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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT
Popular images of indigenous cultures, both past and present, have served to construct pernicious racial
stereotypes of native peoples throughout the Americas.

These stereotypes have led to the

discrimination and marginalization of native peoples; however, they also have functioned to construct
identities and cultural values of non-Indian people. Existing scholarship on the representation of native
peoples of Latin America has focused on the ways that nineteenth-century elites in that region
appropriated certain elements of indigenous cultures to construct a sense of national unity and historical
continuity. However, this scholarship has overlooked the ways that images of the Maya produced
social and cultural identities outside of Latin America, as the U.S. public avidly consumed a variety of
images of the Maya and commercialized their material culture in the early twentieth century.
Analyzing the question of identity construction through the appropriation of Mayan culture, this
dissertation focuses on the U.S. construction and use of a particular racial discourse about native
people. Public audiences consumed racial discourses in the context of a series of transnational cultural
initiatives, including international expositions, popular film, and textile exhibits, which shaped public
understandings of the Maya. I argue that despite growing public interest in Mayan culture and shifting
understandings about the relationship between race and culture, these venues of visual display
reinforced and reproduced older racial discourses of Indian degeneracy. I examine documentary
evidence, such as travel brochures, newspapers, and archival materials to show that sites of visual
display invented a new language of “indigeneity,” which functioned to define not only native peoples,
but also to shape U.S. public social identities. I conclude that the production of racial discourses of the
Maya as culturally and racially inferior throughout the twentieth century defined contemporary
understandings of U.S. identities and the role of indigenous history.

INTRODUCTION: RE-IMAGINING THE MAYA IN
TRANSNATIONAL CONTEXTS
“The Indian represents a past civilization and the Mestizo or Ladino, as we call him, a
civilization to come. The Indian forms the majority of our population, but lost his force a
long time ago because of the slavery to which he was subjected. He is not interested in
anything, accustomed to things as they are...even his women and children represent the
mental, moral, and material distress of the country: poor, dirty, dressed in different style,
and he suffers without blinking.” 1
Miguel Angel Asturias, 1923

During the 1920s and 1930s, indigenous cultures in Latin America mesmerized the U.S. public
because of a surge of romantic notions about the simplicity and beauty of their enchanting cultural
traditions. The growing fascination with native peoples drew in part from the emerging ethno-tourism
trends of earlier decades that brought U.S. travelers into direct contact with the native peoples of the
desert Southwest and Pacific Northwest; excursions to these regions provided tourists with a glimpse of
authentic Indian life and the opportunity to purchase unique handmade native arts and crafts as
souvenirs. These kinds of tours grew in popularity as revolutions in transportation expanded the
geographic scope and nature of leisure travel for the purpose of experiencing other cultures. Increased
ease and speed of travel aboard either United Fruit Company (UFCO) steamships or the aircraft of the
recently launched Pan-American Airways allowed commercial passengers to travel with relative
comfort from both New York and New Orleans to new destinations throughout Central and South
1

Miguel Angel Asturias and Julio César Pinto Soria, Sociología guatemalteca: el problema social del indio
(Guatemala: Editorial Universitaria, Universidad de San Carlos de Guatemala, 2007), 8. “El indio representa una
civilización pasada y el mestizo, o ladiono que le llamamos, una civilización que viene. El indio forma la mayoría de
nuestra población, perdió su vigor en el largo tiempo de esclavitud a que se le sometió, no se interesa por nada,
acostumbreado como está a que quien primero pasa le quite lo que tiene, incluso la mujer, los hijos, representa la penuria
mental, moral, y material del país es humilde, es sucio, viste de distina manera, y padece sin pestañar.” Translation mine.
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America.2 These modern technologies created new hemispheric political and cultural ties, which in
turn, allowed greater numbers of tourists to travel throughout the Americas to fulfill their hopes of
encountering even more exotic and remote native cultures.
The romantic sentiment that native cultures evoked in U.S. cultural imaginations stemmed from
a gnawing sense of nostalgia for what seemed lost; people longed for not only a simpler, anti-modern
past, but also recalled wistful memories of earlier decades when the U.S. nation and its industrial
culture had reached its zenith. The allure of indigenous civilizations also revived earlier waves of late
nineteenth-century Mayanism, whose enigmatic mysticism stood in stark contrast to the gritty realities
of the present.3 Responding to this vague sense of nostalgia in growing numbers, U.S. tourists pushed
further south in pursuit of newer frontiers in the form of ever more exotic destinations and cultures. In
the midst of this sense of romantic yearning, the Maya of Guatemala cast a special spell over the public
because of their staunch adherence to seemingly strange pre-Columbian traditions. Their handmade
woven costumes, ancient native languages, and pagan religious ceremonies ignited popular
imaginations and prompted many to fantasize about traveling abroad to experience these wonders.
During the bleak years of the Great Depression, which seemed to many a tangible sign of cultural
decay and economic decadence following the exuberance and excesses of the 1920s, a personal
experience with native cultures offered a glimpse into an alternative reality of a pre-modern idyllic
2

Dennis Merrill, Negotiating Paradise: U.S. Tourism and Empire in Twentieth-Century Latin America (Chapel Hill
[N.C.]: University of North Carolina Press, 2009); Dina Berger and Andrew Grant Wood, eds., Holiday in Mexico: Critical
Reflections on Tourism and Tourist Encounters (Duke University Press Books, 2010); Rosalie Schwartz, Flying Down to
Rio: Hollywood, Tourists, and Yankee Clippers (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2004). The emergence of
recent scholarship on the origins of Latin America tourism has highlighted various aspects of the expansion of this industry,
including ideas about empire and the ways that popular entertainment and travel functioned to construct images of certain
travel destinations.
3
Lawrence Desmond, A Dream of Maya: Augustus and Alice Le Plongeon in Nineteenth-Century Yucatan, 1st ed.
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988); R. Tripp Evans, Romancing the Maya: Mexican Antiquity in the
American Imagination, 1820-1915, 1st ed. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004). Mayanism, a loose-knit collection of
beliefs in certain New Age aspects of Maya culture, flourished during the late 19th century. Mayanists often asserted
imaginary cultural connections between the Maya and other ancient civilizations. Both Desmond and Evans argue that the
surge in Maya studies of the late nineteenth century was based in part on romanticized notions about Mayan history and
culture.
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past, unencumbered by the intense anxieties of the present. New interest in Mayan culture also stirred
deep cultural memories of earlier U.S. frontier experiences with North American Indian tribes.
Perceptions of cultural differences created imaginary boundaries between foreign travelers and the
Maya they encountered, which represented a new type of frontier experience. Against the backdrop of
this new cultural frontier, travelers reenacted old narratives of conquest and experience the
mythological regenerative properties of an authentic experience with wild Indians. In short, the
presumed characteristics of the Maya, their charm, simplicity, and traditional life ways, seemed to offer
a sense of hope and a cultural panacea for the ills of modern industrial living.
Travel advertisements for Guatemalan tours often depicted picturesque quaint villages,
highlighting the beauty of their handmade arts and crafts, as well as the timelessness of ancient patterns
of subsistence agriculture.4 The Guatemalan nation, with its vibrant native cultures and incomparable
natural beauty, captured public imaginations because it represented an essentially undiscovered,
pristine vision of a primordial Eden. The lure of the mystery of the archaeological remains of the
ancient Maya also bewitched travelers, offering them a place in which to imagine the vitality and
dynamism of ancient cultures, in the hopes of bringing new life blood back to their own dreary realities
at home. After 1930, when Guatemala began to court tourists in earnest, the nation's jungles, volcanoes,
and above all, colorful native cultures, became major selling points of the tourist experience; together,
they represented the perfect combination of romance and adventure. To assuage potential fears of
discomfort during travels to a remote and unfamiliar nation, travel advertisements often emphasized the
modern amenities available to travelers, such as well-appointed hotel rooms and delicious meals,
suggesting that a trip to experience the Maya need not involve hardship. Those with the financial
means to travel to Guatemala during this time purchased souvenirs and handmade crafts from Mayan
4

“Grace Line: Between New York and California or Mexico City,” Life Magazine, February 15, 1937.
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women in the colorful, bustling market of Chichicastenango and observed the tranquility and simple
routines of the villagers of tiny hamlets, who fished from wooden boats scattered across the surface of
Lake Atitlán.5 When they returned home, travelers brought back memories of the experiences with the
Maya back to the U.S., where they shared them with friends and family through personal anecdotes.
Sometimes, they even regaled public audiences with thrilling details of their adventures through
educational lectures at local libraries or community expositions of photographs of the cherished
memories of their experiences.
For those unable to splurge on a trip to Guatemala to experience the magic of the Maya in
person, indigenous material culture on display in public venues throughout the U.S. offered vicarious
experiences and a taste of the rejuvenation that international travelers hoped to gain during their
cultural encounters with native peoples. U.S. audiences at home participated in imaginary adventures
abroad through the commercial consumption of both ideas and items of Mayan culture during their
experiences at world’s fairs, textile expositions, and attendance at popular films. These venues
provided a place for audiences to consume visual images and knowledge about native cultures without
the expense or hassle of travel. For example, audiences learned about the Maya up-close through
performances of indigenous musical traditions at large world’s fairs designed to educate the U.S. public
about the cultural diversity of the world around them. Purchasing textiles and home furnishings based
on the material culture and artistic productions of native cultures conveyed not only the owner’s design
sense, but also a direct acquaintance with native cultures that signaled a worldliness that extended far
past recognizable national and cultural boundaries. Finally, popular audiences consumed constructed
visual images of native peoples through escapist adventure films that whisked viewers away to distant
lands filled with mysterious peoples, without ever leaving the familiar comfort of their theater seats.
5

United Fruit Company Passenger Service, “A Trip To Guatemala by the Great White Fleet” (U.S.A., n.d.).
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In addition to their starring roles in U.S. cultural imaginations, the Maya became the focal point
of a growing number of social scientific studies during the 1930s. A motley wave of anthropologists,
ethnographers, archaeologists, and geographers chose to conduct their fieldwork studies on Mayan
culture in order to understand better the importance of indigenous cultural traditions and their role in
the formation of indigenous identities and communities.6 Both foreign amateur and professional social
scientists began to conduct an increasing number of new field research studies in Guatemala because of
widespread perceptions of the unadulterated nature of Mayan cultural traditions. Believed to be
untouched by the culture clash of the Spanish conquest or corrupted by outside influences, the Maya
seemed ideal subjects for the application of new research methodologies and theories of cultural
development. Social scientists sought to test new theories of cultural diffusion, as well as produce
knowledge through a more collaborative, personal approach to social science research using
participant-observation methodologies. In effect, Guatemala served as a testing ground for the
application of new social science theories that aimed to disentangle old social constructions of
biological race from new ideas about the development of culture. The new understandings of
indigenous cultures that these studies generated not only filtered down to public audiences in the U.S.,
but also influenced debates between intellectuals in Guatemala over the fundamental nature of the
Maya and their ability to participate in the construction of a new type of modern nation.
This dissertation is a cultural history of U.S. constructions of a particular kind of racial
discourse about the Maya in Guatemala during the 1930s. This is not a history of the Maya
themselves; although the Maya sit at the heart of the discourse I examine here, this work reveals far
more about the values and world views of the purveyors of these ideas than it does about the histories
6

Sol Tax, Penny Capitalism: A Guatemalan Indian Economy (Washington: U.S. G.P.O., 1953); Ruth Leah Bunzel,
Chichicastenango: A Guatemalan Village, Publications of the American Ethnological Society (Locust Valley, N.Y: J.J.
Augustin, 1952). Tax and Bunzel were just two of the many anthropologists who conducted fieldwork in Guatemala during
the 1930s. Their studies were not published until after the end of the Second World War.
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of actual native peoples. U.S. racial discourses about native people intersected with an equally long,
tangled history of racial thinking in Guatemala that stretched back to the earliest days of the conquest;
however, these racial conceptions became more complex during the early twentieth century, as broader
cultural shifts catapulted native peoples into the forefront of U.S. public consciousness. Historical and
social racial constructions about the nature of the Maya merged with an emerging sense of consumer
capitalism that relied on the foreign consumption of visual images of indigenous people and artifacts of
their material culture. These trends converged to produce the contemporary tensions visible today in
Guatemala, as political leaders talk out of both sides of their mouths and characterize native peoples as
obstacles to progress, while at the same time touting them as irreplaceable national symbols. I aim to
historicize the creation of these tensions by calling attention to the ways cultural shifts in the U.S. led to
new visual representations of underlying racial discourses. The construction of certain types of
thinking about native peoples in the U.S. became transnational in character as knowledge produced
about the Maya circulated throughout the Americas through visual representations and cultural
practices. These discourses were produced, consumed, and transmitted at the intersection of popular
and scientific knowledge about native peoples and shaped not only the ways that U.S. public audiences
understood Mayan cultures, but also a generation of Guatemalan intellectuals. Guatemalan
intellectuals seized on particular ideas embedded in these discourses and incorporated them into their
own thinking about the meaning of native cultures and their role in the creation of the nation’s future.
The production of these racial discourses further conditioned transnational geopolitical relationships, as
they structured the racial hierarchies essential to the maintenance of U.S. power in the western
hemisphere.
I argue that this emerging racial and commercial discourse about the Maya relied on the
production and consumption of both popular and ethnographic knowledge, which in turn, provided the
15

necessary framework for the articulation of certain power relationships. Visual representations of racial
differences, even when disguised in a new social scientific language of cultural difference, reinforced
and reproduced existing racial hierarchies and power relationships. Drawing on documentary evidence
collected both in Guatemala and in the U.S., this dissertation examines the changing ways that both
individuals and institutions perceived, defined, and represented Indian cultural differences through
visual mediums in both Guatemala and the U.S. during the 1930s. Visual representations of native
cultural differences produced in Guatemala and abroad often conflicted; nevertheless, they worked
together to create essentializing discourses about native cultures that served political, social, and
cultural functions. In the U.S., these discourses confirmed widespread beliefs about the exotic nature of
native peoples, juxtaposing racial and gendered images of cultural modernity with popular notions of
Indian backwardness. U.S. cultural initiatives, in turn, influenced the ways that Guatemalans
themselves thought about native peoples. In Guatemala, intellectuals drew on both their own
understandings of native peoples, as well as emerging external scientific research, in order to transform
old discourses about Indian racial differences into a new language of cultural comparison.
Nevertheless, these efforts produced limited changes because these discursive strategies failed to shift
underlying racial discourses. Based around four case studies that offer diverse perspectives about the
production and consumption of visual representation of Indian cultural differences, this work examines
their creation, application, and outcomes in distinct social and cultural contexts.
The first chapter explores the production of racial discourses through a series of debates over
the meaning of the archaeological evidence that emerged during the 1930s from U.S. archaeological
excavations in Classic Period Mayan sites in Guatemala. Archaeologists, as well as the U.S. public,
engaged in tremendous debates over what, precisely, such spectacular remains revealed about the
vanquished culture of the ancient Maya. I argue that these debates reproduced long-standing colonial16

era debates about the fundamental nature of native peoples as either civilized or savage. Both U.S.
archaeologists and Guatemalan intellectuals used these characterizations of the Maya as either civilized
or savage for distinct purposes. U.S. archaeologists argued that archaeological evidence of the ancient
Maya demonstrated their cultural sophistication and scientific ingenuity, an identity both scientists and
the U.S. public appropriated in order to construct their own histories and identities. Guatemalans seized
on archaeological evidence in order to make certain arguments about the citizenship capacities of the
contemporary Maya and their role in the construction of the modern nation. In addition, this chapter
explores the ways that contemporary archaeological practice developed along gendered lines. U.S.
archeology underwent a dramatic transformation from a speculative guessing game about the meaning
of ancient native cultures to an established social science that excluded women even as it relied on their
labor. In turn, the increasingly scientific nature of Maya studies reinforced understandings of social
science as a space for masculine intellectual production.
Chapter Two follows prominent New York industrial textile designer Ruth Reeves on her 1934
trip to the Guatemalan highlands to collect Indian textiles on behalf of the Carnegie Institute. Reeves
drew inspiration from the textiles she collected, combining traditional Mayan design elements with the
latest aesthetic trends to produce a new line of home furnishings and clothing for Macy's department
store. Her work, shown in two major expositions, shaped public perceptions about the primitive and
traditional nature of Mayan women while praising their aesthetic sensibilities. I argue that the
production of Reeves’s designs as home furnishings reflected U.S. racial and gendered stereotypes
about native peoples and their capacity for artistic production; furthermore, commercial reproduction of
the original Guatemalan pieces underscored the capitalist logic embedded in the commodification and
commercialization of material artifacts of Mayan culture. The success of Reeves’s work stemmed from

17

the way it evoked a sense of so-called imperialist nostalgia7, a romantic longing for an idyllic, quaint,
and picturesque indigenous past to assuage the anxieties of the industrial present. Nonetheless, this
same longing concealed U.S. complicity in the destruction and capitalist exploitation of indigenous
cultural resources. The consumption and display of this invented folkloric past also helped to construct
U.S. gender roles, as the domestic consumption of primitive native arts became an integral part of the
articulation of new U.S. middle-class social identities.
Chapter Three explores (mis)representations of the Maya depicted in the 1935 serial film, The
New Adventures of Tarzan. Filmed on location in Guatemala in 1935, the serial revolved around a
campy plot involving the pursuit of a fake ancient Mayan archaeological idol known as the Green
Goddess. I argue that the film depicted native peoples in derogatory ways for the entertainment of
international audiences, which served to reinforce racial and gendered differences. The film fit into a
new genre of expeditionary film that linked ethnographic display to ideas about empire. The serial
manipulated public perceptions of its authenticity and implied that it constituted a legitimate
ethnographic film, despite its entirely fictional content and singular commitment to the
commercialization of invented cinematographic spectacle. Audiences willingly went along with the
film’s absurd premise because of popular romantic ideas about the ancient Maya and their
archaeological remains. Furthermore, the film played on popular notions of the jungle as wild and
dangerous in order to link images of violence with popular ideas about indigenous masculinity; in turn,
public audiences used representations of indigenous masculinity in order to assign themselves the
inverse of the characteristics they saw on the big screen. In addition, Tarzan’s presence in the
Guatemalan jungle as part of a (pseudo)scientific expedition evoked older cultural narratives of
conquest and colonial racial domination; in the eyes of U.S. audiences, these racial and gendered
7

Renato Rosaldo, “Imperialist Nostalgia,” Representations, no. 26 (April 1989): 107–22.

18

depictions naturalized U.S. cultural domination and imperialism in Latin America.
The final chapter highlights the Guatemalan Ubico dictatorship's officially sanctioned
representation of an “indigenous” marimba band sent to the Greater Texas and Pan-American
Exposition held in Dallas in 1937. The band's performances became one of the most popular
attractions of the entire exposition, as the marimberos tapped out indigenous melodies and performed
traditional Mayan dances in full costume, which delighted fairgoers. The exposition provided an
international stage for the enactment of individual performances of cultural diplomacy under the guise
of the Good Neighbor Policy. However, the exposition also exposed the tensions and contradictions
inherent in using native cultural traditions as instruments in order to broker contentious power
relationships between Guatemala and the U.S. I argue that the band's performances not only aimed to
draw foreign cultural tourism and stimulate economic development in Guatemala, but also that
gendered and racial depictions of the Maya served to construct geopolitical power structures. Scripted
performances of native culture within the confines of a U.S. world’s fair reinforced racial hierarchies,
which in turn were integral to the construction of larger hemispheric power structures. Audiences also
perceived Latin American cultures through a series of gendered metaphors on display throughout the
exposition, which fortified ideas about U.S. power.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORKS AND THEORETICAL
PERSPECTIVES
Rather than take the individual nation-state as the primary subject, this study fits into a growing
body of literature that seeks to provide a broader transnational view of historical processes.8 Since
8

Mae M. Ngai, “Promises and Perils of Transnational History,” Perspectives on History, December 2012,
http://www.historians.org/publications-and-directories/perspectives-on-history/december-2012/the-future-of-thediscipline/promises-and-perils-of-transnational-history. Ngai offers a brief historiographical essay on the development of
transnational history, arguing that it has broader applications outside of immigration studies.
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cementing its position as the quintessential political entity in the nineteenth century, the nation-state has
served as the primary unit of analysis for historians, as it provides clear geographic parameters that
structure historical analyses. Nevertheless, history often transcends established geographic boundaries.
This dissertation reveals the ways discourses, ideas and (mis)understandings moved across U.S. and
Guatemalan national borders with ease. Attached to people on the move, such as cultural diplomats,
travelers, artists, and anthropologists, ideas and intellectual currents circulated throughout the
Americas; in turn, people in new cultural contexts appropriated these ideas, combining them with their
own understandings of the world to create unique interpretations. Though transnational in their
production, the formation of new understandings about the Maya also reflected specific national
preoccupations about identity formation. Exploring the production, transmission, and consumption of
ideas across a transnational context reveals the invisible structures that bind regions of the world
together and situate national histories as interdependent parts of larger global frameworks.
Transnational history reveals the myriad of ways that political, economic, and cultural relationships
were created outside of national borders and underscores the amorphous intellectual ties that cemented
these relationships. These broader histories focus our attention on the interconnected nature of the
world and the global contexts in which people produced particular ideas. Though messier than histories
than do not extend beyond national borders, they nonetheless have great potential to uncover new
networks of cultural and intellectual production.
This study brings together several conceptual frameworks and theoretical perspectives that
involve ideas about power, knowledge, representation, and epistemology. Above all, this work draws
on Foucaultian theoretical concepts that link the production of knowledge to the articulation of power
relationships between different groups of people and institutions.9 The production of knowledge about
9

Michel Foucault and Colin Gordon, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writings, 1972-1977 (New
York: Pantheon Books, 1980).
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the Maya through visual and discursive practices legitimated the power held by the people who
generated that knowledge, including anthropologists, artists, and filmmakers. Examining the
construction of these discourses reveals who had the power to say what about whom, while also
demonstrating the ways that discourse functions to oppress the people at the center of its focus. Western
(and northern, white, and masculine) knowledge defined native peoples in Guatemala in particular
ways, based on assumptions about their fundamental characteristics. In turn, these definitions not only
created racial and cultural hierarchies on a local and national level within Guatemala, but also justified
geopolitical power differentials between the U.S. and Latin America. These dominant discourses
remain the primary ways that people have understood and continue to understand native cultures. Only
in recent years has traditional indigenous knowledge become recognized as an alternative
epistemological perspective, but indigenous knowledge lacks the access to the power necessary to
challenge its dominant counterpart. It still operates within the confines of power relationships that
award greater authority and legitimacy to the knowledge produced about native peoples, rather than the
knowledge that they produce about themselves. The case studies I examine here reveal who had
control of the discourse about native peoples, why they chose to use that power to construct certain sets
of ideas, and in turn, how various people employed those ideas in order to reinforce certain types of
inequalities, both in the U.S. and Guatemala.
Secondly, I employ the theoretical concepts developed by post-colonial scholars, whose works
focus on the process of the construction of discourses about non-Western peoples and the way those
discourses, in turn, function to serve imperialist agendas. First outlined in Edward Said’s influential
1978 work, Orientalism, post-colonial scholarship has sought to de-center and destabilize the systems
of Western thought that enabled colonial powers to exert dominance over colonized peoples and
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places.10 Said’s work underscored the intimate relationship between artistic and literary Western
cultural descriptions of the so-called Orient and the inner-workings of imperialism. Much in the same
way that Foucault connected the production of knowledge to relations of power, Said concluded that
Western representations of foreign cultures constructed erroneous, essentialized stereotypes that
reflected and reinforced Western biases about the nature of those cultures, producing the foundations of
the unequal power relationships evident between European metropoles and their colonial possessions.
Building on Said’s theoretical foundations, a number of scholars have extended his understandings of
the process of Orientalism and ways that people created social constructions of non-Western cultures
through diverse cultural and discursive practices, including travel writing, visual images, and the
ethnographic display of human beings. The construction of these representations awarded power to
their authors while systematically dis-empowering their subjects.11 Applying the findings of these
scholars to questions of U.S. cultural representations of native peoples in Guatemala, I draw on these
arguments in order to show how the visual representations in the venues I examine here not only
reflected underlying assumptions about the fundamental nature and characteristics of native peoples,
but also functioned to reify growing U.S. imperialism in Latin America based on the racial domination
of native peoples.
Said's original arguments about Western imperialism have influenced more recent scholarship
that examines the construction of so-called informal empires, rather than formal colonial ventures,
through the process of cultural appropriation. Within the scholarship on Latin America, Robert Aguirre
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argues that certain cultural and discursive practices created a British informal empire in Mexico and
Central America during the late nineteenth century.12 The British eschewed a formal commitment to
colonialism in Mexico and Central America in favor of the application of a softer type of empire in
order to avoid antagonizing the U.S. government and its growing pledge to uphold the Monroe
Doctrine. Instead, the British cemented their informal empire in the region through museum
collections of archaeological artifacts, the official language conventions of diplomatic dispatches, and
the production of large-scale panoramas. Perhaps most importantly, British citizens learned about their
nation’s presence in Central America through the exhibition of the region’s indigenous peoples to
international audiences. The public display of Máximo and Bartola, a pair of supposedly “Aztec”
children symbolized British ownership of the region’s people and cultural resources. Although in
reality, the display of the children was little more than an elaborate hoax, their exhibition in the U.S.
and Europe drew curious onlookers because of their obvious microcephaly and cognitive disabilities,
which spectators readily linked to popular conceptions of scientific racism and stereotypes about the
racial degeneracy of native peoples.13 Their exhibition further provided racial justification of the
continuation of both British and U.S. imperial practices throughout Latin America.14
I employ Aguirre’s concept of the informal empire to show the ways that a different set of
cultural practices centered on the consumption of indigenous culture, including ethnographic collecting
and archaeological excavations, functioned to reinforce the U.S. informal empire in Latin America.
The practice of informal empire through cultural exchanges allowed the U.S. to proclaim its rhetorical
commitment to global freedom and democracy, despite the inconvenient political realities of the island
12
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colonies gained after the 1898 Spanish-American war and the numerous military interventions in Latin
America of the early twentieth century. As global tensions tightened across Europe and Asia, official
policies of isolationism and the hands-off approach of the Good Neighbor Policy dictated a more subtle
means of maintaining U.S. dominance through the Western hemisphere through economic relationships
and cultural exchanges. Examining the creation of the U.S. informal empire through visual
representations reveals the subtle, but significant power of cultural imperialism to structure geopolitical
relationships. In turn, the practice of imperialism relies on the establishment of local and transnational
hierarchies, including hierarchies of race and culture, which were reified through visual media in the
case studies included here.
Thirdly, I also draw on philosophies and histories of science and ideas about epistemological
change to analyze the degree of continuity and change in the ways people constructed knowledge about
native peoples. Early twentieth-century histories of science characterized scientific progress and
knowledge production as an orderly, linear progression that resulted in spectacular scientific triumphs.15
However, more recent scholarship has focused the discontinuity of scientific progress, highlighting the
unpredictability of science and also revealing the utility and function of ideas now considered pseudoscientific. Furthermore, historians of science now argue that culture plays a crucial role in the
formulation of knowledge. Thomas Kuhn argued in The Structure of a Scientific Revolution that
scientific knowledge and methods, far from being the objective representation of the natural world that
earlier thinkers had hoped, instead represented cultural myths. Most significantly, Kuhn argued that
science and culture shape each other and that scientific changes came as a result of cultural paradigm
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shifts.16 In a similar vein, Michel Foucault argued that epistemes characterized particular epochs,
identifying a set of underlying assumptions that conditioned a broad range of discourses and
understandings of certain scientific and historical concepts.17 Both Kuhn and Foucault emphasized the
discontinuity present in the history of science and rejected conceptions of linear progress, arguing
instead that culture played a significant role in defining the boundaries of knowledge production.
Scientific changes did not come about as a result of purely scientific breakthroughs and groundbreaking research; instead, cultural assumptions delineated the parameters of the questions available for
inquiry and the scope of the possible answers.
Many of the social scientific studies that emerged during the 1930s appeared to break with
racial thinking of earlier decades and suggested a significant scientific paradigm change of the type that
Kuhn had identified. Cultural shifts that brought native peoples to public attention in the U.S.
redefined the questions available for investigation, as well as the range of potential answers. Simple
racial explanations no longer seemed satisfactory to answer broader questions about complex cultural
traditions; social scientists sought to move away from the scientific racism of earlier decades.
Nevertheless, my case studies indicate that despite new ways of thinking about native peoples in terms
of culture rather than race, older racial understandings continued to guide this new wave of social
scientific studies. Social scientists of all stripes tried to distance themselves from racial explanations
and discuss culture as well, but racial thinking continued to influence cultural understandings. Despite
appearances, this was not the complete paradigm shift that it appeared to be and the changes were
superficial, rather than profound, in nature. The social sciences, in particular anthropology and its subdisciplines, seemed to have undergone a major shift sparked in part by Boasian concepts of cultural
16

Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolution, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996).
Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences, (New York: Pantheon Books,

17

1971).

