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‘Before this eruption (of the Santa María volcano), God came to the world. He was 

the same as an Indian, and wore the clothes of an Indian. He knew the language of 

all the pueblos in the world. One time God met Juan Noq on a road on the side of 

Santa María. Juan Noq thought that God was an ordinary Indian. Juan invited God 

to come see his house, but God knew that he wanted him to come there to work. 

God was smarter than Juan Noq, so he went with him. Inside of the volcano, they 

sat down in al large room and soon Juan called many helpers to come kill God, but 

God was very smart and set fire to the large house.  

 There was a great fire and afterwards God brought a great wind and rain. Fire 

and ashes came out of the top of the mountain. Since then, Juan Noq has not been 

able to repair his house. There is always a fire in the volcano which burns down his 

house as his mozos (spirits of the dead) build it. Juan and God are still enemies and 

they fight for people after death; but God has more power and God is a good friend 

of the Indians.’ (Wagley, 1949: 60)  

 

February 18, 2006: I made my first climb up a volcano. With excitement, I started the five 

hour climb of 4220 metres to the top of the Tajumulco with some fellow anthropology 

friends. During the climb, we met three Maya women climbing to the top. I wondered why 

they climbed the steep path with such worn out shoes. Finally, from the top, the view was 

astonishingly beautiful. Amazed as I was, I spotted a group of around ten Mayans who, in a 

circle, were practicing their rituals and making their prayers on the edge of the crater above 

cloudbanks that slowly moved beneath us like wads of cotton. The clear blue sky together 

with the full burning sun made me feel like I was in heaven. Since that time, many volcano 

trips followed, including some to active volcanoes. On many volcano tops, I encountered 

Mayans who came there to practice their ceremonies. At first, I wondered why they came to 

these high volcano tops and asked myself how they see volcanoes and what role they play in 

their culture and spirituality. I asked myself these questions because in my own imagination, I 

felt I was part of something bigger and it felt different than at lower altitudes. Especially with 

this amazingly powerful view, I imagined that maybe for the Maya, these high places have a 

deeper significance within their worldview. I wondered as well how they perceived active 

volcanoes because it reminded me of a story of a protestant Reverend who had been living for 

several years in Indonesia. He told me that one day, he went to another island from where he 

lived to visit a Muslim community. However, during his visit, one of the island’s volcanoes 

started to erupt and knowing that he was a protestant Reverend, people started to accuse him 
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of disturbing the volcano gods, so that he had to flee the island with his family immediately. I 

asked myself how Mayans today interpret volcanic eruptions and lava flows because I 

wondered if they saw these events as caused by the gods. From this first visit, an idea took 

root that two years later grew into a proposal to do fieldwork in Guatemala again, but this 

time about the sacredness of volcanoes. 

In the many times and places in human history, human beings have ascribed immense 

powers and energies to these often huge and striking objects in the sacred landscape. 

Archaeologists around the world have found evidence that volcanoes played an important role 

in the different cosmovisions of Classic-period societies, and have also traced these motifs 

back in their art. Also, the ancient Olmecs from Mexico used ‘the dark fire-born stone’ to 

carve their sculptures. According to Freidel et.al. the place of creation for the Olmecs was an 

enormous volcano, which is currently called San Martín Pajapán. They believed that the 

arrangement of the earth and sky obviously came to pass on top of this huge volcano, which 

was seen as the ‘source of creative force’ inside their world vision (1993: 132-133). They 

even built a replica of this mountain of creation and encircled it with identically powerful 

cosmic structures in a town today called La Venta. Seen from this perspective, I asked myself 

the question of how today’s Mayans see volcanoes as part of their creation story, which is 

written down in the Pop Wuj, the sacred text from the Maya Ki’Che. I wondered if volcanoes 

still have the same spiritual role as in the ancient Olmecs’ era.  Since the ancient Maya 

civilization inherited a lot of things from these ancient Olmecs, I encountered many 

comparable stories about how they see the creation of the world and what role volcanoes play 

in their cosmovision and spirituality today in my fieldwork on sacred volcanoes and sacred 

places in modern contemporary Guatemala. For Maya in Guatemala, everything in their 

cosmovision and spirituality is related to each other. For volcanoes this means they have a 

special role in the cosmovision as well. I came to know that volcanoes, because of their 

altitude and form, are different from other sacred places. According to many people with 

whom I spoke with, this, however, does not mean they are more special or sacred than other 

places because everything is sacred. Volcanoes are part of the whole and have their specific 

place in it. Like all sacred places, they contain a special cosmic energy and are interrelated 

with the Maya calendar, cosmos and spirituality. Contemporary Maya go to these sacred 

ceremonial places to make sacrifices to the ‘Ajaw’, which in the local Mayan language 

Ki’Che is called God or Lord. Since signing the Peace Accords in 1996, Mayans were 

allowed to make ceremonies again which also meant they were free to visit and maintain 
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sacred places. Since volcanoes are sacred places as well and home to many other sacred 

places and altars, people visited them to make their ceremonies after 1996.  

Guatemala, the country where this research has been conducted, has always been 

afflicted by natural or human violence. Natural violence caused by earthquakes, volcanic 

eruptions and hurricanes have always have always afflicted humans who live in the country’s 

area. All throughout history, many cities were severely damaged by these natural 

phenomenons and had to be rebuilt several times. The last devastating earthquake took place 

in 1976 (Zoon, 2007), and when I conducted my fieldwork in 1996, the country was struck by 

a hurricane half a year before, which especially could be seen around the Lago de Atitlán, 

where mud streams hit many surrounding villages. Besides natural violence, humans have 

always caused violence as well. This was already the case in the classic and post-classic Maya 

periods, where the different groups of Maya, especially during periods of scarcity, clashed 

with each other in a permanent state of war. This was then followed by the Spanish conquest, 

which ruled with iron hands (Zoon, 2007: 8). Since the Spanish invasion, the indigenous 

people of Guatemala have always been treated as inferiors and this has never changed. They 

still face discrimination and comprise the poorest segment of Guatemala’s population. They 

still have difficulties getting access to basic needs and there is a high percentage of illiteracy 

compared with the ‘ladino’  population. According to Zoon, this dichotomy was the 

underlying cause of endless conflict in the area (2007: 9). According to the UNDP (2005: 63), 

the indigenous Maya population of Guatemala makes up about 40% or 4.4 million persons of 

the total of 11.2 million people. The Garífunas represent around 0.4% of the total population 

and the Xincas 0.7%. The rest of Guatemala’s population is classified as Ladino. In the 

country, 22 ethnic Mayan groups are officially recognized.5 The largest four groups, which 

are Ki’Che’, Q’eqchi’, Kaqchikel and Mam, represent around 81% of the total indigenous 

population in Guatemala (2005: 63).     

As already mentioned above, visiting sacred places to make ceremonies was not 

allowed until 1996, when peace was signed between the Guatemalan army and guerrillas. The 

civil war, between the 1960’s and 1990’s, prohibited Guatemalan Maya to practice their 

spirituality. This meant it was prohibited for them to conduct ceremonies, and thus visiting 

sacred places to make their sacrifices. People were forced by the regime to be Catholic, and 

everything that had something to do with being Maya was suppressed and could even lead to 

death. Being Maya was seen as witchcraft and Satanism. In spite of these restrictions, people 

                                                 
5 These Maya groups are: ‘Achi’, Akateko, Awakateko, Ch’orti’, Chuj, Itza, Ixil, Jakalteco, Kaqchikel, K’iche’, Mam, Mopan, Poqomam, 
Poqomchi’, Q’anjob’al, Q’eqchi’, Sakapulteko, Sipakapense, Tektiteko, Tz’utujil, Chachilteko and Uspanteko’ (UNDP, 2005: 63). 
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maintained their ceremonies but in a secretive manner. What I heard was that most people 

made their ceremonies in their homes but strictly secret and hidden. After the war, everything 

changed. In the Peace Accords and the Agreement on Identity and Rights of Indigenous 

People that were signed in 1996, it was stated that all indigenous people of Guatemala have 

the right to practice their spirituality and have the freedom to make ceremonies on sacred 

places. Little by little, people went to sacred places again to make their ceremonies and started 

to revive their cultural and spiritual identity, following the still existing knowledge that left 

their ancestors behind. This revindication of Maya culture and being Maya spread out over 

the whole country and encouraged people to pick up their Maya identities again. The Maya 

movement formed an important part in reviving the Maya culture and spirituality.  

Despite this progress, many people mentioned that they are still discriminated against 

today. What I perceived from interviews with people was that many Catholics see practicing 

Maya spirituality still as witchcraft. Also from the stories, I came to know that discrimination 

exists from the rising radical Evangelical Church, which is strictly against Maya spirituality 

and being Maya, and they can be aggressive towards Maya. What can be seen is that 

contemporary Highland Maya still struggle for respect and are searching more and more for 

their roots of origin, in order to improve their rights within the Guatemalan society.  

All this together lead me to my central research question: how to understand volcanoes 

and other sacred places in relation with the cultural, religious, and spiritual lives of highland 

Maya of Guatemala in the context of contemporary Maya movements and their struggle for 

indigenous and spiritual rights? I chose this question because it is pertinent to the 

contemporary resurgence of Maya in the post-war country where indigenous rights are a new 

phenomenon. To answer this central question, I made use of four research questions, which 

are each sub-divided into sub-questions. My first research question is: who are the 

participating highland Maya in climbing volcanoes and how do they define their spiritual 

identity? With this question, I want to find answer what according to them is Maya spirituality 

and how does it relate with their Maya identity. My second research question is: why do 

contemporary highland Maya go to places they define as sacred? This question explores how 

Ajq’ijab’ see these sacred places, like volcanoes, and what role they play within the Maya 

spirituality. My third research question is: how do contemporary highland Maya bring 

pilgrimage into practice? This question tries to resolve the relation between pilgrimage 

perceived by contemporary Maya and what the literature says about it. Next, the fourth 

question is: how do they practice rituals on volcanoes? This final question addresses the 

importance of practicing rituals and what they mean for them.  
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Almost all people interviewed from February till May 2008 were ethnic Maya Ki’Che’ 

and lived in and around the city called Quetzaltenango, capital of the department 

Quetzaltenango. With 120.000 inhabitants, the city is the second largest of Guatemala and the 

centre of the Ki’Che’ Maya. Most Ki’Che’ city dwellers call the city Xelajú or just Xela, 

which I will explain more later on in Chapter III. Situated in a mountainous area in the 

Western Highlands, two volcanoes called the Santa María (3772 metres) and the active 

Santiaguito (2488 metres) can be found south-west of the city (Zoon, 2007: 21), which I will 

discuss as well in Chapter III.    

To obtain information from people, I made use of the following research methods: 

semi/unstructured interviews; life histories; participant observation; and observation. For the 

most part, I made use of semi/unstructured interviews. I especially interviewed ‘Ajq’ijab’’ 6, 

the spiritual leaders of contemporary Maya, because they were the onces who knew most 

about Maya spirituality and could explain their insights about volcanoes and sacred places. It 

became clear to me that Mayans who were not ‘Ajq’ij’ could tell me certain things but without 

explaining why, which lead to a deficiency of useful information. This was especially the case 

when I visited volcanoes, which was my first choice for a location to gather information but 

this proved to be unsuccessful. For example, when I visited Laguna Chicabal, a sleeping 

volcano with a crater lake in it, several times to observe some Maya ceremonies, I tried to talk 

with some people afterwards. Most of the time, they were very reserve and could not explain 

me why the lake was sacred. Some people told me that the lake was sacred because the water 

cured people. According to most people, the lake and volcano were sacred because they were 

sacred. Without further explanations, this was not sufficient to answer my questions. So, I 

decided to concentrate on conducting interviews with and making life histories of Ajq’ijab’. I 

made use of life histories because I wanted to know how Ajq’ijab’ experienced being Ajq’ij 

during the civil war and how this changed after 1996 when the Peace Accords were signed 

and rights for the Mayans started to improve. Furthermore, I wanted to know how Ajq’ijab’ 

became Ajq’ij and how they knew they had the endowment to be a spiritual leader. I wanted 

to follow this process in order to understand why they had such a special role within Maya 

spirituality. Observation and participant observation were also important methods to gather 

information. I especially used these methods during ceremonies. In some ceremonies, I was 

semi-participant observer and semi- observer, while during other ceremonies I was a 

participant in totality. At other ceremonies, like the ones at Laguna Chicabal, I was only an 

                                                 
6 Ajq’ijab’ is plural of ‘Ajq’ij’, which means in K’iche ‘counter of time’ 
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observer because people did not invite me or were already engaged in the ceremony and out 

of respect, I did not want to bother them because I was a total stranger.  

 This thesis is based on questions, which I try to answer throughout the coming four 

chapters. Chapter I discusses how the Maya spiritual and cultural identity started to flourish 

after the end of the civil and how the Maya used this flourishment as a tool to obtain rights. It 

further focuses on how contemporary Maya see themselves and their role in the Maya 

cosmovision. It also tells how their spirituality and culture form their identity. Chapter II is 

about what sacred places are and what makes them sacred. It demonstrates how a sacred place 

looks like and why and how Ajq’ijab’ decide when a sacred place is sacred, which they 

determine through different dimensions of energy. Subsequently, Chapter III deals with the 

sacredness of volcanoes. It demonstrates how contemporary Maya perceive volcanoes and 

how they see them within the Maya cosmovision. The fourth and final chapter shows how 

Maya today view pilgrimage to volcanoes and other sacred places. It further concentrates on 

how they practice ceremonies at these places and finally ends with a case-study of a Maya 

ceremony in which I participated myself. What can be seen is that all chapters in this thesis 

must be viewed within the context of Guatemala’s post-war period, when Maya are reviving 

their culture and spirituality after being oppressed for decades.  
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Introduction  
Volcanoes, like all sacred places, play an important role within the Maya spirituality, which is 

a crucial element in the Maya identity. This was especially the case during and after the civil 

war that lasted until 1996. Many indigenous Maya then started to revive their culture and 

spirituality after decades of oblivion. They wanted to gain rights to being Maya and having a 

Maya identity. Since the 1492 invasion of the Catholic- centred Spanish ‘conquistadores’, 

many things changed for the Classic Maya of Central America. The Mayans had been coerced 

to abandon their culture and spirituality and had to stay silent for centuries. Cook7 asserts that 

this is because of a constant systematic insulting, marginalization and exploitation of the 

Maya (1997: 37). According to him ‘there have been five hundred years of Catholic 

evangelization and a century or more of Protestants evangelization. For the Maya, it is a 

remembrance of five centuries of genocide and exploitation’ (1997:39).  

Today, however, this ancestral legacy is still strongly felt in the cultural and religious 

lives of contemporary Highland Maya in Guatemala. Even after five hundred years of colonial 

oppression, the ancestral truths are still revered. Mayan peoples’ physical and spiritual 

cohesion have been preserved till this day. The most serious threats for the Maya were the 

Catholic and Protestant churches (Cook, 1997: 46). Even at this time, there is the idea that 

religious practices that are not Christian or were not brought in by colonizers are pagan. The 

Maya spirituality and theology is still associated with the idolatrous (Cook, 1997: 35). Also 

the out-of-date ‘images of the Indian’ are still ‘constructed, marketed, praised, manipulated, 

and denounced at the local, national and international levels’ (Hendrickson, 1995: 77). This 

idea represents indigenous people as underdeveloped beings, cursed to dissipate or merge 

with the ladino or ruling Guatemala culture (Montejo, 2005: 1).  

During the civil war that lasted from 1960 to 1996, the regime put pressure on people 

to adopt the Catholic faith, and during the Rios Mont era to accept Evangelical beliefs. For the 

Indigenous Maya, this meant they had to leave their Maya spirituality and culture behind. 

However, according to Cook, many Catholic Mayans from the Guatemalan highlands and 

especially in the departments Quiché and Chimaltenango, shifted to the Evangelical faith in 

the 1980’s. During the same time they kept practicing their Maya spirituality in secret, to 

prevent being a prey of repression (Cook, 1997: 45).  

                                                 
7 As a young boy Cook played with Quichua children in a village where he lived with his missionary parents in Bolivia. At this early stage of 
his life he learned communicating with his playmates in a mixture of Quichua and Spanish. As a young missionary teacher in Guatemala he 
learned to know some Maya communities from inside. Many years later he became a promoter of non-formal theological education with the 
task to maintain contacts with Guatemalan and Yucatán Maya, the Quechua of Peru and Costa Rica’s Bri-Bri (Cook, 1997).  
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It was prohibited to practice Maya spirituality and make ceremonies. Further it was not 

allowed to wear the ‘traje’ , which is the typical Maya dress. The Mayans were forbidden to 

talk their native languages, only Spanish was allowed. When someone was caught doing these 

forbidden practices, there was a chance that he or she would be killed. As it became clear after 

the war, many Maya practiced their spirituality in secret and maintained their identity. When 

the Peace Accords were signed in 1996, in spite of the anxiety that still ruled a lot of Maya, 

many started to recover their cultural and spiritual life, little by little. Notwithstanding the 

ongoing discrimination, many of them started to visit sacred places again as well as volcanoes 

to make their ceremonies. Through the influence of the Maya movement, many people 

became aware again of their Maya identity and started to blow new life into their cultural and 

spiritual life. 

 This chapter contributes to answering my central question because it evaluates how 

contemporary Highland Maya see and define themselves as Maya. This chapter describes how 

they define their spirituality in relation to being Maya, because spirituality is a central part of 

the indigenous Maya identity. I came to know that there are some similarities between the 

Maya spirituality and the spiritualities of other cultural and religious traditions. That is why I 

will discuss these parallels in spirituality in this chapter. Next, I want to outline how 

spirituality is seen from the viewpoint of contemporary highland Maya and what it means for 

them. Then, I want to take a look at how they see their own cultural and spiritual identity and 

what influence the Christian faith had on the formation of their identity in the context of 

ongoing discrimination in their fight for the revival of their culture and spirituality. Firstly,  I 

want to discuss who the spiritual leaders or Ajq’ijab’ actually are and what role they play 

within Maya spirituality. Because many authors and informants use the terms ‘cosmology’ 

and ‘cosmovision’, subsequently I want to first define these terms before starting with the 

empirical work on Maya spirituality and identity.  

 

Ajq’ij: el Contador del Tiempo (Counter of Time)   

An Ajq’ij, or spiritual guide, in the Maya spirituality is a person who counts time and makes 

relations between time and how days elapse. They are advisors, masters, doctors, 

psychologists, and lots of more things within the Maya spirituality.8 An Ajq’ij further is an 

authority of the community in which he or she lives. He or she very well knows the historical, 

spiritual and cultural fundamentals of the people. The spiritual guide gives testimonies with 

                                                 
8 Life history: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
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his life, words and sincere events. He or she functions in the community’s breast and has the 

public recognition to practice its calling.9 An Ajq’ij further is the intermediary between the 

Ajaw and the people. He or she perpetuates the thought and the philosophical principles and 

fundamentals of the Mayan culture and spirituality. An Ajq’ij is a legal, affective, economical 

and political advisor. The role of an Ajq’ij is also to cure spiritual, physical and social 

problems by means of making sacrifices on sacred places. He or she keeps the sacred fire 

burning, which gives advises to him or her, allowing the dialogue with the Ajaw and the 

requests of the lives of all persons10 (Consejo de Guías Espirituales Rex We, 2006: 22). He or 

she further balances energies within persons.11  As Ajq’ij someone needs a strong 

compromise with the Ajaw, the society and his family. An Ajq’ij also has to be an ethical 

example, an example of a straight life, which means that he or she has no sins or shame for 

his family, ancestors, sons and wife. These are elements of knowledge, but there are also 

elements like the ‘Morral’ , which is a bag that an Ajq’ij always brings when making a 

ceremony, and the ‘Tz’ite’ , a small bag with 260 beans in it and some crystal-like stones that 

are used to make divinations.12 

 Within the Maya spirituality, when a child is born it can be seen if it has the 

endowment to be Ajq’ij.13 According to doña Elena, a 69 year old midwife from San Juan, 

she can see if a newborn baby brings with it a ‘morralito’ , which is a small bag. She further 

told that people who have the endowment to be Ajq’ij during their life often fall ill, endure 

many failures, or loose many things, until he or she is ripe to be Ajq’ij, which was also the 

case for don Alberto, a 53 year old Ajq’ij from Zunil and don Alejandro, a 47 year old Ajq’ij 

from Xela.14 In doña Elena’s family her parents and grandparents were Ajq’ijab’, while she 

and her sons and daughters did not have any endowment to be Ajq’ij. Only she and one of her 

daughters have the endowment to be a midwife. Some of don Alberto’s and don Alejandro’s 

children also have the endowment to be Ajq’ij. One of don Alberto’s daughters of 24 years of 

age, received her ‘Varra’ 15 when she was 19 years old, which is very young for someone to 

be an Ajq’ij. They both felt that she had the necessity and energy to receive the Varra, and he 

had the opportunity to support her in this process and saw that she was changing through all 

the experiences he was conveying to her. Don Alejandro leaves his children free to choose 

their religion, but he often talks with them about the Maya spirituality, which according to 

                                                 
9 Source: http://oxlajujajpop-maya.org/index2.htm (visited on 13-10- 2008). 
10 Life history: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
11 Life history: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
12 Life history: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
13 Life history: don Alejandro 15-05-2008; interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008; life history: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
14 Interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008 
15 Varra: is wooden stick which every Ajq’ij wears with him to play with the sacred fire.  
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him interest them a lot. He is also preparing his 17 year old son to be an Ajq’ij because he 

also has the just energies. He knows this because he saw his map or Nahual16, and talked with 

other Ajq’ijab’ about his son. While he is learning to be Ajq’ij he is still not making 

ceremonies. Now it is more a process of talking and understanding the Maya spirituality and 

the example of the same nature because the Maya spirituality shows a lot of examples from 

the same nature. Regrettably, many Mayan books have been burned. That is why much of the 

knowledge has been disappeared.  

