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 About these guides

This eBook is one in a series of guidebooks written
and published by Seldom Scene Photography, Inc. I wrote them to
help photographers (whether professional or amateur) make the most
of their time at a variety of Maya ruins, as well as to help you
decide just how much gear (and what gear) you need to take in order
to accomplish your goals.

This eBook is not intended to be a full-fledged tour
guidebook, so you won’t find information about local hotels, quaint
shopping areas, exciting exotic local events, etc. It’s also not an
archaeology or history book, so I’ll give you just enough of this
material to help you put your surroundings in context.

But every eBook in the series will give you...

• A short list of sights to see if time is
tight

• Tips on items of interest in the ruins,
particularly things that may not be so obvious

• Enough historical and cultural background to
help you make sense of what you see

• Suggestions on what lenses and other
photographic gear you might want to take

Should you need a bit of background information about
Maya history and architecture, please refer to the appendices,
which briefly cover this material. Also note that supplemental
material for this eBook (including expanded versions of the
appendices, and essays on travel to the tropics) is hosted on the
Seldom Scene Photography website. See Appendix
C for more on this topic.

Since the countries now sited on Maya territory use
the metric system (as does the majority of the globe), this eBook
gives preference to metric units. I also, though, include imperial
equivalents in parentheses for the convenience of fellow U.S.
residents.

This eBook includes example images of the structures
seen at this site. For each, I’ve identified the camera settings
used when making the photograph, as well as the lighting conditions
at the time (full sun, bright shade, etc.). Note that I specify
lens focal length in terms of a full frame (35mm) equivalent; if
you’re using a DSLR with a cropped sensor, you’ll need to do the
math appropriate to convert this to your camera’s system.














 An introduction to
Calakmul

Calakmul is the modern name for what was once the
capital of a large regional power in Classic era Maya history. It
was one of two Classic era superpowers (the other one being Tikal),
and for centuries the seat of what has been dubbed the Snake
Kingdom (based on its distinctive snake head dynastic glyph, now
written as "Kaan" and pronounced like “chaan”).

At its height, Calakmul controlled 10,000 square
kilometers (3,900 square miles) of territory, including sites some
150 kilometers (90 miles) distant. Easily 50,000 Maya lived in the
core of Calakmul, an area covering 22 square kilometers (8.5 square
miles). Nearby areas were home to thousands more, with a peak
Classic era total of up to 1,750,000 people living in the area
controlled by Calakmul's dynasty.

Calakmul was built on a natural limestone formation,
rising above surrounding lowlands (bajos).
This was ideal for farming (as crops were grown on the edges of the
bajos' swamps), but also meant that little
surface water was available for drinking. The Maya dealt with this
at Calakmul by building aguadas (surface
reservoirs) to store seasonal rainwater. Thirteen aguadas have been found to date, the largest measuring
242 by 212 meters (794 by 696 feet) – the largest found in the Maya
world.

The site is located in the 7,300 square kilometer
(2,800 square mile) Calakmul Biosphere Reserve in the Petén region
of modern-day Campeche, Mexico. Almost 7,000 structures and other
constructs (including 117 stelae, the most of any Maya site) have
been found at Calakmul. The site is also home to two of the largest
Maya pyramids – they are the source of its modern name (given it by
Cyrus Lundell based on Mayan words: ca =
two, lak = adjacent, mul = pyramid).






Getting there
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To make a day trip of Calakmul, your best bet is to
start from the little town of Xpujil, Campeche, roughly in the
middle of the Yucatán Peninsula. From Xpujil, you’ll drive 55
kilometers (34.1 miles, about 35 minutes) west along highway 186,
then turn south onto a toll road for another 60 kilometers (37.2
miles, about 1 hour). The toll road gets narrower the closer you
get to Calakmul (the last stretch is only one lane wide and has a
30 km/hr speed limit), and potholes appear here and there, so
cautious driving is advised. There’s also no place to refuel once
you leave Xpujil, so make sure you top off your car’s tank before
you set out on your adventure.

