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This presentation uses the history of archaeology in the Cochuah region of Quintana 
Roo, Mexico to explore the conference’s theme of “Inclusion, Collaboration and 
Engagement.”  The region is best known as the center of Chan Santa Cruz, the 
independent Maya state established by the Caste War.  As such, the region is better‐
known to cultural anthropologists than archaeologists.  During the 2001 field season, we 
joined the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey (then named Proyecto Arqueologico 
Yo'okop) to document sculpture and inscriptions.  Subsequently we researched the 
history of archaeology in Cochuah. Our approach builds upon traditional histories of 
methodology, theory, and biography to show that this region includes many voices: 
Maya politicians, chicle harvesters, transnational businessmen, common Americans, and 
foreign intellectuals.  While the region was briefly visited several times during the 20th 
century by archaeologists, it is only within the past 10 years that large multi‐year 
projects have begun.  This dearth of scholarship may seem the inevitable consequence 
of the regional conflict, but it is also a result of a complex debate amongst diverse 
audiences.  Rather than passively enabling research, we show that the indigenous 
people self‐awarely negotiated with archaeologists.  We show that collaboration 
between archaeologists and indigenous leaders occurred as early as the 1920s.  And we 
show that the engagement in the local community by a medical missionary led to 
creditable results in archaeological documentation.  Ultimately we use Cochuah as an 
anchor to show both the potential strengths and the frustrations of the issues 
forefronted in this year’s conference.    
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Hello everyone, we are pleased to speak to you today about how our research in 

the Cochuah region of Mexico fits into the conference theme of “Inclusion, Collaboration 

and Engagement.”  Since 2001 we have been members of the Cochuah Regional 

Archaeological Survey. Initially our contribution was to document and interpret the 

sculpture and inscriptions at the Maya site Yo’okop, located in the center of this region. 

Our most recent involvement, however, concerns the history of archeology there.  We 

believe that this history of archaeology in Cochuah is illuminating to consider in light of 

inclusiveness and collaboration because this is an area where indigenous people have 

been proactively involved in how their story is told and how their past is researched.  

Collaboration has been present over the entire 82 years since the site was first 

documented, with varying degrees of success and failure.  In recent years many of us 

have begun to work collaboratively, and as such we may benefit from the story of 

researchers in Cochuah.   

To reconstruct this history of collaboration we have taken a multifaceted 

approach.  While part of the story can be gleaned from the published scholarship, to 

understand the broader picture required gleaning information from 19th and 20th century 

Maya manifestos and letters; archaeologists’ diaries and letters; obituaries; colonial-era 

documents; institutional archives of US universities and organizations; and the popular 

press. The result is this case study of one area, emphasizing work at its largest site, 

Yo’okop  

As a straw man, let us consider what a traditional history of Cochuah archaeology 

would look like before taking the inclusive approach seriously. To make our discussion 

clearer we will contrast the history of Cochuah with that at Palenque.  Scholarship at 
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Palenque is well documented from the 18th century to the present.  Proto-archaeology 

began there in 1784, when Antonio del Rio wrote a heavily illustrated governmental 

report.  By the mid 19th century the site was photographed by the French explorer Desire 

Charnay, whose account was celebrated by the intellectuals of Europe.  By the end of the 

19th century Palenque had been become well-known to the general public. During the 

first quarter of the 20th century Tulane funded Frans Blom to map it.  At mid-century 

Tombs were excavated, tourism began, and a museum was built to celebrate the findings.  

But none of this sort of thing happened in Cochuah. No exploration of the 

archaeological sites occurred there in the 19th century. Even in the 20th century only a 

handful of exploratory parties entered Cochuah. In each case the effort was brief and the 

results was a handful of anecdotes.  To this day there is no book dedicated to archaeology 

in the Cochuah region.  Publications are limited to field reports and articles.  Indeed, if 

we look at this map of archaeological sites in the Maya region created in 2000 the 

Cochuah region appears as a void. Yo’okop appears as an island in an empty sea.  