When don Alejandro’s son was born he did not know his Nahual, because it was the 

time before he became Ajq’ij. After he became Ajq’ij about four years ago, he tried to figure 

out which Nahuales or energies his sons and daughters had because then he had the 

knowledge. He also has a one year and four months old daughter. When she was born, he 

immediately knew her Nahual, her strength, and her weaknesses, which were energies that 

made her becoming an Ajq’ ij as well.17  

Most of Xela’s Ajq’ijab’ grew up in a Catholic family and were baptized in the 

Catholic Church, like don Alberto and don Alejandro. Later in their youth, they became aware 

of their endowment. Don Alberto came to know he had the endowment to be Ajq’ij when he 

was around eleven years of age. In the beginning it did not bother him so much, as well as his 

parents who were part of the Maya spirituality but changed to the then more attractive 

Catholic Church already before he had been born. They lost all their believes. Don Alberto, 

who also went to the Catholic Church, said that: ‘I was baptized, I made my first communion, 

I was confirmed till I was married in the Church, but it did not seem to me, the idea didn’t fit 

with me, and maybe also what my Nahual, my calling, that I have to celebrate, I have to do, 

this was what me called inside to be Ajq’ij.’ The same happened with don Alejandro who as 

well grew up in a Catholic family. Later, when he had 25 years, he started to have interest in 

the sacred Maya calendar. This happened after being married when he was involved in 

developmental and communal groups where it was possible to learn about the Maya calendar, 

until he received his Varra for being Ajq’ij, which happened on Waqxajib’ B’atz, the new 

years day in the sacred Maya calendar, and is the day when many budding Ajq’ijab’ receive 

their Varra. On this day usually a huge ceremony is held in order to initiate the new spiritual 

guides.  

Before the final initiation, these budding Ajq’ijab’ have to understand all the 

knowledge about the Maya spirituality, inherited from their ancestors, whose ancestors as 

                                                 
16 Don Alejandro did not want to give his own Nahual and the Nahuales of his sons because of safety and privacy reasons. 
17 Life history: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
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well passed it on to them.  Don Alejandro’s process of becoming Ajq’ij lasted for about six 

years of intensive talking about the Maya spirituality and making many ceremonies with his 

three masters, who conducted him to bring over their ancestors’ knowledge. According to 

him, becoming Ajq’ij is a difficult process of understanding the Maya philosophy and making 

a constant investigation in order to understand life. Learning to become Ajq’ij is not just that 

the master is teaching the person, but he or she has to make constant investigations and obtain 

information on his own. Further, it is learning the basics, like learning and understanding how 

the Maya calendar works because according to him every person has its own perception to see 

this sacred calendar. It is as well a process of becoming aware why he or she received the 

endowment. He further mentioned that becoming Ajq’ij is not possible in just nine months or 

a year because it is something people already carry with them. In the course of time, when 

someone dedicates himself and surrenders himself with his or her heart, through dreams, or 

revelations such as reading the fire or the movements of the body, or perceiving when 

someone’s life is improving economically or emotionally, or perceiving a couple’s balance, it 

becomes more and more clear that someone carries his or her endowment with him. This 

means that he or she is receiving to be Ajq’ij in different stages and through small rules and 

recommendations.18  

For Ajq’ijab’, the war was a dangerous period because the Catholic Church saw them 

as witches. They were the main targets to be killed because of spreading evil powers. During 

the war it was prohibited making ceremonies because the police saw it as witchcraft. As well 

as during the Spanish invasion, during the civil war Aj’qijab’ were burned and killed. After 

the war Ajq’ijab’ were not persecuted as happened during the war because of the different 

circumstances of discrimination.19 Today discrimination against Ajq’ijab’ by police or 

Evangelical groupings goes on, but don Alberto and don Alejandro have not faced it yet by 

themselves. They said that the discrimination is more hided and personal. About two years 

ago, Don Alejandro saw that the police of Quetzaltenango arrested an Ajq’ij because he 

wanted to make a ceremony and brought all the necessary ingredients with him. The police 

told him that they thought he was bringing material which was in danger of extinction. Also 

in a place in the department of Quetzaltenango called chicilajab, rumours state that 

Evangelicals threatened an Ajq’ij in order to report him to the police. According to don 

Alejandro there are also cases where ceremonies were interrupted, but this was more because 

of the violence and thieves. Because when an Ajq’ij is going on his own to make a ceremony 

                                                 
18 Life history: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
19 Interview: don Alberto  
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they are an easy prey. There are stories that some Ajq’ijab’ were killed by certain thieves, that 

is why they always go in a group for safety reasons. He knows that there are still many 

Ajq’ijab’ who hide themselves because they shame themselves to come out as being Maya 

and being Ajq’ij. Especially after the signing of the Peace Accords some Ajq’ijab’ have been 

coming out, and more and more Ajq’ijab’ today are doing the same. Don Alejandro himself as 

well kept it secret till two years after he became Ajq’ij because he knew that his family 

discriminated him because of their Catholic faith. They declared him that they do not want 

anything to do with the Maya spirituality. He especially experienced it when one of his 

brothers inaugurated his new house, where only Catholics were invited, which meant they did 

not invite him to celebrate this happening because of not being Catholic. At other festivities, 

regarding the family, his six brothers and sisters never invite him, his wife and children. 

According to him, he adapted to this idea and feels good with this because on such encounters 

there are almost no commune subjects to talk about with them. Now he feels more identified 

with his ‘compadres’ of  Rex We with whom he can talk about commune themes normally.  

 

Cosmovision versus Cosmology 

Both during interviews in the field and in theory, I found that the terms cosmology and 

cosmovision were often used. However, it seems that these terms can be used both as 

synonyms or as words having substantially different meanings. In the final analysis, I 

concluded that although they are often used interchangeably, they actually have different 

meanings. The term, cosmovision, defines the consciousness of human beings of being part of 

everything, while the term cosmology is more closely related to the cosmos, which is 

reflected in the culture of human beings. In this part, I will outline what the differences and 

similarities between cosmovision and cosmology are, because this definition is important for 

this and following chapters.  

Regarding the difference between the two terms, only Broda & Báez-Jorge make 

formal comparisons. They point out that the term cosmovision has a more open connotation 

than the term cosmology. Cosmovision allows more accurately references about the complex 

world of the indigenous Mesoamerican beliefs (2001: 16). In a footnote, Broda & Báez-Jorge 

explain that the term cosmology, compared with the term cosmovision, contains the roots 

logos, which implies a serious degree of theoretical conscience, intentionality, and 

systematization in the preparation of cultural models to receive knowledge and representation 

of the cosmos. They further say that the two words are, however, often used as synonyms. In 
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their book, however,  they use the term, cosmology, to refer to the pre-Hispanic Nahuas, and 

the term cosmovision to the present condition, in a context of the more implicit nature and 

less emphatic awareness of the models that remain expressed in the action, whether it is a 

ritual or not, more than in the theoretical preparation (2001: 335). In summary, the difference 

between the two terms is that cosmology describes the theoretical and systematic way of 

learning about the cosmos and is related more to the pre-Hispanic period, while cosmovision 

refers to implied nature and is more contemporary in practice. 

The term cosmology, according to Kragh, is derived from the Greek. Fundamentally, it 

means ‘the rational or scientific understanding of the cosmos’ (2007: 1). This word was 

defined by the Ancient Greeks as ‘order’ , ‘regular behaviour’ and ‘beauty’. The claim that 

the universe can be pictured reasonably as a cosmos and not as a chaos originates from 

ancient Greek natural philosophy (2007: 1). Kragh states that the field of cosmology is a 

‘frightening concept’ because ‘the universe or the cosmos in the sense of everything that has 

(or has had, or will have) a physical existence, whether matter, energy space, or time’ (2007: 

1). What becomes clear is her usage of the words cosmos and universe as equivalent terms. I 

think that she means that these words define the same thing.  

According to Crapo, a ‘religious worldview, or cosmology, consists of beliefs about 

the nature of the supernatural and its relationship to human beings. It provides answers to 

questions about the nature of life and death, the reasons for the creation of the universe, and 

how human society originated. Cosmology can take many forms’ (2002: 84). He further points 

out that the cosmology of a religion is ‘its beliefs about the nature of and principles by which 

the universe is believed to operate’ (2002: 32). According to him, the term cosmology 

specifies the ‘orderliness’, or regularity, which is assumed to exist in a world where human 

beings are living together with supernatural beings and forces. He further states that ‘A 

religion’s cosmology includes the ideas that explain how mana can be obtained and used in 

rituals and how the deities and spirits can be influenced by human beings’ (Crapo, 2002: 32). 

Roepstorff et.al. argue that cosmology is ‘an old anthropological fad, something that 

anthropologists can construct as a synthesis of ‘the native’s’ thought, an overarching 

narrative about sky and earth, gods and people, the right, the good and the beautiful’ (2003: 

21). They further assert that cosmology is the realm where the supernatural, the spiritual and 

the unreal control the life of human beings. A dichotomy of this underlying notion of the term 

cosmology is to see it as a comprising order, which is the ‘opposition of nature and culture’ 

(Roepstorff et.al., 2003: 22). They state that the function of nature is frequently the ‘ordering 

principle of culture’ (Roepstorff et.al., 2003: 22). This implies that nature and culture are two 
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different realms. These realms can be divided into the realm of the human beings, which can 

be seen as culture, and the realm of the supernatural and spiritual, which can be seen as 

nature. I think they are both opposite to and complement each other, especially as human 

beings see nature as this ‘ordering principle’.  However, this distinction within the Maya 

cosmovision is difficult to find.   

The term cosmovision according to don Ricardo and don Pedro20, two Ajq’ijab’ from 

Xela, defines how the Maya people perceive the world and how they perceive themselves as 

Maya; to perceive what nature is, to perceive what are the Ajaw and a human being because 

everything lives together and is related to each other and everything is interrelated.21 Carrasco 

defines cosmovision as ‘a worldview that integrates the structure of space and the rhythms of 

time into a unified whole’ (1998: 166). According to him, this describes how ‘Mesoamericans 

combined their cosmological notions relating to time and space into a structured and 

systematic worldview’ (1998: xvii). He argues that this worldview encompassed a strong 

feeling of uniformity ‘between the celestial, supernatural forces of the cosmos (macrocosmos) 

and the biological, human patterns of life on earth (microcosmos)’ (1998: xvii). Also Broda 

& Báez-Jorge define cosmovision as a structured vision in which members of a community, 

in a coherent way, combine their conceptions of their environment, and of the cosmos in 

which the lives of humans are situated. They further argue that the term cosmovision also 

includes conceptions concerning the ‘fuerzas anímicas del hombre’, referring to the mental 

powers of human beings and describe how the human body is seen as an image of the cosmos. 

As can be noticed from these definitions, the lives of human beings are assumed to be 

strongly connected with the cosmos and cosmovision creates a vision of how to live in 

harmony with the cosmos. These definitions complement and support the definitions given by 

don Ricardo and don Pedro. Sources of literature describe the strong sense of uniformity 

between human beings and the supernatural forces, and this means, according to don Ricardo 

and don Pedro, that everything is related to everything.  

 Although the two terms are very closely related and are often used as synonyms, I 

conclude from the theory that the term cosmology has a more theoretical, ordered and 

structured background, while the meaning of the term cosmovision relates more to how 

human beings reflect the cosmos through their bodies and lives. Furthermore, it appears that 

the term, cosmovision, describes how people feel a kind of uniformity between them and the 

supernatural, while the term cosmology is a belief in the supernatural and spiritual realm. This 

                                                 
20 Respecting the privacy and safety of persons who are mentioned in this thesis I changed their names 
21 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008 
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supernatural and spiritual realm is strongly reflected in their culture. In this thesis, I will use 

the terms as synonyms because they are used by some people interchangeably, although I 

mostly refer to the term cosmovision personally because it is most used by the Mayans. 

However, I will still use the term, cosmology, when referring to literature or other sources.  

 

The Universal Bonds Between Different Spiritualities 

The Maya spirituality, according to the literature and as well mentioned by some Ajq’ijab’, 

has some similarities with other spiritualities from around the world. In this part, I will 

discuss what these comparisons are, as viewed by some contemporary Maya and some 

literature sources. According to the literature, there are some comparisons within the 

diversity. Gossen & León-Portilla state that besides the diversity of religions and attendant 

spiritualities of Latin America, many of these spiritualities were viewed since antiquity with 

spiritual visions comparable to Islam, Judaism, and Christianity. Crapo states that different 

world spiritualities share some common religious elements, which are religious beliefs, 

feelings, behaviours, and can only be practiced in a social context and not into an isolated 

one. The Amerindian state religions of Mexico and the Andes that have been encountered by 

the Spanish conquerors, which had already existed for about 2500 years, had at their disposal 

well-developed spiritual traditions (Gossen & León-Portilla, 1993: 1). According to Gossen & 

León-Portilla, these traditions started to develop their theological notions and the blending of 

related iconographical symbols around the period of 1500 B.C. During this period, hundreds 

of city-states started to grow out of the sedentary village-level societies that became 

constituted in cooperation with the domestication of animals and plants in these regions 

during the period of 7000 to 2000 B.C. That is why the origins of many indigenous religions 

of South and Mesoamerica are profound and comparable in complicatedness, if not in 

normalized theological ideology, to Old World religions (1993: 1). Also according to Cook, 

the Indigenous Maya spirituality of the New World is at least as old as Judaism and 

Buddhism, and even older than the Christian and Islamic faiths. Cook argues that there exist 

meaningful similarities between Maya cosmology and the Judeo-Christian tradition. They 

both possess an earth-centred cosmology, which is the idea of how the world appears and 

functions. Furthermore, they have both a cyclical and linear experience of time, a holistic 

understanding of reality and an exceptional sense of history, that have to be taken strictly 

seriously. He further states that a growing group of young indigenous and non-indigenous 

Christians are attracted by the Maya worldview. They are trying to discover the relation 
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between their Christian faith and their ancestral cultural beliefs and values (Cook. 1997: 31). 

Also don Alberto, an Ajq’ij from Zunil, told me that the Catholic church has gravely 

influenced a lot of these spiritualities and confuses people with respect to what they are and 

where they are going. He told that, little by little, contemporary Maya are trying to make 

Maya spirituality pure again, without Catholic influences, because there are many people who 

have a lot of knowledge and the same cohabitations and experiences.22 

Don Alberto further told that there is a strong resemblance between Maya spirituality 

and other world religions that have the same way of thinking. According to Crapo, one way of 

thinking in many religious spiritualities around the world is ‘supernaturalistic thinking’ which 

‘confuses the locus of an experience by discussing internal phenomena in terms of external 

ones or external ones as extensions of the human ego’ (2003: 19). With this, he means that in 

many religious spiritualities, people ascribe certain natural or physical events in nature or in 

human’s bodies to supernatural forces. In this way, the Mayans ascribe volcanic eruptions, as 

is the case with the active Santiaguito volcano near Quetzaltenango, to Mother Nature’s 

reaction to how people today misuse the earth, which will be explained further in Chapter III. 

Don Alberto further told about an encounter in Costa Rica, Mexico, and Santa Fe in Texas, 

where they many indigenous communities from Peru, Asia, and Russia, and all kinds of 

different places from the world met together. He told that other indigenous communities also 

perceive and feel the energy of will, quality, love and understanding. All these different 

spiritualities have much in common with the Maya spirituality, for example the Chinese 

Calendar is comparable with the Maya Calendar, and they also incorporate natural things. 

Also Crapo states that religions with their spiritualities around the world almost all share 

common elements. They all share religious beliefs and feelings. Religious beliefs confirm that 

transcendent spiritual beings and powers exist and differ from the ordinary day-to-day world. 

The feelings stimulated by the transcendental are powerful and intrinsically connected to 

peoples’ most essential values and utmost concerns in life. Crapo further comments that 

people often experience powerful emotions within religious settings which are almost never 

felt or expressed in their normal daily lives. Behavior is another important element shared by 

many religious spiritualities around the world. Religious behaviors that are the most central 

are often undertaken with drama and care. They are religious rituals performed by people 

alone or in groups trying to influence the spiritual realm. These rituals are intensely symbolic. 

They are inclined to portray people’s supernatural beliefs and their aims. Achieving their 

religious aims, the role of rituals is to call up powerful feelings which are associated in 
                                                 
22 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
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common with religious beliefs reviving their feelings of commitment to those beliefs, and also 

to the community with which people interact with during ritual ceremonies. According to 

Crapo, religion is also a social phenomenon and cannot operate within a social vacuum. He 

asserts that religions influence each other and are influenced by political, economical, 

communal, familiar or other institutions (2003: 22-23).  

 

The Spiritual Harmony Between Humans and the Cosmos 

Accoring to many Ajq’ijab’, their spirituality is strongly connected with their religious and 

cultural life. An important element in the spirituality according to many people I talked with 

is that everything is interconnected in the whole cosmos and universe meaning that the parts 

live in harmony with the whole. People interviewed further told me that their ancestors play 

an important role within the context of Maya spirituality and command respect. They also 

indicated that nature and the sacred Maya calendar are important elements of their spirituality. 

Cook introduces six core elements of the Maya spirituality. These elements are that 1) all life 

is related to the cosmos; 2) all life is sacred; 3) every plant and animal is valuable within the 

spirituality; 4) every person has to respect its community; 5) there is a constant search for 

balance and complementarity in life; and 6) use of resistance in threatening situations is 

allowed. The last element will be linked to subsequent parts regarding Maya identity. First, I 

will give some definitions to make clear how Maya spirituality is identified. 

According to Cook, within the spirituality of contemporary Maya, ‘their values-

objective (morals, ethics, conduct) and subjective (history, language, technology, and so on) – 

are the starting point of their theology today (1997: 35). Oxlajuj Ajpop, a contemporary Maya 

organization, defines Maya spirituality as a ‘set of beliefs, disciplines and rituals that 

contribute to the establishment and the harmony with the entire universe. It is the particular 

form to be related to the divinity, the cosmos, the nature and the human beings, without the 

natural and spiritual existing laws.’23  

According to Cook, one of the main aspects of Maya spirituality is the cosmos, which 

is related to every aspect of human, animal and plant life. This statement is also reinforced by 

the Ajq’ijab’ of Quetzaltenango. Cook comments that this is the reason why ancient ‘abuelos’ 

or ancestors24 of the Maya were discerning observers of the celestial bodies and continue to 

do so today. Stars and planets are regularly cited in their rites and ceremonies. For the Maya, 

                                                 
23 http://oxlajujajpop-maya.org/index2.htm (visited on January 23, 2008). 
24 Cook writes that the Spanish term ‘abuelo’ which literary means grandparent, rather than ‘ancestros’ or ancestors because it ‘reflects the 
indigenous sense of proximity and pertinence to their present lives of all the members of their race that have gone before them.’ (Cook, 1997: 
251) 
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celestial bodies are also points of reference for the flow of time, the foreshadowing of warm 

and cool periods, rains and droughts, and various other natural phenomena such as hurricanes, 

earthquakes, and downpours (1997: 251). Volcanic eruptions may also be included in this list.  

The nine planets of the solar system are the best known celestial bodies by the Maya. Based 

upon the movements of the moon, the sun and of Venus, three strongly connected calendars 

have been developed, which are sacred for the Quetzaltenango’s Ajq’ijab’. The Mayans 

further gave all the known constellations their own names. The four most important elements 

of the cosmos are fire, which generates heat and light, earth, water and air. Each of these 

elements is represented through a deity who is ceremonially worshipped and recognized as 

useful in daily life. These deities also refer to the four cardinal points of the universe, which 

will be discussed later in Chapter IV. In this way, natural phenomena are 

anthropomorphically represented, which means that human qualities are ascribed to these 

events (1997: 251). Also some Ajq’ijab’ mentioned that in their cosmovision, everything is 

related to everything within the cosmos. The Maya believe that, as human beings, they are 

connected to the cosmos.25 They believe that spirituality means living in harmony with the 

cosmos and the nature that surrounds them. Spirituality, according to them, is further a 

consciousness that there is a creator, which for them is their superior that has the power to 

create them but also to destroy them. This supreme god (Cook, 1997), which is one god but 

manifests itself in everything, is called Heart of Heaven as well as Heart of Earth. Heart of 

Heaven formed human beings giving them powers and weaknesses. Don Alejandro, an Ajq’ij 

from Xela, told me that ‘from them we come and we have to respect them.’26 According to 

him, that is why spirituality is part of respecting life. Also according to Cook, only this God 

establishes the bounds and movements of the universe and is plurality as well as unity (1997: 

36). 

 In the Maya cosmovision human beings are not at the core of nature but are seen as 

part of it. According to Cook, they may be the most responsible, most conscious, and most 

dynamic of all living beings, but human beings are not the only creatures who venerate the 

‘Rajawal Uwinaqil’, the Creator and Former of the universe.  This Being, who in Ki’Che’ is 

as well called ‘Tzaqol B’itol’ or ‘Alom Kajolom’, is also mentioned by some Ajq’ijab’ from 

Xela. In addition, Don Alberto stated that people are servants of nature and not masters. For 

him, this is at the core of spirituality because, as Maya, they have to serve nature in the way 

that nature serves them. Nature gives them shelter, food, and when they die, ‘she’ covers 

                                                 
25 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
26 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
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them. Cook mentions that the goodness of the Rajawal Uwinaqil is variously conveyed 

through anthropomorphic representations of the cosmos. He says that Father Sun represents 

the daily and ritual return of Maya spirituality and announces the hope for a new dawn, and 

shines on people everyday to give them his warmth. Without him, life would not be possible. 