25

relativism and popular interest in the cultural practices of native peoples. However, as recent
scholarship has suggested, this was not quite the paradigm revolution that it seemed. Older ideas about
the racial degeneracy of native peoples continued to inform understandings of them, even when
expressed in the new language of cultural relativism.18 While keeping in mind the ways that culture
and science shape each other, I aim to highlight continuities, rather than discontinuities, in the racial
thinking of the first decades of the twentieth century.
In addition to the theoretical perspectives mentioned, my work complements a growing body of
literature that examines the role of Indians in elite constructions of national cultural identity. Drawing
on earlier studies of national identity formation,19 Rebecca Earle argues that the formation of new
nations in nineteenth-century Spanish America depended on the creation of a powerful set of cultural
symbols that represented what she terms, “indianesque nationalism.”20 Taking Earle’s work as an
important starting point, my work builds on her arguments, but departs from them in one important
way: rather than focus on the formation of the ways symbols of Indians formed national identities in
Spanish America, my work examines the way the U.S. appropriated external indigenous imagery to
form its own internal national identity. Recent works by other scholars suggest that symbols of the
great pre-Columbian civilizations of Mesoamerica long played a crucial role in creating a usable,
venerable U.S. past that stretched into back into antiquity. Without a claim to any grand ancient
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cultures of its own, the comparatively youthful U.S. nation set about constructing its own sense of
antiquity by borrowing symbols and imagery of both Maya and Aztec civilizations; this process of
cultural appropriation accelerated during the nineteenth century with the rash of spectacular discoveries
of ruined temples and cities throughout Mexico and Central America. R. Tripp Evans argues that John
Lloyd Stephens’s 1841 blockbuster, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatan, not
only whet the appetites of readers for travel adventures, but also symbolically extended the ideology of
Manifest Destiny over the ancestral homeland of the ancient Maya.21 When the great ancient native
civilizations of Middle America had been cemented into popular memory as an extension of U.S.
history, a loose-knit group of writers and artists set about rehabilitating the image of North American
Indian tribes in order to shift public opinion about their role in nation-building processes in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Their efforts, as Sherri Smith argues, created an identifiable
“pattern of influence,” that brought positive, if romanticized, images of native peoples into mainstream
U.S. thought and shaped public attitudes towards them.22 The process of constructing a usable past out
of bits of Indian cultures continued throughout the 1930s, as U.S. attention again shifted southward
toward the Maya as the nation searched for new symbols upon which to base its recently shattered
cultural identity.
Recent scholarship has identified the late nineteenth century as a crucial moment during which
Latin American elites also seized on indianesque nationalism to construct their own histories and
identities. In Mexico, new ideas about Indians as the cultural foundation of the nation often has been
identified as a crucial feature of the indigenismo and nation-building efforts of the post-revolutionary
21
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period. Nonetheless, as Earle demonstrates, these seeming transformations in thinking about Indians
form part of a longer racial (and gendered) discourse that took shape during the long nineteenth
century.23 In a similar vein, Christina Bueno’s recent work on Porfirian archeology also points to an
earlier surge of interest in ancient cultures and the use of indigenous symbolism to create new
identities, but one that glorified the native people of the past at the expense of those of the present.24
Throughout Latin America, political leaders and intellectuals sought to connect emerging national
identities to the great civilizations of the ancients. Cecilia Méndez argues in her study of Peruvian
nationalism that these efforts reflected an inherent, pernicious racism; elites promoted the greatness of
the ancient cultures of their nations, while deriding contemporary Indian populations as obstacles to
national progress.25 The disconnect between understandings of the ancient past as the foundation of
modern national identities and the contemporary present as a sign of racial degeneration played a
crucial role in shaping the direction of national histories and debates about their meanings throughout
the twentieth century.

HISTORICAL CONTEXTS AND CONCEPTIONS OF RACE
The sudden, intense U.S. interest in native cultures of the Americas that emerged during the
1930s formed part of a much longer history of defining racial and cultural differences that began during
the construction of the Spanish-American colonies in the late fifteenth century. The surprising presence
of large numbers of indigenous peoples in largely unexplored lands sparked great debates, such as the
famous 1550 Valladolid debate between Fray Bartolomé de las Casas and Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda; as
early as the mid-sixteenth century, both the Spanish church and crown attempted to evaluate the
23
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spiritual capacities of native peoples and determine their potential for Christian conversion. Debates
over the meaning of racial differences often appeared in unlikely places, such as medical sciences and
religious protocols26; colonial authorities across a variety of institutions sought to fit native people into
precise positions in Spanish social hierarchies. An invisible, but powerful, system of racial (and
gendered, and class-based) classification emerged during the establishment of colonial social structures
and institutions, as these hierarchies provided an effective instrument for social control. The
construction of early colonial society and institutions hinged on the creation and maintenance of a set
of fixed racial, class, and gendered hierarchies, which were essential to legitimating Spanish control
over a heterogeneous population. Nevertheless, significant tensions developed when the economic
exigencies of the early colonial period collided with beliefs about the citizenship capacities of native
peoples; both Church and crown conceptualized of them as children, but nonetheless, relied on the
exploitation of their labor to turn a profit. Despite the seeming rigidity of the sistema de castas, recent
scholarship on Spanish colonial social constructions of race has underscored the many creative ways
that people were often able to subvert their official racial categorizations and define themselves in
alternate ways.27
After the collapse of the Spanish-American empire in the early part of the nineteenth century,
racial discourses shaped the development of new nation-states throughout Latin America, as political
leaders struggled to craft cohesive nations out of a welter of distinct racial, ethnic, and linguistic
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groups.28 Based on Enlightenment ideas about the rights and responsibilities of the individuals, an early
wave of utopian-minded liberal political leaders throughout the region attempted to transform Indian
colonial subjects into new national citizens.29 They assigned Indians new political, economic, and social
rights as national citizens, which included modern taxation systems and pledges of (limited) social
equality, but these efforts clashed with the political necessity of maintaining existing power structures.
Latin American liberal political leaders of the early nineteenth century faced enormous challenges in
their efforts to transform colonial hierarchies into broad(er) democracies without fundamentally
upsetting the delicate balance of power, privilege, and popular will. Furthermore, early liberal
initiatives to modernize national body politics were met with significant resistance from native people
who rejected coercive attempts to procure their participation in the political and capitalist economic
systems of the new nation-state.30 Their resistance to inclusion in the liberal nation-state, cast in racial
language of Indian difference, marked them as both reactionary and as obstacles to progress. Latin
American intellectuals sought to understand whether native peoples could be incorporated into new
nation-states and how their presumed racial characteristics would affect national futures. Racial
differences were often cast in terms of culture, such as in Argentinian Domingo Faustino Sarmiento’s
influential 1845 work, Facundo, which narrated a dramatic struggle between the forces of white,
European civilization and the barbarity and savagery of native peoples.31 This work became a powerful
28
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guide for the development of later ideas about race, progress, and the possibilities for modernization.
The further massive political, economic, social, cultural, and scientific changes of the midnineteenth century produced significant shifts in discourses about race. Theories of racial degeneration
proliferated in the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century because of the development of a
particularly virulent brand of scientific racism in the wake of the publication of Darwin’s
groundbreaking theory of evolutionary change, outlined in the publication of Origin of Species in
1867.32 Latin American thinkers appropriated emerging scientific theories about human biological and
cultural development and used these ideas to structure scientific debates about native people, based on
new types of physical evidence.33 Race science provided a metaphor for discussions about state
formation, based on the state of the body politic and its susceptibility to racial degeneration. The
creation of new constituencies befitting these new republics hinged on the politics of inclusion and
exclusion, which were determined through rudimentary medical and anthropological examinations,
such as anthropometry and craniometry, the outcome of which were used to determine the suitability of
individuals and “races” for citizenship.34

RACE, GENDER AND CULTURE IN TWENTIETH CENTURY
GUATEMALA
Within Guatemala, though racial discourses about the Maya often overshadow much of national
intellectual history, the construction of the particular discourse I examine in this work was not the only,
or even the primary, preoccupation in Guatemala during the early twentieth century. Racial discourses
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were never far from the surface from larger economic and social changes that swept through the nation
and sparked vigorous, broad discussions about labor, social justice, and the role of transnational
corporations. New types of community leaders worked to conduct and construct alternative social and
political discourses that played a decisive role in shaping the nation’s democratic opening after 1944.
The most salient feature of Guatemala in the early twentieth century was its growing dependence on the
United Fruit Company (UFCO), a transnational relationship that had been nurtured during the regime
of Manuel Estrada Cabrera and continued through the Ubico period. The intimacy of this relationship
often sparked waves of nationalist sentiment and contentious arguments over external threats to
political and economic sovereignty.
The organized labor movement flourished under a series of presidents who presided over a
small, yet definite, democratic opening that appeared after the fall of the Manuel Estrada Cabrera
dictatorship in 1920. A wide variety of workers in diverse sectors, such as coffee pickers, bakers, and
trolley workers joined struggles for better working conditions. Guatemalan labor leaders of the 1920s
drew on international languages of worker’s rights and social justice in their efforts to secure greater
rights for laborers engaged in Guatemala’s growing industrial sector. They employed their
understandings of the social justice aspects of the Mexican and Russian revolutions, as well as
international labor organizations, in order to gain public support for their campaigns. Guatemalan labor
organizations also connected with a developing discourse of anti-imperialism and labor solidarity
throughout the hemisphere. Their growing political consciousness led to public expressions of
solidarity for Augusto Sandino’s armed struggle against the U.S. Marines in Nicaragua, linking his
crusade against northern imperialism to their own domestic initiatives.35 In addition, the Guatemalan
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Communist Party, influenced by its Mexican counterpart, played a large role in the formation of social
justice paradigms and new ideas about the role of labor in national politics. Despite its clandestine
status, the Communist Party provided valuable assistance in organizing newly radicalized workers, as
they debated over the applicability of radical politics to the Guatemalan situation.36
The Guatemalan labor movement often sought to address the needs and struggles of the urban
working class, but workers also organized outside the capital in response to UFCO’s growing reach and
exploitation of banana workers and dock workers. Throughout the company's expanding transnational
banana empire, rural workers organized strikes in order to achieve better wages, shorter hours, and
safer working conditions. These strikes sometimes achieved small victories, despite the constant threat
of retaliation and violence against the strikers. Other times, strikes against UFCO ended in tragedy,
such as when the Colombian army massacred striking banana workers in 1928.37 Racial tensions
created on UFCO banana plantations led to conflicts between black immigrant workers, the company,
and Guatemalans. Black immigrant workers a comprised necessary component of UFCO’s banana
empire, as the company failed to persuade highland Maya laborers to travel to the disease-prone
regions of the Atlantic coast. Unable to meet its labor needs, the company contracted a motley labor
force composed of diverse ethnic and racial groups, including West Indians, Europeans, and North
Americans. The success of the company’s labor policies depended on the creation of a work force
divided along racial lines and organized in a hierarchical fashion in order to decrease opportunities for
labor organizing.38 The presence of the black workers sparked both racial tensions and resentments as
36
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the company’s largely black Jamaican workforce drew on their African cultural traditions in their labor
organizing efforts. 39 Workers struck not only on UFCO plantations throughout Central America, but
also on UFCO subsidiaries, such as the International Railways of Central America.
After 1929, the shadow of the global depression radiated outward from the epicenter of Wall
Street, hitting hard around the world, though the severity of its repercussions for national political and
economic systems varied across different regions. National and local governments both in the U.S. and
Latin America struggled to stave off economic catastrophe though the consolidation of state power and
its subsequent application to economic policies; this consolidation represented the single most
significant consequence of the global depression, as it transformed the role of the state in permanent
ways.40 Latin America, one of the primary exporters of raw materials to the U.S., experienced a sharp
drop in the prices of its main agricultural export products to U.S. markets, which created substantial
socio-economic dislocation and unrest. Faced with rising popular discontent and the rapid growth of
radical political movements, the political leaders of many Latin American nations turned to either
populist initiatives or repressive policies in order to maintain social control.41
In 1931, General Jorge Ubico y Castañeda of Guatemala stepped into the fray to restore social
and economic stability in order to halt the impending downward spiral. Through a dynamic
combination of military might and personal charisma, Ubico ruled until the democratic revolution of
1944, representing the latest incarnation of a string of repressive liberal caudillos. In contrast to the
democratic experiments and vibrant labor organizing of the 1920s, the Ubico government enforced

39
Avi Chomsky, “Afro-Jamaican Traditions and Labor Organizing on United Fruit Company Plantations in Costa
Rica, 1910,” Journal of Social History 28, no. 4 (Summer 1995): 837–55.
40
Paulo Drinot and Alan Knight, The Great Depression in Latin America, 2014, 16.
41
Alan Knight, “Populism and Neo-Populism in Latin America, Especially Mexico,” Journal of Latin American
Studies 30, no. 2 (May 1, 1998): 223–48. Academic debates continue as to how to best define populism, as well as its utility
as a concept. Knight argues that populism is best defined as a political style characterized by some degree of rapport with
“the people.”

34

strict authoritarian rule to maintain political stability at all costs. Horrified by the political upheaval
and ongoing violence of the social revolution in neighboring Mexico, the Ubico dictatorship ruled
through repression of political subversives and suspected labor leaders. The massive Farabundo Martí
peasant uprising in El Salvador in 1932, believed to be the work of Communists, did little to assuage
Ubico’s fears of the potential consequences of popular organizing and radical politics.
Determined to modernize the nation through foreign immigration and investment, the Ubico
government continued to court powerful U.S. economic partners, the largest and most important of
which was the burgeoning transnational UFCO empire. As the single largest foreign economic
enterprise operating within national borders, UFCO maintained a virtual stranglehold on Guatemalan
economic and political systems until the passage of the Jacobo Árbenz's Agrarian Reform Law of 1952.
UFCO controlled massive tracts of land for its banana operations, as well as the vital rail and shipping
routes that linked agricultural export products to North American markets, including the important
Atlantic port of Puertos Barrios. In addition, UFCO's influence in Guatemala extended far beyond the
limits of its extensive banana plantations: it managed the Quiriguá archaeological park, as well as a
world-renowned agricultural research station and company hospital dedicated to the study of tropical
diseases and their treatment. An endless cycle of dependency emerged: the repressive dictatorship
maintained tight political and social stability over the nation in order to promote the economic growth
of UFCO, which in turn, further encouraged Ubico's authoritarian tendencies.42 Recent historiography
has called into question the seemingly natural rapport between UFCO and the dictatorships it managed,
showing that dictators made periodic showings of nationalist zeal to refute any appearances of political
42
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puppetry and subservience to the power of transnational corporations.43

Illustration 1: Undated photo of Jorge Ubico, captured with a rare smile, ca. 1935.
Courtesy of Arturo Valdés Oliva Collection.

In addition to his attempts to restore a measure of economic stability, Ubico applied state power
to stamp out social unrest through overt political repression. In order to discourage political
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subversion, he implemented a series of heavy-handed policies that targeted leftist labor unions, political
radicals, and nascent indigenous movements. These policies not only restricted possibilities for
political action during the 1930s, but also shaped the development of democratic openings in the midtwentieth century.44 In addition, Ubico sought to extend state control over remote rural indigenous
communities through increased surveillance and direct involvement in local politics. In a sharp
departure from established presidential decorum, Ubico became famous for his motorcycle rides to
isolated parts of the countryside that had never before received a visit from the head of state.45
Although often feared and loathed for his reliance on political repression, Ubico nonetheless earned the
respect of many these communities. When community members approached him with local grievances
over land disputes, he acted as an impartial judge, hearing and deciding cases on the spot. His attempts
to bring Mayan communities into national life stemmed from his belief that assimilating and
incorporating them into the nation's social fabric and capitalist economic systems would create the
necessary impetus for economic growth and modernization.46 In pursuit of this goal, he outlawed older
systems of debt servitude that had regimented the lives of many Maya; however, he replaced this
legislation with a severe vagrancy law that targeted indigenous men and stipulated forced labor on
infrastructure projects as punishment for perceived infractions. At the same time, Ubico's policies also
sought to limit the access of native peoples to avenues of political power in order to prevent any
possibility of indigenous political mobilization. Much of the historical and biographical work on Ubico
to date has focused on his well-deserved reputation as an iron-fisted strongman.47
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In addition to his notorious reputation as an authoritarian dictator, Ubico often acted as a de
facto populist leader and engaged in the production of a number of cultural initiatives. The cultural
projects of the Ubico period provided the dictator with a positive public persona that contrasted with
his severe authoritarian image. Among the various cultural events the Ubico government sponsored
during the 1930s, the annual summer fairs held in the urban capital were of particular importance
because they garnered broad public support and dampened social unrest.48 These expositions featured
amusements and entertainment, as well as displays of sleek machinery that suggested the nation's
inexorable progress toward industrial modernization. Most significantly, these fairs displayed live
ethnographic demonstrations of gendered Indian cultural practices, including tortilla-making and
traditional textile weaving. The public display of Mayan culture served to educate the non-Indian
public about shared cultural traditions and promote pride in the nation's Indian population.
In addition to the smaller national fairs, the Ubico government also participated in larger
international expositions, sending troupes of artists and musicians abroad to display to stage
performances of native cultural practices. These external cultural diplomatic efforts brought
indigenous culture to international audiences and piqued North American interest in the exotic
mysteries of the Maya. The Ubico administration even approved the proposal of an American film
crew to shoot a new Tarzan movie on location in Guatemala to popularize and promote images of the
nation's natural beauty and cultural resources abroad. These initiatives not only sought to harness the
power of visual displays for popular audiences to foment future tourism, but also to present a new
indigenista vision of the nation's indigenous peoples as the cultural foundation of the modern nation.
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Indigenismo, a political ideology that proposed a new type of nationalism based on the (limited)
celebration of indigenous cultures, began to blossom in Guatemala and inspired many of the cultural
initiatives of this era. In his assessment of the importance of the cultural projects of the Ubico period,
historian J.T. Way argues that these initiatives reflected the nascent indigenista intellectual currents that
shaped later attitudes about the Maya that continued throughout the democratic opening of the 19441954 period and extended into the latter half of the twentieth century.49 In addition to its sponsorship of
visual displays of indigenous cultures, the Ubico government also encouraged foreign anthropologists
and archaeologists to conduct scientific research about contemporary and ancient native cultural
practices; the resulting publication of their research in both scholarly and popular journals served to
bring new information about the Maya to the attention of academic scholars and public audiences.50
Although no bold, straight lines can be drawn between the effects of the global economic crisis and
shifting cultural ideas about native peoples, the evidence presented through the four case studies
examined here suggests that popular cultural projects formed an important part of larger strategies
designed to construct a modern nation on top of the economic rubble.
The Guatemalan cultural projects launched under Ubico shared certain characteristics with
similar initiatives in the U.S. under FDR, most notably, an identifiable capitalist logic that had begun to
emerge in the 1920s. The rise of modern advertising and marketing industries had shaped consumer
tastes and encouraged unprecedented levels of material consumption, rocketing the domestic economy
to dizzying, stratospheric heights. Shoppers snapped up a host of new technological wonders and
consumer goods, including phonographs, radios, and cars. They also proved enthusiastic to spend their
money on new forms of popular entertainment, such as short films with full sound, dubbed, “talkies.”
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The dramatic crash of 1929 brought the party to a screeching halt and seemed like clear evidence of the
failure of modern capitalist enterprise. Nevertheless, the underlying capitalist rationale that had birthed
the consumer economy continued in modified form, as strains of consumerism infiltrated the
production of cultural events. If anything, the consumerist lifestyle became even more established and
prompted greater participation in an emerging visual economy based on U.S. consumption of foreign
cultures. The cultural identities of native people throughout the Americas suddenly gained a new
economic value, evident in the U.S. appropriation and commercialization of both artifacts of native
material culture and knowledge about their cultural practices. Audiences consumed these images in a
variety of cultural venues, from films to textile shows to world’s fairs. Even tours abroad of mysterious
archaeological sites commercialized ancient native peoples, thereby transforming the crumbling
remnants of vanquished cultures into profitable entrepreneurial ventures.
Joint U.S. and Guatemalan sponsorship of cultural projects welded a developing capitalist
rationale to larger scientific and cultural shifts taking place throughout the Americas; these changes
prompted a wide array of intellectuals and social scientists to re-evaluate the meaning of native cultural
traditions during the 1930s. Based on assumptions of the eventual extinction of native peoples through
cultural assimilation, these re-evaluations drew on older practices of ethnographic salvage and reflected
a growing urgency to capture information about native cultures before they disappeared forever.51 In
addition, the growing academic discipline of professional anthropology began to develop new field
research practices and theoretical perspectives that produced a fresh wave of knowledge about
indigenous cultures around the world. The welter of new knowledge that anthropologists and
archaeologists produced about the Maya during this time provided social scientists an aura of
legitimacy as the most credible authorities on the nature and meaning of native cultural practices.
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Professional anthropologists rejected many of the established scientific principles and shoddy
methodological approaches of the nineteenth century, such as scientific racism and so-called armchair
anthropology. Instead, professional anthropological practice now emphasized the importance of handson field work with native peoples based on participant-observation methodologies and promoted
understandings of these cultures through a new lens of cultural relativism.
A growing network of both professional and amateur anthropologists transmitted knowledge
about native peoples throughout the Americas, circulating ideas both north and south. A handful of
Latin American intellectuals, including Gilberto Freyre and Manuel Gamio, obtained training as
professional anthropologists under the tutelage of Franz Boas at Columbia University. They brought
their professional expertise back to their respective home countries, where they conducted studies of
Afro-Brazilian and Mexican Indian populations that re-shaped the ways that local people thought about
these cultures, as well as their own social identities.52 Although scholars disagree about the extent to
which Boas's ideas formed a bona fide new school of thought that revolutionized anthropological
practice in Latin America, no doubt exists that ethnographic studies based on Boasian principles
influenced the development of new understandings of cultural and racial differences.53 Amateur
anthropologists in Latin America also collaborated with foreign anthropologists who arrived to study
native peoples, serving as research assistants and gaining valuable experiences that they applied to their
own investigations. For example, Antonio Carrera Goubaud, who would later study anthropology at
the University of Chicago and become Guatemala's first professional anthropologist, began his career
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as a research assistant to Sol Tax during his early field work in Chichicastenango.54 Despite the influx
of foreign anthropological ideas and a lack of formal training programs, Latin American thinkers
interested in questions of non-Western cultures and native peoples considered with great care the ideas
of their foreign counterparts. They adopted interpretations that resonated with their own
understandings about the role of these cultures, comparing foreign research findings with data from
their own analyses of Indian cultures and their personal experiences with native peoples. Through this
process, they produced new interpretations about the effects of supposed racial degeneracy on national
character.
In response to the growing U.S. cultural and scientific interest in Mayan culture, a loose-knit
group of Guatemalan intellectuals began their own initiatives to re-evaluate their own understandings
of the role of native peoples. Throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the
entrenched colonial legacies of cultural and economic underdevelopment, believed to be the fault of
native peoples, continued to shape Guatemalan perceptions of Indian racial degeneracy. Long
considered an uncivilized, degenerate, and inferior race, the Maya now became the focal point of
intensive social and cultural studies designed to unravel the mysteries of their enduring indigenous
traditions and incorporate them into national life. For example, in his earliest publication, the 1923
publication of El problema social del indio, novelist Miguel Angel Asturias had characterized the Maya
as degenerate and backwards; he argued that only intensive European foreign immigration and eventual
cultural extinction of native peoples would create the necessary conditions for national economic and
cultural modernization.55 Nevertheless, the major themes of Asturias’s later works suggested that
national and international discourses that offered new interpretations of native peoples influenced his
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thinking about role of the Maya in the formation of a uniquely Guatemala culture. Asturias began to
produce novels that positioned native cultures as the primary substrate of the modern nation. By the
1930s, with the publication of Leyendas de Guatemala, Asturias had revised his assessment of the
Maya and instead sought to portray their legends, religious beliefs, and cultural practices in a new
light.56 Asturias’s continued use of vivid indigenous symbolism and myth, such as in the 1949 novel
Hombres de maíz, won him the Nobel Prize for literature in 1967.57 In his acceptance speech, Asturias
argued that ancient native cultures had produced sophisticated literary works of history, told and retold
through imaginative fables and epic, heroic legends.58 Asturias linked the brilliance of contemporary
works Latin American literature to the spirit of these indigenous histories, viewing them as the natural
heirs to ancient indigenous literary traditions.
In both the U.S. and Guatemala, these new scientific and cultural ideas produced about native
peoples reached public audiences through their representation in visual mediums of mass culture.
Recent scholarship that examines the use and function of mediums of visual display, such as museums,
department stores, and world's fairs, has underscored the primary purposes of these spaces as didactic
experiences that inculcated prevailing cultural and social values in the minds of viewers.59 Visual
displays educated public audiences about the nature of empire, colonialism, and science, in addition to
creating perceptions of cultural and racial difference between themselves and non-Western peoples.
Ethnographic displays of indigenous material culture further structured these perceptions into visual
hierarchies that reflected racial and gendered assumptions. Created at the intersection of popular and
56

Miguel Angel Asturias, Leyendas de Guatemala. (Buenos Aires: Editorial Losada, 1957). Original publication in

1930.
57

Miguel Angel. Asturias, Hombres de maíz (Madrid: Alianza Editorial, 1972). Original publication in 1949.
Miguel Angel Asturias, “Miguel Angel Asturias - Nobel Lecture: The Latin American Novel. Testimony of an
Epoch,” Nobelprize.org, December 12, 1967, http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1967/asturiaslecture.html.
59
Robert W. Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984); Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (London;
New York: Routledge, 1995).
58