Despite this dearth of study, we now know that the Cochuah region was once a 

thriving region with sites as impressive as any region in Mesoamerica.  This 

understanding comes from the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey led by Justine 

Shaw and Dave Johnstone, which is a long-term project now in the process of mapping 

and striving to recover its economic and environmental history.  They have shown that 

Yo’okop, for example, was a thriving metropolis that boasted grand architecture.  Indeed, 

the tallest pyramid at Yo’okop is only two meters shorter than the Castillo at Chichén 

Itzá. And Yo’okop was only one of many ancient cities. It is probable that a population of 

hundreds of thousands of people filled the region.   
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To account for the absence of archaeological projects there we needed to think 

about the history of scholarship with a large cast of characters, and the image of Desire 

Charnay can help us to understand why. This is the frontispiece to his Ancient Cities and 

Ruins of the New World published in 1863, in which he shows himself as a fearless 

adventurer—a man of unstoppable drive in pursuit of a higher scientific agenda. His chest 

is bared, showing beautifully toned muscle, and the tools of his adventure dangle from his 

belt.  This portrait seems outmoded and comical today because of the grandiose self-

presentation. But the image reveals assumptions that remain central to virtually every 

traditional history of Maya archaeology. These histories have focused on detailed 

accounts of the personal identities, institutions, and ideas of Western-trained scholars. 

Their readers perceive the archaeologist as the vanguard of progressive knowledge and 

exemplar of personal heroism.  Even so, the best such books are incredibly insightful.  

But what would happen if we focus instead on the second figure in Charnay’s 

frontispiece? What is Charnay telling us about the indigenous laborer who carries 

Charnay’s supplies? To focus on the indigenous laborer required us to acknowledge that 

archaeology can be a cultural and geographic battleground.  In Cochuah the Mayas were 

far from the uncomprehending laborers that Charnay assumed.  They have fully 

understood the purposes and goals of archaeology. They have also astutely evaluated its 

benefit to themselves and have been powerful forces in determining that archaeology is a 

pursuit to be either rejected altogether or intermeshed with their own agendas.  

 Our work with the Yo’okop Project demonstrated that in the pre-conquest period 

Cochuah was on the frontier between warring kingdoms from at least 350 AD through the 

Spanish conquest. During the conquest, Cochuah became feared by the Spanish for its 
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militancy. Even after conquest, Cochuah was almost impossible to control and the region 

became a refuge for Mayas who fled from Spanish and Creole overlords. In the mid-19th 

century, Cochuah became the center of the Caste War.  This rural peasant uprising, 

sometimes called the forgotten revolution of 1848, was initially inspired by the ideals of 

liberty, equality, and justice. It lasted for over 50 years, and it could even be argued that 

this war continues in stalemated form today.  

We were aware of the history of the Caste War but were nonetheless startled by 

the visual evidence that surrounded us when we arrived in Cochuah. Our base was in the 

town of Saban, where the largest building is a roofless colonial-era church that was 

burned during the attack that the rebel Mayas made on the Creole population. Our drive 

to Yo’okop was along a rutted road built in 1901 by the Mexican general Ignacio Bravo 

in his brutal campaign to subdue the rebel Mayas. Along the side of the road was a 

partially cleared space where Fort Yo’okop once stood. At first blush the Caste War may 

seem distinct from the scholarly history of archaeology, but its players framed the power 

dynamics that enabled and hindered research.  

These players included, not only the Maya themselves, but also economic leaders 

in the international chewing gum industry. Chicle, as you know, is an Aztec word 

meaning “sticky stuff” and the Spanish word for chewing gum.  Chicle is also the name 

of the natural chewing gum base extracted from sapodilla trees. It was introduced to 

North America by Santa Anna, the Mexican general who became President of Mexico for 

11 non-consecutive terms. During exile he met Thomas Adams, an inventor. They strove 

to reap a fortune by turning chicle into rubber, but failed.  Then Adams accidentally 

popped chicle into his mouth. He realized the potential for chewing gum, and the 
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resulting product was an instant success.  And one of the primary sources for chicle was 

the Cochuah region.  

For decades chicle provided the revenue by which the rebel Mayas armed 

themselves and maintained their independence. Chicleros gathered the resin and brought 

it to the coast where it was traded for weapons and cash. But the monopoly ended when 

US companies developed chicle plantations elsewhere in the Americas. As revenues in 

Cochuah declined, so did Maya access to guns, munitions, and other supplies. In 1901 the 

Caste War officially ended when the Mexican army again attacked the rebel Mayas. The 

rebel army was virtually without weapons. And by the end of the campaign by some 

reports 95% of the Mayas in the region had died. 5,000 people remained out of the former 

population of 100,000. Officially Cochuah became part of Mexico, but the surviving 

Mayas remained hostile to outsiders.   

It was in this now desolate land of Cochuah that the scant archaeology of the 20th 

century began. The first archeological expedition entered the Cochuah region in 1926. It 

was a joint effort of the New York Times journalist Gregory Mason and the archaeologist 

Herbert Spinden. In order to enter Cochuah territory they received the permission of 

Francesco May, the paramount leader of the remaining rebel Mayas. 