If you're driving yourself and have GPS (highly
recommended), the coordinates of Calakmul’s parking lot are
18°06.438’N, 89°48.599’W.






When you’re there

The site is open daily from 8 AM
to 5 PM; allow yourself at least 3 hours to see the site once
you're there. Admission to the site costs M$46 (as of 2012) with
the usual extra charge for use of camcorders; for updates, please
see the INAH’s web page at http://www.inah.gob.mx/index.php/zonas-arqueologicas.
It’s in Spanish, but easy to figure out even if you don’t know much
of the language.

Meanwhile, Calakmul is at the end
of a toll road and the fee assessed for it may vary (in 2011 the
toll was M$40 per vehicle plus M$40 per person, but the fees are
written on a sign at the gate in pencil). It’s a cash-only toll
“booth,” so make sure you have extra on hand. The site doesn’t
offer much in the way of services, so bring food and ample water
(several liters per person) with you. Restrooms and site maps are
few and far between at the site, so you’ll want to think ahead in
this regard as well.

Climbing on most of Calakmul’s ruins is permitted,
but signs and ropes will tell you for sure when something’s off
limits. Meanwhile, remember that Mexico treats its Maya ruins as
outdoor museums – so tripods are not allowed without first paying a
fee, and filling out a significant amount of paperwork in person in
Mexico City.












 Calakmul’s
history

During the Mayan
era

Anyone investigating Calakmul’s
history has to contend with a number of complicating factors.
Calakmul is host to a large number of stelae, but the local
limestone is soft, and holds up poorly over time. Since
inscriptions at Calakmul are severely eroded, much of what we know
of the site’s history comes from stelae at other sites. Also,
archaeologists began associating the "Kaan" snake head glyph with
Calakmul in 1973. But it was only recently discovered that this
glyph actually refers to a political dynasty or kingdom that moved
its capital fairly freely. So when reading books and articles about
the site, you need to be aware that authors don’t always
differentiate between ancient references to Calakmul and references
to the Snake kingdom (even recent literature tends to treat them as
one and the same).

 


Adding to the confusion, two
glyphs are known to refer to the site, but in somewhat different
ways. In ancient times, Ox Te' Tuun ("Place of Three Stones") is
thought to have referred to the city center itself, likely an
allusion to the place of the 4th (current) creation, and its
representation in the form of triadic structures at the site
(see Appendix
B). Meanwhile, Chi'ik Naahb' is
thought to have referred to the region around Calakmul. This scheme
is not yet supported by a consensus, though, and some authors
reverse those two assignments. To add further confusion to the mix,
an area of the site has recently been dubbed the Chi’ik Naahb’
Acropolis.

 


In any event, the site of Calakmul
was likely first settled around 600 BC. Between 300 BC and 250 AD,
the original versions of Calakmul's two monumental pyramids
(Structures I and II) were built – but Structure II would later see
significant additions. Calakmul's recorded history begins with its
earliest known stela (#114, original location unknown, but reset on
the front of Structure II during the Terminal Classic). It includes
dates corresponding to 431 and 435 AD, and was erected to
commemorate the K'atun (20 year) anniversary of an event (likely a
king's accession) in 411. Significantly, the king it celebrates is
marked with a bat (vs. snake) head emblem. Note that at this point
in time, Dzibanché is thought to have been the (or at least, a)
capital of the Snake kingdom.

 


Calakmul's second known stela
(stela 43, also relocated to the front steps of Structure II) was
not dedicated until decades later in 514, and subsequent stelae
were still more decades in the future. This may be the result of
stelae from this time period being buried somewhere that has yet to
be found, or perhaps they were intentionally destroyed, or perhaps
Calakmul wasn’t the seat of any royal dynasty during that
period.

