the most attractive 
colonial Spanish towns in all the Americas, San 
Cristóbal de las Casas. Its beauty alone hasn’t 
brought it world attention, however. It was here,  
on 1 January 1994, that the Zapatistas (the Ejército 
Zapatista de Liberación Nacional) stormed and 
briefly controlled the town of nearly 300,000 
inhabitants. The date of the Zapatista uprising was 
significant in both the Gregorian and Mayan 
calendars – 1994 ushered into effect the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) between 
Mexico, Canada and the USA. The agreement was 
strongly opposed by many sections of Mexican 
society, particularly its impoverished indigenous 
populations. But, according to the Maya calendar, 
the date also marked the dawning of the Sixth Sun 
over Chiapas, which the prophecies said would 
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Far left: at its height, towards the end of the first 

millennium AD, the city-state of Copán in Honduras, 

was home to around 18,000 people; Centre left: detail 

of a statue at Copán, thought to represent a wind deity; 

Left: young Maya girls sell oranges in front of the 

church of Xunil in the Guatemalan highlands; Below: 

this mural at San Bartolo, Guatemala, discovered in 

2002, is the earliest-known example of Maya art

Visual history
Archaeologists have barely even begun to scratch the surface 

of the Maya’s rich legacy and the Mesoamerican jungles are 

littered with unexcavated sites. In 2002, William Saturno of the 

University of New Hampshire reported the discovery of a site 

in northeastern Guatemala called San Bartolo. Attempting  

to escape the hot sun during an exploratory expedition, he 

entered an old tunnel that had been dug by looters. The 

tunnel led to an ancient room, part of a small building 

attached to a large pyramid. Shining his torch around the 

room, Saturno was stunned to see a superbly preserved  

mural – the earliest example of Maya art ever found. 

“It could have been painted yesterday,” Saturno said in a 

briefing in December last year to publicise the work. “Before 

the excavation of the vividly painted mural, there was scant 

evidence of the existence of early Maya kings or of their use  

of elaborate art and writing to establish their right to rule.” 

The painting depicts the birth of the cosmos and the divine 

right of a king – the son of the corn god, patron of kings, floats 

with a pair of birds tied to his woven hunting basket, letting 

blood and offering a sacrificed turkey before one of five 

cosmic trees. 

At another nearby site, archaeologists led by Guatemalan 

Monica Pellecer Alecio unearthed the oldest-known Maya 

royal burial, from around 150 BC. Excavating beneath a small 

pyramid, the team found a burial complex that included 

ceramic vessels and the bones of a man, with a jade plaque – 

the symbol of Maya royalty – on his chest.
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illuminate the time of renewal, where the people 
will “rise up from the hills like corn” and, according 
to another prophecy, unite with the peoples of the 
world to start a new era.

Wishful thinking or not, it’s significant that a 
20th-century rebellion in Mexico should still be 
entwined with a calendar that marks the beginning 
of the present era in 3,114 BC. As the Nobel Peace 
Prize-winning Guatemalan Maya activist Rigoberto 
Menchú Tum has said: “We are not myths of the 
past, ruins in the jungle or zoos. We are people,  
and we want to be respected, not to be victims of 
intolerance and racism.” The Maya, whether in the 
Zapatista struggle, the hundreds of shrines to ‘saints’ 
or sacred places, or in the dozens of organisations 
that work to improve their rights and conditions 
across Mesoamerica, are alive and kicking. And 
nowhere more so than in the highlands of 
southeastern Mexico and northwestern Guatemala.

Vibrant culture
It’s thought that at least half of Guatemala’s 11.2 
million people are indigenous. In the highlands  
that stretch between the capital, Guatemala City,  
the country’s second city, Quetzaltenango, and  
the Mexican border, the proportion is far higher, 
composed of the four largest Mayan groups: the 
K’iche, Mam, Q’eqchi’ and Kaqchiquel. 

Amid the hills and volcanoes of the highlands, 
towns nestle in valleys, slumped in siesta until their 
market day arrives and all hell breaks loose. There 
are huge inequalities in land tenure in Guatemala, 
and since the best arable land is in the hands of 
agribusiness and large landowners, the highland 
Maya cultivate every nook and cranny, only giving 
up when the gradients become impossible. The fruit 
of their toils is brought to market once or twice a 
week, where they buy, sell, haggle, eat, drink, gossip 
and go to church. Although some of these markets, 
such as the one in Chichicastenango, have partly 
metamorphosed into tourist attractions, many 
haven’t changed in hundreds of years. 