In their publications, Mason and Spinden described themselves as independent 

explorers and discoverers, but they had been guided at all times by indigenous chicle 

harvesters who knew the location of the archaeological sites. And the guides were leading 

them on a route that was carefully chosen by Francisco May.  What Mason and Spinden 

failed to realize was that they were engaged in a struggle over the control of indigenous 

identity. The chicleros showcased a few ruins, but they denied Mason and Spinden access 
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to ancient sites that were the locations of sacred cross shrines erected during the Caste 

War. So why did Francisco May permit Mason and Spinden to enter the Cochuah region 

at all? To understand the answer, we must return to chewing gum. 

During the 1920s the chicle economy was thriving but on the brink of crisis. 

Inventors had been experimenting with synthetic gum for decades, and the first bubble 

gum was invented in 1906. Luckily for the Mayas it was too sticky, and when it popped 

on a chewer’s face it required turpentine to remove. Nonetheless, astute chicle traders—

such as Francisco May—knew that it was only a matter of time before successful 

synthetic alternatives were developed. And indeed a successful synthetic gum was 

invented in 1928–Double Bubble. Today all chewing gum purchased in North America 

today outside of specialty stores is synthetic.  

Faced with the collapse of the chicle economy the solution was tourist 

archaeology. Tourism was being promoted in the early 1920’s by the Yucatecan 

politician Felipe Carrillo Puerto, who presented himself as the descendant of Maya kings. 

Like Carrillo Puerto, Francisco May described himself and the rebel Mayas as the 

descendants of the temple builders of Cochuah.  

This concept that the ancient temple builders and the contemporary Mayas 

represented a continuum was evidently foreign to the Mayas themselves. At the time that 

Carrillo Puerto and Francisco May were speaking to their audiences the Mayas identified 

themselves as Indians and farmers, but considered the ancient cities to be the remains of a 

long-lost culture. It was Western-trained archaeologists who developed and promoted the 

concept of Maya identity as a long, continuous, and distinctive cultural tradition 

stretching deep into the past. Francisco May, in welcoming Mason and Spinden to see the 
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supposed temples of his ancestors, was exploiting that Western concept of Maya identity 

to the economic advantage of Cochuah.   

Thus, when we consider the history of archaeology in the Cochuah region from 

multiple perspectives, what becomes apparent is a complicated nexus of interests that 

raises difficult questions.  To what extent should those of us who are foreign scholars 

impose our research questions on our subjects?  To what extent should indigenous people 

shape the study of their own past?  And how do we respond when the self-perception of 

local people conflicts with the scholarly understanding?  To what extent should 

scholarship be subordinate to the whims of the players in a transnational corporate 

economy?  And ultimately how can we honestly present our research, which by necessity 

emerges enmeshed within these multiple agendas?  In the case of the Cochuah region, 

research stagnated for most of the 20th century as scholars struggled to work in one of the 

most tension-filled regions of the world.  The few advances that were made were the 

result of close collaboration with the indigenous people—whether they be Francisco May 

during the 1920s or the leaders of Dzoyola that invited a medical missionary and amateur 

archaeologist to their village during the 1970s.  By fortunate circumstances archaeology 

is now progressing in the region at a faster pace.  But ultimately those of us who work 

here remain keenly aware of the pressures and politics from the past that continue to 

haunt the present day, and we ponder how knowledge may progress in the future as we 

muddle forward ourselves.  Thank you.   

 

 8



Bibliography 

 

Alexander, Rani T. Yaxcabá and the Caste War of Yucatán: An Archaeological 

Perspective. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2004. 

Bricker, Victoria R., and Evon V. Vogt. "Alfonso Villa Rojas (1906-1998)." American 

Anthropologist 100, no. 4 (1998): 994-98. 

Brunhouse, Robert Levere. Pursuit of the Ancient Maya: Some Archaeologists of 

Yesterday. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1975. 

Coggins, Clemency. "Illicit Traffic of Pre-Columbian Antiquities." Art Journal 29, no. 1 

(1969): 94, 96, 98, 114. 

Delpar, Helen. The Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations between the 

United States and Mexico, 1920-1935. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 

1992. 

Fallaw, Ben. "Carrillo Puerto, Felipe." In Encyclopedia of Mexico: History, Society & 

Culture, edited by Michael S. Werner, 203-05. Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn 

Publishers, 1997. 

Forero, Oscar A., and Michael R. Redclift. "The Role of the Mexican State in the 

Development of Chicle Extraction in Yucatán, and the Continuing Importance of 

Coyotaje." Journal of Latin American Studies 38 (2006): 65-93. 