43

scientific knowledge, sites of visual display represented a powerful place for audiences to learn about
native peoples and understand the meaning of Indian cultural differences. Representations of native
cultural differences often conflicted: some highlighted the unique features of indigenous cultural
practices, while others played on popular conceptions of the Maya as backwards and uncivilized.
These conflicting images symbolized the parameters of older debates over the nature of native cultures
as either civilized or savage. Furthermore, public visual displays often presented these cultural and
racial perceptions as objective scientific facts, drawing legitimacy and authority from public faith in the
power of science to provide an unbiased view of the world. Tinged with scientific authority, the
representation of cultural differences within the context of visual displays suggested that these
hierarchies were natural, normal, and historical. A skillful blend of social science and pop culture, the
visual images contained in world's fairs, ethnographic films, and museum displays contained just
enough science to be considered authoritative and yet retained sufficient popular appeal to circulate
constructed ideas about native people throughout different social classes.
Visual displays structured not only discourses of race and class that produced an essentialized
vision of “Indianness,” but also overlapped with gendered understandings of native peoples. Venues of
visual display underscored popular conceptions of both indigenous masculinity and femininity, infusing
racial discourses with yet another layer of meaning. Gendered stereotypes were not fixed, but instead
often fluctuated between opposing representations, producing a conflicting set of understandings.
Often times, images of indigenous men served to articulate a powerful amalgamation of cultural ideas
about race, gender, violence, and savagery. The New Adventures of Tarzan, for example contrasted
over-the-top images of imaginary Indian violence with Tarzan’s calculated use of a seemingly less
savage type of masculine aggression. At times, Indian men were also portrayed as cultured and
civilized, such as during their performances during the Greater-Texas and Pan American Exposition.
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The Palma de Oro marimba band charmed visitors with its performances of traditional music that
suggested the civilized and cultured nature of Indian men. They played private engagements for
genteel luncheons of middle-class white women, creating yet further juxtapositions that underscored
racial and gendered constructions of Indianness.
In contrast to stereotypes of Indian men, Indian women were not linked to violence, but instead
to cultural assumptions that swung between romantic notions of their traditionalism and roles as bearers
of culture and opposing conceptions of their backwardness and seeming reluctance to embrace
modernity. In particular, visual representations of Indian women as bearers of Indian cultural practices
culture had serious implications for emerging ideas about national progress, because if Indians in
general were obstacles to the achievement of an industrial modernity, Indian women were the biggest
single obstacle because of their stubborn insistence on adhering to outdated, antiquated traditions.
Popular audiences admired the handiwork of Indian women through textile expositions that showcased
their spectacular weaving abilities and aesthetic sensibilities. Gendered cultural traditions were also on
display at the National Fairs of August in Guatemala City, where public audiences could roam through
a constructed Indian village and view Indian women hard at work, weaving and cooking tortillas on hot
comales. As J.T. Way persuasively argues, these seemingly anti-modern traditions were, nonetheless,
as fully modern and developed as the architecture, culture, and economy of the industrial urban
capital.60
Gendered representations of native peoples also served to construct U.S. social identities,
juxtaposed against constructed images of native peoples. As always, these stereotypes relied on binary
understandings that could transmogrify themselves to particular social and cultural purposes. The
1930s produced a profound crisis of masculinity, particularly among working class men who were
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thrown out of work in huge numbers. Facing a sense of impotency because of the lack of work and
also feeling less than masculine in comparison to their working wives, the restoration of masculinity
became a central component of cultural initiatives during the 1930s, which in turn, relied on reinforcing
traditional gender roles. Evidence of the violent dispositions of native men allowed audiences to
identify with the opposite representation of themselves as inherently civilized and cultured in
comparison. Depictions of Indian men as violent and barbaric reminded U.S. audiences that even in
the emasculating context of the Great Depression, U.S. men retained a fundamental sense of
civilization, which was in turn, linked to racial discourse of their identities as white men.
The feminine characteristics of native women were on display at textile exhibits that
highlighted the artistic and cultural productions of indigenous women ensured that viewers understood
them as clinging to outdated cultural traditions; in contrast, the U.S. public could identity national
culture as modern, and progressive. In addition, the cultural productions of indigenous women became
crucial parts of a new aesthetic aimed at an emerging class of middle-class white women. The cultural
productions of native peoples were also linked to the formation of new class-based identities through
the purchase of Guatemalan textiles as modern home decor. By the early twentieth-century, women
had transformed their duties of household management into new roles as shoppers; they used these new
roles in the service of the commercialization of Mayan culture. Women purchased their tickets to
modernity when they decorated their homes with textile designs inspired by native cultures. The
consumption of these home furnishings allowed them to bring native cultures into the hearts of their
homes, where they radiated a type of chicness that suggested the owner’s familiarity and knowledge
about cultures to the south.
Together, the diverse visual representations of Indian cultural differences that proliferated both
in Guatemala and abroad during the 1930s reveal how various individuals and institutions used racial
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and gendered visual representations and scientific studies to define and redraw the cultural boundaries
that separated them from native peoples. Although visual displays often portrayed cultural differences
as established scientific facts, definitions of cultural boundaries constituted historical and social
constructions that changed over time in response to political, economic, and cultural exigencies.
Guatemalans and foreigners, as well as individuals and institutions, constructed and represented the
Maya through visual displays; the representations that emerged demonstrated the overlapping and
conflicting understandings of the nature of native peoples and definitions of “Indianness.” Cultural
dividing lines sometimes seemed permeable, emphasizing cultural similarities and historical
continuities, while at other times, people drew heavy, dark lines that demarcated the differences
between themselves and indigenous people considered to be racially and culturally dissimilar. In
addition to defining cultural characteristics, social constructions of the Maya provided non-Indian
people, as well as foreigners, a cultural Other against which to juxtapose their own social identities.
The process of defining and redefining cultural boundaries to suit particular needs was not unique to
Guatemala; throughout history, all societies and civilizations have engaged in the construction of
cultural boundaries to define themselves and others. Nevertheless, examining a few case studies of this
process reveals the ways that people employed shifting ideas about native cultural differences to shape
larger transnational discourses about the meanings of race, culture, and science at a specific historical
juncture.
Despite the efforts of Guatemalan intellectuals to alter thinking about the racial and cultural
legacies of native peoples and their role in national development, several factors prevented their
success. Most importantly, indigenista thinkers in Guatemala never reached a consensus over profound
questions about the citizenship potential of native peoples.61 Contentious debates developed as to the
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possibilities for eventual indigenous integration and political participation, but conflicting underlying
assumptions about the fundamental nature of native peoples difference precluded the formation of any
solid agreement. The deep ambiguities towards native peoples resulted in confusing and contradictory
policies and attitudes that remained unresolved. Furthermore, Guatemalan indigenismo reflected the
nation's ossified social hierarchies, based on deep racial and class divides. It remained an exclusive,
rather than inclusive, discourse that circulated only in elite intellectual circles and lacked popular
appeal. As a result, indigenismo in Guatemala never became a major feature of broader national
discourse or resulted in the formation of a serious political movement. Nor did Guatemalan
indigenismo vindicate the mestizo as the national racial and cultural archetype; instead, it reproduced
racial discourses of Indian inferiority and white superiority. In addition to the reproduction of racial
thinking, Guatemalan indigenismo also lacked any trace of commitment to structural changes to social
practices that barred native peoples from political and economic systems. As a result, despite grand
declarations that proclaimed the importance of native cultural traditions to the nation's foundation,
Guatemalan indigenismo often represented little more than discursive window dressing that covered
older racial discourses about Indian inferiority and degeneracy.
Throughout the Americas, development of new ideas about the relationship between race and
culture permeated both Guatemalan and U.S. discourses about native peoples, suggesting a major
paradigm shift in the way people thought about non-Western cultures, particularly in the disciplines of
anthropology and archeology. Nevertheless, what appeared to be a genuine epistemological revolution
failed to dislodge underlying ideas of racial difference. Although the category of biological race and
theories of linear cultural development no longer held currency as legitimate scientific ideas, social
scientists began to swap hierarchies of race for hierarchies of culture. In other words, classifying nonWestern cultures in terms of culture did not eliminate earlier assumptions of racial degeneracy; instead,
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new cultural interpretations perpetuated earlier racial thinking.
In sum, the production of popular visual representations of native people in both the U.S. and
Guatemala during the 1930s reflected new constructions of an older discourse about Indian racial
degeneracy. Cultural and scientific changes transformed the language of these discourses, but left their
underlying assumptions untouched. In turn, these racial discourses were consumed by public audiences
through a variety of visual mediums. These visual representations, created by a diverse array of
historical actors, resulted in a series of conflicting ideas about the meaning of native cultural
differences, which in turn, functioned to reproduce and reinforce social hierarchies.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE MEANING OF ARCHAEOLOGY: OLD
QUESTIONS, NEW ANSWERS

“America, say historians, was peopled by savages; but savages never reared these
structures, savages never carved these stones.”1
John Lloyd Stephens, Incidents of Travel, 1841

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, contentious debates took place inside
both scientific circles and at the popular level over the authorship, age, and meaning of the numerous
archaeological remains scatted throughout Mesoamerica.2 These debates incorporated emerging
research from recent excavations of ancient Mayan sites into older colonial controversies over the
parameters of citizenship for native peoples in the Americas. Three crucial questions shaped these
debates. First, what was the fundamental nature of native peoples? Secondly, where had the ancient
Maya come from and how did they develop their culture? Thirdly, what was the relationship and the
degree of cultural continuity between the ancient and contemporary Maya? The ongoing academic and
popular interest in the outcome of these debates suggested great uncertainty over the answers to these
questions.
These controversies may seem academic and inconsequential to the practice of interpreting
archaeological evidence in 1930s Guatemala, but they reproduced colonial-era controversies over the
limits of native citizenship. At heart, questions about the nature, origin, and legacies of ancient native
peoples that erupted over the meaning of archaeological evidence centered on the single crucial
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question of the degree of native cultural difference. The issue of cultural difference conditioned state
policies regarding the inclusion or exclusion of native peoples from national political and economic
systems, which held profound implications for further cultural and economic development.
Participants in these debates attempted to use archaeological data to create clear definitions about the
fundamental nature of ancient native peoples in order resolve this dilemma. These debates reverberated
throughout not only Guatemala, but also extended trans-nationally; professional and amateur
archaeologists, Guatemalan intellectuals, and the U.S. public struggled to understand the nature of
native peoples in the Americas and classify them as either inside or outside of established cultural
boundaries. Both scholars and non-scholars drew on new knowledge about ancient native cultures that
emerged from the wave of archaeological excavations in the 1920s and 1930s and refined competing
theories about the presumed degree of civilization of ancient native peoples. Debates over the meaning
of archaeological remains and how to best understand and classify these civilizations continued
unabated throughout the early part of the twentieth century. The ongoing controversy highlights the
ambiguity that surrounded the ways that a variety of stakeholders defined ancient native peoples and
their place in national and trans-national histories.
This chapter analyzes the historiography of Mesoamerican archeology from the late colonial
period to the early twentieth-century and investigates the ways that archaeological knowledge
contributed to old debates about the nature of ancient native peoples. Generally regarded as little more
than unscientific speculation, the works of colonial chroniclers and theologians nonetheless employed
scientific principles in their efforts to evaluate archaeological remains in order to define and classify
native peoples. Early nineteenth-century explorers uncovered the remains of spectacular ancient cities,
which led to new theories about the cultural sophistication of ancient native peoples. Racial and
gendered assumptions shaped the scientific advances of the later nineteenth century, which in turn,
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affected the ways that archaeologists interpreted their data and formed assumptions about ancient
Mesoamerican cultures. Scientific and cultural changes in the early twentieth century prompted social
scientists to discard scientific racism in favor of cultural analyses in order to produce new
interpretations. Cultural analyses combined with new archaeological data coincided with the growth of
indigenismo, which led Guatemalan intellectuals to re-evaluate of the place of native peoples in
national narratives. Throughout all of these intellectual, scientific, and cultural shifts, the meaning
assigned to archaeological evidence played a crucial role, confirming a wide array of preexisting
assumptions about nature of the Maya and their presumed capacities for national citizenship and
modernization.

COLONIAL ARCHAEOLOGICAL ANTECEDENTS
Intellectuals, theologians, and policy-makers in both Spain and its American colonies had
engaged in debates over the nature of native peoples since the initial phases of the Spanish conquest of
the Americas. The unexpected presence of large indigenous populations perplexed the initial wave of
Spanish conquistadores and religious orders, as the Bible made no mention of them. The primary
preoccupation over the nature of native peoples centered on questions about whether they were capable
of becoming Christians and if so, the most efficacious method to achieve their spiritual conversion.3
Though cast in religious language, these debates represented a struggle over how to think about Indian
racial difference. A series of legal precedents codified Spanish colonial understandings of Indian racial
differences, such as the Laws of Burgos of 1512 and the later New Laws of 1542; the establishment of
separate republics for Spaniards and Indians further served to reify these ideas. These legal protocols
provided guidelines for the humane treatment of native peoples under Spanish authority, but also
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shaped attitudes toward them. Nevertheless, these laws exemplified the tensions inherent in the
attempts to Christianize native people and bring them into the Spanish fold, while at the same time
treating them a special populations in need of a different set of rules. These tensions were never
resolved to any degree of satisfaction and continued to appear in the context of ongoing debates over
the nature of native peoples. As these debates evolved over time, they eventually expanded to
encompass related questions about the geographic origins of native peoples and their cultural
development. Theological questions about the essential nature of native people hinged on profound
questions of racial and cultural differences that the Spanish perceived between themselves and the
native peoples they encountered. Were native peoples capable of Christian conversion or incapable of
receiving Catholic doctrine? Were they civilized or barbarous?
Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda and Bartolomé de Las Casas reproduced these debates over the nature
of native peoples in their famous debate of Valladolid in 1550. Their polarized positions epitomized
opposing beliefs about the nature of native peoples that would prove influential for future generations
of clergy, scholars, and policy-makers. Expressed in religious terms, these debates attempted to
evaluate the capacities of native peoples for inclusion in not only the body of the Church, but also the
larger enterprise of colonial empire construction. Sepúlveda employed Aristotelian and literary
arguments in order to support his contentions that New World Indians lacked the fundamental capacity
for Christianity, being little more than natural slaves without hope for redemption or the ability to
exercise self-governance. His arguments essentially centered on whether presumptions of the
barbarous nature of native peoples justified their enslavement and legitimized the violence of the
conquest. In contrast, De Las Casas, drew on his personal experiences with native peoples, countering
with humanist arguments that suggested that native peoples could become Christians with proper
training and guidance. Underneath their philosophical and theological veneer, these debates essentially
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hinged on the creation of categories of racial similarity or difference.4 Neither the Spanish crown nor
the Catholic church reached any clear cut conclusions on the matter, leading to a contradictory set of
Indian policies that relegated native peoples to the status of dependent children while treating them as
sufficiently mature for purposes of taxation and economic exploitation. Because of the inconclusive
nature of these debates, they continued throughout the colonial period. Attempts to define the nature of
native peoples opened a related debate that would have further implications for the concept of native
citizenship: the autochthonous origin and development of Amerindian cultures.
Debates over the geographic origin of native peoples began shortly after 1550, as answers to
these questions seemed to promise the resolution of larger debates over the nature of native peoples. A
veritable flood of histories about the New World appeared during this time that tackled thorny
geographic questions. Although he took no definitive stand on the issue, Las Casas provided a short
review of theories about Indian origins in his Historia de las Indias, including their possible genesis in
Carthage, Spain, the East Indies, or the mythical city of Atlantis.5 Other popular origin theories
proliferated, including those of Diego Durán and Juan Suárez de Peralta, both of which identified the
native peoples of Central Mexico as either one of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel or wandering
Caananites.6 In contrast to these theories of external migration to Mesoamerica, José de Acosta
correctly linked the ancient native civilizations of the Americas to Siberian peoples in his Historia
Natural y Moral de las Indias as early as 1589.7 Spanish chroniclers often relied on personal
observations and pre-Columbian Mesoamerican texts, as well as descriptive accounts of the
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magnificent cities that existed at the time of the conquest, such as Tenochtitlán.8 These types of
evidence, although they provided useful information for a variety of arguments about the nature of
native peoples, failed to yield any definitive conclusions to persistent questions about Indian origins.
In addition, the 1680 publication of the Recopilación de Leyes de los Reynos, a compilation of existing
Indian law, resurrected the old tensions over Indian citizenship and complicated the debates over the
geographic origins of pre-Columbian civilizations.
As the Spanish colonial period progressed, intellectuals began to employ archaeological
evidence to construct arguments about not only the nature of native peoples, but also their own colonial
identities as well. In the Audiencia of Guatemala, historian and poet Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y
Guzmán conceptualized archaeological remains as both important symbols of an emerging creole
identity and as the historical foundation of the colony. His only surviving work, the 1690 publication
of the Recordación Florída, represented the first colonial history of Central America and a highly
innovative work in many ways.9 In a marked departure from previous chronicles, Fuentes y Guzmán
fused histories of the pre-Columbian past and indigenous cultural traditions with its contemporary
present. His incorporation of indigenous histories into larger colonial narratives articulated a new
vision for the role of native peoples in the colonial project and suggested that he viewed them as less
culturally foreign than previous generations of scholars. Furthermore, the inclusion of specific details
of Spanish struggles to conquer important Mayan capitals, such as Utatlán, Iximché, and Copán,
provided criollos with a noble past by linking the past glories of indigenous people to the contemporary
colony. In his assessment of the indigenous past, Fuentes y Guzmán affirmed prior beliefs about the
indigenous authorship of pre-Columbian civilizations; nevertheless, he erred in his assessment of the
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age and purpose of some of the sites, assuming that all had been occupied at the time of the conquest
and served military purposes. He believed that archaeological remains provided evidence about native
peoples that were equally, if not more, important than indigenous texts and colonial chronicles as
historical sources. Although his ideas gained little traction outside of his native Guatemala, the
Recordación Florída served as evidence of a small, but significant epistemological shift in thinking
about native peoples. Finally, his ideas decisively influenced future generations of explorers centuries
later. Most notably, the English translation of the Recordación Florída in 1823 guided John Lloyd
Stephens's explorations of Copán and influenced his evaluations of the authorship of the city.10
As scientific understandings about the world grew during the eighteenth century, the remains of
the ruined cities and structures that dotted the Mesoamerican landscape became important pieces of
evidence in debates over the nature of the Maya. The Bourbon Reforms brought Enlightenment ideas
to the Americas and produced a pronounced epistemological shift that prioritized scientific evidence
and led to new methodological approaches to the study of natural history and its classification.11 The
scientific collection of the natural history of the Spanish Empire bolstered colonial authority, as the
installment of these items in Spanish institutions and private collections symbolized the relationship
between the mother country and its colonies. Colonial authorities collected many different types of
natural specimens, including not only animals and minerals, but also antigüidades and curiosidades
that reflected colonial concepts of the classification and organization of the natural world. In response,
the colonial government in Guatemala began to express new interest in piles of ancient stones that
previously had not attracted any significant attention. Both land owners and government-sponsored
expeditions reported on strange rock formations that showed signs of ancient human construction. The
10
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discovery of ancient settlements and evidence of extinguished civilizations frequently occurred during
land surveys to measure particular properties, as in the case of the hacienda San Nicolás Chingo in
1752. On the western side of a rock formation, surveyors located painted representations of the sun
and the moon.12 The government also received reports of ancient altars, such as the one reported in
1784 in a place called Cancabál, known locally as Tucbilcutz, the place where vultures came to drink.
The man-made altar contained clear evidence that it had been a place of ancient religious devotion.13
The impetus for these colonial expeditions and explorations of ancient Mayan sites stemmed
from the growing idea that scientific inquiry could help explain the origin, presence, and nature of the
ancient Maya and their descendants. In addition to archaeological remains uncovered during routine
land surveys, the colonial government sent a number of official colonial expeditions to visit Mayan
sites, such as Utatlán, Iximché, Copán, and Palenque. Palenque had been known to colonial travelers
and government officials for centuries, but received no methodical survey until the end of the
eighteenth century. Colonial officials sent several expeditions to Palenque to measure, map, and create
inventories of the artifacts found in the ruined city, which suggested a vested interest in the purpose,
nature, and identity of the site's builders.14 The records of these colonial expeditions recorded in
painstaking detail the friezes, inscriptions, and dimensions of the ruins. They carefully measured each
room, recorded its exact dimensions, and guessed about its probable purpose. and assembled a
12

“En los autos de las medidas de las tierras de la hacienda San Nicolás Chingo, situada contigua a la de
Contepeque, consta que cerca de un peñasco de la Piedra del Sol...’’ llamada asi ...por tener del lado del poniente pintada
dicha piedra de pintura colorada, el sol y la suna...’’.,” 1752, A1, Legajo 5996, Expediente 52748, Fichero 12-47, Zonas
Arqueologicas, AGCA.
13
“Durante la medida de las tierras de Cancabál, a legua y media del pueblo Santa Ana Malacatán quedó localizado
una loma de Cancabál paraje nombrado de Tucbilcutz, que en castellano quiere decir donde beben los zopilotes y viene
siendo el sitio más dominante en toda la loma, pero muy antiguo otro como cerrito de poca altura, que en la realidad tiene
todas las señales de adoratorio antiguo...,” 1784, A1, Legajo 6032, Exp. 53195, Fol. 7, Fichero 12-47, Zonas Arqueologicas,
AGCA.
14
“Dictámen de La Contaduría Mayor de Cuentas, aprovendo la cuenta rendida por Don Antonio Del Río, a que se
Le confirió la comisión para que estudiara y visitar las ruinas de Palenque,” 1787, A3.1, Legajo 1315, Exp22295, Fol. 135,
Fichero 12-47, Zonas Arqueologicas, AGCA.

57

complete inventory of the site. They also shipped artifacts to Spain in order to show Spanish officials
what had been found.15 The explorers believed that an unknown people other than the ancient Maya
had constructed the city, as they proposed a number of hypotheses about the identity of the builders,
including previous generations of Spaniards that fled the Moorish occupation of the Iberian Peninsula
and the ancient Carthaginians, who they imagined arrived by sea.16 Although all of the expeditions to
the site aimed to explore it with the emerging scientific methodologies of the Enlightenment, all
described its features in terms familiar to the explorers and wrote about their discoveries in highly
romanticized terms, further confusing issues of the site's original authorship. These expeditions
represented new attempts to understand the ancient builders of these cities in more scientific terms and
draw logical conclusions about the vanished civilizations based on observations of archaeological data.
At the local level, these colonial expeditions not only sought to determine the natural resources
and geography of Central America, but also to answer long-standing questions about the Maya.
Archaeological expeditions suggested contradictory answers and the questions remained unresolved.
The ancient Maya, by virtue of their monumental architecture, were considered worthy of inclusion in
the colony's history. In an era of growing creole patriotism and the slow decline of the Spanish Empire,
defining ancient cities as part of the proto-nation served to deepen the separation between Spain and its
American colonies. Nevertheless, the inclusion of the ancient Maya in the colonial project did not mean
that colonial Maya subjects were included in this changing definition of citizenship; the colonial
governments continued to consider them in ways that emphasized their racial and cultural differences,
which relegated them to outsider status. The production of archaeological knowledge came to play a
crucial role in these debates because it had serious implications for the ways that people imagined the
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colonial past and its envisioned the national future.
In sum, the conquest and colonization of the Americas led to contentious debates about native
peoples and serious efforts define their fundamental nature and degree of cultural difference. Despite
the production of large number of histories and chronicles devoted to descriptions of the physical and
cultural geography of the Americas, no definitive answers emerged. Some of the cultural productions
of native peoples seemed civilized, such as the great cities that existed at the time of the conquest, yet
other cultural practices, such as native idolatry, appeared downright barbarous in comparison.
Conflicting assessments about the nature of native peoples ensured that these debates continued
throughout the colonial period and into the modern histories of the Latin American nations of the
nineteenth century. The development and continuation of debates over native peoples suggested
shifting perceptions about how they would participate in the political and economic life of the colony.
At heart, debates over the nature of native people reflected assumptions about their suitability for
citizenship and the desirability of their political inclusion in larger colonial projects.
Finally, controversies over the fundamental essence of native peoples point to the importance of
scientific inquiry as a means to resolve historiographic debates. Theologians, chroniclers, and
historians wrestled with these stubborn questions through an analysis of a variety of historical sources
and then drew what they believed to be logical conclusions. Nevertheless, historians of archeology
have dismissed their attempts to understand native peoples as wild speculation or “non-scientific
conjecture,” rather than serious scientific inquiry.17 Some historians of archeology eliminate Spanish
America entirely from narratives about early archeology, reflecting highly ethnocentric approaches to
science. Colonial observers lacked a unified, consistent methodology and theoretical frameworks that
characterized later scientific practice, but nonetheless often produced valid conclusions based on their
17
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evaluation of the available data. As a testament to their enduring legacies, twentieth-century
archaeologists and ethnographers later would reproduce almost verbatim many of the Spanish
American colonial-era hypotheses about the origin of the Maya.