Grandmother Moon applies her wise knowledge of life cycles on plant and animal realms and, 

in particular, on that of human beings. Her nine-month cycle around the world is in 

correspondence with the nine months of human gestation. Comprehending and correctly 

practicing the sacred lunar calendar is related to human psychology, with personal 

consequences for the spiritual development and the orientation of the psychological standards 

that are needed to respond to the requirements of one’s family, work, and religion. Cook 

states that for the Maya, their sacred lunar calendar is the ‘nexus and organizing principle of 

their productive – as well as ritual – activity’ (Cook, 1997: 95). According to him, the 

calendar has a ‘formidable influence’ on the way of life of the individual and community. He 

argues that seen from his field research, and what I also encountered in my fieldwork, the use 

of the calendar makes evident how the Maya choose the days for planting and harvesting, and 

plan dates for travelling and marrying. This is also reflected back in their sacrifices to the 

mountain divinities and in their ceremonies to decide the birth of a first born, for example 

(1997: 97). He further thinks that within the Maya culture and spirituality, the calendar is the 

key mediator between the productive cycle, the system of representations and beliefs, and 

social reproduction (1997: 98). I interpret this to mean that the sacred calendar is spiritually 

connected to everything. Furthermore, he comments that within the calendar, each of the 

thirteen months consist of twenty day symbols that together make up a year of 260 days and 

these exert their influence upon every single person. Personal traits of characters are 

somewhat proclaimed in accordance with their location on the numerical scale. Each day in 

the lunar calendar is linked to some dimension of cosmic and human reality, which can also 

be traits of animals, plants and human beings (1997: 254-255).       

According to don Alberto, their ancestors understood that there were special days for 

undertaking certain activities, days for handling negotiations, days for asking to live, to have 

sexual relations and to be born. He believed that within this calendar, which according to him 

is very exact, their ancestors clearly left a relation behind to make a ceremony, like it is the 

birth of their life, and is all what gives them oxygen and water, what no one or no mighty 
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president can ever give them. He also explained that this is a power they want to thank for 

giving them water, oxygen, and the sun.27  

Cook further comments that life is born from the depths of Mother Earth who is 

fecundated by the heat and rain from Father Sun. Mother Nature nourishes all people at her 

breast and lets them rest after having a great life (Cook, 1997: 251-252). Don Alberto states 

that in all peoples’ lives, there are three important moments related to time. These moments or 

questions are ‘where do you come from, who are you, and where are you going?’ He told me 

that within everything that relates to spirituality, it is important to contemplate these three 

moments. This becomes clear in the ceremonies where it is always important to reflect upon 

these three moment. When they contemplate the past, they think about their ancestors that left 

them a life behind and gave them their altars. When they think about the present, they thank 

their fathers because they gave them this grandness and they can view the future. For the 

future, they hope that their sons can give them their gratitude because they give their lives in 

the same way as Father Sun, Mother Moon and Mother Earth do.28 I interpret this to mean 

that with these three moments, everything is spiritually related to everything in space and 

time. In this notion of space and time, he refers to the ancestors and to his sons, the sun, the 

moon, and the earth that are spiritually connected to each other.  

Another core element of the Maya spirituality is that life in all its expressions is seen 

as sacred and likewise worshipped. For contemporary Maya, everything that has to do with 

life is important and has to be respected in their daily life and rituals. All aspects of human 

life, the quality of life of people from all ages and sexes, are essential. From my own 

observations, this element is not really observed by the people.  People say that they respect 

nature but what I saw was that they almost always left their rubbish behind in the so-called 

sacred nature. Cook further states with reference to this element that people need the wisdom, 

experience and example of elderly people, and need the responsibility of adults to maintain 

order in society because young children and people are the future generations and have to be 

cared for from their birth until their initiation (Cook, 1997: 252). 

 A third guiding principle or element seen from the point of view of Maya spirituality 

is that animal and plant life express the diversity of nature’s colours and is a way in which the 

Maya associate nature’s quality with plants and animals. Within the Maya spirituality, every 

plant and animal is valuable to them when nature is allowed to keep its balance and 

interdependence. Just as in the second element today, the balance between human beings and 

                                                 
27 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008  
28 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
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nature has been disturbed severely by humans, even those who want to respect all living 

beings. Cook further comments that in the time before pesticides and herbicides were used, 

people knew how to work the land and how to protect it with rituals like sexual continence 

and different religious ceremonies (Cook, 1997: 252-253). Today, however, this is no longer 

practiced. 

 In the Maya spirituality, every person has to respect the community. At first, the role 

of the parents, and later the entire community, is to educate children in the levels of mutual 

respect. Every person learns to have their own specific role within the community, especially 

with regard to rituals. The people who continue to revere the values and principles that reflect 

the Maya way of thinking and behaving function as examples in their respect for others. 

Every ritual gesture is escorted by verbal expressions of great feelings. The Maya generally 

kneel after having addressed the four cardinal points to ask for forgiveness, give thanks for 

their food, health, family, animals and crops. Respect within the Maya spirituality can also be 

expressed in different ways, like the greeting of parents and elders by children and young 

people through clasping of their hands. Also in rites of initiation and passage, it can be 

observed how much value is put on respect in families, communities and between Maya in 

general (Cook, 1997: 253).  

 A fifth element in the Maya spirituality is the constant search for balance and 

complementarity, which is a guiding principle in Maya’s thought and action. As observed in 

nature, they try to apply the pairing of opposites into their social relations. Pairs of opposites 

are found everywhere in nature –light versus darkness, fire versus water, east versus west, hot 

versus cold, etc. – and are inextricably connected to each other. The worldview of the Maya 

conceives of the four corners of the universe as in a state of totality and balance. Human life, 

regarding the living together of woman and man, is created also in balance and 

complementarity, in understanding and experience, in wisdom and making decisions. In the 

Maya spirituality, even cities and villages have been constructed according the principle of 

totality and balance. That is why the Maya built up their towns into four ‘cantones’ or 

quarters, each facing one of the four cardinal points. This way of ordering assists the Maya in 

understanding the relation of humans with nature because it is of great importance to preserve 

optimal conditions for life of plants, animals and humans on this planet. Their grandparents, 

who already were concerned about the future of their environment and ecology, taught them 

how to work their lands and maintain them. Little by little, this practice was put aside when 

their land started to decrease even though their subsistence depended upon it and they were 

finally forced to find their livelihood somewhere else (Cook, 1997: 253-254).  
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The last element of Maya spirituality has to do with resistance and means that the 

Maya are not completely passive or uncaring. This means that over the last five centuries of 

hardship and exploitation, oppression and discrimination, their apparent passivity rather has 

given them the possibility to develop their energies for when the moment comes that they can 

become a power to change. Within the spirituality, change is conveyed in two different 

dimensions: ‘1) the present during which we are able to recover our roots in order to set 

down the foundations for a different and better future; 2) the future in which we shall work 

together to overcome the conditions of misery, hunger and need in which we presently find 

ourselves. Resistance is not mere words (demagoguery), but action that can be translated into 

lives and attainments’ (Cook, 1997: 254). Part of this element of resistance is that the Maya 

spirituality also became prey to commercialization, which came to pass more and more during 

the process of revindication during the end and after the civil war. Don Alejandro29 spoke 

about the commercialization of Maya spirituality, saying that there are Ajq’ijab’ that survive 

on the basis of selling the spirituality and knowledge. Don Alejandro also told me that in 

Guatemala, there are still high levels of illiteracy and that many Mayan brothers and sisters 

that live in rural areas have no access to written information. There are guides that travel 

through the countryside, often using the Maya cosmovision with the goal of earning money in 

order to alleviate their poverty. Although these things happen, don Alejandro told that he can 

not condemn these persons because there are many factors that play a role in this 

phenomenon, like illiteracy and poverty. For economical reasons, some people have no 

money or have major problems, like illness. They view in the spirituality a possibility to 

escape from their problems. Don Alejandro thinks that for due to the same pressures, people 

charge more money than necessary. He told me that this is an important problem because the 

Maya spirituality goes much deeper, and is not something to make a commodity of. He said 

that there is an important lack of investigation and knowledge about the spirituality. 

According to him, many intellectuals tried to study it but still do not understand the 

spirituality. 

The resistance grew strongly and culminated in 1996 when the Peace Accords were 

signed and the Maya started reviving their culture and spirituality and developed a Maya 

identity in order to gain indigenous rights, which will be discussed in the following section.   

 
 

                                                 
29

Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
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Maya Cultural and Spiritual Identity  

For contemporary Maya and the Maya movement, their spirituality as part of their culture is 

playing an important role in their struggle for indigenous and spiritual rights.                                             

According to Cook, the Maya spirituality only lacks an identifiable name because the 

European invaders hunted it out from within the Indigenous populations and pressed them to 

hide their spirituality. This resulted in spiritual oblivion for five centuries of suppression and 

the spirituality has only recently started to find a new identity (1997: 6). Wilson mentions that 

today, Mayan culture and community can be seen as an ‘artifact of Spanish colonialism’ 

(1995: 7) and this has great implications in the construction of the Maya identity. Wilson links 

this idea to Benedict Anderson’s theory about the ‘imagined community’, which is based upon 

the idea that communities live within a nation state that plays an important role in the 

construction of identity. With this he means that the identity is connected to an imagined 

community because of a shared past and a communal future. According to him, ‘a cultural 

and historical perspective is especially vital to understanding emergent identities because 

ideas of history and tradition play such an important part in their construction’ (1995: 12). I 

interpret this to mean that culture and history work together as important factors of 

constructing identity and this holds also for the Maya.   

After the civil war, Maya could not only practice their spirituality again but there was 

also a growing consciousness of being Maya and an awareness of an identity. For many 

people, their identity is intricately entwined with Maya culture and spirituality. According to 

Fischer & McKenna Brown, the Maya people and the Maya movements in Guatemala use 

their culture and spirituality as a powerful political instrument in order to resist unwanted, 

meddlesome neo-colonial entities (1996: 4). From all over Guatemala, Maya are uniting after 

the ethnocidal campaigns, which were aimed at them during the 1970’s and 1980’s and 

supported by the United States and its allies in their fight against international Communism 

(1996: 5). Their campaign plan operating within this existing legal framework grew during 

their experiences in the civil war between the Guatemalan army and revolutionary groups. 

During this war, many Maya leaders, due to their sympathies for revolutionary politics, were 

assassinated (1996: 15).  According to Fischer & McKenna Brown, ‘Maya cultural activism is 

centrally concerned with assigning new meanings to traditional symbols in an attempt to 

construct a unified, internally defined pan-Maya identity’ (1996: 11).  

They argue further that Maya activism is seeking a culture-based solution to the many 

problems of Guatemala. According to them, this approach is ‘two-pronged’ in the way that it 
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works for the preservation and resurrection of components of Maya culture at the same time 

as promoting governmental reformation within the frame of the actual constitution and 

international law of Guatemala. For the movement’s cultural advancement, the production 

and regulation of history and prehistory are of main significance. This is because of the broad 

view among early Western scholars, current Maya and non-Maya, that true Maya culture can 

only be constituted of features survived from the pre-conquest period. In this way, Fischer & 

McKenna Brown argue that non-Maya elements of European and African culture can be seen 

as pollutants and annexations of Maya culture. As a consequence, modern Maya are looking 

for elements from the pre-Hispanic past to promote their culture as a product of ethnic pride. 

For them, the most important connections with the non-Spanish past are the Mayan languages 

(1996: 13-14). 

According to Montejo, who himself is a Maya, there is still a lot of discrimination 

against his people, but he says that it is a great advancement to be able to use the term 

‘Maya’. All indigenous people should, according to him, feel proud of being Maya. To 

revalidate the Maya identity is a splendid way of shaking off the stereotypes that held the 

Maya captive mentally. He further argues that, ‘If we do not strengthen our identity, we 

accept the ladino supremacy that has controlled the destiny of our people. In this dominated, 

oppressed, and victimized mental encapsulation, we cannot make the true value of self-

determination understood’ (2005: 7). This means that resistance is required as mentioned 

above as part of the Maya spirituality. The peace accords, according to Montejo, luckily gave 

the Maya the rights to use their own languages, cosmovision, and spirituality. The people I 

spoke with also told that their language is an important part of their identity.30 Doña Adriana, 

a Maya woman from Chichicastenango working for the Maya organization ASDECO, told me 

that their dress, their way of looking at life, and their cosmovision is an important part of the 

Maya identity. Don Alberto also said that he is a Maya because he has his identity because he 

identifies with his language, his customs, his traditions, and his beliefs. For him, this is the 

definition of being Maya and this is also his spiritual identity. For him, being Maya is a faith, 

not a religion. He further said that he has nothing to do with other religions than his Mayan 

faith. According to him, other religions did not change him as a Maya or as an Aj’qij, and 

could not change his mind, because he feels he has this strength and this call to carry out his 

duty and knowledge. This is what he feels within the whole spirituality.31  

                                                 
30 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
31 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
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Doña Adriana said that the Maya identity imparts identity as a people, and within this 

identity, there are values and principles. These values and principles are, for example, being 

part of a community, having a family and listening to her grandparents’ advices because her 

grandparents are part of her identity. During their childhood, they received these values and 

principles from their parents, which are part of their identity. She said that her identity 

depends upon the identity of her parents and grandparents. But she said that nowadays, many 

young people are losing the essence of the common identity as a Maya. Today, for many 

people, being Maya is different than it was before. 32  

When people also feel like Maya, they say they identify with being Maya.  

Like doña Adriana, she said that she feels like a Maya because of the principles, which are 

mentioned above. So, all these principles position her always as a Maya. She said that many 

people see being Maya only as wearing the ‘traje’ 33, talking the language and practicing 

ceremonies. She told that being Maya is much more than these three aspects. Additionally, 

when someone has a relation with only two of these aspects, he or she can be Maya as well 

because within the Maya people, there are multiple identities. Doña Adriana said that she has 

different identities as well. Besides identifying with being Maya, she also goes to the Catholic 

Church. So for her, there are two ways of regarding life. Being Maya is not just one thing and 

there are no restrictions. New technologies, like computers, can open up the perspectives of 

contemporary Maya people, where they can have access to new fields and are able to make 

new decisions. She also mentioned that there is a way of looking at the world by watching the 

Maya spirituality and cosmovision, and the Maya ceremonies. In her case she said that being 

Maya is not seen as a different religion, but as a different way of looking at life. According to 

her, being Maya is not constituted in a religion, instead it is a way of life, because every 

person’s realized action is a way of thanking the life they have, and all the beautiful moments. 

34  

Her religious identity is being Catholic. With this she does not struggle with other 

religions. She told that her identity as a people is being Maya, and that she also had an 

identity as a woman. She told that before going to her first ceremony in 1996, she has always 

been Catholic. But since the ceremony she has a double identity, there exists a duality, 

because now her life has a different form and a different way of looking at life. And in this 

                                                 
32 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
33 Traje means suit in Spanish 
34 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
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duality there is also a new form of expressing herself, of understanding life, and trying to 

understand where others have gone through.35  

People can also identify with the spirituality, like don Gabriel, president of the Maya 

organization Chi’Pixab’ and father of don Pedro. He told that he identifies with the Maya 

spirituality because it feeds him spiritually. He needs this spirituality to survive and to face up 

to daily problems he encounters. For him Maya spirituality is something that balances a life 

between the weakness and the strongness. He told that someone cannot be very strong or very 

weak. According to him a ceremony helps to find this equilibrium. It gives power to endure 

problems or to keep strengthening and growing everything on daily basis.36 

Also the Pop Wuj, the sacred Maya K’iche’ bible, is part of the Maya identity. 

According to doña Adriana the Pop Wuj talks a lot about the existence of being a person and 

being a woman. The Pop Wuj is a book that fills and brings together a part of the life of a 

people, and in every part that it fills is a history or lecture for someone. Every person that is 

going to read it is going to change his way of understanding his or her life. For her these are 

lectures that are changing or improving her course of life. In the Pop Wuj, one can find plenty 

of elements that can help him or her because for her it was one of the first books she read to 

understand the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of the reality, and the ‘why’ the first eighteen years of her life 

she lived without her dress, her language and without knowing how her people realized Maya 

ceremonies because it were eighteen years without her identity. When she started reading the 

Pop Wuj in the years after 1996, she suddenly understood many things about her life because 

now she told that she wanted eighteen years of practicing and dedicating her life to 

understand what the book says. For her it is a process to recover her life.37  

 

Conclusion 

Around five hundred years ago, the Spanish invasion changed the course of history drastically 

for the Maya people. For the Mayans this meant that they were discriminated and coerced by 

the Christian faith. Until today it is strongly felt in the highland Maya communities of 

Guatemala. Many Mayans still feel discriminated by non-Mayans often. Even after the 

signing of the Peace Accords in 1996, when the for decades proceeding civil war came to an 

end, many Mayans still do not feel free to practice their culture and spirituality in public. In 

this chapter, I described what for the Maya is their spirituality and what it means to them. I 

                                                 
35 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
36 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
37 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
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made this clear by discussing what the commonalities of different spiritualities of some major 

world religions are. This chapter further showed that within the Maya spirituality six core 

elements or guiding principle are important in the lives of Mayans today. According to Cook, 

the first element is that the cosmos, as one of the main aspects of Maya spirituality, is related 

to all human, animal and plant life, which is also endorsed by some Ajq’ijab’. A second 

element of the Maya spirituality is that humans are not the central beings in the whole cosmos 

but are part of it. In the spirituality, everything that has to do with life is sacred and has to be 

worshipped, and is according to Cook also a guiding principle of the spirituality. Another 

element states that the diversity of nature’s diverse colours are expressed through the animal 

and plant life, which means that within the spirituality every single plant or animal is 

valuable. Within the spirituality it is expected that every person is respecting his or her 

community, especially regarding to respect elderly people in the community. The spirituality 

is always in a constant search for balance and complementarity. The last element given by 

Cook is concerned by resistance within the spirituality and is often a reaction to 

discrimination and exploitation of the Maya people through history. With the last element, the 

final part of this chapter started, because it  explains what according to some of the people I 

spoke with, is their spiritual and cultural identity. After the civil war, Mayans not only started 

to practice their culture and spirituality again, but also started to become aware of their 

identity as a people. For some people their identity is connected with everything that has to do 

with Maya culture and spirituality. The literature states that contemporary Mayans use their 

identity as a tool in order to gain more rights. Nevertheless, there is still a lot of 

discrimination. Some people told that they identify with Maya culture and spirituality. They 

identify with their dress and language. They also told that they identify with their spirituality, 

culture and traditions, and their cosmovision. And most people felt as a Maya. Contemporary 

Maya can also experience double identities, like doña Adriana, who told that she has a 

Catholic and Maya identity. What this chapter tried to make clear, is that the Maya spirituality 

is an important part of the identity and culture of the Maya people today. It is used to gain 

more rights for freedom, like to visit and maintain sacred places, which will be discussed in 

the next chapter. The use also implicates to have the freedom to practice their spirituality and 

ceremonies, which will be discussed in chapter IV. Linked to my central question this chapter 

tried to give an insight to the context of the Maya movement in which contemporary Maya 

live today in their struggle for the freedom of Maya culture and spirituality.     
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Introduction 

For contemporary Maya the earth is sacred. According to Montejo, their land belongs to their 

ancestors, and human beings live on it without owning it. Also  Brown (2004: 31) argues that 

for contemporary practitioners of Maya rituals known as ‘costumbres’, or old customs, the 

earth is seen as a ‘sacred animate deity’, which is in Spanish personified as ‘Dios Mundo’ or 

‘Earth Lord’. She argues that from this perspective a variety of natural places are considered 

enchanted and have inherent ritual power that make the communication between humans and 

‘powers-that-be’ easier. The most powerful places in present-day highland Maya, are 

mountaintops and mountaintop shrines known throughout the area (2004: 31). Montejo and 

Brown make clear that the earth is sacred for contemporary Maya and that high-situated 

places, like mountains, hills, and volcanoes and their cones (Hart, 2008: 73), are used to 

practice their rituals or costumbres. 

Sacred places can besides be found in caves’ entrances, ancient ruins, on riversides, 

between the milpa38, or in their homes. Mayans go there to make prayers (Hart, 2008: 73). 

The ‘prayers of many generations, said on the same spot with offerings, faith, and tears, have 

made these shrines meeting places between worshippers and their forefathers, and between 

worshippers and God’ (Hart, 2008: 73).  These altars or shrines are public or private. Some 

sacred places, are devoted to a specific day in the sacred Maya calendar, while others are used 

for special purposes, like calling for rain or consecrating a marital union. Some are not used 

anymore, whereas others are destroyed by the zeal of Catholic or Evangelical missionaries. 

Though, in endeavours to count all sacred places, it is unknown how many there are, but a 

fact is that there are sacred places that have been destructed or robbed (Hart, 2008: 73). Many 

of the people I spoke with also mentioned a lot of the things above. 

In this chapter, I outline how Mayans, and especially Ajq’ijab’, explain what 

according to them are sacred places, and why they use them to conduct their ceremonies. I 

will explain this through different elements of these sacred places. First, I will give a 

description of a sacred place called ‘Wuqub’Ja’. Then, I will focus on cosmic energies that are 

generated by sacred places where ceremonies can be conducted. In this part I will discuss 

what sacred places are and what the energies mean for the Ajq’ijab’ I spoke with, after which 

I will make clear why sacred places are important within the Maya spirituality. Subsequently, 

I will explain how present-day Mayans respect their sacred places and why they are subject to 

                                                 
38 Milpa means maiz 
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destruction. Next, I will make clear why and for which purposes Mayans go to these sacred 

places.  

