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Looking Backward, Looking Forward at Chichen Itza

C Y N T H I A  K R I S TA N - G R A H A M  A N D  L I N N E A  W R E N

For nearly 500 years Chichen Itza in Yucatan, Mexico, has fascinated explorers, 
scholars, and visitors. Its large area, compelling visual culture, and many refer-
ences in ethnohistory have secured it a central place in Mesoamerican studies. 
The written corpus about Chichen Itza is talmudic in breadth, and would fill 
a small library. Landscapes of the Itza: Archaeology and Art History at Chichen 
Itza and Neighboring Sites adds to this corpus. The chapters address archaeol-
ogy, social interaction, visual art, epigraphy, and historiography, and all add 
to the Western dialog about Chichen Itza that began in the sixteenth century.
 The centrality of Chichen Itza in Mesoamerican studies parallels its place 
in archaeology and popular culture. In 1998 UNESCO named it a World Heri-
tage site, and 11 years later a global Internet vote declared Chichen Itza one 
of the “new seven wonders of the world,” the only Mesoamerican site to have 
this distinction (Conlin 2007). Both helped to make the site a magnet for the 
thousands of tourists who visit it annually; it is second in popularity as a tourist 
attraction in Mexico after the Classic-period archaeological site of Teotihua-
can in Central Mexico (see Castañeda 2009 regarding the politics of tourism). 
Chichen Itza also has been the subject of many popular books, articles, and 
television documentaries.

Coming to Terms with Chichen Itza

Landscapes of the Itza is one of the few edited books explicitly devoted to 
Chichen Itza, one that purposely includes a spectrum of archaeological and 
art historical approaches to the site’s development and its relationship with 
surrounding settlements. Before proceeding, some words in the book’s title de-
serve attention. The English word “landscape” derives from the late sixteenth-
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century Dutch word landschap, which refers to landscape painting, and today 
landscape is a key concept related to the habitation, alteration, use, and views 
of land. Philosophy, archaeology, art history, architectural and urban history, 
memory studies, and literature in particular recognize the import of landscape 
as both physical and ideological milieus. Inhabiting the land—including space 
and structures—is a formative experience that tempers deep memories about 
identity, family, and social relations. Related to this is place memory wherein 
place inculcates and sparks memories that powerfully evoke the past (Hayden 
1995: 9).
 Landscape as merged natural and cultural features need not match what 
actually exists, because vision, memory, and mutations of place alter percep-
tions of the totality that is landscape. Raymond Williams demonstrates this in 
The Country and the City, his analysis of British literature from the sixteenth 
through nineteenth centuries. Of the transformation from an agrarian to ur-
ban economy and concomitant rural-to-urban settlements, Williams (1973: 
180) notes that recollections of the lost countryside are “a condition imagined 
out of a landscape and selective observation and memory.” Thus, the idealized 
British past as landscape that never quite existed is a surrogate for the nostalgia 
of rapidly waning rural culture.
 In Landscapes of the Itza the authors engage landscape in many ways, from 
direct discussions of the plan and areal evolution of Chichen Itza and its envi-
rons to explorations of the site’s interaction with other settlements in Yucatan. 
Some authors explore the significance of individual buildings and associated 
embellishment that represents landscape elements such as hills and vegetation 
(for landscape and landscape archaeology, see Ashmore and Knapp 1999; Basso 
1996; Bender 1993; Cosgrove 1998; Hendon 2010; Parker Pearson 2012; Tilley 
1994). Other authors discuss landscape in metaphorical terms. One example is 
the historiographical background, or “intellectual landscape” of Chichen Itza, 
which is one of the concerns of Chapter 2. In such cases, or in discussions 
about a part of the site such as Chapter 3’s focus on early Chichen Itza, authors 
may not even mention landscape per se. Yet all chapters do reference landscape 
in some way(s).
 Itza is another problematic word. Since the sixteenth century it has been 
recognized as part of the name of Chichen Itza, which is usually translated 
as “at the mouth of the well of the Itza” in reference to the Sacred Cenote, 
the largest sinkhole there (Figure 1.1). Sixteenth-century Spanish sources are 
the earliest European accounts about the Maya of Yucatan, and although 
Chichen Itza then was sparsely populated, the Yucatec Maya remembered it 
as a large, prominent city. The population of the site was called “Itza,” yet it 



Figure 1.1. Plan of the Great Terrace, the site center of Early Postclassic Chichen Itza. By 
Beniamino Volta and Geoffrey Braswell, by permission of Routledge.
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remains unclear if this is a cultural, ethnic, or other sort of designation, and 
so it remains a sort of default category.1 Nevertheless, Classic Maya hiero-
glyphic inscriptions demonstrate how the root of Itza (its or itz) embodies 
concerns vital to the Maya. Itz can refer to water, rain, milk, tears, resin, sap, 
or more generally a “sacred substance,” and can even mean sorcerer or witch. 
In his study of the Late Postclassic–early colonial Maya in the Peten Lakes re-
gion of Guatemala, Grant Jones (1998: 428–429) notes that Itza can translate 
as “Sacred-Substance Water” (see sources that Jones uses, including Barrera 
Vásquez and Rendón 1948, and Freidel et al. 1993; more recent ones include 
Macri and Looper 2003).
 The following chapters contain archaeological data about Chichen Itza 
that are the foundation for new chronologies and historical reconstructions 
and new understandings of social interaction and visual culture. Many chap-
ters consider Chichen Itza in the wider contexts of Yucatan, highlighting in-
terconnections and offering broad historiographical summaries of Chichen 
Itza and its place more generally in Mesoamerica. Interestingly, few authors 
mention Tula or a possible Central Mexican intrusion into Yucatan, an argu-
ment that began in the mid-nineteenth century (see Chapter 2 for relevant 
details). Perhaps that issue is too complex to discuss in conjunction with the 
focus of each chapter. Or, perhaps it is time to let that issue hibernate after a 
recent flurry of attention (Cobos 2006; Coggins 2002; L. Jones 1995; Kowalski 
and Kristan-Graham 2011; Slusser 2008; Sodi Miranda and Aceves Romero 
2006).
 The archaeology chapters at the beginning of the book include new data and 
ruminations about data that have been available for decades. Each has a differ-
ent focus, and reading them all presents a spectrum of fresh ideas about how 
the city developed, how elites used parts of the city, and how Chichen Itza and 
a network of smaller sites interacted (Figure 1.2). The book concludes with art 
history chapters that analyze a building or part thereof at Chichen Itza and nec-
essarily focus on the materiality of architecture and its embellishment and use. 
This intersects with art history’s recent focus on material culture, especially 
on visual art as objects that people created and used, contra two-dimensional 
images that require decoding (Prown 2002; Yonan 2011).2

 Finally, the chapters in Landscapes of the Itza move between micro- and 
macroanalyses that result in shifting views of Chichen Itza and Yucatan. Given 
the variety and intricacies of Yucatec Maya history and visual culture, the con-
tent of some chapters overlaps. The approaches and conclusions indicate that 
the animated debates about Chichen Itza that have persisted for over a century 
are sure to continue.