EARLY NATIONAL APPROACHES TO UNDERSTANDING NATIVE
PEOPLES
Although scholars continue to debate the degree of political and economic change that
accompanied the abrupt transition to political independence throughout the former Spanish empire in
the early 1820s, the transition immediately changed attitudes towards the pre-Columbian past because
of the urgent need to construct new national histories.18 As early as 1825, Central American
intellectuals, such as José Cecilio del Valle, argued that in order to promote the nation as an ideal
relocation site for European immigrants, the government should encourage scientific expeditions in
order to make a comprehensive inventory of the nation's natural resources.19 As part of these new
efforts to gather scientific information, the liberal government of Mariano Gálvez commissioned a
series of state-sponsored archaeological expeditions to re-evaluate the earlier conclusions draw from
the ruins at Utatlán, Copán, and Iximché in 1834.20 The expeditions reported on the cities they
encountered and often emphasized the familiarity of their features. For example, one expedition
reported on the well-delineated streets, stone towers, and evidence of water reservoirs that still existed
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in a ruined city between Chajul and El Petén.21 These efforts explicitly tied scientific expeditions to the
process of nineteenth-century state building. Precise knowledge of the physical and cultural contours
of the new Central American state gained through scientific inquiry guided the construction of these
new histories. Early national archeology provided an important way for the United Central American
Federation to articulate new political and social identities and create a unified sense of cultural heritage
in order to bridge ethnic and regional differences that threatened the federation's fragile unity. The
remains of former Mayan civilizations constituted one of the few viable ways to create new feelings of
shared national cultural unity out of a linguistic and ethnic patchwork of diverse populations and
establish national mythologies.22 The government ordered the expeditions to provide plans and
drawings of the remaining structures at these sites and give the government an accurate idea of their
dimensions and descriptions of their current state.23 This information then would be incorporated into
larger histories that linked the glories of the pre-Hispanic past directly to the national period, while
downplaying any influence of Spanish colonialism.24 The wave of early national expeditions suggested
that the Federation had begun to view ancient indigenous people as an integral part of the newly
created body politic. At times, these state-building efforts seemed paradoxical, as liberal president
Mariano Gálvez sent scientific expeditions to investigation the nation's archaeological remains, while
suppressing Mayan culture and languages through educational reforms. These tensions reflected deep
21
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ambiguities in the ways government authorities conceptualized ancient native people in contrast to their
contemporary descendants.
In 1840, John Lloyd Stephens stepped into the mayhem in the aftermath of the region's sudden
fragmentation, initiating a new period of archaeological investigation.25 Government interest in
archeology did not survive the breakup of the Central American Federation in 1839 and the political
violence that ensued during Rafael Carrera's bid for power. Failing to find any viable Central American
government with which to conduct official diplomatic efforts, Stephens instead turned his attention to
the exploration of the ancient buried cities of Mesoamerica. With his definite knack for travel writing,
his blockbuster travel narrative, Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatán, served
both to revolutionize the nature of archaeological inquiry and ignite public imaginations. Influenced by
scientific advances in Europe and the U.S., Stephens and artist Frederick Catherwood produced a lively
narrative that emphasized realistic written descriptions and accurate artistic reproduction of the
monuments they discovered. Their work advanced archaeological inquiry beyond what had been
possible prior to the nineteenth century, but lacked the more rigorous scientific methodologies
developed in the latter half of the century.
Not only did Stephens's detailed descriptions of the monuments of Copán, Palenque, and
Quiriguá initiate a new scientific paradigm for understanding archaeological remains, but also broke
new ground with the articulation of three startling assertions. First, he argued that ancient native
peoples alone had constructed the great ruined cities of the pre-Columbian period. At the time of his
explorations, few native people lived around the ruined cities and those that did claimed not to know
the identity of the builders, often answering, “quien sabe?” to his questions.26 Despite these vague
25
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answers, Stephens insisted that ancient peoples of definite American origin had constructed the
monuments, dismissing earlier suppositions of trans-Atlantic migration.27 Secondly, he classified the
ancient Maya as civilized; the epic proportions of their architecture works suggested to him an
inclination towards cultural markers of civilization, such as city building, hieroglyphic writing, and
artistic production. Rejecting notions of pre-Columbian savagery, he wrote, “America, say historians,
was peopled by savages; but savages never reared these structures, savages never carved these
stones.”28 Thirdly, he argued that the ancient Maya were the direct ancestors of the downtrodden and
wretched Indians that still existed in Mesoamerica. Initially reluctant to draw this conclusion, he
eventually acknowledged cultural links between the two groups. Although he believed that the
contemporary Maya that he observed shared cultural continuities with their ancient ancestors, he
nonetheless characterized them as a “pale” reflection of their brilliant and sophisticated ancestors,
blaming their miserable state on the brutality of the Spanish conquest.29 The radical conclusions
marked a clear turning point in debates over the nature and capacities of ancient native peoples and
their descendants.
The achievements of Stephens and Catherwood expanded the previous boundaries of
archaeological inquiry, but interwoven conceptions of science, empire and race limited their work in
significant ways. The shift to greater emphasis on objective scientific description helped steer the
emerging archaeological interpretations away from their more speculative predecessors and established
a minimum standard of physical evidence for interpretation. Nevertheless, Stephens's lack of an
explicit methodology occasionally hindered his descriptive methods and guided him towards erroneous
27
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conclusions on at least two major points. First, perhaps relying a bit too strongly on the earlier
conclusions of Fuentes y Guzmán, Stephens miscalculated the age of many of the ruined cities,
assuming that they had been occupied at the time of the conquest. Second, he also held tightly to his
lasting belief in the existence of a lost city, where Mayas lived in great stone palaces much as they had
prior to the Spanish conquest.30 Furthermore, overriding geopolitical interests colored Stephens's
interpretations of ancient Mesoamerican remains, as his archaeological activities coincided with the
growing U.S. ideology of Manifest Destiny. Stephens publicized forceful arguments in favor of the
autochthonous development of Mayan civilizations because they substantiated emerging U.S. cultural
narratives about the American past and its divine right to geographic expansion. His assertions of the
New World origins of Mesoamerican civilizations symbolized the U.S. ownership of these sites and
unmistakably reinforced the Monroe doctrine.31 In other words, Stephens's diplomatic and expansionist
objectives led him to the correct conclusions about the origin of Mesoamerican peoples for entirely the
wrong reasons. Finally, Stephens's arguments failed to dislodge deeply held racial assumptions about
native peoples and the popular disbelief that indigenous people had constructed such sophisticated
cultures. His three major conclusions added evidence to previous arguments about the civilized nature
of ancient native peoples, but debates continued as to the validity of his assessments.
Stephens's arguments about the civilized nature of ancient native peoples and their relationship
to their contemporary descendants were not met with universal agreement, least of all in intellectual
circles in the Yucatán peninsula. Prior to the outbreak of the 1848 Caste War, in which the Yucatec
Maya violently threatened to overthrow existing social hierarchies, Yucatec intellectuals had considered
native peoples as docile, submissive, and content with the status quo of mestizo domination. The
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unforeseen violence and brutality of the conflict changed their perceptions radically. The Caste War
coincided with the Spanish language translation of Stephens's work by Yucatec historian, journalist, and
statesman Justo Sierra O'Reilly. Out of fear for the future of Yucatán in the event of a Maya victory,
Sierra O'Reilly spent a year in the U.S. in a futile attempt to gain support for the mestizo cause. During
his time in the U.S., he absorbed racial attitudes towards Indians and other minority groups, which
influenced the ways that he thought about the Maya and their seemingly endless capacity for violence.
Upon his return home, Sierra O'Reilly began a vitriolic and public campaign in the columns of the
newspaper, El Fénix, portraying the Yucatec Maya as barbarous and racially degenerate.32 In his
translation of Incidents of Travel, Sierra O'Reilly attacked Stephens's conclusions about the civilized
nature of native peoples and rejected his assertions about cultural continuities between ancient and
contemporary native peoples. Sierra O'Reilly also refuted Stephen's estimates about the age of the
ruined cities of Yucatán. Their disagreement over the basic nature of native peoples suggested that
intellectuals interpreted archaeological remains and used historical evidence in very different ways to
support particular arguments.
After 1848, archaeological remains continued to influence thinking about the meaning of the
ancient Maya and their role within national foundational myths. In 1848, Modesto Mendez, the
corrigedor of Flores, wrote about his discovery of the ruins of the ancient city of Tikal, buried deep in
the jungle in the remote region of El Petén. Although the great pyramids remained hidden under
centuries of dense vegetation, the sheer size of the overgrown mounds clearly indicated that this was a
major find. Government officials responded to Méndez's discovery with enthusiasm, as they
understood the implication of the site's grandeur on for national narratives, but remained puzzled by
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unanswered questions about the nature of the city's builders. They guessed that greater scientific study
of the ruins would yield answers about the degree of civilization of its former inhabitants. In addition
to determining the size of the city and the location of nearby water sources, government officials asked
Méndez to send them physical samples of the mortar used to hold the giant stones together in order that
“inteligentes” examine them to understand better the city's builders.33 As a part of these efforts to
understand native peoples through the scientific study of archaeological remains, Méndez further
recommended that the Guatemalan government consult with renowned Austrian naturalist Karl Ritter
von Scherezer to examine the artifacts at Tikal in order to “reveal to the world the importance of such
mysterious objects.”34 The preoccupation with their “degree of civilization” indicated that despite
growing scientific evidence, lingering doubts remained about how to interpret the meaning of the
remains of ancient civilizations.
Despite certain continuities between the early and late nineteenth centuries, rapid scientific and
cultural shifts contributed to the growing sophistication of the field of Maya studies. Early nineteenthcentury thinkers reproduced contemporary racial thinking in their work, but this commentary proved
largely free of the hierarchical, evolutionary framework that would characterize later nineteenthcentury scientific studies about native peoples. A confluence of important factors influenced later
nineteenth-century scientific paradigms, but the most significant change stemmed from new
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methodological and theoretical approaches to the natural sciences of geology, paleontology, and
biology. The evolutionary models that emerged as a result of Darwin's voyage and subsequent 1859
publication of The Origin of Species promoted of the radical idea of species evolution, which in turn,
sparked new debates over the fixity of living forms and theories of polygenesis. Darwin's early work
avoided explicit discussions of the implications of his theories for human evolution, but his ideas
inspired other scientists to develop new models of human biological and cultural evolution. The idea
of linear evolution and progress also dovetailed with other major changes of the later nineteenth
century, such as the expansion of European colonialism and U.S. imperialism. Colonialism brought
non-western native peoples into sharp focus and increased European and U.S. interest in their cultures,
which seemed backwards and barbaric in comparison to the rapidly industrializing nations of the U.S.
and Britain. Rising interest in native peoples inspired the professionalization of academic disciplines
that aimed to study these cultures in order to document their cultural practices using new fashionable
theoretical frameworks and methodologies based on hands-on fieldwork. Evidence of the cultural
backwardness of non-Western peoples contributed to the formation of scientific racism, which used the
social and physical sciences to justify racial hierarchies. Scientific racism explained and legitimated
the continued enslavement of Africans and the appropriation of indigenous lands throughout the
Americas.
The archaeological work of late nineteenth-century British explorers exemplified the use of
archaeological evidence to resolve older debates about the indigenous authorship of Mesoamerican
civilizations. Around 1870, explorer Lindesay Brine followed the route of John Lloyd Stephens
through Guatemala and the Yucatán peninsula in order to assess for himself the nature of native peoples
in the New World. Finally published in 1894, Travels Amongst the American Indians highlighted the
ongoing nature of controversies over the meaning of ancient native civilizations. He noted, “It is a
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remarkable fact that although since the period when Mexico was conquered by Cortés, an almost
uninterrupted series of investigations have taken place into the peculiar conditions of civilizations of
the Mexican and Central American Indians, [but that] nothing satisfactory has yet been ascertained
which explains the manner in which civilization could have arisen amongst those exceptionally
instructed races.”35 The remainder of the book contained his evaluations of the archaeological remains
of ancient civilizations, including the Mound Builders of the Ohio River valley and the architectural
monuments of Palenque, Uxmal, and Utatlán. He ultimately concluded that it was “not improbable”
that Moorish, Arabic, or Asiatic “strangers” from somewhere in the east arrived in Central America
between the sixth and eleventh centuries and constructed the great cities of Mesoamerica, citing the
“peculiar intelligence” of the Mexican Indians as evidence of external cultural development.36 Despite
Brine's initial conclusions regarding the possibilities of external migration, he nonetheless validated
Stephens's characterization of the ancient Maya as undeniably civilized and argued that the ancient
tribes of Central America constituted the “highest degree” of civilization found in the North American
continent.37
Of the many foreign explorers who visited Guatemala during this time, the work of British
archaeologist Alfred Maudslay represented a significant advance in the growing field of Maya studies
because of his careful observations at the sites of Tikal, Quiriguá, and others during the winter of 18811882. Maudslay broke new ground with earlier explorers, as he employed new photographic and
plaster-casting techniques to reproduce with greater accuracy the details of the structures and
monuments he observed. Published in his massive encyclopedia of Central America, Biologia Centrali
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Americana, Maudslay's photographs of friezes, temple inscriptions, and otherworldly zoomorphic
figures highlighted the artistic and scientific sophistication of the ancient Maya. The photographs
provided visual evidence that seemed even more authoritative than Stephen's written narrative, though
his assessment of the stelae of Quiriguá and Copán largely corroborated Stephens's earlier work.38
Maudslay's work confirmed Stephens's arguments in favor of the American origins of the ancient
Maya, but even photographic evidence failed to dislodge pernicious suggestions about their external
origins within U.S. anthropological circles. In his evaluation of the significance of Maudslay's work
for American Anthropologist, Cyrus Thomas remarked,“...it is difficult to realize the fact that all this is
the work of native American artists and not the crumbling temples and palaces of the Orient.”39
Maudslay's work verified many of Stephens's observations, but also cast doubt on some of the earlier
conclusions outlined in Incidents of Travel. Specifically, Maudslay criticized Stephens's assertions
about the age of the ruins and their occupation at the time of the Spanish conquest, noting that he had
made incorrect assumptions about the purpose of specific aspects of the sites. Maudslay also
undermined Stephens's firm convictions about the unbroken cultural and biological linkages between
the ancient Maya and their descendants, claiming that a significant and inexplicable “gap” existed
between the two groups. Finally, Maudslay ridiculed Stephens's belief in the existence of the “lost
city” of the Mayas.40 He chided Stephens, “...such beliefs die hard, indeed they lay such hold of the
imagination that from time to time enterprising newspapers echo the story told to Stephens sixty years
ago by the Padre of Santa Cruz del Quiché and favor us with reports of Indian cities still inhabited and
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flourishing, hidden from the gaze of the vulgar by a wall of impenetrable forest.”41
Lindesay Brine and Alfred Maudslay reached different conclusions about the possibilities of the
origin and external cultural development of the ancient Maya. Although both studied and evaluated
archaeological evidence for proof of their beliefs about ancient native peoples, their interpretations
contrasted sharply. Their opposing views over the origin of the ancient Maya underscored the growing
professionalization of the discipline of anthropology in general, and of archeology in particular. The
differences in their interpretations of archaeological evidence indicated not only divergent ideas about
the nature of native peoples, but also represented the emerging bifurcation between professional
archaeologists and their amateur counterparts. Brine and Maudslay each engaged with Stephens's
earlier work, but marked differences appeared in their approaches to scientific writing. Brine followed
not just Stephens's original route through Mesoamerica, but also his engaging narrative style,
embedding his scientific observations within the narrative. Maudslay's early writings initially
followed Brine's lead, but his later work emphasized exact measurements, photographic evidence, and
a neutral narrative that suggested greater professional scientific authority. A new generation of
archaeologists would later assess early scientific explorations in Mesoamerica and identify Maudslay's
work as the first genuinely scientific study of the ancient Maya.42

TWENTIETH CENTURY ADVANCES IN MAYA ARCHAEOLOGY
After 1915, ideas about Mesoamerican native peoples and their ancestors began to change
because of cultural and scientific shifts in the U.S. and Latin America that set new parameters for
archaeological inquiry. People began to think about native cultures in new ways, which altered existing
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frameworks for understanding non-Western peoples and provided new questions for scientific research.
The application of stratigraphic methods in Mesoamerica linked pre-Classic, Classic, and post-Classic
civilizations in an increasingly coherent chronological sequence and produced new theories about the
mechanisms of cultural change. Anthropologists began to reject outdated concepts of linear evolution
in favor of theories cultural relativism and diffusion, which prompted more sophisticated
interpretations of archaeological data. New studies merged ethnographic and archaeological data into
more systematic narratives, allowing social scientists to create hypotheses about ancient native cultures
that exceeded the boundaries of earlier archaeological knowledge production. The continued
professionalization of archeology as an academic discipline, in turn, led to more standardized research
methods and greater understandings of ancient cultural practices.
New understandings about the nature of cultural change in ancient civilizations echoed larger
shifts in U.S. anthropology. Between the first and second World Wars, the contradictions inherent in
theories of scientific racism became manifest, leading anthropologists to abandon race as a valid
category of scientific analysis.43 Franz Boas's enormous influence in early U.S. twentieth-century
anthropology revolutionized the discipline's methodological approaches and epistemological premises.
Trained in German social sciences, Boas's approach to the study of culture diverged radically from U.S.
understandings that often promoted scientific racism and evolutionary cultural development models. In
contrast, German social science traditions in the late nineteenth century emphasized humanism and the
historical specificity of cultural development.44 After his relocation to the U.S. in 1887 and his
subsequent academic engagement with the U.S. anthropological community, Boas refined his
methodological approach and theoretical stance, eventually rejecting the scientific racism inherent in
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both Spencerian models of cultural evolution and the rigidly biologically determinist eugenic theories
popular within the U.S. academy.45 Boas's theory of cultural relativism, fully developed by the mid1920s, led to a flood of new anthropological studies that emphasized the value of non-Western cultures
and the role of cultural diffusion in their development. Two of Boas's students, Manuel Gamio and
Gilberto Freyre, applied his theoretical perspectives to questions of cultural development in their
respective nations of Mexico and Brazil.46 Their studies paved the way for re-evaluations of both
native Mesoamerican and Afro-Brazilian cultures that sought to vindicate non-Western cultural
practices, as well as to celebrate racial miscegenation.47 Cultural diffusion provided a more convincing
mechanism to explain cultural change; new studies in both anthropology and archeology found gradual
processes of cultural change rather than a sudden, complete replacement of one group by another.48
These studies contributed cultural analyses about contemporary native peoples, which Mesoamerican
archaeologists used to create increasingly more sophisticated interpretations about the cultural
characteristics of ancient civilizations and their origins.
In Latin American nations with sizable indigenous populations, such as Mexico and Guatemala,
the increased U.S. interest in native peoples coincided with an emerging public discourse that
rhetorically incorporated native cultures and people into the national state. In Guatemala, indigenismo
appealed to intellectuals because it offered a deceptively simple solution to the complex historical
problem of forming a coherent national identity out of a racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse
population. A veritable wave of cultural studies emerged, including revisionist histories, translations of
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native texts, and musical compositions, that sought to re-evaluate the place of Maya populations in
national narratives and highlight the ancient Maya as the foundation of the modern nation. This
emerging indigenismo aimed to rectify entrenched ideas about the racial and cultural degeneracy of
native peoples, yet without any corresponding alteration to existing power structures and social
hierarchies. The growing popularity of indigenismo as a way to think about the nation's indigenous
majority provoked visible public debates over the place of native peoples that tore through the nation's
intellectual community and polarized both sides. Both indigenista and anti-indigenista thinkers seized
on archaeological data as authoritative proof about the condition and nature of the nation's preColumbian past.
The creation of Quiriguá as the nation's first archaeological park exemplified these underlying
cultural and scientific transformations. As many of the more remote archaeological sites, such as Tikal
and Piedras Negras, remained buried under centuries of heavy jungle foliage in the remote northern
Petén region, Quiriguá became the focal point of both scientific inquiry and public curiosity. Under the
management of United Fruit Company (UFCO) in 1909, Quiriguá became the nation's first
archaeological park; the site's managers clearly envisioned it as a site for future profits from
archaeological tourism. “Within this park, there lie the wonderful remains of what must have been a
fairly developed civilization, monuments, stelae, animals carved in stone, terraced walls, temples, and
stone pyramids,” UFCO manager Victor Cutter boasted of UFCO's new archaeological acquisition.49
Despite its obvious potential for future tourism, the site also received the first professional
archaeological excavations conducted in Guatemala. The Archaeological Institute of America (AIA)
conducted the much of the initial site clearing from 1911 to 1915, which later allowed the Carnegie
Institute to continue excavations during the 1920s and 1930s. The excavations at Quiriguá represented
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a turning point in the history of archeology, as archaeologists used the site's data to establish more
accurate chronologies and hypotheses about the people who had once lived there. Because of the site's
dual purpose as a site of scientific inquiry and tourist destination, Quiriguá's monuments received
extensive conservation measures in order to preserve their fragile condition for future generations.50
Word of the site's grandeur seeped out through popular publications and heightened public appetites for
scientific explanations about the vanished people who had once populated the city. The scientific
knowledge produced at Quiriguá strongly influenced public understandings of archeology and popular
ideas about the nature of the ancient Maya. Furthermore, the case of Quiriguá also foreshadowed
UFCO's later involvement in Mayan archaeological sites, such as the ambitious restoration of the
highland Maya site of Zaculeu. UFCO's custodianship of Quiriguá conditioned the often contentious
relationship between the U.S. and Guatemala, suggesting that foreign economic interests held the
power to shape the indigenous past.
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Illustration 2: Early excavations at Quiriguá, ca. 1910
Library of Congress
Stratigraphy, first developed in the Europe as a tool for geological research and later used to
date archaeological findings in the U.S. southwest and Mesoamerica, revolutionized archaeological