 

Wuqub’Ja: Seven Streams of Energetic Water 

Sacred places are often hidden in natural environments. The sacred places I visited during my 

stay in Guatemala were hidden as well and were difficult to encounter because they are 

hidden between hills or trees. Typical of sacred places is that often one of their central 

elements is a cross or more crosses together, as can be seen on Wuqub’ Ja, a sacred place 

around Quetzaltenango. This place is centred far away from the outside world. To visit the 

place one needs a car because from the central highway one needs to take an unimproved road 

of a few kilometres. From there, one has to walk for about twenty minutes through a hilly 

pinewood along a narrow footpath along a river. When we were near the sacred site, we had 

to walk down until we reached the same altitude of the river and crossed a tributary of the 

river to be on the sacred site. The first thing that attracted my attention was a double cross and 

the black earth in front of it, burned out by all the preceding ceremonies. There still was a 

round place, where recently a ceremonial fire made its energy flowing. Some rocks and 

flowers surrounded the cross. Behind the cross there was a rocky cliff face, which was 

overgrown with fresh green moss. 

  
   Out of respect cleaning Wuqub’ ja, a sacred place around Quetzaltenango , before making a ceremony, which can be  seen on the right.  

Out of the moss, drips and small spurts of water flew into a tiny stream that led to the river’s 

tributary. This made the place sacred because the name of the place literary means seven 

waters or seven sources, and is thus called after the small water streams coming out of these 

rocks. This means that this is a place where a small river has been born, which by the Mayans 

is seen as energy, which will be explained later in this chapter. The place is situated in a 

valley grown over by pines, grass and moss. The quiet sound of the river is always present 

and makes it a peaceful and energetic place to be.  
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Besides a cross, sacred places can also consist of special stones with carvings on it, 

like the place where don Ignacio, an Ajq’ij from Xela, and I made a ceremony. Other sacred 

places, have a small altar with some small stones, which is installed in the rocks, and can also 

be found on the place where don Ignacio and I went to. Sacred places can also be constructed 

in people’s homes, which is the case for almost all Ajq’ijab’. For example, one of the most 

extraordinary of these altars I came to see was when I visited don Raúl’s house, an Ajq’ij 

from Pacajá, a suburb in the northern outskirts of Quetzaltenango. In his courtyard he had an 

enormous altar. The altar seemed to be a huge oven with four chimneys each of them 

directing to one of the four wind directions. These chimneys had paintings that showed 

certain kinds of cosmic monsters. Between the chimneys, there were some small round stones. 

On the south side of the altar, don Raúl had a small rock with a hollow in it, in which he made 

a ceremony for me. Most of the Ajq’ijab whom I visited had an altar in their home, but not as 

huge as the one of don Raúl. In a special room or compartment of the house most of these 

altars were surrounded by flowers, candles and stones. In the next section I will give some 

definitions of sacred places and discuss what the energies are and what they mean within the 

Maya cosmovision and spirituality. 

 

 
                                              A sacred place in the hills just outside Quetzaltenango with a carved stone and behind 

                                              it an altar with a small cross installed in some rocks. In front of  the carved stone  

                                              don Ignacio and I made a ceremony, which will be demonstrated in chapter IV.  

  

Sacred Places: The Flows of Positive and Negative Energies 

Sacred places are natural or constructed places where positive or negative cosmic energies 

flow. Because there is little or no literature about sacred places and a hand full of definitions, 
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I am dependent on what I encountered and what people told me. According to the Oxlajuj 

Ajpop39 (Ministers National Conference of Maya Spirituality of Guatemala), sacred places 

can be defined as ‘natural places constructed in confluence with cosmic energy, where it is 

possible to communicate with the divinity, the cosmos and the ancestors. Those are special 

places for the spiritual, philosophical, scientific, technological and artistic practice and 

formation, for the integral development of the people. The sacred thing consists of a 

theocratic conception according to which everything what take a place in the space, has life 

and therefore has a right to be which must be respected to maintain the harmony between the 

components of the universe.’ It further says that sacred places can either be natural or 

constructed. According to Oxlajuj Ajpop, and what Hart (2008) and several Ajq’ijab’ I spoke 

with also told me40, these places can be ‘old cities, temples, centres of observation 

(astronomical and spiritual), pyramids, natural and carved stones, cemeteries and places 

where there remains rest of ancestors, hills, valleys, mountains, volcanoes, caves, caverns, 

sources, waterfalls, grottos, rivers, lagoons and lakes.’ According to don Juan, an Ajq’ij and 

professor of the Landivar University in Quetzaltango, they can be localized on whatever spot 

and are places where human beings adjust with the ‘Creator of the Universe’.41  According to 

Ajq’ij don Antonio, an important aspect of knowing that a place is sacred is because a sacred 

place can have a name that is adopted by the inhabitants of a village who identify with the 

place. So, a sacred place can be an element of the identity of the inhabitants. Elaborating on 

this, doña Adriana told that sacred places are like a point in which lies a life history of a 

people. They are sacred places because there is the ‘Uküx, which means the heart, the soul or 

the feeling of a people.42  

According to many Ajq’ijab’, places are sacred because they contain positive and 

negative energies.43 Ajq’ij don Marcos told that these energies are positive when something is 

in construction, while negative energies destroy something, which makes people kill or rob. 

That is why Mayan altars are mainly situated in the mountains or on volcanoes because there 

the energy is perfectly balanced.44 It depends on the level of energy or powers if a place is 

suitable to conduct ceremonies.45 According to don Juan, every place has its particular 

energies. He further states that the level of energy of sacred places also depends on if their 

                                                 
39 http://oxlajujajpop-maya.org/index2.htm (visited on January 23, 2008). 
40 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
41 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
42 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
43 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008;  
44 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
45 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008;  
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ancestors in the past visited these places.46Don Gabriel told that only Ajq’ijab’ can decide if 

they can conduct ceremonies on certain places because although it is possible to practice them 

on every single place, it depends on the power or energy that can give the ceremonies a 

different result. In some places, ceremonies have a weak energetic quality while in other 

places there are more powerful energies.47  

To decide that a place is sacred can be a process of thousands of years because the 

energies have to be discovered.48The role of Ajq’ijab’ is to discover which energies sacred 

places contain and to know what it is what makes them so powerful.49It often depends on 

what their ancestors said if a place is specifically for practicing ceremonies and if they 

received messages in their dreams or visions to construct new altars on certain places of 

energy. These dreams are very important because the Maya people are mythological. Many 

Mayans believe in mythology, because it is part of their Maya cosmovision, which makes 

dreams so important.50 Deciding if a place is sacred, depends also on a certain spiritual 

dimension to know if there are spirits at a place. These spirits can have roles as doctors, 

judges, or important persons, who may have lived in different periods of time in the history of 

the Maya people. On the spiritual level, Mayans have to ask permission to enter a sacred 

place.51  

During my research, I discovered that some Ajq’ijab’ I spoke with, classify energy 

into different dimensions of perceiving it. Here I will try to order the different dimensions of 

energies. The first dimension is related to the energetic character of nature. ‘Mother Nature’ 

has her own energy, that gives all living beings nutrition and energy. Plants, according to 

what don Marcos told, have energies to cure, but also the fact that they are growing means 

that they are full with energies. This makes clear that everything contains energy.52  

Besides the fact that nature is energetic in itself, sacred places have their own energies. 

This is the second dimension, which relates to sacred places. Many Ajq’ijab’ said that they 

could feel the energy flowing if they were at a sacred site.53 When don Alejandro feels the 

energy, when he is at a sacred site, he does not feel scared of the things that are coming, like 

‘when someone thinks you will loose your work, but you will always have work because el 

Ajaw says you will find work. It makes you laughing because he gives the advise from inside, 

                                                 
46 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
47 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
48 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
49 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008 
50 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
51 Interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
52 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
53 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Antonio: 10-04-2008; Life history and interview: 
don Alberto 26-05-2008 
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if you want to cry you cry, you feel very large but also very small because you are on the 

place where you exactly have to be, that you are not disturbing no one, you are betraying no 

one, that is why you feel free, in a sense that the understood liberty with the compromise of 

the same life, you feel happy with your wife and sons, feel the harmony between you and the 

cosmos, with nature, with your neighbours and family, you are connected with everything. 

Life is not only eating, inhaling or sleeping, but life is more, life is creating, life is poetry, life 

is painting, life is working, talk with your sons and daughters.’54 This makes clear that don 

Alejandro says that when he is at a sacred place the energy he feels gives him a kind of 

harmony with everything because he is communicating with the sacred place and el Ajaw.  

In a different and third dimension, Ajq’ijab’ perceive energies through communicating 

with sacred places and with el Ajaw, irrespective of where they are. They perceive or feel a 

kind of attraction or receive messages from certain sacred places. According to don Alberto, it 

is like a call that makes you attract to go there, like magnets that attract each other. But certain 

circumstances decide if someone can visit a sacred place or not. As an example, don Alberto 

told that if he knows two Ajq’ijab’ or friends who want to conduct their own ceremonies on 

two different places and he is invited by both to come, he has to choose. To solve this 

problem he is doing a ‘Tzi’te’55, which means lying down the red beans that give a certain 

message, or by concentrating until a feeling is coming that he is going to a certain place where 

one of these friends is going because his feeling is says it to him. That is the perception he 

feels. Don Alberto always feels it when a place is calling him.56 Also don Alejandro receives 

messages from certain sacred places because ‘when you want to visit a place you first have to 

ask permission to go there, most of the time this is through dreams or signals, for example 

you can see it in an animal, a movement of a leave, a movement or pain in your body or eyes, 

but you have to be very concentrated to understand the message, because sometimes the 

message you can perceive, but you do not understand it. And sometimes through dreams from 

some places from some persons that say that they want to go on a different time, and then they 

come on a different time. Sometimes we also call with them or sometimes we ignite a candle 

and mention a name of a certain place and it calls us to invite us.’57He also mentioned that a 

while ago he had a dream in which the ‘Baúl’58 invited him to visit it, and the dream was to 

remember him that the place called him to come. The dream was about five days before going 

                                                 
54 interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
55 A ‘Tzi’te’ are 265 red beans that are used by Ajq’ijab to make divinations 
56 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
57 Life history & interview: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
58 ‘Baúl’ is a sacred hill on the eastside of Quetzaltenango, which can be clearly seen from all over the city 
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there to conduct a ceremony.59This can make clear that sacred places are communicating with 

Ajq’ijab’  by means of dreams, movements in nature, or movements or pains in a humans’ 

body. They have to interpret these messages to decide if a place invites someone and when 

the visit can take place.      

However, a fourth and more specific dimension is that on certain spots at these sacred 

places, the energy can be felt most strongly. For example, when I made a ceremony with don 

Ignacio, he touched his hands on the soil where the holy fire should be ignited, to feel where 

the energy could be felt most strongly. He could feel the energy flowing through his arms and 

body. He told me that on that energetic spot had to be the heart of the fire because than God 

could receive all sacrifices well.60The ceremonial fire itself, as a fifth dimension, is energetic. 

According to don Marcos, a ceremonial fire is energetic because it is like feeling the energy of 

a cold or a warm wind. The energy of fire can be seen through its movements and felt by its 

warmth. He also told that fire makes various sounds. He further told that these signs can mean 

that the fire gives messages to the Ajq’ijab’, who have to interpret them in order to decide if 

certain things are possible or not.61Also don Alberto can hear or perceive messages out of the 

fire, which for him is energy. He told that ‘the fire gives us answers, talks with us through its 

movements, like the whirls you can see within the fire are petitions of what you are going to 

do. And I can interpret these movements and its meanings. For example, if it suits if you are 

joining me to make a journey tomorrow, yes or know, when the whirl is going back to front 

than the fire is saying that it does not suit and does not give permission to go. And sometimes 

the fire makes sounds that can mean some messages.’62 Contemporary Maya have respect for 

these sites because cosmic forces are present in everything and especially at sacred places, 

which will be discussed in the next section.  

 

Respecting Sacred Places: Destruction and Construction 

For the Maya, to respect sacred places is an important part in their spirituality. The most 

important for them is keeping these places clean and well ordered.63This means according to 

some people, but unfortunately not all, that there is no garbage or other throwed away stuff 

because ‘the place is like my home and is very ordered and clean. It is more than a home, it is 

                                                 
59 Life history & interview: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
60 Observation: Maya ceremony with don Ignacio 14-05-2008 
61 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
62 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
63 Interview: don Ignacio 9-05-2008; life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
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a place of messages, of asking knowledge. But the place has also to be convenient to be, so 

that I can manifest myself while I feel good in this place’ as don Alberto puts forward.64   

From what I have observed at some sacred places, is that they are often far from clean, 

even when signs tell people to throw their garbage in special garbage containers. I especially 

saw this when I was at Laguna Chicabal and Wuqub’ Ja. At Laguna Chicabal I was especially 

astonished because besides a sacred place it is also a nature reserve. When I visited the 

‘mirador’65on the edge of the crater two years ago, under the platform to overlook the lake, it 

was full of garbage. When I went this year to the lagoon again, a couple of times I observed 

that there was a lot of garbage around it. One time, when I could drive back to San Martín 

with some people who just had made a ceremony, a woman throwed her plastic bottle out of 

the pick-up. At Wuqub’ Ja I was also surprised that on the edge of the place there was a lot of 

garbage and I observed that don Ricardo & don Pedro also throwed out some empty plastic 

bottles, which were used during the ceremony. Don Ignacio found it very contradictory with 

the vision of human beings living in harmony with Mother Nature. When making a ceremony 

with him, we kept everything clean and collected all the garbage. 

Another important aspect of respecting sacred places, is to keep the tranquillity alive 

because these places are especially for practicing spirituality, making prayers, and 

meditations. This means that places are kept away from contamination by industrial factors or 

surrounded by many houses or people.66 Don Marcos told that if he would conduct a 

ceremony in his house, there should not be enough concentration because of all the noise and 

the disturbance from the cars and the people. He said that a ceremonial place has to be a place 

to go into spiritual and material retreat because when he visits a volcano he does not have to 

worry about what he has to eat or where he has to go to sleep. These are places of 

concentration, tranquillity, peace, pure air, and enchantment of the animals and birds. On 

these places interference does not exist. Of course an altar can be situated in a house because 

of the family. This is also the case for ill or elderly people who cannot climb mountains or 

volcanoes.67  

Although sacred places have always been respected by the Maya, they have not always 

been respected by other religious or political groupings. Don Alejandro and don Alberto said 

that there are lots of sacred places that are still unknown or forgotten because they have 

probably been destroyed by Catholics during the colonial era (Hart, 2008: 73), while others 

                                                 
64 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
65 ‘Mirador’  in Spanish means viewpoint.  
66 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
67 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 



Sacred Places: Balancing Positive and Negative Energies 

 -42-    

are still used often to make ceremonies.68 As a strategy, the Maya movement is looking for a 

peaceful solution to these problems. The movement is in this way attempting to operate 

within the current Guatemalan constitution and international law model (Fischer & McKenna 

Brown,1996: 14). The 1995 signed Agreement on Identity and Rights of Indigenous 

People,69which is made to protect the Indigenous groups of Guatemala, says that temples, 

ceremonial centres, and sacred places need to be protected as part of the national cultural 

heritage, where the participation of Mayans in the conservation and administration of these 

places is recognized. Also, other holy places, where Maya spirituality is ‘traditionally’  

practiced, are recognized (Warren, 1998: 7). However, Hart states that the destruction of 

Maya shrines or altars is still going on (2008: 73). He argues that and sacred shrines and items 

have been conserved by people in secret for years, but because nowadays ceremonies are 

more public, some ancient stones have been robbed. He says that a site near Quetzaltenango 

had a number of ancient glyphs notched on some enormous stones. People told him that these 

stones disappeared a while ago by a group of robbers in a helicopter. Another example he 

gives is about a shrine where its central carved altar has been removed in the 1990’s by some 

‘gringos’70 in a pickup. Don Alberto and don Juan both affirm that these things happened. 

Don Alberto told that in ‘Guma’r Kaj’, in ‘Iximche’, he said that it was deprived of jars, 

jewellery and other valuable material things.71 Don Juan told that some places have indeed 

been plundered for their stones and figures.72  

Don Alejandro told that destroying places has almost nothing to do with robbing 

things because most of the time they were destroyed while nothing disappeared.73 Hart and 

don Alejandro both confirm that sacred places have been attacked by some Evangelical 

groups in order to cause physical damage to sweep away to what they call paganism (2008: 

xiii). Don Alejandro confirmed this by telling that in Almolonga a lot of sacred places were 

destroyed because according to him many evangelicals live who live there often destroy 

sacred places. He knows about one place in Almolonga that it was a quite big place, but every 

time when it was destroyed the Maya had to rebuild it. Nowadays, the altar is much smaller 

than it used to be. In this case, he said that it had to do with the ignorance towards Maya 

                                                 
68 Life history & interview: don Alejandro 15-05-2008; life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
69 INCORE (1995): Agreement on Identity and Rights of Indigenous People. Brought in on December 20, 2007 from 
http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/services/cds/agreements/pdf/guat12.pdf 

 
 
 
70 ‘Gringo’ is the Latin American name for US citizens 
71 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
72 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
73 Life history & interview: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 



Sacred Places: Balancing Positive and Negative Energies 

 -43-    

spirituality. This progression of the evangelicals, resulted in the negative talk about the Maya 

cosmovision and Maya spirituality by some evangelical preachers.74  

  Luckily, the still undiscovered sacred or ceremonial places are still guarded against 

these evil people, but are still waiting until an Ajq’ij passes the place deciding to inaugurate it 

as a sacred ceremonial place. Sometimes when don Alberto is walking in nature he once in a 

while perceives energy from a special spot and thinks that on that place a ceremony could be 

made. He explained this by saying ‘When I pass I feel the attraction of that place and feel to 

communicate with it. It is like: why we sit on this table here and not there? It is a kind of 

necessity to be on that place, which is what I feel.’75To conclude this part, it is clear that 

sacred places are places of energy. Many Mayans have deeply respect for these place but still 

leave a lot of garbage behind. Unfortunately, there are Evangelical and foreign groupings that 

destruct these places. In the next section I will discuss the visiting of sacred places by 

Mayans.  

 

Conducting Sacrifices and Communicating to el Ajaw: Thanking and Asking 

For Help  

Contemporary Maya are visiting sacred places for different reasons. Before visiting a place 

they have to ask or receive permission from the spirits of the place, what I already mentioned 

in the above. People can receive these messages by means of dreams or just to feel it. The 

main reason for people to visit sacred places is to ignite a candle, to practice ceremonies and 

and realize sacrifices, like their ancestors did in the past, in order to communicate with the 

Ajaw or Mother Nature.76 Further, sacred places are also places where people can go in order 

to communicate with the sun, the stars, and the galaxies.77 The main reason to communicate 

with them, is to ask for (mental or material) health; equilibrium of someone’s family; work; a 

couple that fell in love; a child; a life; but above all to receive all great blessings of the Ajaw 

or God.78 Every sacred place, has its own special purpose and thus its own energy, which is 

already mentioned in earlier sections. There are sacred places for ill people to clean their body 

or clean their spirit, or to clean everything what is negative in someone’s life. Ajq’ijab’ also 

said that there are places for persons who have problems or have difficulties with judges or 

                                                 
74 Life history & interview: don Alejandro 15-05-2008 
75 Life history & interview: don Alberto 26-05-2008 
76 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: 
don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel: 9-04-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
77 Interview: don Raúl 8-03-2008; interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008 
78 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don 
Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
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authorities. As well there are places to ask for economic stability.79 Also don Ronaldo, an 

Ajq’ij from Llanos de Pinal on the foot of the Santa María volcano, told that people go to 

places to solve a specific problem. An example he gave, is that in Zunil a place called ‘Tz’im 

n’a’ , is specialized in Mayan medicines and is called after the ‘Aguas Amargas’ or ‘Bitter 

Waters’. To this place, people go to ask Mother Nature for balancing the necessary plants that 

cure. Further, this is a place to bring persons who need to be cured from their illnesses, pains, 

and sufferings.80 Another site and volcano is Laguna Chicabal. According to Hart, this is a 

place where many Ajq’ijab’ go to ask God for rain or to receive their priesthood (2008: 75).  

People also go to sacred places on special days because all sacred places are besides 

spiritually connected to each other, also connected with the sacred Maya calendar. The Maya 

calendar consists of twenty days per month and thirteen months a year as already mentioned 

by Cook in chapter I. These twenty days are repeated every month. Every day in the calendar 

is special and has its own energy, which means they all have their good and their bad sides,  

their positive and their negative powers. This means that every day has a special sacred place 

because every day in the Maya calendar is called after a nahual, which is an 

energy.81However, like everything in the Maya cosmovision, sacred places are also connected 

with each other and with everything. However, acred places can also be called after the person 

that encountered the place, or through ceremonial fires that gave them their names.82 Also don 

Ricardo & don Pedro told me that they decided to go to Wuqub’ Ja because they already 

conducted a small ceremony at their home and played with the red beans making a Tzi’te. 

Don Marcos told that he once went to a ceremony on a day called ‘B’atz’ , a special day to 

inaugurate a new house. He also told that he once married a couple because it is also a day to 

marry.  

Don Gabriel told that people go to the Santa María volcano on Quetzaltenango day. 

On this day, Quetzaltango was found and falls on October 31. City dwellers then go there to 

make ceremonies to thank God for everything what they received that year. They also go 

there because Quetzaltenango day is called after Lajuj N’oj, the nahual of the city, which I 

already mentioned before.83This part made clear that Mayans visit sacred places for different 

purposes. Before visiting a sacred place, they have to ask permission to the spirits, who live at 

these places. Every sacred place is connected with the sacred Maya calendar because every 

                                                 
79 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008 
80 Interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
81 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
82 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008  
83 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008  
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place has a name called after a day in the calendar. This means that people visit sacred places 

only on special days.  