Gabbert, Wolfgang. Becoming Maya: Ethnicity and Social Inequality in Yucatán since 

1500. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2004. 

Ingle, Marjorie I. The Mayan Revival Style: Art Deco Mayan Fantasy. Salt Lake City: 

G.M. Smith: Peregrine Smith Books, 1984. 

 9



Kemper, Robert V. "Tourism." In Oxford Encyclopedia of Mesoamerican Cultures edited 

by Davíd Carrasco, 250-52. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001. 

Kepner, Charles David, and Jay Henry Soothill. The Banana Empire: A Case Study of 

Economic Imperialism. New York,: Russell & Russell, 1935, 1967. 

Landa, Diego de, and Alfred M. Tozzer. Landa's Relación De Las Cosas De Yucatan, a 

Translation. Vol. 18, Papers of the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology 

and Ethnology Cambridge, 1941. 

Landon, Charles. "The Chewing Gum Industry." Economic Geography 11, no. 2 (1935): 

183-90. 

Luján Muñoz, Luis. "El Doctor Heinrich Berlin En La Arquelologia Maya: Homenaje." 

In Ii Simposio De Investigaciones Arqueológicas En Guatemala : Museo 

Nacional De Arqueología Y Etnología, 18-20 De Julio De 1988, 116-20. 

Guatemala: Ministerio de Cultura y Deportes, Instituto de Antropología e 

Historia, Asociación Tikal, 1991. 

Mason, Gregory. "America's 'Egypt' in the Maya Cities of Yucatan." New York Times, 

May 23, 1926, BR10. 

———. "Explorers Start for Maya Jungle." New York Times, March 7 1926, 27. 

———. Green Gold of Yucatan. New York,: Duffield and Company, 1926. 

———. "Mayas Flourished Along the Coast." New York Times, March 25, 1926, 4. 

———. "Plans to Explore Old Mayan Cities." New York Times, January 4, 1926, 3. 

———. "The Riddles of Our Own Egypt." The Century 107 (1923): 43-59. 

———. "Ruins of Maya City Found in Jungle." New York Times, March 24, 1926, 25. 

 10



———. "Science Seeks Key to the Maya Riddle." New York Times, January 17, 1926, 

21. 

———. Silver Cities of Yucatan. New York, London,: G. P. Putnam's sons, 1927. 

McCann, Thomas P., and Henry Scammell. An American Company: The Tragedy of 

United Fruit. New York: Crown Publishers, 1976. 

New York Times. "Great Maya Find of Relics Revealed." March 2, 1923, 3. 

Pollock, H. E. D. Mayapan, Yucatan, Mexico. Washington,: Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, 1962. 

Redclift, M. R. Chewing Gum: The Fortunes of Taste. New York: Routledge, 2004. 

Redfield, Robert. "Sociological Study." Carnegie Institution of Washington Year Book 32 

(1933): 100-04. 

Reed, Alma. "Great Maya Find of Relics Revealed." New York Times, March 2, 1923, 3. 

———. "The Waiting Ghosts of the Maya." New York Times, March 18, 1923, SM3. 

———. "The Well of the Maya's Human Sacrifice." New York Times, April 8, 1923, 

SM9. 

Reed, Nelson A. The Caste War of Yucatán. Rev. ed. Stanford, CA: Stanford University 

Press, 2001. 

Riese, Berthold. "In Memoriam: Heinrich Berlin (1915-1988)." Journal de la Société des 

Américanistes 74 (1988): 213-23. 

Roys, Ralph Loveland. The Political Geography of the Yucatan Maya, Carnegie 

Institution of Washington Publication ; 613. Washington,: Carnegie Institution of 

Washington, 1957. 

 11



Rugeley, Terry. Yucatán's Maya Peasantry and the Origins of the Caste War. Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 1996. 

Saragoza, Alex M. "Tourism." In Encyclopedia of Mexico: History, Society & Culture, 

edited by Michael S. Werner, 1413-16. Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 

1997. 

Schlesinger, Stephen C., and Stephen Kinzer. Bitter Fruit: The Untold Story of the 

American Coup in Guatemala. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1982. 

Shaw, Justine M., ed. Final Report of Proyecto Arqueológico Yo'okop's 2002 Field 

Season: Excavations and Continued Mapping. Eureka, CA: College of the 

Redwoods, 2002. 

———, ed. Final Report of the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey's 2003 Field 

Season. Eureka, CA: College of the Redwoods, 2003. 

———, ed. Final Report of the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey's 2004 Field 

Season. Eureka, CA: College of the Redwoods, 2004. 