 


Meanwhile, the Snake kingdom was
busy. In the mid-6th century, the snake head glyph suddenly
appeared on numerous stelae at other sites in the area as Kaan
kings curried favor with them to build a power bloc against Tikal.
Between 546 and 561, Snake kings presided at the installation of
royals at a number of central lowland sites. By 562, they had built
alliances with Naranjo, Yaxchilan, and Caracol in a ring around
Tikal. That year, Kaan forces (likely including Calakmul) soundly
defeated Tikal; for the next 130 years, no stela was erected at
Tikal (this period coming to be called the "Tikal hiatus"). The
first Tikal king seated after 562 had a very different pedigree
from his predecessors, so it's likely that the old regime was wiped
out in the loss.

 


With its main competitor out of
business, Calakmul thrived. Most of the monumental architecture at
the site was erected between 550 and 700 AD. Meanwhile in 599 and
again in 611 a Snake king attacked (and nearly wiped out) Palenque.
This feat was impressive enough if the kingdom was based in
Calakmul at the time, a huge one if it was still based far to the
east (370 kilometers / 230 miles away) in Dzibanché.

 


In any event, Calakmul was
entering its glory days. Stelae 28 and 29 were erected in 623, the
first to be carved in 109 years (or at least, the first to survive
from this period). In 630, the first explicit foreign references to
Calakmul (vs. to the Snake kingdom) appear.

 


It wasn’t until 631 AD that the Kaan emblem glyph
occurred in association with the site glyph of Calakmul. In that
year, Calakmul led a successful attack against Naranjo in
present-day Guatemala (Naranjo had been allied with Calakmul, but
then strayed). The record is of an execution (by torture?) of
Naranjo's king in Calakmul, supervised by Snake king Yuknoom Head,
who had been on the throne for only a year. Curiously, a passage
carved on Naranjo's Hieroglyphic Stairway 1 refers to Yuknoom Head
as the Snake king "at Ox Te’ Tuun," as if to differentiate him from
earlier Snake kings ruling from other cities.

 


Yuknoom Head may well have been
the first Snake king to rule from Calakmul, but he would be
followed by three more Snake kings that would preside over
Calakmul's glory days (and together erect more than 40 stelae at
the site). Yuknoom Ch'een II (also known as Yuknoom the Great)
ruled from 636 until 686. His son Yich'aak K'ahk' (in some sources
called "Claw of Fire," in others "Jaguar Claw") led Calakmul from
686 AD until 695. Sadly for him, his main claim to fame was his
leadership of an ill-fated attack on Tikal on 5 August, 695. It
failed miserably – a number of nobles were captured and later
sacrificed, while Yich’aak K’ahk’ was injured and died shortly
later. He was buried in tomb 4 high up the north face of Calakmul's
Structure II.

 


After almost 200 years of
victories for both Calakmul and the Snake kingdom, this was a huge
defeat. It marked the end of the hiatus at Tikal, and the start of
Calakmul's rapid decline. After the loss, Calakmul was led by one
more Snake king – Yuknoom Took' K'awiil (706-731+) – but he was
likely the last. The last known example of the Snake glyph at
Calakmul was carved in 731 on Yuknoom Took' K'awiil's last stela.
It doesn't mention his death, so the passing of this king may have
gone unmemorialized.

 


Only two legible emblems have been
found at Calakmul with dates after 731 – both (dating respectively
to 741 and 751) bear the insignia of a bat (vs. snake) head. The
last contemporary Snake emblem in the Maya area dates to 736 – it's
on Altar 9 in Tikal, on the caption for a bound prisoner. He likely
represents either a Snake king or one of his lieutenants, and
raises the question of whether the Bat kings were re-installed at
Calakmul at Tikal's direction.

 


Regardless of how the Bat kings
returned to power in Calakmul, by 750 the site was turning its back
on political and military adventures in the Petén and instead
forging stronger political and economic ties with now-booming
cities to the north. This is seen both in the style of ceramics
found in debris at the site, as well as in architectural
developments. Soon, a 9-room palace was built on top of the
Structure II pyramid (pyramid-topping structures that combined
sacred spaces and living spaces were uncommon in the Petén, but not
unheard of to the north). The architectural style of these projects
is also suggestive of ties to Río Bec, Chenes, and the Puuc. It was
also around this time that stela 114 was moved to a new addition on
the north face of Structure II, in honor of the earlier Bat king it
commemorated.