 

Conclusion 

For Mayans everything is sacred, contains energy and is an important element of the Maya 

spirituality, as mentioned in Chapter I. Visiting sacred and energetic places was not allowed 

until 1996, when the civil war ended and peace was signed. Mayans from all over Guatemala 

started to visit sacred places again because the Peace Accords gave them the freedom to visit 

and maintain these places, where energies are strongly present. These energies can be felt in 

different dimension. The first dimension can be felt the energetic character of nature, while 

the second dimension is that sacred places themselves have there own flow of energy. A third 

dimension of energy is that Ajq’ijab’ are constantly communicating with sacred places, 

irrespective of where they are. In the fourth dimension I observed that on sacred places there 

are certain spots where the energy can be strongly felt. From my observations this was the 

place where the heart of the ceremonial fire ought to be. The fire itself is also seen as energy 

and is the last dimension, which gives messages to the Ajq’ijab’. The energies are decide if a 

place is suitable to practice ceremonies. This chapter further outlines that contemporary Maya 

have deeply respect for their sacred places because there are stories that places have been 

robbed or destructed by foreigners and militant Evangelicals. In another respect I cannot 

really say that the Maya have respect for sacred places when they leave their garbage behind. 

Contemporary Maya visit sacred places for different purposes. These can be medical, 

psychological, economical or personal. Visiting a certain sacred place depends on the Maya 

calendar because every sacred place is related to the sacred Maya calendar, which is an 

important part of the Maya spirituality and discussed in Chapter I. This chapter contributes to 

answer the central question because it gives insight in what are sacred places for 

contemporary Maya and why they are important. It tends to see sacred places in a context of 

post-war Guatemala with its Maya movement struggling for indigenous and spiritual rights 

and is concerned to Guatemala’s volcanoes as well, which are important sacred places within 

the Maya cosmovision and spirituality discussed in the next chapter.  
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Introduction 

‘The volcano Santa Maria is a fascinating enchantment. Her cone is a 

perfect pointed peak, pure and clear of line, her colour is the deepest, 

softest blue, a Madonna blue, darker than the surrounding mountains. 

She dominates the landscape. From the roads outside Quetzaltenango 

she is seen through a low silhouetted screen of pine trees, of feathery 

long grasses and pointed agaves, a classic mountain perfectly drawn 

against the vast background of the skies. But she is a wicked creature, 

a devil seethingly on fire inside; it was she who devastated the 

countryside in 1902, and again in 1928. She has a baby called 

Volcansito Santiaguito (Little Volcano Little Saint-James) who quite 

recently was puffing out fire and lava, building himself up.’         

 

(Lloyd, 1963: 91) 

 

Throughout Guatemala ‘A chain of more than 30 volcanic peaks extends across the southern 

part of the country at about 25 to 50 miles from the Pacific coast. Several of these are still 

active; and some extend to an altitude of more than 12,000 feet. In the vicinity of this volcanic 

chain, earthquakes occur every year and occasionally cause deep concern to the inhabitants’ 

(Whetten, 1961: 3). According to Mayans these volcanoes are sacred. Within the Maya 

spirituality volcanoes, like all natural phenomenon, are sacred. Some Ajq’ijab’ stated that 

they are sacred because everything is sacred. Others assumed that they are sacred because of 

their geographical marks, like their high altitude, while others told me they are sacred because 

of their perfect pyramid like form.  

Throughout my fieldwork and in the literature, when talking about volcanoes, the 

word is often used as mountain as well. This becomes especially clear when Freidel et.al.  

(1995), Malmström (1997), Wagley (1949) and Watanabe (1992) talk about volcanoes, they 

are often referring to them as mountains, while they mention some Guatemalan or Mexican 

volcanoes, which will be discussed later in this chapter. Brown also mentions that the most 

powerful places in contemporary Maya highlands are mountaintops and mountaintop shrines 

known throughout the area (2004: 31). Maybe she also means volcanoes. Mason,84a 

researcher from the United States and doing research about Korean mountains, always talks 

                                                 
84 http://www.san-shin.org/ (visited on January 23, 2008) 
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about mountains while several of them are volcanoes, including Korea’s highest peak (Kwon, 

2000: 40-41), which according to him is one of the most sacred of Korea. One of the points I 

want to make clear in this chapter is the difference between volcanoes and mountains through 

what I obtained by interviews. In this thesis the word volcano is used when volcanoes are 

discussed and mountains when mountains are discussed.  

For now, Mason argues that the sacredness of mountains (or volcanoes) can be divided 

in their physical and their more cultural traits. Their physical factors are of importance 

because with their great size and unusual high tops they are prominently present in the 

landscape. They can also be located on important geographical spots, serving as birthplaces of 

major rivers or function as, or having functioned as ‘the geographical “guardian” mountains’ 

with a military fortress upon them protecting neighbouring cities or regions. Cultural factors 

can be that their names have a deep religious meaning. Mason further comments that sacred 

mountains are places where people have or had spiritual experiences or visions, or reach 

enlightenment and wisdom upon them. Mason also states, that on these mountains ‘social 

heroes’ have been born, trained or educated in order that they gained special powers. Sacred 

mountains can also be places where old folk or religious myths or legends are being sited. 

These are also myths of mountain spirits who are causing and manifesting some phenomena. 

In the past some mountains have served as the ‘spiritual “guardian” mountain’ of a city in 

order to warrant a rich fertility or as protectors against disasters, which  was  mentioned in the 

preceding chapter. Mason also mentions that they can have one or several more holy shrines. 

Finally, he observes that there is often the presence of important historical or archaeological 

remains. A lot of what Mason mentions above, I recognize from what I found out about 

Guatemala’s volcanoes.  

In this chapter, I want to discuss the role of volcanoes in the contemporary Maya 

spirituality and cosmovision.  Starting this chapter, the role of volcanoes in the pre-Hispanic 

Maya will be discussed in order to give insight into the fact that volcanoes have always been  

sacred ever since the ancient Mayans came to being. Then some of the most prominent 

volcanoes around Quetzaltenango will be discussed. Subsequently, this chapter deals with 

what these volcanoes mean for Guatemalan Mayans and what role they have within the Maya 

spirituality and cosmovision. Finally, this chapter ends with two case-studies of two of these 

volcanoes, namely the active Santiaguito and the mysterious Laguna Chicabal.  

 

 



Sacred Volcanoes: Protectors and Guards of the Maya People 

 -50-    

Volcanoes in pre-Hispanic Olmec and Maya Sites: Pyramids as Observatories   

Volcanoes have always been important within the cosmovision and cosmology of the Maya 

civilization, until today. The predecessors of the Mayans, the ancient Olmecs adored 

volcanoes. Freidel et.al. (1993: 132) argue that the ancient Maya civilization inherited the 

idea of centering the sacred landscape from the more ancient Olmecs.  For them the place of 

creation was an enormous volcano, nowadays called the San Martín Pajapán, which is 

situated in the Tuxtla mountains near the Gulf Coast of Veracruz. The San Martín Pajapán 

towers over the surrounding volcanic mountains and prevails the neighbouring land near the 

sacred Catemato lake. The Olmecs living near these mountains knew them deeply. To make 

sculptures they extracted the dark ‘fire-born’  stone. According to Freidel et.al., there was no 

doubt that they ‘had witnessed the frightening miracle of the earth bleeding stone in slow, 

molten sheets from the craters on top of the great cones. Volcanoes were, in the Olmecs 

experience, the clearest example of the world being born out of the Otherworld below. No 

people who have seen the sky turn black in billowing clouds of eruption and then rain stony 

fire and desolation onto the fertile, surrounding countryside could doubt that mountains 

contain spiritual forces capable of dispensing prosperity or disaster in human lives’ 

(1993:132). Freidel et.al. further state that in 1897 when the region, where the San Martín 

Pajapán volcano is situated, was surveyed, a full-sized statue sitting in the ‘saddle’ located 

between the volcano’s crater highest peaks was discovered. The statue represents a kneeling 

The statue found in the crater on top of the San Martín Pajapán.85 

 

Olmec lord wearing a decorated headdress with a ‘cleft-headed god and a maize plant’ (1995: 

132). It became clear, that this god was grabbing the trunk of the ‘World Tree’, which 

represents the centre of the Olmec cosmos, prepared to raise it into an erect position. As the 

‘Maya First Father’, the ‘Creator’ of the Olmec’s cosmological imagery lifted the sky away 

out of the earth by placing the ‘World Tree’ erectly. The bringing in order  of the earth and the 

                                                 
85edj.net/mc2012/waters.htm (visited on 22-08-2008) 
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sky, for the Olmecs seemingly came to pass on top of the ‘great volcano that was the source 

of creative force within their world’ (1995: 132-133).  With this evidence it is supposed that 

volcanoes have always been of interest in the era of the ancient Olmecs and the Maya.  

Freidel et.al. further state that the ancient Olmec, who lived in a town which today is 

called La Venta, constructed a replica of the volcano San Martín Pajapán and encircled it with 

the same ‘potent cosmic structures’ (1995: 133). They built this ‘effigy volcano’ at the 

southern end of the setting of buildings, which today is known as Complex A. To build this 

imitation, they made use of local clay creating the ‘huge earthen pyramid’ by fluting its flanks 

to make it look like a volcano. According to Freidel  et.al., the pyramid at La Venta was 

 

 
The replica of the volcano constructed at La Venta Complex A, Mexico.86  

 

not only a replica of a volcano, but was also meant to echo the mountains made by the gods 

and to demonstrate that such a thing could be made by humans as well. The ‘ceremonial 

volcano-pyramid’ was a ‘fiery portal to the Otherworld, harnessed to the will of living kings’ 

(1995: 133-134). Some of the Ajq’ijab’ also mentioned that some pre-Hispanic pyramids 

represent volcanoes.87 These pyramids in the form of volcanoes have according to don 

Marcos always represented the humans’ search for perfection, and can be seen in accordance 

with what Freidel et.al state.  With this don Marcos, symbolically seen, means that beneath a 

volcano humans are searching for the perfection, which can only be found  at the  top of  the 

volcano. He explained that when a child is born it comes with lots of defects and illnesses on 

this world, without knowing how to read or to write, it knows nothing. After being born it has 

                                                 
86Source: www.bibliotecapleyades.net/egipto/fingerprint... (visited on 22-08-2008) 

  
87 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Antonio 9-04-2008 
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to spend its time to learn all these things and it starts growing spiritually. Volcanoes 

symbolically represent the life of all people because in their lifetime they are searching for the 

top.88 In conformance with Freidel et.al., who write about  humans showing they can build 

volcanoes like their gods, this means that humans are searching for perfection which only god 

seems to be.  

Don Antonio told that in the theme of the volcanoes, they do not say there is an 

appropriated form of the replicated pyramids. Although the replicated form of a natural place 

can be seen, like the form and structure of volcanoes, it is not possible to construct the same 

dimensions of energy. According to don Antonio, Tikal, an ancient city of the classic Maya in 

the north-eastern part of Guatemala, has been constructed on a specific place in el Petén 

because there the flow of energy is the most powerful. He stated that there the flow of energy 

is the most powerful because on that place their ancestors found the same energy as on places 

where volcanoes are located. The same volcanoes that have been constructed by Mayans 

through the appropriation of energy that is present there because there is a balance between 

the sky and the earth. It depends on the place if a building is functional or not because it is 

impossible to build replicas of nature on non-functional places. On other places in El Petén, it 

is not possible to construct another Tikal because of the different levels of energy. For 

example, high pyramids can only be constructed on indicated places because it depends on 

how the wind blows. That is why pyramids are developed on places where they are required 

and supplied with this volcano-like form in order to secure the altitude, the communication, 

and the energy. For example, ‘La Danta’, which is a pyramid at the ‘Mirador’  of El Petén, is 

one of the highest humanly created pyramids in Guatemala. According to him, the highest is 

Tikal’s Temple IV.89 What he told about the energy of replicas of volcanoes is contrary to 

what Freidel et.al. mention about energy because they state that the ancient Olmec used 

volcanic stone and clay for constructing pyramids. They made use of these elements because 

they believed volcanic material to be energetic.  

Meso-America’s pyramids with their perfect volcano-like form also function as 

astronomical observatories, which is mentioned by don Marcos and outlined by Malmström. 

According to Malmström, the azimuth90of almost all the ancient Olmec ceremonial centres 

like La Venta, show, in the so-called metropolitan area of Mexico’s Gulf coastal plain, 

‘solsticial orientations’ to the highest mountains (volcanoes) in sight (1997: 81). He states 

                                                 
88 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
89 Interview: don Antonio 9-04-2008 
90 Azimuth is ‘the angle between the direction of the magnetic north and the direction to be measured’ (Van Dale: Groot Woordenboek der 
Nederlandse Taal, 1993) 
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that measured between La Venta and the highest left lip of each of the three volcanoes’ craters 

of San Martín Pajapán (already mentioned above), Cerro San Martín and Cerro Santa Martha 

in the Tuxla mountains, is a little over 285º or a correct 10º away from the position of the 

sunset on the ‘summer solstice’. On the other hand, the most distant of the three strato-

volcanoes, the San Martín with an altitude between 1402 metres and 1772 metres, lies at an 

azimuth of circa 295º, and therefore, may well have served La Venta as a topographic marker 

for the ‘summer solstice sunset’ (1997: 84). Malmström further argues that the Olmecs’ 

dispersal together with their calendar-based religion was not only to what today is the 

heartland of Mexico. Evidence exists of an early dispersion of their cultural outcome to the 

 

 
                           The solstice orientation of La Venta to the volcanoes Volcán San Martín, Cerro Santa Martha 

                                         and Cerro San Martín.91 

 

south and the east, what nowadays is Guatemala, El Salvador, and the border areas of 

Nicaragua and Honduras. Situated in Western Guatemala, the ceremonial site Tabaj Takalik, 

where several Mayan artefacts are found on ancient Olmec grounds, Malmström astonishingly 

states that this centre has not been chosen for its ‘summer solstice sunrise orientation’ to the 

Santa María volcano in Quetzaltenango. Approximately 80 kilometres eastwards, El Baúl 

with its rich collection of ‘primitive sculptures (some of it magnetic)’ is orientated towards 

Antigua’s Agua volcano at the ‘summer solstice sunrise’.  ‘Kaminaljuyú’, which is located in 

a western suburb of Guatemala city, is one of the greatest Guatemalan sites with Olmec-like 

carvings. Like other sites, this site also shows a solsticial orientation to the Fuego volcano 

near Antigua at the ‘winter solstice sunset’ (1997: 85-86).    

                                                 
91 Source: www.dartmouth.edu/~izapa/CS-MM-Chap.%205.htm (visited on 22-08-2008) 
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                         The solstice orientation of some of Guatemala’s ceremonial centres directing towards some 

                                      major volcanoes in the Guatemalan highlands.92 

                                       

 

Volcanoes around Quetzaltenango 

Quetzaltenango is surrounded by several mountains, hills and volcanoes. By the Maya 

Ki’Che, the city is called ‘Xela’ and is derived from the word ‘Xelajuj’No’j’  (Xe means under; 

Lajuj’  means ten; No’j means altar or idea) which means ‘Abajo de los diez sabidurias o 

pensamientos’ or ‘under the ten altars or ideas’. A long time ago, Xela and the surrounding 

villages were situated under these ten altars that lay on the foot of the volcano ‘Lajuj’ No’j’  or 

‘Ten altars or ideas’. Today, many city dwellers identify with this name because it is the 

name of their city. One day the volcano exploded and buried the surrounding villages and 

towns under a thick layer of ashes. Doña Alba told that when one of her friends was building 

her new house in the valley on the south-side of Xela, whilst digging her friend and her 

husband encountered huge jars and other remains of early civilization. She told that the 

remains of the huge volcano are nowadays a mountain area called Cerro Quemado on the 

south-side of Xela where today is the altar that is still called ‘Lajuj’ No’j’ .93 Don Juan told 

that some huge stones that were part of the huge altar on top of the volcano have been 

transported to the top of the Santa María volcano after the explosion.94 The Santa María, a 

huge volcano around five kilometres south of Quetzaltenango, can be seen from almost every 

 
                                                 
92 Source: www.dartmouth.edu/~izapa/CS-MM-Chap.%205.htm (visited on 22-08-2008) 
  
93 Interview: doña Alba, 8-02-2008 
94 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
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  The former volcano Lajuj N’oj with behind it the Santa María volcano towering above Quetzaltenango, the city which by the Mayans 

  was originally named Xelajuj N’oj.95 

 

corner of Quetzaltango and the surrounding areas. Its perfect shaped form is a characteristic 

feature of this volcano. Behind it, the ashes of the Santiaguito sometimes can be observed 

when its white-grey clouds come to the surface above the edges of the Santa María and the 

Siete Aves, a mountain ridge in the south-west of Quetzaltenango.96 When I talked with some 

people about volcanoes and especially when we talked about the Santiaguito, they also started 

to talk about earthquakes because in 1902 before a devastating eruption there were several 

powerful earthquakes that destroyed many houses in Quetzaltenango (Lloyd, 1963: 91). When 

there is an earthquake the Maya remember that ‘Kab’raqan’, a personality in the Pop Wuj, is 

trembling the earth.97 According to the Ajq’ijab’, these volcanoes are places where their 

ancestors continue to live. For the Maya Mam from Chimaltenango, the Santa María volcano 

in Mam called ‘Kab’yo’k’ , which is the home of ‘Xwaan No’j’, and the most powerful of all 

‘witz’ , which in Mam literally means mountains. Like ‘taajwa iil’ , the ‘Owner of Misfortune’, 

Xwaan No’j sends illness and death ensuring a plentiful ‘harvest of souls to toil inside his 

mountain’ (Watanabe, 1992: 67). Wagley also (1949: 59) mentions that ‘Juan Noq’ (I think 

today they mean Juan No’j), the owner of the active Santa María volcano, is in many stories 

of the Chimalteco Maya a ‘fearsome supernatural’. Wagley comments that:  

 

‘His home, inside the volcano of Santa María, continually burns down and must 

be constantly rebuild, hence the smoke that rises from the cone of the volcano. 

                                                 
95 Source: http://www.xelaenlinea.com/ver.cgi?historia&origen1 (visited on 8-02-2008) 

 
96 Own observations 
97 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
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Juan Noq forever needs mozos (workers) to rebuild his house. His mozos are 

the “spirits of the dead.” Juan Noq sends sickness to the village. Those who die 

of this sickness will work during the “next life” as mozos for Juan Noq, building 

his house each day, only to have it burn at night. Thus Juan Noq is known as an 

owner of sickness, and since he usually sends smallpox, he is more specifically 

known as the Owner of Smallpox. When he needs mozos, “he sits on the highest 

point of Santa María and looks over all the villages. He can see all of them 

there. His eye falls on one village which is thriving, and he decides that it will 

be a good place to secure workers.” He sometimes goes there himself to secure 

men, but he “often sends another person to gather his mozos,” for Juan Noq 

has many helpers. An epidemic such as that of typhus during the summer of 

1937 in the neighboring municipality of San Juan Atitán is interpreted as a visit 

from Juan Noq or from one of his helpers.’ (1949: 60) 

 

This quote shows that the Mayans from Chimaltenango are personifying the Santa María 

volcano, as mentioned in Chapter I, in the form of an anthropomorphical figure, namely the 

supernatural being Juan Noq. Different is ‘Rosnaa’, which is less ominous and the witz living 

in Guatemala’s highest volcano Tajumulco. According to a Chimalteco story, Rosnaa is 

responsible for the first coffee trees when the nineteenth century president and Guatemala’s 

Liberal reformer Rufino Barrios wanted his son marrying the witz’s daughter. With her, the 

bride brought some seeds to grow coffee trees. The Chimaltecos’ story tells that this is the 

reason why the first Guatemalan coffee plantations started to flourish on the Pacific coast on 

the foot of the Tajumulco volcano. Another volcano called Tacaná and in Mam called 

‘Tokyaan’, is situated on the Mexican border in the westernmost part of Guatemala. Wagley 

writes that his informants told him that the witz of the Tacaná is female (Wagley, 1949: 59; 

Watanabe, 1992: 67), but in a note Watanabe cannot verify this. Anyway, all of the volcanoes 

mentioned above are situated in the south of Chimbal, the place where the Chamula Maya live 

in Mexico’s Chiapas, and are associated with death and the afterlife corresponding with 

Gossen’s finding that in the Chamula cosmology south is related to ‘the underworld, night 

and the dormant period of the agricultural cycle at the winter’s solstice’ (cf. Gossen, 1974: 

33; Wagley, 1949: 60-67 in Watanabe, 1992: 232). In the same note, Watanabe writes that 

these westernmost peaks of the mountains and volcanoes have these female witz, which she 

relates with what can be find in many Maya cosmologies that the west is associated with 

‘femaleness, darkness, and the waning heat of day’ (cf. Thompson, 1970: 196; Gossen, 1974: 
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42-43 in Watanabe, 1992: 232).  In the next section I will discuss what these volcanoes mean 

for Mayans today. 

 

Volcanoes: the Home of Ancestors and Manifestations of Mother Nature 

Today volcanoes are still sacred in the world of the highland Maya. The scenery 

functions as a sanctuary in order to make religious ceremonies and sacrifices to God and all 

his appearances. That is why ‘on the top of the highest mountains we render cult to the 

absolute Being, that is why the volcanoes, the mountains, and the highest hills occupy a 

privileged place in our Maya rituals’ (Matul, 1989 cited in Montejo, 2005: 153-154). For the 

Maya Mam from Santiago Chimaltenango, mountaintops and volcanoes dominate their sacred 

landscape as well. The most prominent tops are called after their ‘spirit owners’ or 

‘guardians’, which is also endorsed by Mason98 and some people I spoke with, are in Mam 

known as ‘taajwa witz’ which means ‘owner or master of the mountains’ or just witz 

(Watanabe, 1992: 67). The Maya Mam see mountains or witz literally or metaphorically as 

personifying the land and all that they produce. According to Watanabe, Chimalteco Mam no 

longer conceptualize witz as real personages as they did before, but the peaks themselves 

insinuate an ‘impassive, brooding presence’ (1992: 67). At the most distant corners of the 

Chimalteco world, the three of Guatemalas’ highest volcanoes are present. As local peaks 

they as well have their own names. Mayans from Xela believe that volcanoes are created by 

‘Mother Earth’ and they are like ‘respirators’.99 Don Gabriel told me that in Quetzaltenango 

there are volcanoes, mountains and rivers, which are all sacred for them. They don’t say that 

one is more important than the other.100 Also don Ricardo & don Pedro told that every 

volcano has its positive and negative energy, like all valleys, rivers, lakes and mountains. That 

is why within a Maya ceremony volcanoes, rivers, valleys, lakes and all sacred places are 

mentioned as will be demonstrated in Chapter IV.101  

Volcanoes with their different energies, also make Maya, when watching a volcano, 

express their feelings or pay their attention in order to respect God. Don Gabriel told that the 

best known volcanoes are the ones who are visited most by people. Cerro Quemado is one of 

those volcanoes that before was called Volcán Quetzaltenango. For the dwellers of 

Quetzaltenango, the place is very special because the volcano identifies with the name of their 

                                                 
98 http://www.san-shin.org/ (visited on January 23, 2008) 
 
99 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008 
100 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
101 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008 
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city. It is also important because it is known as Lajuj N’oj, which means ten altars or ten 

ideas. This means that this is the power of the city from where they centre their energy.  