75

field methods and initiated a new phase of archeology.51 The application of stratigraphic methods to
archaeological remains shifted focus away from purely descriptive interpretations and towards the
development of chronological sequences that explained how these cultures had changed over time. The
lack of accurate chronological information about the sequence of Mayan cultures had limited earlier
generations of archaeologists to largely descriptive analyses that yielded little information about how or
why different cultural groups had appeared and disappeared. Early nineteenth-century descriptive
accounts, such as those of John Lloyd Stephens, had employed archaeological artifacts as tangible
evidence of indigenous authorship of giant earthworks and ruined temples; nevertheless, questions
remained about their cultural progression and the historical changes that had caused their abandonment.
No clear answer had emerged about whether or not ancient cities had been occupied at the time of the
Spanish conquest, which held implications for further questions about the origins and age of ancient
Mayan cultures. Stratigraphic excavation also promised to resolve questions about the cultural and
biological relationship between ancient peoples and their descendants.
In 1913, Mexican anthropologist Manuel Gamio first put stratigraphy to the test in
Atzcapotzalco, Mexico, in order to determine the chronological sequence of the material culture
belonging to the three ancient civilizations that had existed in the area.52 The results of his test pit
established a rough chronology for the three groups and demonstrated that changes in material culture
had occurred gradually, rather than in the abrupt, linear manner that archaeologists had believed
previously. In 1926, the Archaeological Society of Washington sent Gamio to Guatemala to conduct
stratigraphic research on various highland Mayan ruins, including sites in Quiché, Huehuetenango, and
Quetzaltenango. The society believed that results of this research would provide valuable evidence
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about the “culture priority” and the sequence of development of the ancient lowland Maya and their
highland descendants.53 These advances in fieldwork would later play a role in the excavations at
Quiriguá and other ancient Mayan sites.
The transfer of custodianship of Quiriguá from the Guatemalan government to UFCO as part of
the land sale in the Motagua valley in 1909 immediately provoked new rounds of speculation as to the
origin and nature of the site's builders. As early as 1912, U.S. newspapers carried stories about the
ongoing excavations at Quiriguá, which heightened public appetites for archaeological knowledge
about the ancient civilizations of the Americas. The Los Angeles Times reported that the excavations at
Quiriguá primarily aimed to answer the question of the identities of the “first Americans.”
Nevertheless, in claiming an American identity for the ancient Maya, the newspaper indicated that
rather than the origins of the ancient Maya, the excavations instead meant to establish their very nature
and fundamental characteristics. In order to situate the ancient Maya within readers' understandings of
the ancient world, comparisons with ancient Babylon, China, and Rome abounded, implying that
readers should think about the ancient Maya as part of a longer tradition of more well-known civilized
societies. Drawing on older assumptions about the age of the cities, the paper conflated ancient native
peoples with the chronology of the Spanish conquest, claiming that the Maya showed the first Spanish
missionaries examples of their sophisticated writing system. Additionally, the paper dutifully noted the
ancient Maya acumen for astronomy, but contrasted this with sensational and gory details about their
“weird sacrificial rites.” The paper further noted that UFCO fully intended to use Quiriguá as a site for
recreational tourism, as tourists and students could now easily reach the ruins in “comfort and security”
on the newly completed railways from the Atlantic port of Puertos Barrios to Guatemala City.54 The
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article's overall tone vacillated between admiration and perplexity, creating an impression of deep
ambiguity over questions of the degree of civilization of the ancient Maya.
With support and patronage from UFCO, Edgar L. Hewett directed the early phases of the
Quiriguá project under the auspices of the Archaeological Institute of America (AIA) and oversaw the
initial excavations with his colleagues Earle Morris, Sylvanus Morley, and J.L. Nusbaum of the
National Museum at Washington. News of their excavations reached the U.S. public through news
articles that disseminated information about Mesoamerican archeology and brought questions about
ancient native peoples into popular consciousness. The increased circulation of information about the
seemingly mysterious city led to heated debates about the meaning of the evidence that emerged from
the Quiriguá site. In February of 1912, the New York Times indulged growing public fascination with
Mesoamerican archaeological excavations in a full page article devoted to Quiriguá; however, the piece
conflated Hewett's direct quotes with liberal paraphrasing and popular imagination to create a
sensational image of the site. The article claimed that scientific research of the Quiriguá monuments
would finally “solve the riddle of who were first Americans.” The site gained additional allure through
a clunky overview of its scientific discovery, characterizing it as “lost” and buried deep in the jungle
until Stephens and Catherwood “accidentally” discovered it in 1844. Bypassing numerous nineteenthcentury scientific studies, the article picked up the story of Quiriguá again in 1910, positioning the AIA
excavations as the logical extension of Stephens's earlier work. Reproducing popular contemporary
racial discourses, the article further alleged that the ancient native peoples of Central America created a
far more civilized society that of the “Red Man” of North America. As many other Guatemalan
archaeological sites remained less well-known, the article's author borrowed ethnographic details from
the Yucatec Maya and superimposed them on the former inhabitants of Quiriguá, bestowing them with
Times (1886-1922), July 1, 1912.
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sacrificial rituals conducted at sacred sinkholes, known as cenotes. Finally, casting about for further
ethnographic evidence with which to compare the ancient builders of Quiriguá, the column claimed
that scientists had verified the existence of cultural links between the Zuni Pueblo Indians of New
Mexico and the ancient Maya.55
Perhaps misquoting Hewett or as part of a misguided attempt to sensationalize archaeological
research, the paper committed several grave errors in the column. Holding Hewett personally
responsible for the publication of the numerous discrepancies and misinformation about Quiriguá,
Alfred Tozzer of Harvard University excoriated Hewett in a public letter to the editor, in which he
called into question the veracity of Hewett's archaeological conclusions. To begin, Tozzer pointed out
that Quiriguá had not been “lost to science” since the visits of Stephens and Catherwood; he argued that
the scientific study of the site began with the 1889 publication of Maudslay's archaeological work, the
massive, Biologia Centrali Americana. Furthermore, the Peabody Museum of Harvard had been
involved in surveys of Quiriguá since the late nineteenth century. Pointing to evidence of Mayan
chronology gleaned from other recent excavations, Tozzer asserted that the remains at Quiriguá were
not the “oldest in the Americas,” being in reality significantly younger than either Copán or Tikal,
making it highly unlikely that “the riddle of the first Americans can be solved at Quiriguá.” Saving his
most vitriolic commentary for the final section of his editorial, Tozzer launched a stinging critique of
the allegations of cultural similarities between the Zuni Pueblo people and the ancient Maya, calling
these assumptions “rash and unscientific.” Railing against unsubstantiated assumptions of cultural
links between various ethnic groups, he chastised the paper for its use of such poor analogies, noting
that, “analogies in general are dangerous things to handle and the proper conservation of science would
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hesitate before trying to connect two widely separated regions on data of the most meager and
superficial kind.”56
By 1915, many professional archaeologists had taken a firm stand on the question of Maya
origins. The research that emerged from the Quriguá site in the initial years of the excavation had
convinced many archaeologists about the American origin of the site's builders. Casts of the Quiriguá
monuments formed an important part of the “Ancient America” exhibit at the 1915 Panama-California
exposition. Smithsonian archaeologist Neil Judd had created exceptional reproductions of the
monuments using new technologies in order to preserve the delicate inscriptions and hieroglyphics.
The reproductions, in turn, were designed to expand popular and scientific understandings of “primitive
man's cultural development in the jungles of Guatemala.”57 Hewett authored the text that accompanied
the exhibit, in which he sought to put an end to such fantastic speculation about “vanished races” and
dismiss popular theories that linked the ancient Maya to their Egyptian counterparts. “There is nothing
mysterious about it,” he stated, “the ancient temple builders of Central America were American
Indians.”58 Hewett's fellow archaeologist on the Quiriguá project, Sylvanus Morley, also intended to
sway the public away from popular ideas about ancient migrations to the Americas. His publications in
popular journals, such as Scientific American and National Geographic, aimed to provide the public
factual archaeological research in a writing style accessible even for non-specialists.59 One of his
earliest publications, “Quiriguá--An American Town 1,400 Years Old,” left no doubt that Morley
believed in the American origin of this civilization.60 These articles, as well as the public display of the
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Quiriguá monuments, served to popularize Mayan archeology and brought the debates over the ancient
Maya directly to the public.
Later archaeological and popular expeditions of the 1920s and 1930s further corroborated
Hewett and Morley's contentions about the American origins of the ancient Maya. Popular scientific
expeditions, often joint ventures between amateur archaeologists and eager journalists, played on
public fascinations for exciting news stories about the seemingly enduring mysteries of the ancient
civilizations of Central America. The members of these expeditions popularized their conclusions
about the controversies over the presumed links between ancient and contemporary native peoples in
the columns of widely read newspapers and through public speaking engagements. For example,
reporting for the New York Times, Gregory Mason regaled his readers with sensational details from his
recent experiences as part of the Mason-Spinden expedition to the Yucatán peninsula. He observed that
the Maya of the Yucatán continued to use the temples of their ancestors for ceremonial purposes, while
the magnificent Spanish cathedrals of the colonial period collapsed into piles of rubble. The paucity of
identifiable Christian practices and the continued veneration of ancient sites and timeless rituals
seemed to him clear evidence of unbroken cultural links between the ancient and contemporary Maya.
The expedition's members argued that their findings supported those of professional archaeologists,
including Howard Tozzer and Sylvanus Morley. The expedition nevertheless explicitly rejected one of
the most popular myths about the ancient Maya: the existence of a “lost city,” a rumor that had
persisted since the publication of Incidents of Travel; nevertheless, the Mason-Spinden expedition had
found no evidence for its existence.61 These expeditions continued throughout the 1930s, as scientists
and archeology enthusiasts attempted to evaluate with certainty questions about cultural and biological
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relationships between the ancient Maya and their descendants. In 1932, an expedition known as the
Griswold Group, composed of archaeologists and film technicians, published newspaper accounts of its
plans to produce popular films about the K'iche', the Kaqchikel, and other Mayan groups. Through a
process of visually comparing and contrasting contemporary Mayan cultural practices to those depicted
on the stelae at archaeological sites such as Uaxactun and Quiriguá, the expedition intended to prove
the cultural links between the ancient Maya and their descendants.62
Despite mounting evidence that Mayan culture had originated independently in the Americas,
the popularity of archeology and public excitement over archaeological finds revived old debates that
flared with renewed vigor over indigenous origins. As epigraphers would only begin to decipher
conclusively Maya hieroglyphic writing in the 1960s, little information existed about the meaning of
the complex glyphs that comprised the sophisticated writing system of the ancient Maya. The lack of
understanding over the meaning of New World hieroglyphic writing fostered rampant speculation on
the part of both scientists and the public as to the characteristics of ancient native cultures. Eager to
believe fantastic stories, the public often seized on implausible theories with great enthusiasm. Even
the more educated members of the public, such as former U.S. Vice-President Charles G. Dawes (under
Calvin Coolidge, 1925-1929), believed in persistent rumors that linked the ancient Maya to the lost city
of Atlantis. The legends of the ancient Maya piqued his curiosity after Charles Lindbergh had reported
seeing tall pyramids poking out of the jungle canopy during his 1929 flight over Yucatán.63 Intrigued,
Dawes intended to decipher the hieroglyphs that adorned the temples, as he believed that they would
ultimately tell the story of Atlantis and reveal its Mayan origins. He went so far as to commission
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history professor and Aztec manuscript expert Charles Upson Clark of Yale University to conduct
research in the Vatican archives in order to find bilingual Spanish and Mayan documents that Dawes
believed held the key to understanding the ancient Maya.64
In addition to the public, a vocal minority of archaeologists and ethnologists remained skeptical
of claims about the American origin of the Maya and continued to promote theories of the possibility of
external cultural development. Theories about Egyptian, Assyrian, and other Asian regions as the
cradle of Mesoamerican civilizations reached a crescendo during the late nineteenth century and
continued to attract attention well into the twentieth century because they could not be proven or disproven with existing field methods. The most outrageous of these theories had developed during the
late nineteenth century, promoted by the explorer Augustus Le Plongeon, who excavated many major
archaeological sites in the Yucatán peninsula, including Uxmál and Chichen Itzá.65 In contrast to many
of his contemporaries who believed in the Egyptian roots of Mayan civilizations, Le Plongeon turned
these theories on their heads, arguing that Mesoamerica represented the cradle of human civilization
and that Mayan migrants later arrived in Egypt to establish a similar culture based on sun worship that
featured comparable pyramid construction and hieroglyphic writing systems.66 The bizarre nature of Le
Plongeon's theory, exemplified in his 1896 publication of Queen Moo and the Egyptian Sphinx, caused
later archaeologists to regard him with a mixture of ridicule and pity.67 Although generally disparaged
by professional archaeologists and regarded as a crackpot relic of the late nineteenth century, Le
Plongeon's legacy lived on in the form of other equally imaginative suppositions about Maya origins.
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In his 1924 publication, Elephants and Ethnologists, G. Elliott Smith argued that the iconography he
observed on Stela B of the Classic Period site of Copán represented an Indian elephant, a clear
indication of the Asiatic origins of ancient Mayan civilizations.68 Marshalling an impressive body of
evidence, Smith employed the concept of cultural diffusion to explain how elephant iconography had
migrated with the ancient Maya to the New World. He proposed that the ancient Indian migrants that
populated the Copán region transferred memories of their former home on to the stone stelae they
carved with distinctly Asian imagery. Not content with merely promoting his own theory of external
cultural development, Smith also derided the U.S. archaeological community for its disbelief of his
theory. He accused U.S. archaeologists of blindly adhering to an inflexible “ethnological Monroe
Doctrine” that disallowed even well-documented theories of outside cultural influence.69
Debates over the origin and nature of ancient Mayan civilizations not only took place transnationally, but also between Guatemalan intellectuals anxious to reify the place of native people within
national narratives. These debates offer a glimpse into the initial construction of the assimilationist
program that became official state policy in 1944 with the creation of the Instituto Indígena Nacional.
Most Guatemalan intellectuals believed in the American origins of the ancient Maya, but remained
bitterly divided over the nature and characteristics of these civilizations, as well as the implications of
their legacies. Drawing on official and revisionist histories of the Spanish conquest, heated debates
ensued in the columns of El Imparcial in 1937 over the role of native peoples in national histories.70
Indigenistas, including Antonio Carrera Goubaud, Carlos Gándara Durán, and others argued that preColumbian cultures had constituted separate nations, each with its own language, world view, and
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religious practices. These thinkers drew on archaeological data to support their contentions that preColumbian peoples had developed civilized, sophisticated societies, complete with advanced scientific
knowledge and strikingly modern political systems. Indigenistas argued that the force and brutality of
the Spanish conquest had resulted in the destruction of these nations and the subsequent obliteration of
all traces of great ancient Mayan culture. Anti-indigenistas refuted these arguments and asserted that
pre-Columbian native peoples had no civilization prior to the Spanish conquest and constituted an
inferior race devoid of any trace of cultural refinement. They further argued that the Spaniards
destroyed nothing of value when they arrived because there was nothing valuable to destroy. Followed
to its logical conclusion, anti-indigenista rhetoric suggested that the national government had no
responsibility to provide contemporary native people access to political or economic resources, as no
possible state intervention could redeem such a racially and culturally degenerate people. The eventual
outcome of these debates held serious consequences for later Indian policy, as indigenistas sought to
craft state policies that promoted cultural assimilation, which they believed would finally solve
Guatemala's persistent Indian problem.
Because so many of the debates about native peoples hinged on the presumed degree of
civilization of pre-conquest societies at the time of the Spanish arrival in the Americas, archaeological
remains immediately became crucial pieces of evidence that intellectuals deployed strategically in
support of political arguments. Indigenistas pointed to the vestiges of the ancient Maya as
incontrovertible proof of the cultural sophistication of these civilizations. According to J. Fernando
Juárez Muñoz, in his 1931 publication El indio guatemalteco, archaeological remains “...are sufficient
to demonstrate the culture of these people...their religious beliefs, their marvelous astronomic
conceptions, and their government, a constitutional monarchy, similar to the English government.”71
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Archaeological data came to be viewed as the most authoritative source about ancient native people,
preferred over even colonial chronicles or indigenous texts. Colonial chronicles and conquest-era
indigenous texts were thought to be tainted with traces of Christian influence and far from the
unadulterated evidence that indigenista thinkers sought. In his compilation of colonial Spanish
documents about the discovery of Palenque, indigenista Ricardo Castañeda Paganini evaluated the
respective merit and reliability of colonial chronicles, indigenous texts, and archaeological remains. He
concluded that archaeological remains offered the best way to understand ancient cultures, as they
could be read and understood as texts. “In these books of stone are sculpted the heroic deeds, religious
acts, and the sacred science of the American man,” he wrote.72 Quiriguá, with its finely sculpted and
towering stelae, became a crucial site for indigenistas and they endeavored to promote it as an
important part of their larger political program. Prominent indigenistas, such as J. Antonio Villacorta,
gave educational lectures at Quiriguá to prominent members of Guatemalan society, carefully
elucidating the site's significance and details of its fine sculpture to his eager audience. Drawing on the
latest scientific findings about the site, he linked Quiriguá to classical antiquity and provided rough
sketches of its chronological progression.73
Indigenistas publicly professed their unbridled enthusiasm for the pre-Columbian past, as they
viewed the cultural accomplishments of ancient civilizations as a unique source of national pride. For
example, the monoliths of Quiriguá appeared on postage stamps and adorned national currency,
creating a circulating index of pre-Columbian imagery. Nevertheless, indigenista admiration for the
ancient Maya merely represented a new twist on older intellectual legacies. Underneath the surface of
concepciones astronómicas, y la forma de su gobierno, monárquico constitucional, a modo del gobierno inglés.” Translation
mine.
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the controversies over the meaning of archaeological data, older debates over questions of cultural
inclusion or exclusion of contemporary native peoples continued. Participants on both sides of these
debates framed their arguments in racial and cultural terms that highlighted ingrained beliefs about the
capacities of native peoples and their suitability for political and economic citizenship. Although
scientific racism and deterministic ideas of biological race had lost credibility, the concept of race
persisted as a social category discussed in language of culture. Indigenistas engaged with the U.S.
anthropological community and sought to incorporate recent trends in social science into their
assessments of the value of native cultures. Nevertheless, new appreciation for ancient Mayan cultures
failed to dislodge the persistent racism that characterized their descendants as racially and culturally
degenerate.74 Nor did indigenista rhetoric dismantle social power structures that systematically
excluded native peoples. Indigenistas purported to venerate the cultural traditions of native peoples,
but only those associated with the vanquished civilizations of the past or those that they believed posed
no threat to existing social hierarchies. Indigenismo provided a new veneer that covered that
maintenance of older social hierarchies centered on politics of exclusion and inclusion.75
Although the U.S. archaeological community and Guatemalan indigenistas used archaeological
evidence for distinct purposes, they nonetheless shared a set of assumptions about native peoples. In
1923, several prominent indigenistas, including Washington minister Adrián Recinos and J. Antonio
Villacorta, had founded the Sociedad de Geografía e Historia, an intellectual organization devoted to
the collection and dissemination of cultural and scientific knowledge. The Sociedad collected and
published ethnographic studies related to indigenous languages, music, and culture, in addition to
publishing the latest archaeological research. Because the nation still lacked professionally trained
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archaeologists, the members of the Sociedad often collaborated with members of the U.S.
archaeological community in their efforts to further their understandings of the pre-Columbian past.
These two groups differed significantly in their approaches to studies of native peoples, but they
nonetheless shared many of the same assumptions.76 For example, Adrián Recinos and Sylvanus
Morley often collaborated on projects designed to bring knowledge about the greatness of the ancient
Maya to broader audiences. The 1935 publication of the Guide Book to the Ruins of Quiriguá,
thoughtfully provided in the libraries of UFCO steamships, provided English-speaking tourists with a
professional guided tour of the ruins and essentially merged the Morley's identity as a professional
archaeologist with that of tour guide. Morley not only provided superb descriptions of the monoliths of
the Quiriguá site, but also characterized the ancient Maya as “the most brilliant aboriginal people on
the planet.”77 Morley's depiction of ancient native peoples as highly civilized and sophisticated
corresponded with the Sociedad's views about the fundamental nature of these cultures, as well as
provided scientific evidence for their contentions. Because of Morley's contributions to the intellectual
fabric of the Sociedad, it conferred on him honorary status as a member. Recinos later translated
Morley's guidebook into Spanish, simultaneously widening the radius of the book's potential readership
and circulating scientific knowledge. Morley, in turn, dedicated the book to the Sociedad.78 Members
of the Sociedad disseminated and popularized archeology through activities designed to promote their
views about the Maya, such as the pleasant excursion to Quiriguá that it sponsored in conjunction with
UFCO for prominent journalists and elite citizenry. Villacorta guided the visitors through the ruins and
regaled them with educational lectures that emphasized the cultural achievements of the ancient
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Maya.79 The archaeological knowledge that U.S. archaeologists produced during their excavations of
Mayan sites became a standard feature of indigenista discourse, employed to support arguments about
the advanced nature of ancient native cultures. These intellectual ties created a nexus for the
intellectual, scientific, and cultural ties between Guatemalan intellectuals and the U.S. scientific
community (and to a lesser extent, European social scientists), which in turn, shaped the nature of
debates over the meaning of native cultures.
Morley's continued public outreach efforts in the U.S. through publications written for nonspecialists characterized Quiriguá as not only an archaeological site, but also as a potential tourist
attraction. By 1940, major newspapers had begun to promote Quiriguá as a tourist destination rather
than an active archaeological dig. Newspapers carried advertisements for either eight (starting at $80)
or fifteen day (starting at $158) vacation packages to Guatemala that combined “age-old cities” with
the picturesque Indian villages of the western highlands. Tourists arrived at Quiriguá from New
Orleans aboard UFCO-owned Great White Fleet steamships, arrive at the Atlantic port of Puertos
Barrios, and proceed along the banana company's rail line directly to Quiriguá. Quiriguá's location
located in the middle of UFCO's extensive banana plantations occasionally even prompted UFCO
overseers to give impromptu tours of the plantations in addition to excursions into the ruins.80
Nevertheless, the ruins at Quiriguá upstaged the bananas as tourist attractions. Visitors wanted to
understand the ancient people who had built the towering monoliths and zoomorphs. In addition to the
publication of the Guide to the Ruins of Quiriguá, Morley often shared his archaeological knowledge
with reporters eager to fill their columns with lurid details about human sacrifices. Reporting for the
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travel section of the Chicago Tribune, columnist Frederic Babcock undoubtedly piqued readers'
interests when he described the Quiriguá monoliths as, “prehistoric monsters.” After consulting both
an UFCO overseer and an article in Natural History about the meaning of the monoliths, Babcock
turned to Morley for a more scientific answer about the history of the site's builders. Unlike his
predecessors, Babcock did not engage in fantastic speculation about the ancient Maya, but instead
clearly identified them as the site's builders. Furthermore, the article quoted Morley at length, as he
praised the achievements of the ancient Maya and the beauty of the Quiriguá site, “...in a gorgeous
setting of tropical exuberance...may be seen what is left of one of the most spectacular cities of Maya
civilization.”81

GENDER AND ARCHAEOLOGY
Racial discourses about the capacities of native people structured many of the ongoing
controversies about the meaning of archaeological remains; however, gendered assumptions worked in
tandem with racial discourses. Gendered constructions of native peoples had originated in the colonial
period and continued through the twentieth century. Intimately linked to historical processes of
colonization and conquest, traditions of Western scientific exploration drew on gendered and racial
beliefs about native peoples established during the early scientific voyages of the European Age of
Discovery of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The historical experience of the Spanish
Reconquista against the Moorish occupation of the Iberian peninsula generated a set of European racial
assumptions that explorers later superimposed on native peoples of the Americas. Racial assumptions
about the biological inferiority of native peoples merged with gendered ideas about their nature.
During the initial phases of military conquest, Spanish conquistadores commonly had visualized the
81
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conquest of the Americas and its native peoples as the masculine domination of feminine objects of
conquest.82 The feminine characteristics that the Spanish conquerors ascribed to native peoples
complemented the masculine violence of the military conquest: irrationality, weakness, and childlike
natures that required firm paternal guidance and control. These assumptions shaped the practice of
colonial scientific inquiry, which cemented the relationship between scientific exploration and
masculine domination. Colonial science welded together underlying assumptions about race, gender,
science, and exploration, which legitimated and naturalized racial and gendered beliefs about native
peoples. These assumptions influenced the process of scientific inquiry throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. The new waves of archaeological excavations in the 1920s and 1930s recreated
these older cultural narratives of exploration and conquest and positioned archaeologists as masculine
explorers in search of feminized scientific objects to explore, collect, and analyze.
Assumptions about the gendered identities of scientists and their subjects shaped the
development of scientific writing. Scientific writing not only aimed to disseminate research findings to
interested audiences, but also reflected underlying beliefs about who should conduct scientific studies
and how these studies should be accomplished.83 Throughout the nineteenth century, the social
identities of scientists themselves influenced their choice of subjects, their research methodologies, and
narrative styles. Although both men and women wrote travel accounts, early nineteenth-century
explorers transformed the travel narrative into a masculine form of scientific writing that evoked earlier
histories of exploration and conquest. Charles Darwin's 1839 publication, The Voyage of the Beagle,
and John Lloyd Stephens's 1840 blockbuster, Incidents of Travel, captivated readers with sensational
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descriptions of their adventures, which corresponded to gendered expectations of fearless male heroexplorers in pursuit of mysterious new lands. Although both considered scientific works, these colorful
narratives provided readers with highly subjective descriptions of their travels rather than completely
factual accounts. Later advances in science changed the tone of scientific writing; scientists began to
discard lively travel narratives and employ a more authoritative and specialized lexicon that reinforced
perceptions of scientific inquiry as a purely objective and factual account of natural phenomena. The
development of scientific writing as a genre relied on gendered assumptions about the masculine
rationality of science and the corresponding feminine irrationality of the natural world.
In the latter part of the nineteenth century, husband and wife teams predominated in the field of
Mesoamerican archeology and established new gendered boundaries of scientific inquiry.
Archaeological exploration became a fashionable diversion for men of the late nineteenth century, as
their status as married men gave archeology an aura of scientific respectability that contrasted with the
generally dirty nature of the work and its frequently questionable ethical practices. In their later coauthored travel account, A Glimpse of Guatemala, Alfred Maudslay drew clear distinctions between his
own scientific writing and his wife's popular travel writing. He joked that his own scientific writing
would bore popular audiences. He assured readers that his wife's travel writing would entertain them,
while he supplied the dry archaeological details. He divulged to readers, “I have to confess a hopeless
inability to keep a journal. My notebooks are for the most part full of measurements and compass and
sextant observations, and would furnish but a poor basis of a book of travels...she [Anne Maudslay]
should keep a journal and I would add some archaeological notes!”84 By the late nineteenth century,
statements such as these had linked scientific writing with masculine intellectual production, based on
presumed principles of rationality, objectivity, and impartiality. The specialized nature of professional
84
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scientific writing conferred a sense of natural authority on male scientists and ensured that their works
would be taken seriously in contrast to their wives' amateur travel stories.
Professional credibility and success within the scientific community relied on the ability to
produce information in a style that conformed to gendered expectations. Even when writing popular
guidebooks, archaeologists had to construct them in a certain way to make sure that they wouldn't be
confused with women's travel writing. For example, Sylvanus Morley's 1935 publication of
Guidebook to the Ruins of Quiriguá explicitly avoided the type of narrative that characterized travel
writing, even in descriptions of the site's discovery and excavation. Part guide-book and part
archaeological treatise, the book steered clear of the type of sensationalism associated with travelogues
and instead, focused on factual information about the site's location, features, and importance.
Morley's attempts to provide a faithful description of the site exemplified the type of scientific
language that reinforced perceptions of archeology and scientific inquiry as masculine pursuits.
Morley identified Maudslay as the first explorer to conduct scientific studies of the site, identifying his
photographs, writings, and detailed drawings as major advances in the archaeological study of the
ancient Maya. Even Morley's writing explicitly aimed at popular audiences, such as his publications in
National Geographic and Scientific American, presented scientific information the form of factual
reports, rather than adventure narratives.
Despite their exclusion from the realm of science, the wives of archaeologists often provided
crucial assistance in their husbands' scientific studies and occasionally conducted their own research.
Although not generally recognized as practitioners of serious science, the wives that accompanied their
husbands during long seasons of fieldwork served as secretaries, photographers, artists, travel writers,
and unpaid publicists. Alice Dixon, Edith Hill Bayles (Carnegie archaeologist Oliver Ricketson's
wife), Anne Maudslay, Dorothy Popenoe, and other wives accompanied their husbands during grueling
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seasons of fieldwork in often inhospitable archaeological sites. Some conducted their own research as
well. Occasionally, the quality of their works exceeded that of their husbands. Even though these
women often worked alongside their husbands, their valuable labor remained nearly invisible because
of the gendered nature of scientific research that barred them from being taken seriously as scholars in
their own right.85 They remained relegated to the status of amateurs, often publishing their work as
travel narratives and leaving the publication of “real” scientific work to their husbands. Instead,
women appropriated travel writing, now discredited as a masculine activity. Women travelers to
Central America and Mexico wrote about their experiences and brought amateur ethnography to wider
audiences.
In the case of Alice Dixon Le Plongeon, her scholarship actually became more important than
her husband's, but received far less attention. Trained as a photographer, her valuable contributions to
the field of Maya studies stemmed from the complete photographic records she and her husband
produced of many of the sites that they excavated. Her photographic skills proved indispensable to
recording their excavations and travels, as well as capturing snapshots of daily life of Yucatec Maya
people. These photographic records provided evidence of the earlier state of the structures and served
as a point of comparison for later expeditions that often found these sites in states of further decay or
having suffered from vandalism and theft. Additionally, Alice provided the expedition with a veneer of
scientific respectability that compensated for her husband's questionable field methods, which included
persistent rumors of his use of dynamite, as well as his arsenal of outlandish theories about the Maya.
She gave public lectures to enraptured audiences in New York, illustrating her lectures with
stereopticon slides made from the hundreds of photographs she captured in Yucatán.86 Her lectures
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helped to publicize her husband's work and lent it scientific credibility. Her travel narratives on
indigenous life in Yucatán recorded her wry and valuable ethnographic observations, even as her
husband continued to misinterpret archaeological evidence in support of the cultural connection he
imagined between the ancient civilizations of Mesoamerica and Egypt.87 Although relegated to the
status of assistant and amateur, her work nonetheless provided an important scientific record of Yucatec
culture and ancient history at the turn of the twentieth century.
These gendered patterns of scientific inquiry continued throughout the 1920s and 1930s.
Dorothy Popenoe's scientific work further illustrates the gendered limits of archaeological inquiry.
Trained in botany rather than archeology, her marriage to UFCO botanist Wilson Popenoe and their
subsequent relocation to Honduras allowed her to pursue her fascination with the ancient Maya. Not
content to merely read about the ancient civilizations of Central America, she began to conduct her own
scientific research that included stratigraphic excavations at Playa de los Muertos in order to collect
potsherds and other evidence of an unknown coastal culture. Journalists characterized her field work as
a series of “daring exploits,” a label that dismissed the seriousness of her research.88 After the
Popenoes purchased a seventeenth-century colonial house in Antigua with the intention of restoring it
to its former grandeur, she published a short history of the city, Santiago de los Caballeros de
Guatemala.89 The book received positive reviews in prestigious journals, such as the Hispanic
American Historical Review. “Her narrative is delightfully graphic, lucid, and interesting,” praised one
reviewer.90 The book successfully conformed to the feminine travel writing and descriptive genre,
rather than the more masculine type of scientific writing. In contrast to the success of her popular
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history writing, much of her archaeological work remained unpublished and unrecognized as a
significant contribution to the growing body of knowledge of Mesoamerican archeology.91 The
guidebook to the ruins of Quiriguá that she co-authored with her husband remained the one publication
in which she found success as an archaeologist, but even then, only through her role as the wife of a
prominent scientist.92 Though not an archaeologist, Wilson Popenoe achieved some success in
archeology with the publication of his ethnobotany studies of Copán, published in the academic journal
in American Anthropologist.93 In contrast, Dorothy's status as a scientist and a scholar in her own right
challenged the established gendered boundaries of science that defined it as an exclusively masculine
pursuit and relegated women to amateur ethnography and popular history. Although Dorothy Popenoe
died unexpectedly before the restoration of the Antigua house could be completed, the project remained
linked with her name because its suggestions of domesticity, which conformed to social expectations
about appropriate activities for women.94

CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, historians of archeology have organized its development in three major periods
that correspond to advances in field methodologies and the intellectual preoccupations of U.S. and
European archaeologists: the speculatory period (1492-1840), classificatory-descriptive period (18401914), and the classificatory-historical period (1915-1960).95 The history of early twentieth-century
Mesoamerican archeology largely followed this schema, moving from unscientific speculation, to a
preoccupation with accurate scientific descriptions, and then moved towards establishing factual
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chronological sequences. Nevertheless, colonial Mesoamerican archaeological research also departed
from this pattern in significant ways. Colonial chroniclers and early nineteenth-century explorers
lacked the scientific methodologies of the later nineteenth century, but they nonetheless investigated
archaeological remains, interpreted their observations, and drew particular conclusions about ancient
native civilizations from the data they collected. Some early chroniclers erred significantly in their
judgments about the meaning of archaeological evidence, while others produced conclusions that
would be proven definitively in the late twentieth century. Additionally, later advances in scientific
methodologies during the nineteenth century did not end erroneous speculation about native peoples;
many scholars of the twentieth century reproduced theories of external cultural development and
substantiated them with seemingly incontrovertible archaeological evidence. Periodizing the
development of archeology according to a model of progressive development linked solely to U.S.
methodological advances systematically excludes the contributions of early Latin American scholars
from the development of larger histories of science. Finally, a macro-periodization of the history of
archeology into three major periods oversimplifies this history and ignores the ways that cultural
changes shaped archaeological practice. Examining archeology through a cultural lens provides a more
nuanced view about the development of the discipline and the ways that changes in racial thinking, in
turn, led to new interpretations of archaeological evidence.
Growing scientific evidence amassed through archaeological excavations in Guatemala added
weight to arguments in favor of indigenous authorship of ancient civilizations. Archaeological
evidence played a crucial role in debates about ancient native civilizations because of its visible and
tangible qualities, which gave archaeological remains significant authority as objective representations
of the past. Separate debates took shape over the meaning of archaeological remains in both
Guatemala and the U.S. that reflected specific national preoccupations. Archaeological debates in
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Guatemala during the 1930s over the origin, nature, and descendants of the ancient Maya represented
colonial legacies about ideas of citizenship of native peoples. Indigenistas struggled to articulate an
elusive unified national vision and historical narrative based on vestiges of the pre-Columbian past.
These historiographic debates revolved around new archaeological knowledge that emerged from
recent archaeological excavations, but at heart, expressed deep anxieties about the role of native
peoples in national history and preoccupations about the nation's future. In the U.S., within both the
scientific community and the public, fierce debates raged on over the plausibility of theories internal or
external cultural development, which in turn held implications for perceptions of U.S. history and
national identity. The U.S. public, as well as some scholars, refused to accept evidence of the
independent development of Mayan culture and remained captivated by improbable theories because of
racial assumptions about ancient native people. These debates continued long after archaeological
evidence should have put them to rest because of profound divides and periodic shifts over the way
people conceptualized the Maya, as culture and science simultaneously shaped and re-shaped one
another.
Writing with the benefit of hindsight in 1962, Robert Wauchope argued that the intellectual
clashes in the U.S. over unorthodox theories of ancient Maya origins reflected ongoing struggles
between professional scholars and their amateur counterparts.96 Because so many unconventional
theories about the Maya developed during a period of rapid changes within the social sciences,
Wauchope characterized debates over the origin of the ancient Maya as struggles to define the contours
of archeology as a professional discipline. He launched a stinging critique of the earlier amateur Maya
scholars who had drawn such grossly erroneous conclusions. He cast them as victims of their own
ignorance as they conducted what they believed constituted genuine scientific research, but which in
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reality was patently false and riddled with dangerous fallacies. In their moment, their pseudo-scientific
ideas about native peoples seemed legitimate, but when eventually disproven, these theories served to
reveal the often thin line between scientific ideas and intellectual dead ends. Wauchope's argument
illuminates the importance of situating so-called pseudo-science in the development of professional
anthropology; nevertheless, his reading of the persistence of unorthodox theories ignores the longer
history of debates over the place of native peoples as either inside or outside of established racial and
cultural boundaries. Many of the amateur scholars that believed in external development theories, such
as Augustus Le Plongeon, G. Elliott Smith, and various Latter Day Saints scholars, simply reproduced
these old debates using new evidence and added their own peculiar intellectual twists. The strength of
their intellectual convictions in the face of mounting evidence about the New World origins of the
Maya demonstrate that although these debates drew on scientific concepts and language, they actually
reflected shifting uncertainties about the meaning of cultural and racial differences that emerged in the
context of conflicts between Western civilizations and native peoples of the Americas.
The nascent Guatemalan indigenismo of the 1930s supposedly represented new thinking about
questions concerning native peoples, but in reality, it merely reflected a new way to discuss older ideas.
Indigenismo aimed to resolve Guatemala's persistent problema indio with a new language of inclusion
designed to construct broader national histories and encourage cultural assimilation. Efforts to
resurrect the pre-Columbian past and integrate it into national realities recalled colonial-era
controversies about the shifting definitions of native peoples as helpless, defenseless children in need
of protection or as brutish, inhuman subjects suitable for economic exploitation. Indigenistas drew on
these debates, but fixated their attention on archaeological remains as authoritative historical sources
because the spectacular nature of recent archaeological finds confirmed their beliefs about the
sophistication of ancient civilizations. Indigenista art and literature emphasized the grandeur and
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mystery of archaeological remains, transforming ancient native peoples from primitive savages into
national cultural symbols. Nevertheless, the contradictions inherent in indigenista dogma marred their
efforts and failed to bridge significant ethnic and cultural divides. The growing admiration and
veneration of ancient native civilizations did not extend to contemporary native people, who continued
to be barred from greater economic and political participation and subjected to pervasive racism.
Rather than the biological determinist and scientific racism of the nineteenth century, racial
discrimination of the early twentieth century reflected a more pernicious racism based on perceived
environmental factors and cultural practices. The shift from thinking about native people in terms of
indigenous culture rather than the “Indian race” obscured, yet at the same time reinforced, existing
older social hierarchies that systematically disempowered native peoples. Indigenismo demonstrated
that despite certain breaks with older social science paradigms, the substitution of hierarchies of culture
for hierarchies of race continued, rather than changed, older models of racial thinking. Solving the
Indian problem required far more than than lip service and new cultural attitudes towards ancient native
people; it required larger structural changes that elite Guatemalan intellectuals were not willing to make
because of their investment in the social status quo.
In addition to race, gender conditioned the way people thought about and discussed native
peoples in scientific terms. Constructions of science as a masculine enterprise produced gendered
assumptions that determined who participated in Mesoamerican archeology; the professional exclusion
of women, despite their significant contributions, shaped the research agenda of archeology as a
discipline. The participation of the wives of numerous archaeologists in the often messy, dirty, and
dangerous practice of excavation changed understandings of the role of male archaeologists,
transforming them from heroic adventurers to respectable gentlemen pursuing honorable interests in
ancient history. Although a few women conducted scientific research on their own terms, their work
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often remained under-recognized or only recognized in conjunction with their husbands' research. As
more technical and factual scientific writing replaced earlier nineteenth century travel narratives as the
primary means of establishing scientific authority, women appropriated travel narratives as acceptable
vehicles for their own feminine approach to ethnographic research. Qualitative changes in the nature of
scientific writing defined separate spheres and roles for men and women engaged in science;
nevertheless, the writing of both men and women constructed native peoples in particular ways.
Examining gender in the context of Mesoamerican archeology demonstrates how constructions of
science relied on gender expectations as it developed into a nearly exclusively masculine intellectual
space. In turn, gendered assumptions about the social identities of the scientists themselves influenced
the ways that the boundaries of scientific inquiry evolved, as well as defined appropriate research
questions and answers.
Gendered assumptions affected the way archaeologists interpreted their data, as archaeologists
ascribed ancient native peoples masculine or feminine characteristics, depending on the arguments and
conclusions they wished to draw from the evidence they assembled. In both scientific and popular
writing, archaeologists often characterized the ancient Maya using conflicting gendered language.
Simultaneously constructed as masculine and feminine, the gendered language applied in ostensibly
neutral descriptions of ancient native peoples reflected a deep ambiguity about their fundamental
nature. The ambiguity over the gendered characteristics of ancient native peoples echoed the enduring
confusion over questions of racial degeneracy and served as yet another expression of the fundamental
debates about the position of native people in relation to cultural boundaries. Thinking about the
natural world as a set of gendered binaries helped to organize, classify, and categorize people and
things within it as either familiar or unfamiliar. The ancient Maya continued to mesmerize
archaeologists, intellectuals, and the U.S. public because they represented an alluring fusion of familiar
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elements with the unfamiliar: knowable and unknowable, civilized and savage, pure and degenerate,
male and female. If the ancient Maya could have been defined as belonging to simply one category,
debates over their nature and origin might have ended within the first few decades of the Spanish
conquest; instead, these debates continued for centuries. Ancient native civilizations consistently
defied classification, retaining their enigmatic mystique well into the twenty-first century.
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CHAPTER TWO: COME SEE GUATEMALA AT MACY'S! RUTH
REEVES AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF POPULAR
ETHNOGRAPHIC MEMORY
“For when the scientists of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, exploring Guatemala,
uncovered a rich and refreshing system of American design dating from preConquistador[sic] days, Macy's own designers were hot on their heels!”1
New York Times advertisement, 21 February 1935