The profusion of people and produce at the 
vertically arranged town of San Francisco El Alto, 

close to Quetzaltenango, is bewildering. Every street 
is clogged; everyone pushes and shoves and elbows 
their way to their destinations. Junctions would 
benefit from pedestrian traffic lights. Winding up 
through the streets, sidestepping bags of brightly 
malevolent chillies and stalls selling everything  
from multi-coloured string to legumes and lengths 
of woven cloth, one emerges at the top of the town 
into an open plaza. Here, the first row of stalls  
is dedicated to ‘modern appliances’ – which 
encompasses everything from hand-powered Singer 
sewing machines to the latest in DVD-karaoke 
equipment – while the rest of the square is taken  
up with a cacophony of livestock. 

In the neighbouring town of Totonicapán, the 

Above left: the Ruta 

Maya also boasts 

numerous examples  

of Spanish colonial 

architecture, such as 

the Arch of Santa 

Catalina in Antigua,  

the former capital  

of Guatemala;  

Above: open markets 

are a common sight 

thoughout the villages 

of the Mayan world
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women carry their week’s shopping balanced in 
baskets on their heads as they knit-one, pearl-one 
along the bustling streets. The colours of their huipil 
skirts and fl ouncy embroidered blouses dance amid 
the goods and foodstuffs, confounding the European 
eye with their carefree fuchsias, crimsons, scarlets, 
purples, limes and blues. 

The Guatemalan Maya have suffered horrendously 
over the past few decades, caught between leftist 
guerrillas and right-wing governments. It’s thought 
that as many as 200,000 refugees fl ed the country 
during the 1980s and ’90s, and some 100,000 
political murders have been recorded since the 
US-backed military coup of 1952. Identity and race 
don’t fi t into Marxist dialectic pigeonholes, while 
cultural diversity is too often regarded in Latin 
America as a hindrance to national unity. In 
Guatemala, it was regarded as subversive. Since the 
peace accords of 1996, conditions have improved, 
but it remains to be seen if the country’s elite – the 
top 20 per cent earn 30 times as much as the bottom 
20 per cent – will allow Guatemala’s Maya to enjoy 
the rights, land, health care and education to which 
they are entitled. 

If the vitality of a culture can be measured by 
its people’s dress, then here in the Guatemalan 
highlands, the people are testament to the Maya’s 
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As it lies within the tropics, the Ruta 

Maya doesn’t show marked seasonal 

diff erences in temperature, with 

daily maximums typically hovering 

between the high 20s and low 30s. 

The rainy season runs from May to 

October, but even then, days are 

usually sunny, the rain often confi ned 

to a brief afternoon downpour. The 

main tourist season, when hotel 

prices tend to rise,  runs from mid-

December to March. 

Don’t miss 
There are traditional fi estas taking 

place in some corner of the region 

almost every day and it’s well worth 

making a detour to experience one. 

Alternatively, you can simply visit one 

of the vibrant markets in towns such 

as Chichicastenango or San Francisco 

el Alto. And if you get tired of touring 

the ruins, you can go in search of 

exotic wildlife at the Cockscomb Basin 

Wildlife Preserve in Belize, home to 

the world’s highest density of jaguars, 

RUTA MAYA
or go diving on the country’s 

extensive barrier reef.

How to get there
Tim Best Travel off ers a range of 

excursions to Latin America, including 

an 11-day trip that takes in Maya 

civilisation, past and present, for 

£1,725 per person, based on two 

sharing. Flights, accommodation, 

transfers and tours are all included. 

For further information, call 020 7591 

0300, email info@timbesttravel.com 

or visit www.timbesttravel.com.

remarkable capacity for adaptation. Despite the fact 
that their grand civilisation had fallen by the 11th 
century, despite more than 500 years of colonisation 
and repression, and despite the tangible effects of 
globalisation (coffee is an important cash-crop in 
the highlands), the Maya have survived.

In Quetzaltenango, I shared a table with a 
teenage girl dressed in a traditional huipil and white 
blouse in Pollo Campero – the Latin American 
equivalent of KFC. As I munched on a drumstick, 
her mobile phone rang. She answered it, and spent 
the next ten minutes gossiping about I have no 
idea what in K’iche Mayan. 

Above: Copán’s carved stellae are among the fi nest in 

the Maya world; Above right: unexcavated ruins are 

scattered throughout the jungles of the Ruta Maya
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