Their form and altitude make volcanoes special objects in the highlands of Guatemala. 

According to don Marcos, nobody escapes from the perfect shaped form of volcanoes. They 

energize and optimize people.102Mountains, on the contrary, can have every form. Don 

Alejandro says that mountains are much smaller and have no cone.103As a major difference, 

don Marcos explained that mountains provide water and pure air. According to him, it is said 

that El Petén104 is known as the most important pair of lungs of Central America because 

there are many mountains. He told that without mountains there can be no life because in the 

mountains rivers are born. He explained that volcanoes have no rivers.105  

For the contemporary Maya, volcanoes play an important role in their spirituality106 

and cosmovision because their hugeness touches people and they have existed for thousands 

of years. People are so small in comparison with these huge creations.107 On top of volcanoes 

people see things they cannot see when they are below. The nature on volcanoes is enormous 

because nature can make things human beings are not able to make. That is why Mother 

Nature knows a lot and gives human beings a treasure of knowledge. Every single creature is 

made out of her, where all life begins. Nobody can live without water, air, minerals and fire. 

All those elements are present on volcanoes because there is energy and thus the beginning of 

life.108That is why watching a volcano is most symbolically because of this feeling of being 

small.109 The high altitude also makes the communication with the universe feel stronger.110  

This is why volcanoes are places where people feel more. Humans feel closer to the creator, 

to the ‘Corazón del Cielo’, the Heart of Heaven, but also nearer to the ‘Corazón de la Tierra’ 

or Heart of Earth. This is because below the volcano is the magma, the lava, and the energy. 

Therefore, the contact with the earth and the sky is more tangible.111 On many volcanoes 

sacrifices and ceremonies are held because it is a great sacrifice to go to high places because 

of  the high amount of energy.112 The altitude makes climbing a volcano a difficult activity, 

which will be discussed in the next chapter. Don Ronaldo, as well as don Gabriel, mentioned 

  

                                                 
102 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
103 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
104 ‘El Petén’ is an area in northern Guatemala and is covered by tropical rainforest 
105 Interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008 
106 Interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008 
107 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
108 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
109 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
110 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; don Gabriel 9-04-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
111 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
112 Interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008; interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008 
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View over the volcanoes of Lago de Atitlán and Antigua seen from the top of the Santa María volcano.113 

                                                            

that the volcano Santa María is an important place to make ceremonies because of the high 

altitude.114 When don Ronaldo pointed with his hand to the volcano out of his backyard, he 

said that ‘it is like seeing the spirit of the place. The highest volcanoes like the Santa María or 

the Tacaná have a spirit like they are huge notables in the spiritual environment.’ He 

mentioned that apart from their magnitude, they can be very strict and tall. They are not the 

same as the smallest hills because the difference in the level of altitude and the level of 

energy.115 Also don Gabriel said that the volcano Santa María is an important place because 

the altitude is an important aspect for the highland Maya.116  

Don Alejandro stated that seen from the Maya cosmovision volcanoes are their 

ancestors who are made by ‘Tz’akol’ and ‘B’itol’ , who are the Creator and Former of the 

universe and are always present through their grandness and their powers.117 The Pop Wuj 

tells about the creation of the world and the universe. According to Cook the Pop Wuj tells 

that ‘volcanic fire and water produced life’ in the dawn of time (1997: 89). It tells the story of 

the union between ‘Uk’ux Käj’ 118 and ‘Uk’ux Ulew’119 and how the first life was created by 

‘cosmic forces’ (Cook, 1997: 89).120 It shows how volcanoes supported this book of 

teaching.121It makes reference to two great personalities, the two brothers named ‘Xib’alb’a’  

and ‘Kab’raqan’.122 According to Preuss and some Xela’s Ajq’ijab’, Xib’alb’a, is the creator 

of the mountains and is the god of the volcanoes. Preuss points out that Xib’alb’a takes the 
                                                 
113 Photograph made by Hein Lokin, 2006 
114 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
115 Interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
116 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
117 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
118 ‘Uk’ux Käj’’  in K’iche literally means ‘Heart of Sky’ 
119 ‘Uk’ux Ulew’ in K’iche literally means ‘Heart of Earth’ 
120 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
121 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
122 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-03-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-
04-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
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responsibility for some contemporary Guatemalan volcanoes called ‘Chi’ K’ak , Jun Ajpú, Pec 

Ul, Uaxc’anul, Macamob, and Jusilab’. Nowadays, the first three of these volcanoes are 

called Volcán de Fuego, Agua, and Acatenango, situated in Central Guatemala and the valley 

of Antigua. The next two volcanoes are called the Santa María and the Gagxanull in the 

Western highlands. She has doubts about the last volcano and thinks that it might be Cerro 

Quemado, which before was called Lajuj’ No’j (1988: 81). According to the Ajq’ijab’ I spoke 

with the latter of the two brothers, Kab’raqan, causes earthquakes and tremblings. He is seen 

as the destructor of volcanoes and mountains. Until today, these two brothers remember the 

Maya that they are responsible for the creation and destruction of the ‘Cerros-Valles’,123 

mountains and volcanoes. It is the same what happened with the volcano Lajuj’ No’j in 

Quetzaltenango when it exploded.124Although the people and the literature use the word 

volcano, I have never noticed the word in the Pop Wuj itself.  Only the word mountain was 

often used.  

As places where the ancestors of the Maya live, volcanoes are also seen as their guards 

because they care for the people and they are attentive to what they are doing, which is as well 

affirmed by Mason above.125Doña Adriana, who works with children, also mentioned that she 

feels the presence of volcanoes as a sense of safety and protection, which is what Mason also 

subscribes to Korea’s sacred mountains and volcanoes. She told that ‘for me volcanoes are 

something very curious because always as a child, while observing several of my classmates, 

many of us were drawing volcanoes. All of the children I knew who are drawing, almost 

always were drawing a volcano. Also on my work when we are drawing, there are various 

children that draw volcanoes, and I asked them – ‘why are you drawing volcanoes?’ – . Me, 

in my case when I drew a volcano I felt safe when there was a volcano there because as they 

are they care, they protect, and they are always watching what we are doing. For me this is a 

volcano, a guard, a protector, who is always present. And one day at an activity with children 

one of them was drawing a volcano and I asked – ‘why, why a volcano?’ – and then she 

answered – ‘because there I want to go up and there I want to arrive, and I feel a relation 

when I am in nature and we see her’ – this was a girl of seven years of age.’126  

Depending on the safety and protection of their sacred ancestors, the Maya have to pay 

respect for the volcanoes. They do this by asking them permission when they want to visit the 

                                                 
123 Literally in Spanish this means hills-valleys 
124 Interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008 
125 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008; interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
126 Interview: doña Adriana 6-05-2008 
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volcanoes, or just await an invitation.127 It does not depend only on the time or wish to go 

there, but it depends more on the spirits of the mountains if they invite people to make 

ceremonies. These invitations are often received through dreams or signals of the fire, 

someone has to await an invitation.128 According to Don Gabriel, in the valleys of the Santa 

María there are sacred altars to ask permission to visit the top of the volcano.129Don Antonio 

cites that these sacred altars are located on the foot, in the middle and on the top of the 

volcano.130Of these altars only nine are most known because most people go there. Others are 

more hidden, but all are important.131 Sometimes it takes years to ask permission to their 

ancestors before visiting them.132 When people make a sacred journey on a volcano will be 

discussed in the next chapter.  

 

The Active Santiaguito and the Mysterious Laguna Chicabal 

Two of Guatemala’s striking volcanoes are the Santiaguito, which is the active crater of the 

Santa María volcano, and the Chicabal volcano, which is a sleeping volcano with a lake in its 

crater and is the centre of the cosmovision of the Maya Mam, but attracts people from all over 

Guatemala to make their ceremonies. In this part I first discuss the Santiaguito followed by 

the Laguna Chicabal.  

The Santiaguito volcano is one of the three active volcanoes in Guatemala. As is the 

case of many active volcanoes, the Santiaguito spits out toxic gases, pyroclastic ashes and 

lava flows (Cattermole, 1996). Active volcanoes can be dangerous for the lives of human 

beings but also provide fertile soils. As said by doña Elena, volcanoes are places that support 

the earth. According to her, if there are no volcanoes there would be no lava to fertilize the 

earth because when a volcano would not burst open, life on earth  would be impossible.133 For 

farmers they are important for the fertilization of their lands and results in a rich harvest for 

the next year.134The fertilizing elements, according to don Raúl, are different kinds of metal, 

sulphur, hot water, and vapour. But City dwellers of Quetzaltenango are not happy with the 

ashes because it makes their cars and houses dirty.135 What most people told was that the 

Santiaguito is a respiration of nature. They believed that it is communicating with  

                                                 
127 Interview: don Raúl 08-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008; interview: don Antonio 10-04-
2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
128 Interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008 
129 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
130 Interview: don Antonio: 10-04-2008 
131 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
132 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
133 Interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008 
134 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
135 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
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   On the left the active Santiguito seen from the Santa María volcano, and on the right seen from below seeing the contours of 

    the Santa María behind. 136 

 

them by throwing out lava and ashes. 137It is a crater of fire and in it nature is alive. It 

manifests itself by the language of fire, stones, and volcanic ashes.138 Also don Antonio told 

that: ‘If someone is near the Santa Maria, the Ixkanul,139someone accounts that the Ixkanul is 

generous with the population because it is a wall, it is protection, and you see that the 

Santiaguito is active and is like the manifestation itself, of an old brother with a younger 

brother, one of them is hyperactive, spoilt, annoyed, and destructor of the other, so it is like a 

family, with older and younger brothers, so you can account that in the same nature there are 

different behaviours of persons, different characters, so you can account that there it is a 

family where no one is the same. What means the Santiaguito for me is like having clear that 

the younger brother is part of a family but as well can be very destructive, the younger 

brother is part of a family but requires a certain form of attention and we remember that life 

is not only what we want to see when there is no intimacy in Mother Nature, when she is 

caring, when she is renewing, and when she’s making herself in some way feel visible through 

the Santiaguito, so the Santiaguito implicates much, and is making calls continuous to say 

that he is alive and he is there on his feet, this implicates for me recognizing that there is a 

great energy that our Mother Earth after not having been cared for long times is reclaiming 

                                                 
136 photographs by the author, 2008  
137 Interview: don Ricardo 14-04-2008;  don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don Raúl 8-04-2008; interview: don Gabriel  9-04-2008 
138 Interview: don Raúl 8-04-2008 
139 ‘Ixkanul’ in Ki’Che means volcano 
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through light, or through making you feel provoking death or chaos.’140 Strikingly here is that 

don Antonio subscribes human qualities to the Santiaguito and other volcanoes like they are a 

family, which can be linked to what Crapo calls supernaturalistic thinking and to what Cook 

means with representing natural phenomena as anthropomorphically, as mentioned in Chapter 

I. Joining Mason and doña Adriana, don Antonio also ascribes meaning to volcanoes  as if 

they are guards and protectors of people.    

The Santiaguito for today’s Mayans further represents the respect for its power, 

though they still cannot interpret what it is doing because of its danger it still does not give the 

permission to discover its power until today. It is a dangerous volcano for the life of  

 

 
                          Illustration of how a volcano erupts by spitting out toxic gases, ashes and lava.141 
                                                                 

 
humans and mammals because it is a really powerful being. It destructed many sacred altars. 

According to Don Gabriel, one day they will interpret what the Santiaguito tells them through 

an ongoing investigation. He feels that one day the Santiaguito will show its true spiritual 

contents and its true natural value.142 Don Alejandro knew that the Santiaguito killed many 

people in the past, but gave in that it is part of nature, and nature is alive, which means it 

moves and also destroys. People often do not understand what it tries to say to them. 

According to him it maybe is a reaction of nature because of the current climate change, 

which is caused by the pollution of human kind. Mother Nature, according to him, has fallen 

ill and is reacting to this process. This is a way of Mother Nature to ask human beings to pay 

                                                 
140 Interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008 
141source: www.emergencydude.com/volcano.shtml (visited on 21-08-2008)  
142 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
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respect for her and take care of the earth because she is angry and ill. If something happens to 

her the consequences are felt by human kind. Don Alejandro further commented that regularly 

when the Santiaguito makes a movement, it produces an explosion and announces the coming 

or going of winter or the coming or going of water. He said that these are the languages of 

nature. When there are hard movements, they often announce the raining season or the 

coming of hurricanes. According to him, Mother Earth announces these messages by means 

of volcanoes. That is why their ancestors told to observe the moon and the sun, paying 

attention to the enchantment of the birds of where they make their sounds, whether they make 

them under or above a tree.143  

The other volcano, Laguna Chicabal, is a sleeping volcano with a beautiful lake in its 

crater. From San Martín Chile Verde, the nearby village, it is a steep walk until the entrance  

 

 
        A Maya ceremony held on the shore of Laguna Chicabal’s  lake.144 
 

of the nature reserve. From there it is a half an hour walk to the viewpoint, to overview the 

beautiful lake. In the opposite direction to the lake, the viewpoint also makes it possible to see 

the Santa María volcano, with its smaller brother the Santiaguito. On the edge of the volcano 

there is a huge plate saying that the lake is the centre of the cosmovision of the Maya Mam, 

one of the indigenous groups of Guatemala. From the edge of the lake’s crater it is possible to 

take a long and steep wooden staircase to go to the underlying lake. Once arrived at the lake, 

                                                 
143 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
144 Photograph made by author 
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it is possible to walk around it along the edge of the tranquil water. Signs along the lake say 

that it is prohibited to swim in the water, out of respect for the place. According to Hart, local 

people say that it can be tricky to go into the water (2008: 75). Stories that were told to him 

say that people have died there, as well as two Ajq’ijab’. The story of a woman tells that some 

people once stepped into the lake near the shore to put some crosses, but the ‘dueño’, which is 

the spirit or boss of the place, did not allow them to get out again, so they died there (2008: 

75). Another story from an indigenous Mam tells about a girl that went to the lake with some 

companion to graze the sheep. Only, one day when they were there the girl saw some red 

coloured hair bands that were floating on the surface of the water. The red colour made her 

fall in love with them, and she went into the water trying to get them out, but instead, the hair 

band got her and hauled her under the water. Doña Angela had such a story about people 

becoming paralysed in the lake. The story says that before people did not know that the lake 

could be deadly, but there a man was found in the lake that was swimming who all of a 

sudden could not move his legs and became paralyzed with the consequence that he could not 

walk anymore. That is why according to her it is needed to keep away from the water because 

they believe that the water paralyses people. She further mentioned that Laguna Chicabal is 

sacred because ‘there is the mouth of the volcano, and a long time ago it was a volcano, but 

still it is the mouth of the volcano because there is the centre and that is why it is so sacred.’ 

When she once went to the laguna as a young girl, she brought flowers and candles, and asked 

the volcano for help, protection and pouring rain. Before, people always came there with 

drums and flowers to ask the Ajaw for water. Also Hart states that many Ajq’ijab’ come to the 

lake conducting ceremonies to ask for rain, but as well come to receive their priesthood 

(2008: 75). When I visited the volcano several times, I saw Ajq’ijab’ conducting ceremonies 

and also thanking the Ajaw for everything and maybe asking for rain as well. One of the 

groups I encountered told that they came here once a year to make a ceremony. Although they 

gave me some food for my empty stomach and some remaining candles to put on the shore of 

the lake, they were closed when asking them about their visit and were as mysterious as the 

cloudy and rainy volcano with its lake. During my visits, when the morning past at noon and 

the ceremonies already ended, the rain always started to pour down from the sky making the 

lake and the crater’s edges invisible through the low-lying clouds. Maybe this was an answer 

of the Ajaw.  
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Conclusion 

Volcanoes have always been sacred for Mesoamerican Olmec and Maya civilizations and 

have always been an important part of their spirituality, until today. In the time of the ancient 

Olmec, volcanoes played an important role in their cosmovision and cosmology. For them, 

the San Martín Pajapán volcano in the Tuxla mountains in Mexico was seen as the centre of 

the world. They even made a replica of the volcano. The Olmec further used the tops of 

Mexico’s and Guatemala’s volcanoes as references to observe the summer solstice sunrise 

and the winter solstice sunset. Their ancient ceremonial cities, stretched out over Guatemala, 

and the borders of El Salvador and Honduras. Volcanoes’ forms and altitude, what Mason 

calls their physical factors, make them special objects in the sacred landscape of Guatemala. 

Their altitude turns them into places where communication with the universe and the cosmos 

can be felt stronger. Ceremonies are often made there because of the high levels of energy. 

Seen from the Maya spirituality, mentioned by Cook, volcanoes are part of the cosmos 

because the cosmos is related to every aspect of human, animal and plant life on earth. 

Today’s Mayans see volcanoes as places where their ancestors remain to live and see them as 

protectors and guards of the people, which is mentioned as well by Mason as a characteristic 

of sacred Korean mountains and volcanoes. They feel safe when they are in the vicinity of a 

volcano. Around Quetzaltenango, several volcanoes also dominate the landscape, like the 

Cerro Quemado and the Santa María. Especially the Santa María volcano, around five 

kilometres south of Quetzaltenango, is a huge object, which can be seen from the whole 

surrounding area. Xela’s Ajq’ijab’ still tend to interpret its crater, the active volcano 

Santiaguito. This active volcano is seen as a respirator of Mother Nature, which throws out 

lava and ashes as a means of communication. Until today the volcano has not yet been 

interpreted well because of its ongoing dangers. Another volcano, Laguna Chicabal, is a 

sleeping volcano with a lake in its crater and is the centre of the Maya Mam’s cosmovision. 

Answering the central question, this chapter shows that volcanoes play an important role in 

the spiritual lives of contemporary Maya. Seen from the Maya spirituality, volcanoes are 

worshipped as part of Mother Nature’s creation and contribute to plant, animal and human life 

by throwing out fertile ashes enriching Guatemala’s fruitful soils.    
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Introduction 

Making a pilgrimage, or what Ajq’ijab’ call a ‘visit’ , to a volcano or another sacred place is an 

important aspect of the Maya spirituality because part of the sacred journey is practicing 

rituals in order to respect and thank life in all its facets. Although many Ajq’ijab’ claim that 

the term pilgrimage does not exist within the Maya cosmovision, I encountered that to some 

extent pilgrimage does exist but under a different name. What is called a visit can be 

compared to some of the pilgrimage’s characteristics mentioned in the term’s definitions. It 

seems they want to distinguish from the Catholic way of looking to a pilgrimage. 

Morinis defines pilgrimage as ‘..a journey undertaken by a person in quest of a place 

or a state that he or she beliefs to embody a valued idea. At its most conventional, the end of 

the pilgrimage is an actual shrine located at some fixed geographical point’ (1992: 4). He 

further says that an individual who makes a journey on his own to a place which is important 

for him may also be a pilgrim. Crumrine & Morinis contend that pilgrimage has different 

meanings. For an individual, pilgrimage means a journey assumed to a sacred shrine for 

religious purposes. Some places are in general recognized and known as pilgrimage shrines, 

these kind of sites make people leave their homes to undertake an unusually journey (1991: 

2). From a broader point of view, pilgrimage can also be seen as an institution which 

embraces a variety of actors, places, behaviours, times, and specialists (1991: 2-3). In this 

way the pilgrimage has to do with a couple of human and material aspects which characterize 

individuals’ journeys to shrines. So, to speak of the pilgrimages to shrines, is to appeal to the 

multi-faceted socio-cultural complex, which concentrates on those sites. So, from this angle 

the pilgrimage can be seen as a complex and an interrelated characteristic of the social and 

cultural life of a community. According to Crumrine & Morinis, it is important to remember 

that any aspect of pilgrimage practice and belief is embedded into the totality of the 

pilgrimage. Each aspect pulls its meaning, form, and functions in its full incorporation into 

the whole (1991: 3).  

Also Turner & Turner (1978: 7) put forward that the goal of pilgrimage is ‘to get out, 

go forth, to a far holy place approved by all. In societies with few economic opportunities for 

movement away from limited circles of friends, neighbours, and local authorities, all rooted 

alike in the soil, the only journey possible for those merchants, peddlers, minstrels, jugglers, 

tumblers, wandering friars, or outlaws, or their modern equivalents, is a holy journey, a 

pilgrimage or a crusade. They further state that through such a journey  people get away from 

the ‘reiterated “occasions of sin”’ which according to them clarifies the human experience of 
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social structure. Many pilgrims experience a sacred journey as a kind of penance because 

often they face a long and hazardous way, beset by thieves and cheats, full of natural risks and 

epidemics. In spite of all these dangers, the pilgrims have the opportunity to leave all ills of 

their home basis behind (1978: 7). What becomes most clear from what is mentioned above, 

is that pilgrimage is a sacred journey that is undertaken by some people to visit a sacred place 

and give it a socio-cultural meaning. According to Crapo, pilgrims’ places have often special 

natural features, and are often mountains, forests, waterfalls, or caves (Crapo, 2002: 202). 