———, ed. Final Report of the Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey's 2005 Field 

Season. Eureka, CA: College of the Redwoods, 2005. 

———, ed. Final Report of the Selz Foundation's Proyecto Arqueológico Yo'okop 2001 

Field Season: Excavations and Continued Mapping. Eureka, CA: College of the 

Redwoods, 2001. 

Shaw, Justine M., Dave Johnstone, and Ruth Krochock. Final Report of the 2000 Yo'okop 

Field Season: Initial Mapping and Surface Collections. Eureka, CA: College of 

the Redwoods, 2000. 

 12



Shaw, Justine M., and Jennifer P. Mathews, eds. Quintana Roo Archaeology. Tuscon: 

University of Arizona Press, 2005. 

Sheets, Payson D. "The Pillage of Prehistory." American Antiquity 38, no. 3 (1973): 317-

20. 

Smith, Robert Eliot. The Pottery of Mayapan, Including Studies of Ceramic Material 

from Uxmal, Kabah, and Chichen Itza. Vol. 66, Papers of the Peabody Museum 

of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University. Cambridge,: Peabody 

Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology, Harvard University, 1971. 

Stephen, Lynn. "Rural Economy and Society: 1940-96, Land-Labor Regimes." In 

Encyclopedia of Mexico: History, Society, and Culture, edited by Michael S. 

Werner, 1313-18. Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn, 1997. 

Stephens, John Lloyd. Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan. 

New York: Harper & Brothers, 1841. 

Strömsvik, G., H. E. D. Pollock, and H. Berlin. "Exploration in Quintana Roo." In 

Carnegie Institution of Washington Year Book No. 53, July 1, 1953-June 30, 

1954, 289-92. Washington, DC, 1954. 

Sullivan, Paul. Unfinished Conversations: Mayas and Foreigners between Two Wars. 

New York: Knopf, 1989. 

Sullivan, Paul R. Xuxub Must Die: The Lost Histories of a Murder on the Yucatan. 

Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2004. 

Velázquez Morlet, Adriana "Tulum. City of Dawn." Arqueología Mexicana 9, no. 54 

(2002): 97-100. 

 13



 14

Villa Rojas, Alfonso. The Maya of East Central Quintana Roo. Washington, D.C.: 

Carnegie Institution of Washington, 1945. 

Vitelli, Karen. "The Antiquities Market." Journal of Field Archaeology 6, no. 4 (1979): 

471-83. 

Willard, T. A. The City of the Sacred Well: Being a Narrative of the Discoveries and 

Excavations of Edward Herbert Thompson in the Ancient City of Chi-Chen Itza 

with Some Discourse on the Culture and Development of the Mayan Civilization 

as Revealed by Their Art and Architecture, Here Set Down and Illustrated from 

Photographs. [New York]: Grosset & Dunlap, 1926. 

Willey, Gordon R. "Obituary: Harry Evelyn Dorr Pollock, 1901-1982." American 

Antiquity 48, no. 4 (1983): 782-84. 

Willey, Gordon Randolph, and Jeremy A. Sabloff. A History of American Archaeology. 

3rd ed. New York: W.H. Freeman, 1993. 

Wilson, Reginald. "Okop: Antigua Ciudad Maya De Artesanos." INAH Boletín Epoca II, 

no. 9 (1974): 3-14. 

 

 

 



The Cochuah Region Yo’okop
After Roys After Shaw and Johnstone

Inscription at Yo’okop
Photograph by Wren and Nygard



Palenque Map of Yo’okop
Shaw and Johnstone

Antonio del Rio
18th Century



Desire Charnay
19th Century

Frans Blom
Early 20th Century  



Tomb of Pacal, Palenque
1950s Excavation  

Cochuah: 
Nothing Happens



Map of Archaeological Sites in the Cochuah Region
After Grube

Current Researchers in Cochuah
Directed by Justine Shaw and Dave 

Johnstone



Pyramid at Yo’okop Pyramid at Chichen Itza
Photograph by Wren and Nygard

Desire Charnay
19th Century



Conquistador  Map of Cochuah Region
Francisco de Montejo

Devastation



Roofless Colonial Church in Saban, Mexico.
Photographs by Shaw and Johnstone

Fort Yo’okop
Drawing from Reed



Chicle Harvesting

Santa Anna and Thomas Adams

+ =



Gregory Mason  Herbert Spinden
Photographs from Mason, Silver Cities of Yucatan

Bubble Gum



First Successful Bubble Gum

Tourism at Chichen Itza


	WrenNygardAAACochuahPaper2008
	AAATalk2008Images