In 1934, a painter and industrial textile designer named Ruth Reeves received a $10,000 grant
from the Carnegie Institution of Washington that funded a four month research trip to Guatemala to
collect indigenous textiles. Reeves, best known for her Art Deco textile work in New York City's
Radio Music Hall, rather than ethnographic field work, seemed an unusual choice to evaluate
traditional Maya textiles and assemble a representative collection. The resulting textile and costume
collection would form the core of the Carnegie Institution's growing store of ethnographic material
culture from Central America, as well as serve as fresh inspiration for a new line of industrial textile
designs Reeves envisioned based on traditional Mayan motifs and design elements.2
In addition to their roles as ethnographic representations, the textiles also served to bring Mayan
culture into public consciousness through commercial reproductions of the originals. In conjunction
with Macy's department store, Reeves designed new patterns for clothing and household décor based
on her interpretations of the traditional textiles that she obtained during her research trip to Guatemala.
In a collaborative exposition held in New York between the legendary department store and the
Carnegie Institution of Washington, Reeves unveiled the new collections, juxtaposing the original
Guatemalan huipiles with her adaptations of the Mayan patterns and motifs. Reeves's collection
1

“Come See Guatemala at Macy’s!,” New York Times, February 21, 1935.
Whitney Blausen, “Textiles Designed by Ruth Reeves” (M.A. Thesis, Fashion Institute of Technology, 1992), 50–

2

78.

sparked new interest in the use of primitive aesthetics in industrial textile design; critics, as well as the
public, professed admiration for the vibrancy and dynamism of the collections. Drawing on the success
of the Macy's show, the Carnegie textile collection toured select cities around the U.S. and received
rave reviews for the unique beauty and high quality of the designs.
From the perspective of the Guatemalan government, the success of the textile show aroused
feelings of national pride, but also raised troubling questions. Washington Foreign Minister Adrián
Recinos appreciated the show of international recognition of the beauty of the Mayan textiles; however,
he expressed reservations about the implications of the textile show for future foreign tourism. In
private, government officials discussed with concern the growing U.S. enthusiasm for Guatemalan
textiles and the increasing consumer demand for cheap knock-offs and imitations of traditional Mayan
motifs and design elements. They argued that if potential tourists could purchase easily affordable
imitations of Guatemalan textiles in the U.S., that they would have no compelling reasons to visit and
choose to spend their tourist dollars in the country. This led to the Ministry of Exterior Relations to
launch several campaigns to protect Mayan textile designs under U.S. patent laws and sparked debates
over the importance of the degree of authenticity of Mayan material culture and its importance to the
tourist experience.
In this chapter, I argue that Reeves's Guatemalan textile designs exemplified the development of
several cultural processes in both the U.S. and Guatemala that relied on the cultural productions of
native peoples. First, the commercial reproduction of original Guatemalan textiles commodified
Mayan material culture in order to create racial and gendered representations of supposedly primitive
cultures that were, in turn, appropriated in order to construct new class-based U.S. identities rooted in
shifting ideals of modernity. Textile expositions and retail sales of imitations in public venues
commercialized Mayan culture, cramming cultural complexities into bite-sized representations
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marketed mainly to U.S. female consumers to display in their middle class homes. The expositions
also employed highly gendered representations of Maya Indians, linking the cultural productions of
native women to popular conceptions of women as repositories of feminine traditionalism and cultural
reproduction. Secondly, the artistic traditions of non-Western cultures gained popularity in the U.S, not
only because of underlying cultural narratives about the regenerative properties of immersion in
“primitive” cultures, but also an imperialist nostalgia that romanticized the supposedly unadulterated
indigenous traditions of vanishing cultures. The expositions of Indian clothing shaped public
perceptions and what would become popular memory of the Indian past as an authentic and unchanging
relic of pre-Hispanic cultural traditions. Representations of the Maya through public expositions of
their textile arts created a reductionized and romanticized version of native peoples and assigned them
cultural value based on the production of their “traditional” material culture alone, which in turn was
given value on how closely they resembled the stereotype. This sanitized version of history
romanticized the brutality of historical processes of domination and the forcible integration of native
peoples into an expanding capitalist system. Finally, in Guatemala, the incipient intellectual movement
later known as indigenismo drew inspiration from the U.S. craze for authentic and tangible pieces of
Indian folklore, which transformed native people into folkloricized and gendered national symbols in
order to render so-called uncivilized native people into mythologized foundational representations of
the nation.

RUTH REEVES'S COLLECTING EXPEDITION TO GUATEMALA
In the spring of 1934, Ruth Reeves departed for Guatemala to assemble an indigenous Mayan
textile collection on behalf of the Carnegie Institution of Washington. Seeing an opportunity for mutual
cooperation, Reeves had offered her expertise to the Carnegie Institution in exchange for a grant
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designed to fund the creation of an ethnographic textile collection. Acutely aware of the Institution's
scientific objectives, she framed her grant proposal in terms of ethnographic collecting and as part of
wider cultural diplomatic efforts to promote hemispheric unity and friendship.3 Despite her lack of
experience in Central America, the Carnegie Institution opted to fund her proposed expedition, the first
time Carnegie had made an award to a woman in the arts, in order to take advantage of Reeves's artistic
background and her technical expertise as a textile designer. The establishment of a textile collection
represented a logical extension of the Carnegie Institution's mission, as it had been involved in the
scientific study of Mayan cultures in Guatemala for several decades and sponsored numerous
ethnographic and archaeological expeditions to diverse parts of Central America. This field trip took
place during a period of great excitement surrounding both scientific and popular expeditions designed
to conduct ethnographic studies about little known native tribes and bring this information back to
share with an eager U.S. public. In addition to her professed ethnographic aims, Reeves sought to
immerse herself in the distinctive native culture of Guatemala in order to tap into a virtually unknown
wellspring of indigenous artistic traditions and gain aesthetic inspiration for new textile designs. In this
regard, her expedition departed from earlier patterns of scientific exploration, blurring the lines
between science, ethnography, and art. The expedition drew considerable media attention, for she had
already established a considerable reputation as both an accomplished painter and textile artist in New
York. However, Guatemala seemed an unlikely destination for a prominent industrial textile designer.
Reeves, born in Redlands, California in 1893, had learned first about American Indians from
her grandfather, a Congregational minister and champion of Indian causes. Leaving California as a
young woman, she studied as a painter under the influential modernist Fernand Léger at the Ecole
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Moderne in Paris.4 After completing her studies, she stayed in Paris, finding work during the 1920s as
a fashion illustrator for Fairchild Publications. Returning to the U.S. in 1928, she became involved
with a group of New York artists known collectively as the American Designers Gallery. Her
experiences with this group led to her first textile show, based on designs in her paintings, held in the
group's shared gallery space on West 57th Street. The success of this show strengthened her growing
conviction that artistic inspiration could be found in mundane every day objects. In 1932, the
American Designers Gallery opened a show at the Brooklyn Museum, in which Reeves exhibited handprinted textiles based on her interpretations of ancient Peruvian and Mayan artifacts that she had seen
in a museum. This exposition represented a major turning point in Reeves's work, piquing her interest
in the textile arts of the native peoples of the Americas and demonstrating the successful transformation
of the artistic concepts embedded in archaeological artifacts into modern textile motifs. As she began
to cement her reputation as an innovative and creative textile designer, Reeves's work received positive
attention from galleries and collectors in Europe. She achieved further success when she was
commissioned to design the textile and fabric patterns in the interior of New York's Radio City Music
Hall in 1933. In 1934, the Carnegie Institution agreed to sponsor her expedition to Guatemala, her
most ambitious project to date.5
Any misgivings that Reeves might have had about her Guatemala collecting trip vanished as she
traveled around the remote Western highlands in search of collectible Mayan textiles. Although the
Ubico government had embarked on extensive infrastructure projects, including road building and
bridge construction, the largely indigenous Western highlands remained the most rugged and
untraveled part of the country. Accompanied by patrons, friends, and established painters Amy
4
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Springarn and daughter Honor Springarn, Reeves set out from the rapidly expanding urban center of
Guatemala City and headed directly towards the western highlands. Her grit and determination to
travel to some of the the most inaccessible parts of the highlands paid off handsomely. As she traveled
further and further from the city, she found what she considered to be the untainted, traditional, and
primitive designs that she sought. The unfamiliarity of the imposing landscapes that served as a
backdrop for the vibrant cultural traditions of the Maya inspired her far more than any of her museum
research had done to date. Alternating landscapes of imposing volcanoes and dense jungles fascinated
her. “Even in my more meteoric moments in Europe, I never experienced such awareness of the color
and life of a people as I did down there in Guatemala,” she confessed in a letter to her family back
home. At times words seemed inadequate to express the grandeur, beauty, and excitement she felt. “I
try to describe the vast landscape which stretched away on either side, and between our mules' ears, as
we rode for half a day, say, on a high flat ridge,” she wrote, “and I end up by stuttering lamely--" Oh
well--let's see. Gracious, it was like Brahms' 1st or Isiah[sic] or parts of the Apocalypse!" And that's no
better than just saying it was marvelous, which before God, it was!”6
The arduous realities of the resulting expedition must have come as a physical and
psychological shock to the urbanite designer, especially when she found herself riding a mule for ten
hours a day on barely passable roads through the soaring peaks of the Sierra de los Cuchamatanes
mountain range (which she erroneously described as “12,000 feet high”). Devoid of any options for
comfortable lodging, the travelers slept on the hard, earthen floors of empty schoolhouses. Reeves
marveled at the colonial churches that dotted the countryside with “superbly primitive Spanish
paintings and carvings--and the ancient Mayan civilization right at our very doors.” The unfortunate
experience of most explorers, including ethnographers and archaeologists—tropical diseases—
6
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dampened their spirits, however. After the third week of the expedition, both Reeves and Honor
Springarn contracted severe cases of dysentery and were forced to rest in a hotel for six weeks. Reeves
nonetheless managed to enjoy her extended stay at the hotel, making acquaintances with local people
and observing the daily rhythms of the church, the bustling market, and the raucous festivals that shook
an otherwise sleepy Mayan village. Stopping gave her the opportunity to look closely and in depth.
She found inspiration everywhere she looked: “The everyday life of the Maya, his hut, his milpa [corn
patch], his religious life (again the combination of ancient ritual combined with that of the Catholic
church), they too moved me to design just as their amazing textiles.”7 It gave the inhabitants time to
see Reeves as a human being rather than simply an itinerant traveler. After some time, some of the
villagers agreed to pose for paintings for both Reeves and the Springarns. Despite her admiration for
the “beautiful costumes” of the native peoples, her admiration only extended so far to the people
themselves as culture shock set in; she characterized them as “gaudy little tribes” composed of people
who were “as shy as rabbits.”8
Newspapers recounted Reeves's collecting expedition in sensational terms, noting that she dared
to go where no white woman had ever been seen, visiting remote villages where natives cowered at the
sight of the traveling party, because, “tourist motorcyclists in goggles were taken for fearsome devils.” 9
In addition to confronting native peoples' fear at the sight of strange foreigners, the task of textile
collecting proved more challenging than perhaps expected. Based on her interactions with native
peoples in the villages she visited and their apparent reluctance to sell her articles of clothing, Reeves
believed native peoples to be completely indifferent to American money. Because of their reluctance to
part with their handwoven clothing, even for immediate cash, Reeves's resulting collection contained
7

Ibid.
Ibid.
9
“U.S. Women Hunt Through Central America for Fabric Designs: Ruth Reeves Ventures into Strange Area for
Inspiration,” The Tuscaloosa News, July 12, 1934.
8

109

incomplete costumes and mismatched pieces. Their resistance underscored the inequality inherent in
these transactions. Determined to continue building the collecting, she resorted to paying Mayan
women exorbitant sums of money for their most beautiful items of clothing. She seemed not to
understand the spiritual significance of these items to their owners, nor interested in the ways these
pieces reflected both Mayan culture and cosmovision.
Reeves's own descriptions of the method in which she collected the pieces suggested the
considerable difficulty she encountered as she attempted to persuade local women to part with their
handwoven clothing. The Tuscaloosa Journal reported:
“The colorful garments had been hand-blocked, colored, and woven by the wearers.
Prayers had been said during the weaving and the witch doctors had murmured
incantations. The finished product meant something almost sacred to each owner. Often it
had taken four or five months to complete.
'I paid $5 for a festival huipil, or blouse, belonging to one woman,' Miss Reeves
relates,'and although five dollars is a great deal of money to a Guatemalan--their average
pay is something like ten cents a day--I thought that the gaunt, stern-faced old woman
would snatch her huipil back from me when she saw me about to bear it away. It took six
of her male relatives to restrain her from doing just that. To soothe her, they went out and
got the five dollars changed into small silver so that it made a great double handful.
But even then she looked at it briefly and turned her great wistful eyes toward me and the
huipil. If I had not rushed away when I did, I would have weakened and returned it to her.
The last I saw of her, she was kneeling in the public square, looking after me. I felt
dreadful, yet I knew her lovely huipil might be the beginning of something just as lovely in
this country--a new kind of design--so I hardened my heart.'"10
Despite the difficulties involved in obtaining the textiles she sought, Reeves attempted to gain
the friendship and trust of local women, showing them pictures of her children, which she believed
represented an “international language among women.” Her efforts seemed to pay off on the occasions
when local native peoples in the communities she visited would allow Reeves to photograph and paint
portraits of them. She noted that, “...If they like you, they would let you photograph or draw them. If
10
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they did not, they could not be paid to pose.”11
On their return to Guatemala City, Reeves and her traveling companions stopped at the
picturesque village of Chichicastenango, famous for its adherence to pre-Columbian religious rituals.
They observed the Good Friday ceremonies of the local Masheños that reflected centuries of religious
syncretism. Reeves described it as, “...Catholicism all mixed up with Mayan rites.” The ritual use of
alcohol during these peculiar ceremonies had come to the attention of the U.S. public through
anthropological fieldwork; Ruth Bunzel's 1934 study of the village brought many of its cultural
intricacies to life.12 Amy Springarn apparently experienced a strange religious vision inside the small
Spanish colonial church of Santo Tomás, envisioning Reeves and Honor at the ruins of Uaxactun in the
remote northern department of Petén. Reeves explained vaguely, “...to make a long story short, on her
knees, it came to Amy to "blow" Honor and me to an expedition in Uaxactun (pronounced
Waschacktoon), the great Mayan ruins in the jungle of the Petén district of Guatemala.”13 Reeves took
Amy's vision as an affirmative sign that she and Honor should travel to Uaxactun, an early Classic
period Mayan archaeological site undergoing excavations sponsored by the Carnegie Institution. Amy
departed after Easter; still inspired by her vision, Reeves and Honor made plans to travel north to the
remote, jungle-covered region of the Petén. Recreational travel to any of the numerous archaeological
sites of the Petén would not become a major feature of the tourist experience until the construction of
paved airstrips and passable roads in the 1950s. Traveling to Uaxactun meant a difficult, arduous
11
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journey with a machete in hand to bushwhack through some of the hottest and densest jungle
imaginable.
Reeves found that her official connection with the Carnegie Institution opened both scientific
and diplomatic doors, enabling her to establish friendships with archaeologists working on Carnegie
Institution-sponsored excavations. “It was through the Carnegie Institute [sic] representatives down
there, one of them Carnegie's nephew, Oliver G. Ricketson, and his wife, also an archaeologist, that I
met the Legation people as well as the scientists--and these were all rich contacts,” she wrote.
Ricketson proved one of Reeves's most professional acquaintances; he facilitated her visit to the Petén
region and provided lodging at the Uaxactun camp. He and his wife, Edith Hill Bayler, had been
working in Guatemala on various archaeological projects alongside Sylvanus Morley in some of the
most remote areas of the northern Petén region, including Uaxactun and Piedras Negras, since the
1920s.14 Bayler proved a particularly useful connection, as she had already begun to assemble what
would eventually become known as one of the most complete collection of Maya textiles and
traditional costumes, composed of representative samples from even the tiniest villages. These
archaeological and ethnographic contacts led to further ones, until Reeves found herself socializing
with some of the most influential and prominent people in Guatemala, including tourism entrepreneur
Alfred Clark of Clark's Tours and future University of Chicago trained anthropologist Antonio Carrera
Goubaud.15
Returning to Guatemala City from Chichicastenango, Reeves and Honor Springarn flew to
Petén, landing on a rudimentary airstrip owned by the Wrigley's corporation. The Petén , with its
abundance of chicozapote trees, provided the bulk of the of chicle sap for Wrigley's chewing gum; the
corporation had constructed of numerous rough airstrips for the export of raw chicle latex to the United
14
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States for further manufacture.16 Once there, Reeves met up with an English couple, Mr. and Mrs.
Adams, who managed the chicle camp and loaned her a mule train, guides, and food. Mr. Adams
expressed concern about Reeves's proposed trip, telling her,“I feel as if I were feeding Christians to the
lions, letting you go like this--but remember, no adventures. Adventure merely means carelessness!"
From the chicle camp, Reeves and Honor Springarn embarked on a jungle trek with their guides s to
the isolated archaeological sites of Uaxactun and Tikal. During the three day trek through the jungle,
the travelers experienced sudden, unexpected deluges of hot tropical rain, bathed in lakes filled with
alligators, and received nocturnal visits from silent jaguars curious about their temporary jungle camps.
Despite these inevitable hazards, Reeves claimed that her trek did not represent any “real adventure,” in
the sense that she had not been careless and would not have to explain any trouble to the Adams' upon
her return to the chicle camp.17
Although she had already seen the impressive stelae at Quiriguá when she had first entered
Guatemala en route to the capital, Reeves nonetheless expressed delight at the sight of the excavations
in progress at Uaxactun. Ledyard Smith, Oliver Ricketson’s assistant, allowed her to observe, as his
team extracted ancient Mayan artifacts from the ruins, including fish bones, a jade bead, and some
dried shrubs, from the ruins. Laying her hands on the pieces, she felt a thrill from handling objects that
hadn’t been touched or seen for centuries. She recounted the sensation of mystery: “...not a large
"haul" this, but it was very exciting nevertheless to be seeing and touching things which hadn't been
seen and touched for hundreds of years--and to conjecture on the ways of that ancient Mayan, just why
a jade bead had been buried with him and what the hieroglyphics meant and the fish bones.” Despite
the occasional excitement of a potentially important discovery, the work seemed tedious, time
16
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consuming, and largely speculative. “They are digging through the 2nd Empire architecture to the
remains of the first to see if these findings when compared to either Mayan architectural findings in
Mexico and Honduras will yield any further evidence with might help to unravel the "Mayan
riddle...And my guess as to what the water supply was, is just about as good as yours or Morley's or
Spinden's or any of the Mayan archaeologist authorities; that's what makes this Mayan mystery such
fun--anyone can come in on it; its a free flight, so to speak.”18 From Uaxactun, the travelers headed to
Tikal. As major excavations would not be carried out until the 1950s, much of the site's greatest
treasures remained buried under a dense layer of jungle foliage. Not much could be seen. She summed
up her visit to Tikal in one short paragraph, noting that the voracious jungle threatened to swallow up
the ancient city again.
After four adventurous months in Guatemala, Ruth Reeves returned to New York with over two
hundred items that she had assembled. She was bursting with inspiration to begin work on her new
collection of Guatemalan textile designs that would be exhibited in two public shows.

COLLECTING TRADITIONS
Reeves's mission to collect indigenous textiles represented a small part of a lengthy and wellestablished tradition of collecting material culture that had spanned centuries of human history.19 Based
on a new scientific collecting practices, as well as the rise of cultural institutions such as natural history
museums, the collecting impulse reached new heights during the nineteenth century. Scientists of all
types, including amateur and professional botanists, historians, and archaeologists, amassed collections
of a wide variety of materials in order to better understand the natural world and human cultures. Once
18
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collected, the assembled objects represented a manageable microcosm of the natural world and
facilitated scientific studies centered on taxonomic organizing principles designed to create order from
a Western point of view. Scientific collecting epitomized the Western desire to classify, organize, and
understand natural history; the institutionalization of collections and their subsequent display resulted
in the establishment of general museums of natural history dedicated to the public exhibition of
scientific knowledge; in turn, these new institutions created new intellectual networks based on the
exchange of material culture.20 Organized collections of objects imposed an artificial, but “logical”
structure to the seemingly chaotic and mysterious natural world. Viewed together, collected objects
implied a narrative structure and a rational system of organization that collection viewers could
understand. Collecting also retained a close relationship with practices of colonialism, as the collection
of unfamiliar material objects, including archaeological remains, textiles, and later, souvenirs,.
established symbolic empires based on the appropriation of tangible bits of foreign cultures.21 The
practice of collecting created a ready-made pool of data that could be analyzed in the pursuit of
scientific knowledge.
Gustav Eisen represented one of the many collectors that visited Guatemala in the late
nineteenth century. Eisen, a Swedish-born naturalist and museum curator for the California Academy
of Sciences, had numerous scientific interests that included ethnography, archaeology, biology, and
cartography. In 1902, Phoebe Apperson Hearst commissioned him to travel to Guatemala in order to
create a textile collection for the new museum of anthropology at the University of California at
Berkeley. Eisen was no stranger to Central America; he had traveled extensively through Guatemala,
El Salvador, and Honduras in the late 1880s. During these earlier trips, he had conducted ethnographic
20
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surveys on the less-well known native cultures of the Pacific coast and provided descriptive accounts of
the small caches sculptures and artifacts he found.22 The 1902 expedition shifted his attention towards
textiles and the material productions of contemporary native peoples. Eisen braved poorly constructed
roads, unreliable transportation, and linguistic difficulties, but he scoured the western highlands,
purchasing clothing and common woven household textiles from local people, in markets, and through
middlemen. His travels took him to some of the most remote areas of the highlands in search of a wide
variety of distinctive textile designs and styles. He often assembled complete costumes of both men
and women, but many of these were lost as curators traded separate pieces to other museums in
exchange for other items. Eisen's textile collecting expedition not only resulted in a spectacular
collection for the Hearst Museum, but also a detailed series of photographs that provided ethnographic
context for the woven pieces.23
International interest in the collection and display of Mayan textiles grew steadily throughout
the early part of the early twentieth-century, leading to a number of public exhibitions of Indian arts
and crafts in which they were included. In 1927, the Foreign Trade Club of Southern California
sponsored a show of Mayan textiles and other handicrafts, that included Indian women's clothing, as
well as tribal masks used in religious fiestas. Guatemalan painter and sculptor Rafael Yela Günther,
considered the nation's expert on Mayan art, had assembled the collection during a six-month trip to the
highland area of Quiché. Yela's personal interest in Maya art stemmed from his close friendships with
a coterie of Mexican intellectuals, including muralist Diego Rivera and anthropologist Manuel Gamio.
Rivera and Gamio encouraged Yela's interest in Mayan material culture, leading him to begin collecting
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pieces of pre-Columbian art —using an artistic, rather than an anthropological approach. Yela, also an
archaeologist by hobby, worked with Gamio in Mexico at Teotihuacan and later with Alfred Kidder and
Edgar Lee Hewett at the pre-Classic Kaminaljuyú site near Guatemala City; his work on archaeological
sites strongly influenced his artistic productions.24 When shown in the U.S., audiences interpreted his
textile collection as a representation of unadulterated pre-Columbian cultural traditions. During the
exposition of textiles at the Foreign Trade show, the Los Angeles Times marveled at the “exact replicas”
of ancient textile designs, postulating that the textiles appeared exactly as they would have one
thousand years prior to the Spanish conquest. Furthermore, the paper noted the conspicuous lack of
“white influence,” in the designs, suggesting (erroneously) that the purity of the K'iche' textiles
stemmed from their successful evasion any type of foreign contact since the sixteenth century.25 These
“primitives” had remained pure and therefore, authentic.
By the 1930s, the work of assembling textile collections shifted largely to women who
specialized in design and textile arts. In addition to Ruth Reeves, several women traveled to (or
sponsored expeditions to) Guatemala during the 1930s to collect textiles either independently or on
behalf of several research institutions, including Lily de Jongh Osborne, Lila M. O' Neale, and Matilda
Geddings Gray. The daughter of a Dutch diplomat and wife of an UFCO manager, Lily de Jongh
Osborne lived in Central America for over twenty years, independently assembling a massive, personal
Guatemalan textile collection that was later shown in the U.S. Dr. Lila M. O'Neale, a professionally
trained anthropologist and indigenous textile curator at the anthropology museum at the University of
California, traveled to Guatemala in 1936 to continue textile collection for the Carnegie Division of
Historical Research. O'Neale had first encountered indigenous textiles during her graduate research
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studies under the direction of Alfred Kroeber, who needed a textile expert to analyze a collection of
traditional clothing from Peru. Her unique training in anthropology and indigenous textile design made
her the logical choice to continue the Carnegie Institution's textile collection projects after 1935.26
During the same period, Matilda Geddings Gray, a philanthropist, sponsored several expeditions under
the auspices of the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University to Central America to
obtain textiles Although she didn't herself travel to Guatemala, she nonetheless provided the necessary
funding for Danish explorer and archaeologist Frans Blom to collect textiles on her behalf.27
The surge in Guatemalan textile collecting during the 1930s in Guatemala represented an
extension of earlier U.S. ethnographic collecting traditions from the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Teams of scientists and explorers from the Bureau of American Ethnology , such as John
Wesley Powell, Jesse Walter Fewkes, and W.J. McGee, engaged in the active collection of ethnographic
objects and material culture from the tribes of the U.S. Southwest in order to create repositories for
ethnographic research. Although previous collectors envisioned them as subjects for future research,
many ethnographic collections had been assembled haphazardly, resulting in incomplete or
unrepresentative collections. Nevertheless, the creation of collections reflected other objectives as
well, including providing evidence for evolutionary theories and conserving national cultural
patrimony, Most importantly, collecting often served as an important part of ethnographic salvage
efforts; most collectors only collected the objects they considered the most pristine and untouched by
outside influences.28 The underlying assumptions that guided early ethnographic collecting resulted in
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extensive, but unrepresentative collections. Museum collection efforts, no matter how well planned
and executed, could not represent accurately the entirety of a particular ethnic group's material
culture.29
From 1915 to 1928, the overflowing ethnographic collections in U.S. museums and galleries
served as important sources of inspiration for industrial designers. In 1915, New York's Metropolitan
Museum of Art exhibited its extensive textile collection, composed of fabric samples from around the
world, in hopes of sparking American designers' imaginations. Because the war that engulfed Europe
effectively had halted imports of European fabric designs, the Met aimed to demonstrate that a wealth
of textile inspiration could be found at home.30 In a similarly unprecedented move, the American
Museum of Natural History opened its ethnographic collections, including its storage items, to
industrial designers and department stores in order to provide new inspiration to a lackluster design
industry. The collections included ethnographic objects from around the world, including Javanese
textiles and Siberian fish skin coats, as well as a substantial collection of material culture from both the
Mesoamerican and Andean regions. Although prominent women's fashion journalist M.D.C. Crawford
had launched the project, a motley group of professional anthropologists, museum curators, and fashion
journalists cooperated in order to encourage industrial designers to develop a uniquely “American”
visual language and style based on the cultural productions of supposedly primitive native peoples of
the Americas. A number of prominent industrial designers, including Ruth Reeves, participated in this
brief initiative.31 The strongly ethnographic flavor of many industrial designs during the early
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twentieth-century reflected a series of diverse attempts to establish a new type of modernism distinct
from its European roots.32 Museums of modern art continued to display ethnographic objects and
archaeological artifacts into the 1930s as a part of efforts to demonstrate the connections between
ancient sculptures and modern art. The New York Museum of Modern Art, for example, proudly
displayed an original stelae from the Guatemalan Mayan site Piedras Negras as a part of its “American
Sources” exhibition in 1933.33