This journey can be a risky enterprise, which can be seen as a form of atonement. Some 

people I spoke with told me that when climbing a volcano they also had these kinds of 

experiences, which I will work out later in this chapter. Clear is that pilgrimage is strongly 

related to rituals, which are often practiced within a sacred ceremony at the sacred destination. 

For the Maya this means making a ceremony with in its centre a holy fire. 

According to Crapo a ceremony is a ‘complex sequence of rituals’ (2002: 39). These 

rituals, as he puts forward, are ‘Stereotyped sequences of behaviours that are associated with 

particular emotions and which are rationalised–that is made meaningful—by the 

supernatural beliefs of the performers’ (2002: 36). This implicates that he means that 

ceremonies are a series of ritual demeanours linked with certain sentiments, and through 

believing in the supernatural the participants are reasoned. He further asserts that religions do 

not exist without rituals, because rituals are the core of activities uniting people in religious 

orders. Religious rituals influence non-mundane powers and beings. Moreover, religious 

rituals like all rituals create intensified concentration and special feelings (2002: 36). The 

difference with non-religious rituals is that religious rituals, which is already mentioned in the 

terms’ definition, make the performer give certain meanings to these rituals by his or her 

belief in the supernatural. In this way rituals function to permit participants to improve their 

faithfulness to these beliefs and values. Religious rituals are also practiced in the conviction 

that the supernatural is influenced by them in order to advantage the performing participants. 

Practicing rituals may change participants from their current status to another, whether they 

are religious or nonreligious. According to Crapo, van Gennep called these rituals of changing 

statuses ‘rites of passage’ (2002: 36), which I will discuss later on in this chapter. 

   In this chapter I will explain what pilgrimage or a visit mean to Maya today, and 

how their sacred ceremonies play a role in it.  The first part of this chapter concentrates on 

pilgrimage seen from the Maya point of view. The second part is more focused on how and 

why they practice ceremonies, after which I will end this chapter with a case-study of a Maya 

ceremony, because I want to make clear which rituals are practiced during such a ceremony. 
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The Sacred Journey on Volcanoes: a Pilgrimage or a Visit? 

Many Maya today climb volcanoes in order to practice rituals on their tops. According to 

people I spoke with it is a spiritual experience to be on top of a volcano and to conduct a 

ceremony. They felt totally away from their normal life routine and forgot everything from 

their daily life because they felt part of everything. Like van Gennep, Turner developed a 

theory of ritual. The central idea of his theory is that pilgrimage as an anti-structural practice 

stands opposite to its counterpart, which is the structured society with its tight roles and 

statuses (Morinis, 1992: 8). The essence of pilgrimage is the possibility to express the 

experience of ‘communitas’, which is ‘the direct, immediate, and total confrontation of 

human identities’ (Turner, 1969: 131 quoted in Morinis, 1992: 8), breaking the structural 

bonds of daily life. Pilgrimage according to Morinis is anti-structural. He also states that 

pilgrimage is a type of ‘normative communitas’, which is the experience of destructuring 

communitas that is ‘organized into a perduring social system’ (Turner, 1969: 132 quoted in 

Morinis, 1992:8). Turner further argues that ‘Though pilgrimages strain in the direction of 

universal communitas, they are still ultimately bound by the structure of the religious systems 

within which they are generated and persist’ (Turner, 1974: 205-6 quoted in Morinis, 1992: 

8). With this he means that pilgrimages tend to be anti-structural and are always tied within 

religious structures. According to Morinis pilgrimage and rites of passage have some 

correspondences. He states that this similarity does not vindicate pilgrimages’ analytical 

reduction through assimilation to another simpler structured ritual. The intricacy and variety 

of the assemblies of meaning and action that make pilgrimages show that such a reduction is 

fruitless. Pilgrimage might be initiatory as is the case of a rite of passage meaning that 

participants shift from one status to another, which can be a characteristic of ‘communitas’ 

that might be identifiable in some cases. But on the other hand pilgrimage may be, as it often 

does, represented in the form of a ‘personal therapeutic act or an explicitly instrumental plea 

for divine intervention to sort out some earthly woe’ (1992: 8-9). By this he means that 

instead of groups, pilgrimage is frequently practiced by individuals for personal reasons.  

As said above, there is no agreement between Ajq’ijab’ whether pilgrimage exists or 

not exists within the Maya cosmovision. According to most Ajq’ijab’ pilgrimage does not 

exist within the Maya cosmovision and Maya spirituality because it is a term most used in 

Catholic and Christian churches, but is still not clear whether it exists or not. Instead of using 
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pilgrimage they use the word visit.145 When I asked if there is a certain form of pilgrimage 

they told me that it perhaps could be seen as making sacrifices for their spirituality and their 

god.146 Don Juan states that pilgrimage does not exist within the Mayan culture, but 

mentioned that walking, which can be seen as a main pilgrimage activity, is to enter inside 

someone’s own sentiments. Technically seen this is called introspection by the walking 

person himself. It is the capacity of abstraction of the Mayans to enter inside oneself.147 Don 

Gabriel also does not do pilgrimages, because according to him it is something that someone 

orders you to do. When he is making sacrifices or if he is going to help with ceremonies for 

him this is a voluntarily act. Pilgrimage is very different from what they call a visit. 

Pilgrimages in his opinion are made collective while sacrifices can be made individually.148 

As mentioned above, according to Morinis  pilgrimage can be made by an individual person 

as well, this means that an individual visit to a sacred place as stated by don Gabriel, can be 

seen as pilgrimage as well. Don Ricardo and don Pedro surprisingly declared that the 

pilgrimage is constant because sacred places that are situated in the hills, valleys, and 

mountains are visited every day, while later on they gave in that pilgrimage is a non-existing 

term within the Maya cosmovision. Some of Xela’s Ajq’ijab’ stated that pilgrimage does exist 

within the Maya spirituality.  According to don Alejandro there are two important dates to 

make pilgrimages, those are ‘Waqxajib’ Batz’’, which is the day when the sacred Maya 

calendar ends. On that day there are huge ceremonies at sacred places where many people go 

to. The other important day is ‘Wayeb’’, which is the beginning of the solar year. On these 

days there are many pilgrimages in Guatemala. On these days there is more energy, because 

many people come together and those are happy days.149  

According to me what the two Ajq’ijab’ do not perceive as pilgrimage and what they    

call a visit can be compared with pilgrimage because in my opinion they have almost the 

same characteristics as pilgrimage, shown in the theoretical part above. I derive this from 

people’s experiences when climbing a volcano or visiting a sacred place. My interpretation is 

that climbing a volcano is a lot more than just climbing it and visiting it and can be compared, 

from my point of view, with pilgrimage. They  experience  it  as a form of offering 

themselves as well as a kind of penance, which is also endorsed above by Turner & Turner.  

                                                 
145 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Juan 24-03-2008; don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don Marcos 28-
03-2008; don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
146 Interview: don Ricardo & don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
147 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
148 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
149 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
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Don Pablo, a Catholic-Maya priest from Almolonga, also told that pilgrimage exists 

within the Maya culture because he learned from the Maya spirituality that they are 

passengers and occupants; symbolically seen, humans are constantly walking and moving   

through the universe. This means that the Maya are people on the way searching for certain 

specific purposes to aim for in their lives. He said that nobody is immovable, which according 

to him is a beautiful part of the Maya spirituality.150 This way of looking to pilgrimage can be 

linked to what Morinis calls the symbolism of pilgrimage. In this sense he sees pilgrimage in 

relation to the symbolic relationship of pilgrim’s movements with other cycles and 

movements, such as the cycles of the day, sun, moon, and the seasons, etcetera. For example 

the Yucatec Maya termed pilgrimage referring to the journey of the stars through the 

universe. Pilgrimage can connect the movements of humans through space, progression of life 

and time, to different energetic domains of the outer space (1992: 16). This fits perfectly to 

how don Pablo sees human life as a symbolical pilgrimage and can be linked to the Maya 

spirituality, in which humans are connected to everything within the cosmos.   

 What becomes clear from the above is that movement is the essence of pilgrimage, 

and thus of sacred journeys (Morinis, 1992: 15). Morinis says that in the analysis of 

pilgrimage, movement is to some extent typological, but it is also because movement 

comprises important aspects of meaning and experiences that are central to sacred journeys. 

The usual sacred journey is typified linear, which means bringing the pilgrim from home to 

shrine and home again. A sacred journey can also be circular or spiral. Pilgrimage in a 

circular form means that the pilgrim encircles a characteristic or area which itself is circular, 

like mountains, islands, or sets of sites in a city or region. Circular movement can also be a 

part of a pilgrimage ritual, such as rambling around a shrine. Spiral journeys on the other hand 

are not heading directly towards the shrine, but around and around and gradually reach the 

core. This type of movement can be a symbolic ascension or just an existing path to come to a 

certain height. Because many pilgrimage shrines are situated on the tops of mountains, the 

ascent through spiral movement is usual. Morinis argues that a sacred journey is always 

prevailed to cultural shaping and in such a way it is a platform of characterization no matter 

what meaning is ascribed by culture to diverse kinds of territorial actions (1992: 16). In the 

case of the Maya when climbing a volcano they move as well. When people climb the Santa 

Maria volcano they make to what Morinis calls a ‘linear journey’, which means that the 

people climb the volcano, make a ceremony, then return home.  

                                                 
150 Interview: don Pablo 13-03-2008 
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 Climbing a volcano for Mayans is seen as a spiritual experience and a form of self-

sacrifice and penance, which is also mentioned by Turner & Turner above (1978: 7). 151 

Besides people mentioned that climbing a volcano or visiting a sacred place make them feel 

happy, make them feel part of the whole and the nature. Making a sacred journey to the top of 

a volcano, especially referring to the Santa María volcano is according to don Gabriel ‘a form 

of offering your tiredness, offering your time, offering your time to nature.’152 Besides the 

exhausting experiences people felt they were part of something and enjoyed nature.153Don 

Antonio told that it is always an admiration of the abundance and beauty. The most beautiful 

experience for him is to be part of everything. The efforts implicate also the happiness of 

what someone sees of the most near and the most distant places.154 But don Gabriel’ 

experiences were a touristic and a spiritual. He explained that his touristic experience was full 

of disorder. It was impossible to feel the natural value, the communication of the stones, the 

earth, the trees, and the animals. Different was when he went to the Santa María making a 

ceremony, because he went listening to the sound of the birds and the animals. He felt a 

delicate bond with the animals while listening to their sounds and the communication between 

them. He could also hear the communication between the trees and the leaves, caused by the 

wind. He climbed the Santa María with more attention towards this richness, value, and 

communication. Spiritually, he wished to repeat all this so that he could feel tired in order to 

make a sacrifice. Also don Ronaldo, who lives near the foot of the Santa María, told that 

because of the level of altitude he also climbs the volcano once in a while, because it is a hard 

and difficult challenge to fulfil. For him climbing the highest situated places is like a type of 

appointment with these places. The last time when doña Elena climbed the Santa María was 

five years ago. According to her it was a very happy day to make an enormous ceremony. She 

told that while walking to the top she saw it as a penance, because they did not eat the whole 

day, because their stomachs were already full, but there was no hunger at all.155Finally, when 

arrived on the top don Gabriel told that he was emotional and felt he never wanted to go down 

again. But he knew that there was not enough food and water to survive on the volcano and 

that is why he felt he had to go back to work in the city. For him being on the Santa María 

was an important and significant experience to feed the soul and spirit, and the enjoyment 

generated from the tranquillity and the peace of a ceremony.156 In the experience of don 

                                                 
151 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008; interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008  
152 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
153 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008; interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008; interview: don Ronaldo 15-04-2008 
154 Interview: don Antonio 10-04-2008 
155 Interview: doña Elena 17-05-2008 
156 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
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Alejandro going to a sacred place and conducting a ceremony is integrating into nature, and 

being there with  lots of happiness, walking and finally arriving at a sacred place. The contact 

with nature, the cosmos, and his nahual fills him up. He feels this contact because there is a 

strong sense of peace, and when making a ceremony he talks with a lot of ease and sensibility. 

He told that ‘you know if the fire is full and you cannot tell lies. It is also integrating with the 

persons who are on your side. Smelling the scents, the colours, the taste that everything 

remembers you that you are part of nature, that you have to be careful, and that you are part 

of the totality, so that is our experience when being at a ceremony. Moreover we are talking 

with the nahuales, the energies we have, like the energy of the air, el ik’, the energy of the 

water, el imox, the energy of the fire, el q’aq’. Every element that we are mentioning lets us 

remember that we are part of everything and that we are brothers and sisters together within 

this whole cosmos.’157Also don Juan affirmed that places have more energy when they are 

situated in the nature, which make them more sacred than normal places.158 In the next part I 

will work out what Maya ceremonies implicate and which materials are used for the sacred 

fire.  

 

Maya Ceremonies: Rituals of Change 

……………………………………………….., 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Zunil, 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Tajumulco 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Santa María 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Acatenango 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán del Fuego 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Pacaya  

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán de Agua 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Lajuj’N’oj. 

Venga recibir el nahual del Volcán Cerro Quemado 

Venga recibir también todos los valles, todas las montañas, todos los 

ríos, todos los lagos, que tal vez en este momento pues nos están 

escuchando en este momento, nos están viendo, venga recibir esta 

candela, este toj, esta multa, este presente, pues, que venimos a 

                                                 
157 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
158 Interview: don Juan 24-03-2008 
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entregar a ustedes valles, a ustedes montañas, a ustedes 

volcanes,……159         

 

When Maya visit a volcano or other sacred place they go there to make a Maya ceremony in 

order to make sacrifices and practice their spirituality. A Mayan ceremony is, what Crapo 

(2003) says, a complex of rituals and prayers to ask and thank the Ajaw or god for 

everything.160 Don Ignacio stated that through ceremonies people change and can be linked to 

rites of passage as put forward above, which means that through rituals people undergo 

changes in status. Before making a ceremony don Ignacio informed me that after the 

ceremony I would never be the same as before because of practicing rituals. Besides personal 

changes of participants, Rothenbuhler states that rituals have always been subject to change 

themselves. They are frequently associated with perceptions about tradition, stability, and 

order throughout many generations. He further states that often the only vindication is that 

people who practice rituals say that they have always been practicing them in the same way 

(1998: 46), like many people during my research told that they inherited them from their 

ancestors. Ensuing, Rothenbuhler says that there is plenty of evidence that rituals are liable to 

change, and ordered them in four major ways. First of all he says that rituals are considered to 

change because of the Anthropological literature on contacts between cultures and diffusion 

of forms of culture from one social group to another. Secondly, he underpins that institutions’ 

histories give examples of ritual change and present institutional changes, like the Protestant 

Reformation or liturgical reform in the Catholic church. Also histories of political institutions 

show changes in ritual, also like the histories of manners and dress demonstrate ritual changes 

and participation of ritual in institutional changes. For example, the social revolution in 

America during the sixties was significantly characterized by changes in a form of self-

presentation, interpersonal esteem and manner, and of codes of respect, authority and order. 

According to Rothenbuhler a third cause of ritual change is the overthrowing of rituals of an 

old regime while setting up new rituals usurped to a new social order by means of a 

revolution. The French revolution as example demonstrates new calendars, holidays, saints, 

statues, ways of greeting, personal badges, and different forms of meeting which involved 

new kinds of government (1998: 48-49). I think that this form of ritual change also occurred  

when the Spanish conquistadores arrived in Guatemala in order to change everything by 

enforcing the Mayans to a new regime where there was no place for practicing Maya 

                                                 
159 A fragment from ongoing prayer in a ceremony recited by an Ajq’ij, recorded with a voice recorder (12-03-2008) 
160 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
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spirituality and ceremonies. During the centuries of colonization, a new calendar and religion 

were imposed upon the indigenous people. Also the regime during Guatemala’s civil war 

prohibited the Mayans to practice their spirituality and ceremonies and forced them to the 

Catholic and Protestant faith. According to don Ricardo, today’s ceremonies are very modern. 

Nowadays in some ceremonies eggs, tins with chilli peppers, candles, and different liquors are 

used. He told there is nothing wrong with making changes, but it depends on the persons who 

make them. He said that there are people who like to make changes and identify with new 

things. According to him, the candles used in the ceremony are modern because originally it 

was not part of their culture and was introduced by the Catholics. Now they are integrated 

into their ceremonies because finally they are also part of Mother Nature. Alberto further told 

that their ceremonies underwent some major changes during different periods of time. Don 

Ricardo  also  said that the ceremonies’ prayers are strongly influenced by Catholic prayers.161 

According to many Ajq’ijab’, ceremonies can be practiced on every place that is 

considered sacred. Like all sacred places, going to a volcano and making a ceremony is 

possible every single day, but it depends on the purpose of the ceremony because the purpose 

or energetic power of each day has already been determined.162Don Alejandro mentioned that 

no one can encounter ceremonies because they are often very hidden.163According to don 

Gabriel ceremonies need to be practiced in tranquillity in order to respect the mountains and 

volcanoes. Making the ceremony hidden has according to him also to do with the privacy of a 

ceremony because there can be very personal elements or aspects in a person’s life that have 

to be kept private or have to be kept unpublicly. If, for example, someone celebrates the day 

of his or her nahual most of the time someone never celebrates it in public because it is 

something of that specific person. He further told that when there are to many people, the 

power of a ceremony decreases and nature will be disturbed.164  

According to don Alejandro Maya ceremonies are full of symbolism, especially when 

it concerns the movement of the planets and the stars in the universe around the sun. In this 

sense, making ceremony is a moment in which the participants integrate in nature. This means 

that during a ceremony all participants spin around the ceremonial fire, which represents the 

sun, where planets and stars of the whole universe are spinning around. This is also important 

because when someone removes the cap of a kitchen sink the water always turns from the left 

to the right. He further told that beans, like many other plant, are spinning around when they 

                                                 
161 Interview: don Ricardo 
162 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
163 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
164 Interview: don Gabriel 9-04-2008 
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are growing. That is why in ceremonies it is only allowed to move from the left to the right 

like the movement of the earth around the sun.165 During the ceremony at ‘Wujub’ Ja’, my 

girlfriend once walked the opposite direction, and the people made gestures and whispered to 

her that she had to walk from left to right.  

In Maya ceremonies the four wind directions, east, west, north and south also play an 

important role and each having a specific colour. Symbolically, the sunrise, which is 

manifested in the colour red and called after their ancestor ‘Balam Akab’’, transfers to their 

ancestor ‘Balam Kitze’’, which is the sunset that represents the colour black and symbolizes 

the night and obscurity. The colour white is called ‘Balam Ik’, which is the input of air, 

coming from the north. And there is also the colour yellow that is their grandparent ‘Maju 

Kuta’’ , and is centred in the south where the air leaves. In the centre there are the colours blue 

and green. The colour blue represents the Uk’ux Käj or Heart of  Sky, and is the air. The 

colour green on the other hand represents the Uk’ux Ulew, which means Heart of Earth, and 

symbolizes all living mammals, plants and trees.166  

The ceremonial fire, as mentioned above and already introduced in chapter II, is a 

central element in a ceremony and is only fuelled by natural elements, because all the used 

products are given by Mother Nature.167These elements can be ‘pom’ (resin of pine trees), 

candles with the six above mentioned symbolical colours, sugar, pine nuts, sesame, incense, 

honey, ‘el Copal’, which is a liquid from a certain plant, eggs, liquor, and many more things. 

Don Ricardo and don Pedro told that many of these natural products have their own special 

scent. Like candles, they have a special, pure and natural smell, and about chocolate they said 

that it is made of cacao, which is also a natural product.  

Before starting ceremonies, the participants clean the altar before making the 

preparations for a fire. They do this by brushing out the place and sometimes by sprinkling 

liquor on the place in order to purify the place.168 Then the time has come to build up the 

construction with all the ingredients to make a fire, which will be shown in the next part, 

which is about a ceremony in which I was the main participant. In the ceremony I experienced 

what rites of passage stand for. According to don Ignacio I will be a new person after the 

ceremony. My experience made me a different person and it touched me deeply, because I 

even started to cry.  

 

                                                 
165 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
166 Interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008 
167 Interview: don Ricardo and don Pedro 11-03-2008; interview: don Alberto 25-03-2008; interview: don Alejandro 26-03-2008; interview: 
don Marcos 28-03-2008 
168 Observations made on 12-03-2008 and 14-05-2008 
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 A Maya Ceremony in the Hills around Xela 

 

‘So your heart wants to thank with all the good in a distance, when 

your power has to be here in the centre, it is a power that you bring, 

when you bring the highest to the Creator you want to bring material, 

but it also means that it gives you much energy of being near the fire.’ 

 

On May 14, 2008 I joined don Ignacio to a sacred place to conduct a ceremony especially for 

me. Kab’lajuj Tijax is a sacred place on a hill just outside Xela hidden between bushes. The 

place consists of a fireplace where the ceremonial fire burns, a large stone with a huge sign in 

it, and behind the stone there was an altar build under some rocks that formed the roof of the 

altar. In this altar there was a cross and some stones. 

When we first came there, don Ignacio went to this altar and stood for a few seconds 

in front of the altar in silence to ask permission to the Ajaw before starting the ceremony. 