 


Still, time was running out for
even the Bat kings. The last dates found at the site were carved on
stelae 63, 64, and 65 (dated to 810 AD) next to Structure X. Rural
areas of Calakmul's realm lost 90% of their population during the
9th century. The last carved reference to the site of Calakmul is
at Seibal, on a stela dedicated in 849.

 


There is evidence of continued
elite occupation, including erection of stelae at least as late as
899 – but the artistic standards of the stelae are dramatically
lower than that seen before. By 900, the population of the kingdom
had declined by at least 1.3 million (75%) from its peak. The end
of dynastic rule was followed quickly by abandonment. Domestic
artifacts left in structures II and III were carefully put away,
their elite owners likely expecting to return some day.

 


Modern history

Calakmul was officially rediscovered from the air by
biologist Cyrus Lundell of the Mexican Exploitation Chicle Company
in 1931 (although the site was known by chicleros before that).
After hearing of the site, Sylvanus Morley visited the ruins on
behalf of the Carnegie Institution of Washington in 1932. Three
more expeditions were made during the 1930s to map the site core.
When Ruppert and Denison visited in 1943, only one structure
(Structure III) was in good enough shape to be described in detail,
the rest were basically piles of rubble.

Due in part to the site’s extreme isolation,
archaeologists did not return to Calakmul until 1982 when William
J. Folan directed a project on behalf of the Universidad Autónoma
de Campeche, working at Calakmul until 1994. Since then, Calakmul
has been the subject of a large-scale project of the National
Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH) under the direction of
Ramón Carrasco.












 Exploring
Calakmul

Calakmul is one of the most structure-rich sites
within the Maya region. Even though just a small fraction of the
site is currently open to visitors, that fraction represents so
many structures that there are many interesting things for visitors
to explore. The site also contains 117 stelae, the largest for any
site in the region. Many are in paired sets representing rulers and
their wives.
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Northeast and North
Groups

You’ll enter the site from the northeast, and after a
stretch of uninterrupted forest, walk through some low ruined
walls. The first ruins are part of the Northeast group, you can
either go through (south leg of trail) or around (north) them. The
second set of ruins are part of what’s sometimes called the North
Group, but is called the Chan Chi’ich Residential Group on maps
posted at the site. In neither case are the ruins placarded (yet)
to help you understand them.
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Temple in the Northeast
Group

EXIF: 14 mm, f/11, 1/125 sec., ISO
200 (broken sun)

 


In the summer of 2011, many of these structures were
in the process of stabilization and (in some cases) reconstruction,
so hopefully the interpretive material will improve as more of them
are made available to the public.
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North Group reconstruction in
process

EXIF: 28 mm, f/11, 1/200 sec., ISO
200 (broken sun)

 


During your walk through these structures you’ll also
walk past a small building with restrooms. These are the last
restrooms that you’ll find in the site, so I’d advise you to make
use of them.

When you get to the main part of the site, you’ll
come to a fork in the trail. You can choose from a short (corta),
medium (media), or long (larga) loop – or just mix and match bits
of each as you walk the site. The short loop only visits a handful
of structures in the site core, so its best for visitors with
mobility issues or tight time constraints. The medium loop adds a
few structures on the Grand Acropolis, while the long loop adds
more Acropolis sites.

Given the driving distance to Calakmul from pretty
much anywhere, and the time you’ve already invested to get to this
point, I’d recommend you try to see as many structures as your time
and energy allow, and will cover the site accordingly.

So let’s start on the long loop (Ruta Larga) first,
as a result your trail continues across the north side of the main
site. As you walk westward, you come to the Grand Acropolis.






Grand Acropolis

(West Group)

The Grand Acropolis is a maze of courtyards defined
by roughly 80 structures, bounded on the north by a tall wall. The
Acropolis’ eastern third is divided into two large distinct plazas
(North and South), while the rest is made up of cozier residential
structures and courtyards. In Calakmul’s heyday, the eastern part
of the Acropolis was public space, while the western part provided
housing for Calakmul’s elite.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/144393
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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