MODERNISM, SOCIAL REALISM, MURALISM, AND BACK TO THE
PRIMITIVE
Reeves's early use of ethnographic collections and her beliefs that the so-called primitive arts of
Guatemala held the key to sparking new innovations for a lackluster textile industry reflected a larger
shift within the modern art movement in the early part of the twentieth century. Modernism, a
philosophical movement dating from roughly the 1860s through the 1970s, rejected many of the
underlying premises of the Enlightenment; rapid socio-economic changes and the violence of World
War I led to profound doubts about the virtue of unwavering faith in the inexorable progress of
industrialization and urbanization. Modernist thought came to infuse a variety of fields, such as
architecture, literature, and art. Its application to art resulted in a shift away from traditional, realistic
forms of representation and the beginnings of abstract and conceptual artistic expression. Modernist
painters and sculptors attempted to harness a spirit of experimentation and innovation, breaking both
established compositional rules and aesthetic traditions. Diverse modern art styles from Europe,
including Cubism, Fauvism and Expressionism, made a grand entrance into the U.S. as part of the 1913
32
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International Exposition of Modern Art, held in the exhibition space of the New York's 69th Regiment
Armory. The show, which featured now-famous works by Pablo Picasso and Marcel Duchamp among
others, shocked public audiences accustomed to traditional artistic styles that depicted a realistic view
of the world. Art critics who attended the show commented on the strangeness of the works,
particularly the “weird pictures by Cubists.”34 The exposition, later known as simply the Armory Show,
broke with established aesthetic norms, inciting fierce criticism of the modernist styles, but also
inspiring a new generation of U.S. artists and designers to begin their own experimentations with new
styles and techniques.35
The experimental and rebellious nature of modernism echoed the parallel development of a
seemingly antithetical style that came to be known as Social Realism. Despite divergent aesthetic
styles, both modernism and social realism emerged out of a profound disillusionment with the failed
promises of industrial capitalism and the senseless violence of the First World War. Both rejected
established aesthetic norms and antiquated notions of appropriate subjects for artistic expression.
Social Realism, however, veered sharply away from the abstract and experimental feeling of
modernism and sought to provide authentic depictions of daily life. Artists employed social realism in
diverse mediums such as filmmaking, muralism, and photography in order to capture realistic scenes of
the experiences of working class or rural people. Many of these works retained a heavily ethnographic
flavor that drew from exposé traditions of the nineteenth century, such as the work of photographer
Jacob Riis and writer Upton Sinclair; documentary photography projects of federal programs, such as
those of the Farm Security Administration, continued these practices. Social realism often employed a
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critical approach that implored viewers to analyze the socio-economic and political conditions that led
to widespread social displacement and crushing poverty.36 Social realism also influenced many works
of American literature, many of which sought to bring the lives of common people into popular
consciousness. Finally, social realism had a pronounced effect on the work of Mexican muralists,
where it overlapped with emerging public discourses about the redemptive nature of indigenous
cultures.
The indigenista art movements in Latin America closely resembled the work of American social
realists, but they drew their greatest inspirations from the cultural traditions of rural native people. The
three major Mexican muralist painters, Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David Alfaro
Siquieros, employed images of native peoples in order to reunify that nation after the intense violence,
factionalism, and social upheaval of the Mexican revolution. Inspired by intertwined discourses of
socialism and indigenismo, their works visually positioned native peoples as the cultural foundation of
the modern nation and portrayed them as model citizens. The public murals conformed to the aesthetic
ideals of social realism, employing an ethnographic approach that juxtaposed the daily lives of native
peoples and the urban working classes. Large murals adorned the walls of important buildings and
cultural spaces, such and the Palacio Nacional and the Palacio Nacional de Bellas Artes, and served
didactic purposes that taught the public about new revolutionary ideals and changed understandings of
national history.37 In addition, Carlos Mérida, a prominent Guatemalan artist, drew on the indigenista
approach of the Mexican muralists in his work, including series of lithographs that featured stylized
interpretations of the Mayan motifs of the Popol Vuh depicted vis-à-vis Cubism. Mérida learned about
modernism, primitivism, muralism, and indigenismo during his studies in Paris and through his close
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relationships with Mexican muralists and European modernists.38 The works of the muralists and other
Latin American artists toured major exposition venues in the United States, where audiences absorbed
visual images of native peoples and an entirely unfamiliar but exciting new aesthetic. The 1930
Mexican folk art exhibit at the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art displayed over three hundred
items of Mexican folk art, including featherwork, pottery, and embroidery, juxtaposing these works
with paintings and sculpture of modern Mexican artists. The show reached critical success, as more
than 25,000 people visited the exhibit in its first four weeks, eventually reaching over 400,000 during
its six month tour.39 After its run in New York, the show toured major cities and drew favorable
reviews for the originality and beauty of the folk art, referred to as the “applied arts,” implying their
quotidian characteristics. Critics particularly praised the indigenous textiles and pottery collections.40
Spurred on by growing public enthusiasm, Mexican popular arts flooded U.S. art markets, becoming a
staple in the galleries of affluent collectors and circulating a distinctly Mexican aesthetic style infused
with the critical quality of indigenous primitivism.
At the same time that Mexican muralists drew on the realistic style of social realism, seemingly
primitive artistic traditions became an integral part of experiments with modernist aesthetics between
the world wars. Extensive French colonialism in Africa had resulted in a steady stream of African
material culture that entered into the private collections and public museums of Paris, which in turn,
seeped into public consciousness.41 Inspired by the African artistic styles, European modernists began
to integrate African cultural motifs into their works. Pablo Picasso, for example, drew inspiration from

38
Grace Glueck, “Art: Merida, a Father Of Mexican Modernism: Duo at Recital Hall,” New York Times, May 29,
1981, sec. The Weekend, http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy2.library.arizona.edu/docview/121803138/abstract?
accountid=8360.
39
Helen Delpar, The Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations Between the United States and
Mexico (Tuscaloosa, Ala.: University of Alabama Press, 1992), 144–146.
40
Ibid., 143–145.
41
Sally. Price, Primitive Art in Civilized Places (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 1–7.

123

African tribal masks and sculptures and incorporated similar design elements into his Cubist works.42
American artists mingled with their European counterparts in Paris and absorbed the fusion of newly
discovered primitive aesthetics with modernist sensibilities. Although influenced by European artists,
American modernists sought to distinguish themselves from their European counterparts and establish a
truly distinctive American modernist school.
Indigenous art of the Americas served as the primary source of inspiration for American
modernists seeking to establish themselves as original artists independent of European artistic
influences. Artists first looked to the Indian cultures of the U.S. southwest and Pacific Northwest to
provide the “cultural cure” for a society in both aesthetic and social decline, seeking simple, primitive,
and handmade arts.43 Constantly searching for primitive artistic traditions thought to be untainted by
outside influences, writers and artists alike began to turn towards Latin America, the closest place to
experience personally the lure of the primitive and an untapped repository of Indian aesthetics.
Mesoamerica in particular, with its long history of indigenous artistry, served as the primary place from
which to create a more distinct aesthetic style based on Indian folk art rather than African tribal
traditions. With the end of the worst of the violence of the Mexican Revolution in 1920, American
modernists, as well as the U.S. public, looked to the remaining native cultures of Mexico and Central
America for aesthetic inspiration and ignited a new wave of cultural exchanges that shaped U.S.
artistic tastes.
With her feet firmly planted in the modernist camp, Ruth Reeves felt the perceptible shift in the
zeitgeist of the art world, as it looked to the seemingly primitive art of native peoples for fresh
inspiration. In her personal writings, she pondered questions of the move towards native peoples and
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aboriginal cultures as a vibrant source of influence on modern arts and designs. She commented on the
growing enthusiasm for primitive art, evident in the sheer number of gallery expositions dedicated to
not only African, and American Indian folk art, but also her own shows that highlighted Mayan
weaving traditions. She framed these artistic shifts as a rejection of the ugly conformity of the
increasingly machine-made textures of the U.S. cultural and artistic environment. “In short,” she
argued, “the social structure of our lives since the advent of the machine nearly one hundred and thirty
years ago has undergone not only economic mix-ups, but esthetic[sic] ones as well.” Reeves viewed
efforts to return the U.S. art scene to more authentic roots centered on the “arts of the common man” as
a renunciation of the soulless industrialism of the machine age of the 1920s and 1930s. She described
this rejection as nothing less than an aesthetic revolution:
“But gradually, taking more and more definite shape after the Great War, there came an
aesthetic revolt from the Machine's ineptitudes. And it was during this revolt that we
“moderns” fled to the primitive. Partly, I believe, as a reaction to the gimmickry and
meaninglessness of the machine's productions.”44
Reeves identified her desire for the simplicity of the handmade arts as one of the main
motivations behind her trip to Guatemala in 1934; nevertheless, as always, she was quick to point out
that she did not intend to copy exactly the textiles she collected, but rather infuse her designs with a
sense of primitive “vigor, honesty, and simplicity,” qualities she found lacking in machine-made
patterns.45 Her comments underscored the complex relationship between modernist artistic styles and
the anti-modernist ethos that modernists sought to embrace.
Despite stylistic differences, modernism, social realism, and Mexican muralism all sought to
rescue the quotidian cultural traditions of common people and alternatively drew inspiration from
native peoples, rural farmers, or the working classes; however, they also all adhered to an underlying
44
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gendered logic. Reeves's modernist textile designs not only played on popular perceptions of the
unadulterated nature of native women as bearers of cultural traditions, but also emphasized the
relationship between the handmade simplicity of Indian women's clothing and white middle-class
women's inherent domestic nature. Social realism called attention to the socio-economic dislocation of
the working classes; however, it also reinforced images of traditional gender roles of working men and
homemaking women as a means to assuage public anxieties and reinstate social stability and economic
prosperity through a return to traditional gender roles.46 Dorothea Lange's classic 1936 black and white
portrait of Florence Owens Thompson as the Migrant Mother evoked public sympathy towards the
tragedy of the suffering uprooted, homeless mother unable to care adequately for her children.47
Muralist Diego Rivera employed gendered assumptions in many of his works, often depicting Mexican
Indian women with a silent stoicism and making their poverty and suffering seem noble and even
admirable, such as in Profile of an Indian Woman with Lilacs. However, many of Rivera's works
played tricks with historical memory, conflating the indigenous past and present, making Indian
women's roles appear natural and timeless, untouched by modern realities.

ON IMPERIALIST NOSTALGIA, PUBLIC MEMORY, AND THE USES
OF HISTORICAL NARRATIVE
The intense artistic searching for authentic vestiges of the past reflected a growing sense of
imperialist nostalgia, forged out out a deep disillusionment with the lived realities of the early twentieth
century. The contrast between the economic prosperity, dynamism, and vitality of the so-called
“roaring twenties” with the gloomy austerity of the Great Depression greatly intensified perceptions of
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the recent past as a series of romantic memories and hazy recollections of better days. Anthropologist
Renato Rosaldo identifies imperialist nostalgia by its “innocent yearning” for an unspoiled past;
nonetheless, he argues that this type of romantic longing conceals a deep complicity with brutal
processes of destruction and domination, absolving participants of responsibility and transforming them
into innocent bystanders.48 Intimately connected to concepts of collecting and the practice of
ethnographic salvage, imperialist nostalgia tinged a wide variety of artistic efforts during the 1930s,
infusing artists' profound searches for greater meaning with a romanticism linked to beliefs about a
purer, simpler, and more authentic past that, in turn, shaped public memory.
Much as modernist painters had begun to draw on aboriginal art in order to critique previous
paradigms and reinvigorate artistic productions, a similar search for a more authentic past permeated
artistic and literary work influenced by Social Realism. Already disillusioned by the socio-economic
dislocation created by industrialization and urbanization, the sobering realties of the Great Depression
appeared to U.S. intellectuals and artists proof a massive failure of capitalism and a clear harbinger of
an impending anomie. Alarmed by the bleakness of the present and future, writers and photographers
looked to the past and employed their respective media to capture what they believed remained of the
vanishing U.S. rural traditions that provided a stark contrast to urban sprawl and widespread misery.
Combining social realism with a nostalgic longing for a more idyllic past, the works of Zora Neale
Hurston, Dorothea Lange, John Steinbeck and others employed a heavily ethnographic approach in
order to create emotionally resonant representations of the poverty and socio-economic dislocation of
the Depression. Together, these written and visual images formed a corpus of what scholar James S.
Miller has termed, “capitalist ethnography”; they implied that the rural traditions of common people
represented a bygone era uncontaminated by the brutality of capitalism, an idealized “before” snapshot
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of a bucolic rural past that contrasted sharply with the grim “after” of the industrial present.49 Although
they did not seize on the cultural traditions of native people in order to expose the ruthlessness of
capitalist logic, many writers and artists nevertheless evoked earlier practices of nineteenth century
salvage ethnography; both capitalist and salvage ethnography followed a similar rationale in that they
sought to create collections of visual and literary images in order to memorialize rapidly disappearing
authentic cultural and “folk” traditions.
Nevertheless, as Miller further argues, although these works purported to recover vestiges of a
vanishing past, they imperceptibly invented an idealized memories that legitimated the capitalist
present. Capitalist logic infused these ethnographies even as they sought to criticize the lopsided nature
of structural socioeconomic inequalities; capitalist ethnography of the 1930s constructed strongly
romanticized images of the rural past as an era before prior to the coming of industrial capitalism, but
that in reality, represented the capitalist present. As an example, John Steinbeck's literary masterpiece,
The Grapes of Wrath, paid homage to a simpler American past based on the folksy rural ways of the
Joad family; nevertheless, the family was just as much a product of the forces of capitalism as the elite
urban bankers who evicted them from their farm. The destruction of rural traditions and the growth of
industrialized urban areas were mirror images of a single, seamless process. Because dust-covered and
barren rural landscapes dotted with crumbling, abandoned buildings and the lives of simple rural
people had been changed so profoundly, they began to be regarded as vital parts of American cultural
heritage in need of rescue. Positioning rural people and their traditions during the 1930s as
representatives of an authentic and pristine pre-capitalist past provided capitalism with seemingly
legitimate credentials, granting it claims folk roots and a tangible sense of cultural heritage. Images of
these imaginary folk roots and mythological cultural heritage, in turn, obscured the savagery of
49
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capitalist expansion and created public consensus about its utility and desirability, profoundly shaping
public historical memories of the past.50
The popular capitalist ethnography of the U.S. during the 1930s paralleled an equally urgent
search for authenticity and the re-discovery of native cultural roots in Guatemala. Guatemalan
intellectuals, many of whom were prominent or founding members of the Sociedad de Geografia e
Historia, engaged in the practice of ethnographic salvage through their appropriation and reproduction
of the cultural traditions of native peoples. The re-creation of indigenous traditions drew inspiration
from field research and collecting expeditions conducted among highland Mayan tribes in order to
infuse non-Indian dances, music, and literary traditions with an authentic indigenous flavor and
primitive feeling. In addition to his visual works that featured Mayan indigenous traditions, Carlos
Mérida also visually documented indigenous dances, bringing these traditions to wider audiences.
Antonio Carrera Goubaud published his research on the K'iche' religious ceremony known as the
Guaxajquip Bats[sic] in 1935, noting the continued importance of the ancient Mayan ritual calendar to
contemporary native religious practices.51 National histories, especially those that chronicled the preColumbian period, also received substantial reinterpretations, which positioned native peoples as the
cultural foundation of the modern nation. Of particular importance was the publication of J. Antonio
Villacorta's new bilingual translation of the famed Popol Vuh in 1927, which supplemented the text
with his own archaeological research.52 The translation made waves both in Guatemala and in the U.S.
because of the higher degree fidelity of the translation to the original text than had been accomplished
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in previous versions, which highlighted the existence of an unbroken substratum of Mayan
cosmovision.53 Indigenista literary works and novels, particularly those by Flavio Herrera, also served
as popular ethnographies, capturing what he believed constituted the authentic essence of native
peoples.54 Guatemalan intellectuals, including artists, musicians, and writers, imagined that the cultural
practices they observed, including weaving, food, and Mayan language usage, represented pure preHispanic cultural traditions and viewed native peoples as living relics of a distant past. As Carrera
Goubaud noted:
“It is of great interest to observe how, in the passage of four centuries, since the arrival of
the Spanish to these lands, there persist, still tenacious in the Indians of the Guatemalan
highlands, vestiges of the autocthonous past, going back to times of remote antiquity.”55
The reproduction of Mayan cultural traditions represented a new twist on older evolutionist and
salvage ethnographic practices. Guatemalan intellectuals no longer relied on assumptions about the
inevitable physical disappearance of native peoples, but instead based their salvaging efforts around
expectations of eventual cultural integration and the subsequent extinction of native traditions.
Presumptions about the loss of Mayan cultural traditions evoked yet a further sense of imperialist
nostalgia and efforts to rescue a cultural heritage in danger of being lost.
Guatemalan intellectuals constructed a particular concept of a shared cultural heritage based on
indigenous traditions, but aimed to disseminate their visions of the authentic national past to both
domestic and international audiences through popular events. Under the Ubico dictatorship, the
national summer fairs provided ample opportunity for the dissemination of the type of indigenous
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practices designed to unite the nation under a shared sense of cultural heritage. Held annually in
November throughout the 1930s, the national fairs featured the types of exhibits popular at larger
world's fairs: a noisy midway that competed for visitors' attention with heart-stopping motorcycle races
and elaborate horsemanship demonstrations performed by military cadets. The industrial and
agricultural exhibits showcased tangible evidence of the nation's commitment to industrialization and
export agriculture, including displays of maize, coffee, and bananas, as well as manufactured
mahogany furniture in a chic ultra-modern style. The industrial exhibits provided a visual juxtaposition
with the display of Indian handicrafts, which invariably drew greater attention from visitors.
Reminiscent of the ethnographic villages of the world's fairs of the late nineteenth century, the fair
provided a constructed Indian village designed to resemble a highland marketplace. The national fairs
brought rural Mayan cultural traditions to urban public audiences, creating an invented ethnographic
spectacle based on the visual exhibition and sale of Indian crafts. These fairs represented an important
part of not only Ubico's domestic agenda, but also that of indigenistas because they served an
educational purpose; they taught urban residents, isolated within the confines of Guatemala City, about
the indigenous traditions that indigenistas hoped would produce a shared sense of national cultural
identity.
The Indian village provided foreign and national visitors close-up views and opportunities to
photograph Mayan people hard at work making their traditional crafts. The native exhibits included
live demonstrations of “Indian handicrafts,” such as ceramic and textile arts, as well as Mayan women
grinding corn on stone metates and then cooking handmade tortillas on clay comales.56 The textile
displays proved particularly popular, as Indian women wove colorful huipiles, blankets, and rugs with
intricate designs on traditional backstrap looms to the delight of visitors. To add to the constructed
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Indian ambiance, a full marimba band tapped out familiar rhythms and “ancient melodies on a handmade marimba constructed of gourds.”57 Significantly, many crafts on display represented the cultural
productions of Indian women. Visitors commented on the seemingly timeless nature of the handicrafts.
“...weavers at ancient handlooms copy their textile designs handed down from mother to daughter for
untold generations...”58 These representations drew on gendered assumptions about women as
fundamental links in a chain of cultural transmission that stretched back for centuries. Despite obvious
similarities with earlier practices of live ethnographic display, the Guatemalan fairs nonetheless
differed in at least one crucial respect from their predecessors. Whereas late nineteenth century
expositions had displayed Indian culture as an example of savagery and backwardness—a foil to
contrast discourses of civilization, Guatemalan fairs of the 1930s instead employed folkloric
“handicrafts” to serve as a point of comparison for future capitalist industrialization and expansion.
Not only did native arts provide examples of seemingly pre-capitalist traditions, they also served
distinctly capitalist purposes as cultural commodities with monetary value.
In addition to the efforts of Guatemalan intellectuals to construct what they believed represented
a broad and inclusive sense of cultural heritage, anthropologists and ethnographers inadvertently
participated in this process as well. Through the collection of ethnographic data, anthropologists
recorded and subsequently defined the parameters of Indian cultural identity, which included
information on food, language, and “penny economies,” as well as deeply rooted cultural traditions,
such as folk tales. Nevertheless, some important parts of indigenous evaded collection by
anthropologists. This can be seen in the case of Sol Tax's attempts to collect folk tales in
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Chichicastenango during 1934. Tax, as well as Ruth Bunzel and University of Chicago linguist Manuel
Andrade, all tried different solicitation techniques to persuade local Masheños to tell them folk tales.
Well developed oral traditions formed an integral part of social interactions in most highland Indian
villages and the huge Indian market at Chichicastenango seemed a likely place to collect a rich variety
of traditional folk tales. Much to their surprise, the efforts of all three social scientists were met with at
best only the tiniest of successes or outright refusal. Tax achieved the greatest success of the three, as
he managed to collect four entire stories, including an Indian adaptation of Bible stories that blended
specific Guatemalan cultural details, such as quetzal birds, cacao, and maíz, with the stories of both the
crucifixion of Christ and the origin story as told in the book of Genesis. In his efforts to collect stories,
Manuel Andrade employed his extensive knowledge of Mesoamerican indigenous languages and drew
on his years of personal experience collecting folklore in other parts of Guatemala and southern
Mexico, but to no avail. Ruth Bunzel conducted field work in Chichicastenango a few years prior to
Sol Tax using methods she had used successfully at Zuni Pueblo in New Mexico, but despite her
efforts, was only able to obtain the same Biblical story as Tax had. She too concluded that folktales did
not exist in Chichicastenango. All three researchers (four, counting German geographer Leonhard
Shultze-Jena's later attempts) had gained important personal and ceremonial information from their
various informants, but on the subject of stories, the informants chose to remain silent. Tax puzzled
over the matter, wondering if perhaps Chichicastenango somehow had no folktales, but contrasted the
masheños' reluctance with the ease with which he had collected folktales in neighboring Panajachel
during his fieldwork in 1934-1935.59
The reasons for the paucity (in Tax's words) of stories in Chichicastenango remain unclear, but
suggests that although native peoples allowed certain cultural practices to be discussed by outsiders,
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such as clothing and songs, other types of indigenous knowledge, such as stories, remained carefully
guarded from outsiders. The refusal of the masheños to share their stories could be interpreted as a
form of resistance to the collecting practices of anthropology, as well broader political forces that
allowed foreigners (particularly foreign scientists) greater access to private cultural information about
highland Maya communities. It can also be seen as a way to protect outsiders, those who do not have
the status or power to hear certain stories or individuals the right to tell them, a type of ownership of
knowledge that is culturally specific. The discipline of anthropology eventually would undergo an
intensive self-examination in the late twentieth century, leading to recognitions about the relationship
between anthropology and colonialism; however, as early as the 1930s, recognizable patterns of neocolonial power struggles had begun to emerge clearly between anthropologists and the cultures they
studied. Anthropological data collection in the early twentieth century often exploited native peoples,
but in this case, the masheño community appears to have exercised their power to shape the collection
and subsequent construction of ethnographic data about themselves by simply not participating. The
reluctance of the masheños to tell their stories also further perpetuated the original problems of
assembling ethnographic collections: collections ultimately reflected not only the underlying biases of
the collectors, but also relied exclusively on the participation of native peoples. Their degree of
participation (or non-participation) in the collecting process resulted in a non-representative collection
of cultural practices, as well as incomplete and lopsided data sets.
The collection and transformation of specific indigenous cultural practices as timeless traditions
in Guatemala reflected larger regional trends throughout Latin America in which national intellectuals
sought to create a new national vocabulary of folkloric practices to promote social unity and a new type
of nationalism. After World War I, many nations in Latin America began to reject European-style ideas
of racial and cultural homogeneity as a prerequisite for the formation of a modern national identity,
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instead embracing a new style of cultural nationalism that rested on shared traditions and practices.
Because of the heterogeneity of many Latin American nations, which included a significant number of
immigrant communities as well as native peoples, the invention of shared cultural practices represented
an ideal solution to meld diverse populations into a single nation. In particular, Argentine intellectuals
sought to create folklore in order to weld its largely Italian immigrant population into a larger body
politic through the strategic use of meaningful national cultural symbols. Argentine intellectuals
argued that scientific study of the so-called “artes populares,” which included both Hispanic and
indigenous traditions, would promote national unity and minimize ethnic differences. Once suitable
popular traditions had been identified, they would be studied scientifically, reinvented as national
folklore, and broadcast to impressionable youths as a part of primary school education. In order to
promote the study of folklore, the Argentine Ministry of Public Education hosted an international
conference that aimed to bring together diverse understandings of folklore throughout Latin America.
In 1936, the Guatemalan government sent a delegation to the first Congreso de Folklore Hispanico e
Hispano-Americano held in Buenos Aires.60
The production of indigenous folklore and cultural heritage represented as much of an
intellectual invention as an evidential one that extended transnationally. The creation of the Carnegie
Institution's textile collection authenticated folkloric representations of Mayan people, which helped to
shape memories of the cultural past of the Americas for U.S. audiences. Refuting entrenched
stereotypes of the cultural inferiority of the Americas and linking the U.S. past to an ancient tradition
that rivaled that of Mesopotamia formed a large part of the rationale behind the creation of the Carnegie
textile collection. Although the collection reflected an outgrowth of the Carnegie Institution's scientific
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mission and ethnographic objectives, the institutionalization of the collection in a museum setting
immediately began to shape U.S. public memory of a particularly rich cultural heritage centered on the
material productions of native people. In a published statement, the Carnegie Institution revealed the
underlying importance of Reeves's collection and work: “"It is believed that the opportunity to see and
examine this collection of superb specimens of the handiwork of these representatives of an ancient
race will go far toward proving that the Americas have a cultural past which compares favorably in
many respects with that of the first great civilized societies that developed in the ancient Near East.”61
Framed in these terms, the purpose of the expedition, collection, and subsequent exposition,
represented a far greater ideological goal than the creation of a Guatemalan textile collection. Not only
did the Carnegie Institution's statement suggest a sense of cultural appropriation, but also that a
personal encounter with the authentic cultural productions of native peoples would ameliorate acute
American feelings of socio-economic alienation and cultural rootlessness.
Textile expositions represented an important way that public audiences understood native
peoples and their histories. Surging undercurrents of imperial nostalgia led to broad efforts to invent
certain types of cultural heritage and folkloric traditions that, in turn, shaped public memory of native
peoples. Expositions of textiles emphasized their beauty and originality, suggesting unbroken cultural
traditions that extended beyond the pre-Columbian period. Not only did these collections selectively
represent those parts of Mayan culture that collectors found beautiful, but also misrepresented native
peoples as relics of a distant and vanishing past. In portraying native cultural traditions as pure and
unadulterated representations of the indigenous past, collectors glossed over historical realities of the
violence and oppression that threatened indigenous cultural survival. Museums had served
traditionally as a site for the dissemination of invented versions of cultural heritage, but the shift
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towards making Mayan cultural consumable opened up a new crucial venue of display: the department
store.