Then he started cleaning the whole place with a broom to take away all the dirt, like leaves 

and some plastic waste that were left by people who made a ceremony before, in order to pay 

respect to the place. He said ‘such a pity that people leave this behind so dirty’ . To show 

respect I also went to the altar to ask permission and stood for a few seconds in silence in 

front of it. Then he started cleaning the place where he wanted to make the preparations for 

the ceremonial fire with a shovel. Then he started to unpack all the elements needed for the 

ceremonial fire. Subsequently he went to the ceremonial fireplace and felt with his right hand 

which spot in this place contains the most cosmic energy because there should be the centre of 

the fire. I found this very interesting because I always thought that the place was just a fire 

place, but he was the only one who showed me that this was so important. Then he started 

scattering white sugar in the form of a circle starting in the East because that is where the 

sunrises, and this was also the direction where we could see Ba’ul, a sacred hill on the 

Eastside of Xela, he said that this was really important because there is a lot of energy coming 

from the East. Then he started to form a cross inside the circle with all points directing to the 

sacred wind directions.  

He told that ‘you have to make a heart of the fire, and this heart is what you present 

because it is the centre, and this is what brings together everything, because of how it is a 

platform of the centre you are, pay in this day, in this day you are to get rid of the obstacles, 

this day gives you a power.’ Then he put ‘quilco’  which are small bolls made of pine resin 
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that represent money. Next he put ‘ensarta’,  also balls. He told that  they ‘go back to teach in 

the four paths you have, and here other four that you start in your heart and fill your heart, 

and this is semeja, of how you are going to drink what means the drinks what you are giving 

to the Nahuales, this drink you can fill with honey, alcohol, and is also of the resin of the pine 

tree, these you fill up.’ Then he started to lay down sweets and explained that ‘you are 

sacrificing the sweetness what you are from your heart from what you are. And subsequently 

he started to lay down ‘la bola’ which are balls made from pine resin, la bola means with the 

good thoughts you have from the four paths, and make your heart also, this represents the 

brains with which you think, your pom because they are round, it also represents the world, 

but is mostly represents the brains of every being with whom you are related, who you love, 

your diverse thoughts, and these balls represent together all different persons and ideas, and 

also the world because they are round, it is the power that gives you. And also the incense is 

from the tree, this is to give aroma, and looked like white material what is also made from the 

resin of the pine tree.’ 

Meanwhile he was laying down ‘ocote’, which is wood from the pine tree, and next 

put down thirteen cigars he told that ‘when the first offer someone makes with tobacco or from 

tobacco leaves, this tobacco means, there are thirteen tobaccos, because of the thirteen 

energies that has every period, it also means the thirteen days that the moon moves around 

the Earth, they are the energies of the universe, they also represent the thirteen points in a 

human body, and the thirteen constellations, as much it is scientific as well as cosmical.’  

In the centre he scattered ‘ajonjoly’  (I think it is white sugar), because ajonjoly ‘has 

deepened the harvest, it produces a lot and that’s why we want to thank because you 

produced a lot of ideas, you spend your time here, and you also want to have good ideas, and 

that’s why we decorate the fire with it, with the white, which is pure, with the pure that you 

went your thought, maybe that you see parts of ….. of someone, but the biggest part of your 

ideas of the days you were here were good.’ Then he brought green sugar to the place to 

scatter it and mentioned that ‘the green, because it represents the nature in which you stayed, 

but the green is that your investigation sometimes turns ‘cruda’ (raw or natural) above us, 

difficult, so it costs, it costs to understand the people, so go together with the birth of your 

questions, the good that your questions were.’ Then he started to scatter yellow sugar: ‘the 

yellow is the maturity with which you are advancing your things, of your study that you are 

going to bring out, with which you are going to ripen them, but also you are going to bring 

them much later in the future, money, you are going to represent the best work possession, so 
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you are constant in a sacred place, so this combination of white, green and yellow, are the 

ones you have to put in the fire and your studies.’ 

Then he started with the candles: ‘the twenty candles represent the twenty months, the 

twenty days that contains a month in the calendar, but we are going to put in the heart five, 

the yellow colour means what I already said the maturity and money, and is the purity of your 

emotions, these are red candles, also ten and put five in the centre, with your sentimental life, 

we put ten, and these ten we are going to lighten there (the altar build in the rocks with the 

cross) and then with them you are going to lighten the candles here, and then one by one you 

are putting the ten candles, so now we are ready to start the ceremony.’ 

Then we walked to the altar where I had to lighten a red and a yellow candle and had 

to put them wherever I wanted in the small cave. I decided to put the red candle behind the 

cross on the right side where it was dark and also the wind was away from that place. Then 

the yellow candle I put on the other side of the cross also to make the dark place lighten up. 

To ask permission to the Creator we started to concentrate in front of the altar and were silent 

for about a minute and closed our eyes, in order to ask permission to the Creator to start the 

ceremony and preparing ourselves before making the ceremony. Feeling the silence in me my 

energy grew. It was like everything was moving in harmony in side me, and the silence 

around me. Then we took four deep slowly breaths in order to make more energy and feel 

more concentrated. After this I had to lighten up ten yellow and red candles with one of the 

candles already burning. Then we walked back to where we made the preparations for the 

ceremonial fire. While he stood on the east side of the place mine was on the north side of the 

place, and he started the ceremony by thanking  el Ajaw, or God,  Mother Earth, Heart of Sky, 

and the Heart of Earth that they gave us the permission to be on the place making sacrifices 

for them.  
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                               The altar with a Maya cross and the two candles I had put somewhere in the cave. 

 

Next, still standing with the burning candles in my hands and some candle-grease on 

my hands, the ten red and yellow candles in the centre of the construction had to be 

enlightened with the candles from my hand. Subsequently the ten candles in my hands had to 

be put around the fire one by one around in order to enlighten the whole construction. Then 

don Ignacio started to make prayers to thank the Ajaw for my life, my future, my family, my 

girlfriend, my friends, and everyone with whom I ever have made contact and were important 

once in my life. After we did this we had to walk around the fire three rounds. The fire started 

whirling and this meant that el Ajaw received the sacrifices well. Subsequently he started to 

thank the volcanoes, mountains and hills and then some by their names, then the altars. Then 

he started to make prayers about all twenty nahuales one by one from the sacred calendar of 

which each has a special energy. These twenty energies are: B’at’z, E, Aj, I’x, Tz’ikin, Ajmaq, 

N’oj, Tijax, Kawaq, Ajpu’, Imox, Iq’, Aq’ab’al, K’at, Kan, Kame, Kej, Q’anil, Toj, and Tz’i. 

About every nahual he told what they mean and what there functions are. After explaining a 

nahual he started counting from one to thirteen and everytime repeating the name of the 

nahual, while he was counting till thirteen and calling the nahual after every number I had to 
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               The ceremonial fire that I put into fire, with behind it a stone, 

                                                              and behind it on the right the altar with the two candles. 

    

walk around the fire the same time putting thirteen yellow candles on the fire one by one. My 

movement around the fire represented the movement of the Earth around the sun, so I had to 

walk in the direction against the clock or from left to right, as mentioned above. To illustrate 

this, he started with the nahual B’at’z, which is the first one of all these twenty energies and 

represents a monkey, and he started to talk about B’at’z , and next he started counting from, 

Jun B’at’z (first monkey), Kieb’ B’at’z (second monkey), Oxib’B’at’z (third monkey), Kejib’ 

B’at’z (fourth monkey), Job’B’at’z (fifth monkey), Waqib’ B’at’z (sixth monkey), 

Wuqub’B’at’z (seventh monkey), Waqxajib’B’at’z (eight monkey), Belejeb’B’at’z (ninth 

monkey), Lajuj’B’at’z  (tenth monkey), Jun’lajuj’B’at’z  (eleventh monkey), Kieb’lajuj’B’at’z 

(twelfth monkey), and Ox’lajuj’B’at’z  (thirteenth monkey), then he started with the energy E, 

which literary means ‘way’. He explained and thanked the energy and then started counting 

again, while my task was to again put thirteen yellow candles one by one around the fire, and 

so on. All these twenty nahuales and their thirteen energies together count 260, which 

represent the 260 days in Maya Calendar. 

Next, I had to squat in front of the fire and had to blow three times as hard as possible 

into the fire. The fire was blown away with my deep breaths and made me feel that my spirit 

was released from my body and cleaned into the fire. This rite had as a goal to clean my soul 

and body from evil things and thoughts. Subsequently, a whole bundle of red candles had to 

be put down into the sacred fire for people who were sick, or people or Ajq’ijab’ who were 
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already deceased and now live in the ‘inframundo’ or underworld. Finally all black candles 

had to be put down one by one into the fire, but now we had to walk in the opposite direction, 

and it seemed to be he was talking against all evil in the world and the universe. Then we 

started walking around the fire to make it whirl again, and this time it was really high and 

powerful, meaning  that the sacrifices were again received good by the Creator. Then he made 

some last prayers and then the ceremony was over after a few hours.  

The implications of the ceremony for me were that afterwards I felt comfortably 

relaxed and relieved, because during the ceremony it was like being in a kind of trance and 

cut of from the mundane. Especially the constant looking at the fire, putting the candles 

around the fire, listening to don Ignacio’s prayers, and the growing darker of the sky during 

sunset, made me come into a kind of concentration or trance. It deeply touched me when he 

talked about my family, friends and my dear girlfriend whom I sincerely missed made me 

start to cry. After the ceremony I felt like a sure person and felt something changed inside me. 

My experience of visiting a sacred place and conducting a ceremony made me confirm the 

transformation don Ignacio put forward before starting the ceremony. It also confirmed that I 

experienced a rite of passage and felt that a new life started.  

 

Conclusion 

Maya today climb volcanoes as part of their spiritual life. They experience climbing the Santa 

María volcano as a self-sacrifice or a penance, and it is a hard and difficult challenge to fulfil, 

which can be linked to what Turner & Turner also state above. People further told that, when 

arriving on top of the volcano, they felt happiness and being part of the whole. They felt the 

energy of nature and the cosmos, and the power of the ceremony where rituals are practiced. 

They go there to practice their rituals in the form of a ceremony. This whole of going to the 

top on foot, making a ceremony and returning home can be seen as a pilgrimage, although 

most Ajq’ijab’ use the term visit instead. What they call a visit, can also be classified as a 

pilgrimage because both terms share some common characteristics as mentioned above and 

can be linked to what Crapo calls rites of passage. Both can be seen as rites of passage 

because they both can enforce changes in participants’ statuses. The Maya ceremony, as part 

of a visit or pilgrimage, is an important part of the rite of passage because many rituals are 

practiced. My own experience was falling into a kind of trance and made me another person. 

Answering the central research question this chapter contributed by showing that climbing 

volcanoes by contemporary Maya is not just going to volcanoes’ tops but is more seen as a 
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spiritual experience with the purpose of practicing the Maya spirituality by means of rituals 

changing the participants’ statuses.  



 

     

 

 

 

Conclusion 
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This study aims to find a connection between climbing Guatemala’s volcanoes and the 

practice of spirituality by contemporary highland Maya. During my research, I came to realize  

that for the Maya today and in the past, volcanoes have always been an important part of their 

cosmovision and spirituality. Their special and striking shapes in the highlands of Guatemala 

give the Maya a feeling of being protected and in good hands.  

During my first anthropological research period in 2006, my interest in volcanoes 

started to grow when I climbed some of Guatamala’s highest volcanoes. I observed that many 

Mayans climbed these volcanoes in order to make ceremonies and offer sacrifices. I 

remember that I wondered why they were going to these high places and what it meant for 

them to be there. I also asked myself what role volcanoes play in their spiritual and religious 

lives. I knew that two years later, I wanted to do my fieldwork about the sacredness of 

Guatemala’s volcanoes.  

 During my fieldwork and in writing this thesis, I tried to answer my research questions 

as completely as possible in order to answer to my central research question. The central 

leitmotiv in this thesis is the changes wrought from post-war Guatemala, which started when 

the Peace Accords were signed in 1996. Since that moment, Mayans could slowly pick up 

their spiritual lives again through practicing their ceremonies and spirituality in sacred places. 

My first research question is addressed to how contemporary Maya see themselves in this 

post-war period and how they define their spiritual and cultural identity. Most people said that 

their Maya identity was linked to identifying with being Maya, their spirituality and the Pop 

Wuj. After 1996, some Mayans discovered they had a double identity. While they were born 

and grew up as Catholics during the civil war, many Mayans now identify with being Maya 

since the end of the civil war when they wore their Maya dress, spoke their native language 

and went to a Maya ceremony for the first time.  Cultural and spiritual identity flourished and 

people used this identity as a tool to gain more indigenous rights in the present day.  

Since visiting sacred places is no longer forbidden, people practice their ceremonies 

and spirituality in these places. My second research question asks: why do contemporary 

highland Maya go to places they define as sacred? One reason Mayans visit sacred places is 

because they are natural or constructed places where positive and negative cosmic energies 

flow, which can only be felt by Ajq’ijab’. Deciding whether a place is sacred can be a process 

taking thousands of years and must be undertaken by these spiritual guides. Most sacred 

places are situated in caves, hills, mountain(top)s, volcanoes and their cones. Many Mayans 

feel that the higher the sacred place, the more balanced the energy is. This is another reason 
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why Mayans visit volcanoes to conduct their ceremonies and thus concludes the answer to my 

second research question. 

 For contemporary Maya, climbing a volcano is experienced as a self-sacrifice or a 

penance and arrived at the top is experienced as an intense form of happiness. This can be 

seen to possess some characteristics of pilgrimage and leads me to my third research question: 

How do contemporary highland Maya bring pilgrimage into practice? Surprisingly, I came to 

discover that pilgrimage does not exist within the Maya cosmovision. Instead, they call it a 

visit to a volcano or another sacred place, even though these visits almost had the same 

characteristics as pilgrimage, especially with regards to going to volcanoes. Before climbing a 

volcano, Ajq’ijab’ have to make one or more ceremonies to ask the spirits for permission. 

Even when having permission to climb the volcano itself, people have to make some small 

ceremonies at different altars situated on the volcano to ask permission to visit the summit. 

Finally, on the summit, they conduct a ceremony in which rituals are practiced, which is 

related to my fourth and last research question: How do contemporary Maya practice rituals 

on volcanoes? The practice of their rituals often occurs around a holy fire, which is made 

ignited from natural materials that are offered as sacrifices for the Ajaw. During a ceremony, 

the Ajq’ij offers prayers to this Supreme Being and makes contact with all sacred places, 

volcanoes, mountains, hills, rivers and other natural sacred places. During the ceremony, the 

Ajq’ij calls on all 260 days or Nahuales of the sacred Maya calendar. For every day, one 

candle is put into the sacred fire. Furthermore, candles are put into the sacred fire to 

remember important members of the participants. Making visits and practicing ceremonies are 

part of what Turner calls rites of passage, and this means that people undergo changes in 

status through withdrawing from daily life for a short period of time while practicing 

spirituality.   

 My conclusion to the central research question –How to understand volcanoes and 

other sacred places in relation with the cultural, religious, and spiritual life’s of highland 

Maya of Guatemala in the context of contemporary Maya movements and their struggle for 

indigenous and spiritual rights? – is as follows: like all sacred places, volcanoes have a 

particular role within the Maya cosmovision and spirituality. Volcanoes are sacred places 

where culture, religion and spirituality had already been practiced for many generations but 

throughout the 36 year-long civil war, the ruling regimes prohibited Mayans from practicing 

their spirituality and visiting sacred places to conduct ceremonies. The year 1996 marked a 

new period in which it was made possible for Mayans to revive their cultural and spiritual life 
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through support by the Maya movement to gain indigenous and spiritual rights. To this day, 

their struggle continues.   

Implications from the theory on volcanoes means that this study casts a new light on 

the sacredness of volcanoes by combining different theoretical insights with new empirical 

data straight from the field. This study attempted to link volcanoes to the spiritual lives of 

contemporary highland Maya, which is quite novel in the field of volcano theory. Established  

theory only shows how the ancient Olmecs would have perceived volcanoes and how the 

Maya Mam from Chimaltenango viewed volcanoes as living beings as discussed by Wagley. 

The empirical data from this study shows that the Maya Ki’Che’ also regard volcanoes as 

spiritual beings but not as the evil supernatural beings or witz described by the Mayans from 

Chimaltenango in Wagley.  Seen from this study’s empirical data, volcanoes are spiritually 

viewed as places where the spirits of Mayans’ ancestors are maintained. Empirical data 

further shows that, seen from the point of view of Maya spirituality, volcanoes are respirators 

of Mother Nature, supporting all human, plant and animal life by fertilizing Guatemala’s 

fruitful soils with lava and ashes. 

This study further clarifies the discussion about the difference between mountains and 

volcanoes, because in the theory, it was confusing when authors referred to mountains 

sometimes synonymously with volcanoes, as mentioned in Chapter III. This study aimed to 

differentiate volcanoes from mountains by their physical appearance and their spiritual 

meanings.  

Putting this collected data into practice, this study can hopefully contribute to a new 

way of looking at volcanoes by contemporary Mayans as part of the revival of Maya culture 

and spirituality in post-war Guatemala. This is needed because most of Xela’s Ajq’ijab’ who 

have knowledge about volcanoes have never written it down and this knowledge remains 

unknown for most Mayans who are not Ajq’ij. In the field, it further became clear that 

volcanoes were not more sacred than mountains, rivers, valleys, etc. This was not related to 

the aim of this study, but the results were surprising because my expectation was that the 

higher the place, the more sacred it would be, which only seemed partially true. The final goal 

of this study was to show what role volcanoes play in the spiritual lives of contemporary 

highland Maya and how they are linked with the Maya spirituality today. Perhaps this study 

can contribute to the revival of the spirituality of volcanoes that surfaces through this study as 

part of the discourse about the Maya spirituality.  
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Abstract 
Volcanoes have always been important within the Maya spirituality and cosmovision. The 

forebears of today’s and pre-Hispanic Mayans, the ancient Olmecs, already adored volcanoes 

as places of creation.  They even build a replica of a Mexican volcano in the city today called 

La Venta. They also made use of volcanoes, situated in today’s Mexico, Guatemala, El 

Salvador, Nicaragua and Honduras, as points of reference to determine the solstices in the 

different periods of a year. Today, Xela’s Ajq’ijab’, the spiritual guides of the Guatemala’s 

Maya Ki’Che’, regard volcanoes as respirators and creations of Mother Nature. Volcanoes are 

further perceived as spiritual guards and protectors of the people. Like all sacred places, 

volcanoes contain positive and negative energies. Volcanoes are places of energy to conduct 

ceremonies because of their specific form and altitude. Maya Ceremonies, conducted by the 

Ajq’ijab’, are practiced to worship everything within the cosmos. Visiting sacred places to 

practice ceremonies was not allowed until 1996, when Guatemala’s 36-year long civil war 

came to an end and a peace accord was signed. For Guatemala’s Mayans, this implied that 

they could freely climb volcanoes again to practice their spirituality and develop a Maya 

identity in order to gain more indigenous and spiritual rights.  

 
Resumen 

Los volcanes siempre han tenido importancia dentro de la espiritualidad y cosmovisión de los 

Mayas. Los ancestros de los Mayas contemporáneos y prehispánicos, los Olmecas antiguos, 

ya profesaban adoración a los volcanes como lugares de creación. Construyeron una réplica 

de un volcán mexicano en la ciudad hoy día llamada La Venta. También usaron diversos 

volcanes, situados actualmente en México, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua y Honduras, 

como puntos de referencía para determinar los solsticios y los diferentes períodos del año. En 

la actualidad, los Ajq’ijab’ de Xela (Quetzaltenango), que son los guías espirituales de los 

Maya Ki’Che’ de Guatemala, consideran a los volcanes como orificios de respiración creados 

por la Madre Naturaleza. Los volcanes también tienen la consideración de guardas espirituales 

y protectores de los pueblos. Como todos los lugares sagrados, los volcanes contienen 

energías positivas y negativas. Los volcanes, por sus formas específicas y su altura, son 

lugares energéticos apropiados para llevar a cabo ceremonias. Las ceremonias Mayas, 

dirigidas por los Ajq’ijab’, son practicadas para adorar todo lo que está en el cosmos. Visitar 

los lugares sagrados para hacer ceremonias fue prohibido hasta 1996, cuando terminó la 

guerra civil y la paz fue firmada; este hecho permitió a los Mayas de Guatemala ascender a 
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los volcanes para practicar su espiritualidad y fortalecer su identidad con el objeto de obtener 

más derechos espirituales e indígenas.     

 

Samenvatting  

Vulkanen hebben altijd een belangrijke rol gespeeld in de Maya spiritualiteit en cosmovisie. 

De voorouders van de hedendaagse en pre-Hispaanse Mayas, de Olmeken, aanbeden vulkanen 

al als plaatsen waar de creatie heeft plaatgevonden. Zij bouwden zelfs een replica van een 

Mexicaanse vulkaan in de stad die vandaag de dag La Venta wordt genoemd. Verder maakten 

ze gebruik van vulkanen, gelegen in Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Nicaragua en 

Honduras, als referentiepunten om de stand van de zon in de verschillend perioden van het 

jaar vast te stellen. Vandaag de dag de Ajq’ijab’ uit Xela (Quetzaltenango), de spirituele 

leiders van Guatemala’s Maya Ki’Che’, zien vulkanen als respirators en creaties van Moeder 

Natuur. Vulkanen worden ook waargenomen als spirituele bewakers en beschermers van 

mensen.  Zoals alle heilige plaatsen, bevatten vulkanen zowel positieve als negatieve 

energiëen. Vulkanen worden gezien als energetische plaatsen om ceremonies te maken door 

hun speciale vorm en hun hoogte. De Maya ceremonies, die geleid worden door de Ajq’ijab’, 

worden beoefend om alles in de cosmos te vereren. Het bezoeken van heilige plaatsen om 

ceremonies te maken was niet mogelijk vanwege de tot 1996 durende burgeroorlog die 

eindigde met het tekenen van vrede. Voor de Guatemalteekse Mayas betekende dit dat zij 

weer vulkanen konden beklimmen en om hun spiritualiteit uit te oefenen en om aan een Maya 

identiteit te werken om meer spirituele en inheemse rechten te verkrijgen.  
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