INDIANS IN DEPARTMENT STORES
Macy's department store commercially produced five of Ruth Reeves's Guatemalan inspired
textile designs. Reeves's previous industrial designs, though influential, had not led to great
commercial success; her collaboration with Macy's offered an opportunity to see her genius spark an
aesthetic revolution in the heart of the American home. Macy's had established a considerable
reputation as a shopping mecca and design emporium, which gave Reeves's innovative new designs an
additional visibility and appeal that increased consumer demand for the pieces. The selection of
Macy's as the premier location to view and purchase the latest trends in home décor imbued popular
conceptions of Guatemalan primitivism with a patina of chic modernity. Because it linked indigenous
ethnographic items and consumer goods together in a narrative structure, the department store became
a crucial site for the creation of discourses about the relationship between modernity and primitivism,
as well as the link between indigenous people and emerging middle class identities.
Since the advent of the Industrial Revolution and the subsequent mass production of consumer
goods, the relationship between people and the items they purchased had changed dramatically. Rather
than the mundane chore of “buying” necessary household items, the act of purchasing standard goods
had been transformed into the leisure activity of “shopping” for luxury goods and aesthetically pleasing
utility items, like bed sheets. Department stores played an important role in this transformation;
massive department stores in large cities like New York began to resemble other venues of visual
display, such as world's fairs and museums. The cavernous space of the department store of the early
twentieth century often resembled the architecture found at popular international expositions and art
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museums, leaving shoppers in awe of the spectacle and theatrical nature of the commercial experience
that surrounded them. These stores began to focus not only on generating profits through sales, but
also on creating a new type of recreational shopping experience modeled on upper-class leisure habits.
The New York Times captured this sentiment shortly after the opening of Macy's in 1878, proclaiming,
“It is one of the sights of New York; it is one of the places to which everybody goes, whether they
intend to purchase or not.”62 The physical layout of large department stores encouraged people to stroll
leisurely through the displays to admire their artistic presentation, as well as to engage in the new
pastime of “window shopping.” In addition to consumer goods, these stores also began to feature
entertainment for shoppers, such as art displays and public presentations. Shopping became associated
with memorable events. Starting in 1924, Macy's began a new annual tradition when it sponsored a
massive Thanksgiving parade that celebrated the new consumer culture and featured marching bands,
live zoo animals, and Mickey Mouse. The carefully coordinated theatrics embedded in the shopping
experience ensured that a visit to a large department store, such as Wanamaker's, Marshall Field's, or
Macy's, represented a sensory experience that would not soon be forgotten.
Both pop culture icons and academic scholars and have argued that museums and department
stores often served similar social functions. Andy Warhol once quipped, “When you think about it,
department stores are kind of like museums.”63 Tony Bennett, in his examination of the “exhibitionary
complex,” argues that art museums share a number of features with other sites of visual display, such as
natural history museums, department stores, and international exhibitions. These institutions “formed
vehicles for inscribing and broadcasting messages of power...throughout society.”64 Department stores,
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like their museum counterparts, served not only as spaces for visual display, but also as a site for the
articulation of power relationships that functioned to inculcate bourgeois social and cultural values into
the shoppers. Nevertheless, these two institutions retained important differences. Museums,
particularly those devoted to art, remained more limited in their cultural influence because they
attracted a more narrow cross-section of society. Art galleries attracted wealthier clientèle who aimed
to advertise their upper-class status through the purchase of works of fine art. Department stores, on
the other hand, attracted a wide variety of customers from different social classes, including
immigrants, tourists, and consumers eager to purchase the right “stuff” that would imply their middleclass status. Museum and art galleries retained their exclusivity, while department stores served a
wider swath of the public and catered to their emerging material tastes. In this respect, department
stores ultimately may have exerted a greater cultural influence than museums. Furthermore, although
predicated on profit, these stores represented far more than crass consumerism; they informed cultural
notions about an emerging middle-class ethos based on the creation of a new type of visual language.
Just as in their world's fair counterparts, images of native people proved crucial to not only the
entertainment of shoppers, but also as a reference point of comparison to underscore the cultural
modernity and material progress of the department store. Images of the supposedly “vanishing race”
hanging on department store walls showed shoppers the point of convergence between the supposed
primitivism of indigenous people and suggested that the modernity of the shoppers.
The Wanamaker department stores in Philadelphia and later New York seized on public
fascination with native peoples, based on assumptions of their vanishing past and expectations of their
future extinction. Technological revolutions, such as the camera, brought a growing number of images
of native peoples directly to the public. Rodman Wanamaker personally funded a series of expeditions
New York: Routledge, 1995), 59–88.
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to photograph native tribes in the U.S. and display the subsequent images around the perimeter of the
Wanamaker department store. Wanamaker was not alone in funding private scientific expeditions to
capture images of doomed native people. In 1906, J.P. Morgan provided the necessary funding and
sponsorship of Edward Curtis's twenty year photographic study of North American tribes to record
vestiges of Indian traditions. Curtis's extensive photography project and the Wanamaker expedition
had much in common, in that both received private, rather than federal funding. The backers of the
Wanamaker venture often implied that the expedition represented a legitimate federally sponsored
project and no one on the Wanamaker team cared to correct this impression. The Wanamaker
expedition, however, had been conceived, sponsored, and promoted exclusively by the department
store without federal support or legitimization. Although scientific enterprises often enjoyed private
patronage, the false impression of government sponsorship made the Wanamaker expedition seem like
a legitimate federally funded project for the purpose of classifying and documenting Indian cultures.
Launched in 1908, the three consecutive Wanamaker expeditions to photograph U.S. Indian
tribes aimed to document the cultural practices of specific groups, while trying also to answer
fundamental questions about the nature of Indian people. The answers to persistent questions about the
identity of native peoples held clear implications for efforts to redefine the contours of both U.S. and
Indian citizenship.65 The third expedition, dubbed the 1913 “Expedition of Citizenship,” clearly
intended a much greater purpose than merely the photographic documentation of native tribes.
Purportedly centered on the visual ethnographic salvage of authentic Indian practices, the expedition
actually served to assuage social anxieties during a time of rapid demographic changes in the U.S.66
Joseph Dixon, the expedition's photographer, staged elaborate diplomatic ceremonies aimed to initiate a
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process of cultural assimilation and instill a fledgling sense of patriotism in the members of the tribes
he visited. He presented the tribes with their own American flags and recorded acceptance of the
“Declaration of Allegiance,” a document filled with patriotic rhetoric, but devoid of any official U.S.
government authority. Dixon believed that acceptance of the declaration would make Indian tribes feel
like part of a the nation and ignite a fervent desire on their to obtain U.S. citizenship, despite being
barred from official individual U.S. citizenship until 1924.67 At heart, the expedition sought to define
new parameters for citizenship, defining native peoples as part of the nation during a time of rising
anxiety over the rapid national socio-economic changes due to a large influx of Eastern European and
Southern immigrants.
Defining the parameters of U.S. citizenship through depictions of Indians coincided with the
role of department stores in the establishment of the cultural and racial identity of the new American
middle-class. Department stores promoted the cultural assimilation of a new wave of European
immigrants, as their immersion in a new language of consumerism diminished their foreignness.
Rather than exclusive enclaves of the wealthy, department stores began to focus on bringing luxury
goods to the masses and in doing so, helped to define the cultural markers of a new socio-economic
class. Rather than being defined solely by income, educational status, and occupation, belonging to the
middle-class became associated with a new constellation of readily-identifiable cultural symbols. The
stores introduced new types of home furnishings and fashions to consumers and promoted them as
visible way to identify the emerging, affluent middle-class. Being middle-class meant working not
only a respectable white-collar job, but also depended acquiring right, stylish home furnishings:
textiles, furniture, and clothing.68
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Perhaps most importantly, the act of purchasing an item from a department store made the item
not only a marker of social status, but also consumable and knowable. Department stores not only
classified new mass-produced material culture into individual departments, but also allowed shoppers
to consume and become familiar with the world around them. In this respect, department stores and
museums differed, as museum pieces could not often be purchased, especially not by aspiring middleclass consumers. Shopping for exotic textile designs at a department store evoked the feeling of
bringing back souvenirs from exotic vacation spots reserved for the wealthy. Many middle-class
consumers could not afford the expensive passage on UFCO's Grace Line ships or a full tour of the
Guatemalan highlands, but they could nevertheless purchase textiles that suggested a level of cultural
sophistication and means normally reserved from the upper classes. Once home with their purchases,
consumers could then arrange them however they wanted, thus fitting tangible items that reflected
Western conceptions of Mayan culture firmly into the American home. Additionally, through this
process of production, collection, reproduction, and consumption, each step served to sever the textiles
further and further from their original culturally-specific (and often village specific) meaning and add
new meanings to the object. Finally, consumers were left with a watered down perception about
indigenous people that likely left many with vague notions that equated Mayan people with pineapple
and banana wallpaper.
Department stores did not follow passively the capricious demands of their customers for new
types of household goods, but rather defined consumer tastes for them. This included introducing
consumers to novel trends and persuading skeptics to accept iconoclastic ideas about interior design
and décor. Home décor suffered from a state of ennui during the 1920s until the Paris Exposition of
Decorative Arts in 1925, which infused the field with new life and transformed approaches to interior
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design into what would later be known as art deco.69 A number of department store executives attended
the exposition, suggesting that department stores would play a major role in fomenting a new interest in
design trends for which shoppers showed little enthusiasm. The modernist aesthetic in the home gained
little acceptance within the emerging middle-class in the early twentieth-century, who viewed the style
as elitist and belonging exclusively to the upper class. Faced with the prospect of lukewarm public
acceptance to new design styles, Macy's took the lead in teaching consumers about modernism and
how its aesthetic principles could be applied to home design. Macy's began to teach its customers
about the basics of good design in Art in Trade and Art in Industry shows held during the 1920s, in
which consumers could immerse themselves in new styles of home furnishings and glimpse the future
of interior design.70
The department store experience during the 1920s and 1930s hinged on shifting ideas about the
meaning of modernity and the sale of “newness” rather than timeless, classical quality. Given this
heavy emphasis on conceptions of modernity in the home, the appearance of original, handmade
Guatemalan textiles and their adaptations could appear as either quaint anachronisms or as a throwback
to the simplicity of traditional craftsmanship of the Arts and Crafts movement of the early twentiethcentury. and as a poignant expression of the movement's pronounced “anti-modernism.” However, the
insertion of Mayan textile designs, their adaptations, and archaeological artifacts fit squarely within the
ethos of modernity that department stores aimed to cultivate. The juxtaposition inherent in the display
of these original Guatemalan pieces alongside their supposedly modern counterparts as works of art,
imbuing them with a sense of modernity despite their supposedly primitive origins.
Both Wanamaker's and Macy's keenly understood the role of images of native peoples in the
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setting of a modern department store. Each employed the display of visual images of native peoples in
juxtaposition in order to create a striking contrast between depictions of civilization and primitivism,
modernity and a supposedly vanished past. Furthermore, the display of images of Indian tribes and
material culture shaped public understandings of the timelessness of native peoples and positioned
them as living relics of the pre-Hispanic past. They appeared static and unchanging, trapped in a
primitive past; their seemingly static and quaint nature made their appearance in department stores so
striking in comparison to the nearly tangible sense of modernity on sale. This does not mean that all
the department stores used the same marketing techniques. Wanamaker's hung images of North
American native peoples around the perimeter of the store, while Macy's offered a more direct
experience that centered on the consumable nature of the materials derived from Mayan material
culture. Wanamaker's presented Indians as vestiges of the past, while Macy's presented them as vital
traditions integral to a modernist future.
Much of the marketing efforts of large department stores aimed to ensure the loyalty of female
shoppers. Department stores carried items that appealed to both genders, but women quickly became
the target of marketing and promotion campaigns because consumption was becoming women’s labor.
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Women remained responsible for purchasing basic goods for the household and the expansion of

their daily activities into consumer-oriented “shopping” seemed a logical extension their already
established duties: men produced money from work, women spent the money to make a nurturing and
pleasant home environment. Women's new roles as shoppers coincided with other cultural changes that
inspired women to take up more public roles and rebel against the cult of domesticity. Young women
seized new sexualized identities as flappers, flaunting convention in the most vulgar manner
conceivable with daring short hairstyles, outrageous jazz music, and public smoking. The public
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performance of such unbecoming behavior in male-dominated public life led to efforts to reign them in
through a new emphasis on the home and the allure of feminine domesticity. New architectural styles,
such as the bungalow, aimed to curb these social excesses and tie women more firmly to the home.72
New waves of consumer furnishings marketed at middle-class women encouraged them to take an
active role in decorating their homes in the latest styles, many of which drew on modernist sensibilities
rooted in primitive aesthetics. Drawing on growing public fascinations with Indian cultures in both the
U.S. and Latin America, women explored the regenerative effects of immersion in native cultures by
bringing redefined or reinterpreted native material culture and its designs into their homes. An integral
part of the Southwestern art manufacture and Latin American textile production, Indian women hand
crafted many of the fine pieces with which wealthy women adorned their homes. Mass machine
reproduction of Indian arts and textiles transformed Indian art into consumer items that middle-class
white women sought after as home furnishings and accent pieces, making the cultural identities of
native women the cornerstone of an emerging white, female middle-class identity.

THE ROCKEFELLER CENTER SHOW
Two separate textile shows grew out of the textile collection that Reeves assembled on the
behalf of the Carnegie Institution. The first, sponsored by the the National Alliance of Art and Industry
opened in the Mezzanine Gallery of the Rockefeller Center February 16 and was available for view
until March 1, 1935. On display only a year following the destruction of Diego Rivera's controversial
mural, “Man at the Crossroads,” that had featured an image of Vladimir Lenin, Reeves's textile
exposition demonstrated the Rockefeller Center's continued commitment to Latin American art; at
least, art devoid of divisive political commentary.73 The exposition consisted of traditional Guatemalan
72

Cheryl Robertson, “Male and Female Agendas for Domestic Reform: The Middle-Class Bungalow in Gendered
Perspective,” Winterthur Portfolio 26, no. 2/3 (July 1, 1991): 123–41.
73
“Rivera’s Lenin in Rockefeller Hall Destroyed During Night,” The Washington Post (1923-1954), February 13,

145

huipiles juxtaposed with Reeves's adaptations. Additionally, Edith Bayler Ricketson loaned the
exposition a large number of Guatemalan pieces from her own personal textile collection to round out
the holes in the collection Reeves had assembled. The exposition's sponsors included both prominent
scientific figures, such as Dr. and Mrs. John C. Merriam of the Carnegie Institution, as well as members
of the artistic community, including Mr. and Mrs. J.E. (Amy) Springarn. The exposition opened to
critical reviews and the exposition's catalog praised Reeves for infusing textile design with new
inspiration and providing an example of the future of design.74
The display featured the original Indian textiles hung around the walls of the Mezzanine. Some
were also fitted to foldable wire mannequins, so that viewers could easily envision the way the pieces
looked while worn. The paper-maché heads of the mannequins had been specifically modeled after
images of ancient Mayan effigies and glyphs that appeared in Herbert J. Spinden's archaeological
treatise, Ancient Civilizations of Mexico and Central America. The catalog's preface, penned by
M.D.C. Crawford, provided viewers with a romanticized view of the quaint indigenous traditions that
had informed Reeves's dynamic textile design. “Within easy access of our own borders,” he wrote,
“live a friendly, independent, beauty loving people going about their own affairs unconcerned by the
vast confusion of the modern world of which we are a part.”75 This statement implied that simply
through the act of viewing the textiles, visitors would be whisked away to a peaceful, rural past. The
exposition included not only traditional Guatemalan huipiles, but also other textiles, such women's
head coverings known as tzutes, fajas, and a wide variety of shawls. Reeves's hand-printed
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reproductions were shown adjacent to the originals, so that the viewers could understand immediately
the ways that Reeves interpreted the original textile designs and modified them to appeal to U.S.
audiences. Textile samples included a wall panel that depicted an indigenous woman from Santiago
Atitlán, various rugs, and upholstery fabrics.76 Photographs of native peoples taken by Henry Clay
Gipson for Grace Line complimented the exhibit, as well as Honor Springarn's watercolors that she had
painted during the Guatemala trip. The colors, textures, and ingenuity of Reeves's adaptations left
many viewers fascinated by the way she incorporated a truly Guatemalan flavor into modern textile
design. The New York Times wondered if, “...she [Reeves] has ever produced fabrics more beautiful
than some of the enchanting present examples that have grown out of her Guatemalan experience.”77
Critics as far as away as Chicago raved about the resulting collection of reproductions, marveling at the
beauty of the designs, their bold colors, and creativity, noting that, “...because of their [the textiles']
vigor, simplicity, and color, [they] fit perfectly into any contemporary room.”78 Only a “gaudy mural”
by Guatemalan painter Carlos Sanchez seemed to mar the beauty of the show.
The textile exposition held at the Rockefeller Center coincided with a similar textile exhibit,
shown in the foyer of the U.S. National Museum in Washington. The Washington show, a joint venture
between the Carnegie Institution and George Washington University, brought Guatemalan indigenous
cultural traditions to new audiences. The exhibit displayed the extensive personal textile collection of
Lilly de Jongh Osborne. An amateur textile collector and daughter of a Dutch diplomat, she had lived
in Guatemala for over twenty years and had amassed a sizable collection of Guatemalan textiles.79
Adrián Recinos, spoke at the event, which drew over 600 people.80 Recinos, a Guatemalan statesman
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and scholar of Mayan history, took personal responsibility for the promotion of the exhibition of Mayan
culture in U.S. venues. The collection drew considerable attention, for it contained samples of
traditional textile designs that had never been seen outside of Guatemala. Evoking both a sense of
ethnographic salvage and imperialist nostalgia, the Washington Post noted that many of the “true tribal
designs”were rapidly disappearing, as both men and women discarded traditional Indian clothing for
more modern styles.81
Not only did the public exposition of the Osborne textile collection reinforce gendered ideas
about women's seemingly natural affinity for textiles, but also strengthened gendered stereotypes about
native peoples, the Guatemalan nation, and the larger Central American region. In June of 1936, the
Washington Post ran an article that featured an interview with Lilly de Jongh Osborne, who discussed
the public exposition of her textile collection. The article offered glowing commentary on North
American women's new interest and appreciation for the “interesting” cultural productions of their
sisters in “feminine Central America.” The article highlighted the meaning of native women's clothing,
a highly visible marker of cultural difference. Drawing contrasts between the growing U.S. fashion
scene and Indian women's traditional clothing, de Jongh Osborne described the distinctive tribal
patterns that adorned women's huipiles and explained that most Indian women generally owned only
one full set of clothing. Although she cautioned readers of the Washington Post against the dangers of
stereotyping native women as if they constituted a homogeneous group, the paper nevertheless ran her
story about the complex cultural meaning woven into Guatemalan textiles with the generalizing
headline, “Latin American Women Interest U.S. Travelers.” Despite the headline, the article made no
mention of non-Indian women, focusing solely on the perceived cultural and racial peculiarities of
Washington Post (1923-1954), March 11, 1934.
81
Evelyn Peyton Gordon, “Guatemala’s Indian Craft Shown Today: Osborn Exhibit Will Be Opened at Museum by
Diplomat. Collection of Textiles Represents Rare Art Treasure.,” The Washington Post (1923-1954), March 15, 1934.

148

Indian women in Guatemala.82
The twin shows reinforced the reinterpretation of indigenous traditions as quaint expressions of
timeless folklore. Characterizing the Rockefeller show as a “unique display of folklore,” the New York
Times informed readers that Guatemalan textile traditions had “...changed little in artistry or technique
since the pre-Columbian times.” The paper furthermore linked indigenous “motifs” to the emergence
of modern textile design based on adaptations of ancient crafts. 83

THE MAYA ON DISPLAY AT MACY'S
The second showing of Reeves's textile designs took place at the Macy's department store and
differed from both the Rockefeller Center and National Museum shows in scope and focus. Although
museums and department stores shared many characteristics, the commercial aspect of the Macy's
show set it apart. The Rockefeller art gallery pieces were not offered for sale, while nearly everything
in the Macy's show could be purchased for a price. Macy's, as one of the largest department stores in
the nation, if not the world, held the power to define fundamentally the future styles of the American
home. The resulting mash-up between the Carnegie Institution and Macy's department store imbued
the textile exhibit with the necessary scholarly authority to convince shoppers that the designs on
display had been inspired and derived from authentic articles of Mayan Indian clothing. Nevertheless,
the Macy's display made no bones about the fact that these items were clever reproductions and
emphasized the ways that such seemingly exotic and primitive items fit perfectly into the contemporary
American home.
The February 12, 1935 edition of the New York Times carried a full page ad that promoted the
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Macy's show in bold type accompanied by a picturesque photograph of the steep volcanoes
surrounding the placid surface of Lake Atitlán (courtesy of the United Fruit Company). “Come See
Guatemala At Macy's!” the ad announced with exuberant enthusiasm. Shown in a special pavilion on
the seventh floor of the shopping emporium, young female Macy's employees modeled original
Guatemalan Indian women's clothing, as well as Macy's adaptations of the designs, to eager audiences.
The pieces successfully reflected the vivid color and dynamism that Reeves had admired so much
during her trip to Guatemala. Some of the notable fashion items included a man's “violently striped”
beach robe, men's neckties in colors derived from Indian embroidery, and a woman's hat, bag, and belt
“of carpet braid taken from a huipil, which is a Mayan blouse.” The home furnishings included a set of
drinking glasses etched with a design motif typical of Sacapulas, an “amusing wooden salad bowl,” and
a heavy rug with a “lightning” design that “...goes with modern rooms like an olive goes with a
Martini.” The advertisement highlighted the hundreds of pieces for sale, such as pottery, rugs, shower
curtains, bedspreads, and an ottoman that “owes its all to the fringe of a Guatemalan blanket.” In
addition to the fashions and home furnishings, Macy's also showed the original Carnegie textiles, so
that shoppers could see the aboriginal sources of the designs that they admired and purchased.84
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Illustration 3: Come See Guatemala at Macy's! New York Times, 1935

The Macy's show, much like the Rockefeller show, drew rave reviews from the U.S. press,
which bestowed a new round of glowing praise on Reeves as critics gushed about the freshness of her
inspirations and how they provided novelty to her new style. “This is to say,” wrote one reviewer for
the South Carolina Spartanburg Herald, “we are to have a Guatemalan year...[because of] the
determined effort of industrial designers to find motifs at home instead of abroad.” Referring to Latin
America as part of a greater hemispheric “home” suggested that one need not travel far to find
exoticism, but rather than the unusual cultures of the Americas represented a rich source of design , just
waiting for discovery by adventurous designers. The writer hinted at the uniqueness of the designs,
such as new drapery patterns based on the Guatemalan saddle cinches that “housewives of the United
States will want to hang in their living rooms this year.”85 Other popular magazines reported on the
textile collections, suggesting that the incorporation of Mayan designs into U.S. décor and fashion
served as a sincere form of flattery through imitation. If anything, critics heaped even more praise on
the Macy's show because of its the commercial nature and the possibilities for bringing Guatemalan
textiles straight into the homes of middle-class consumers.
From a Guatemalan perspective, the Macy's show offered an ideal platform from which to
promote the nation as a trending tourist destination. In addition to middle-class shoppers, the
inauguration of the Macy's show drew prominent New Yorkers, who flocked to see the exotic textile
collection and envision the ways Guatemalan home décor could fit into their homes. Well-heeled
visitors to the exhibition expressed interest in perhaps visiting Guatemala to see the originals, while
entrepreneurs hinted at the possibility for new business ventures if Guatemalan home fashions were to
become the latest craze. Nevertheless, the success of the show and palpable enthusiasm for the
Guatemalan-inspired fashion and décor set off alarm bells in among Guatemalan government officials.
85

“New Ideas for Industry Brought Back by Designing Explorers,” The Spartanburg Herald, March 8, 1935.

152

After viewing the shows at the Rockefeller Center and Macy's, editor M.D.C. Crawford of the New
York publishing house Fairchild—an important style-maker for the American market--suggested to the
Guatemalan consul that his government should strongly consider adopting measures to protect the
integrity of its textile designs, as cheap knock-offs and poor imitations would lessen sharply the value
of its cultural productions.86 Because Guatemalan patent law only covered existing trademarks and
new inventions, government officials looked to the U.S. Patent Office for assistance in their efforts to
protect the purity of Mayan designs. Adrián Recinos entered into negotiations with the U.S. patent
office about the best way to patent the ancient textile designs “de nuestros nativos,” and safeguard their
authenticity against low-quality falsifications.87 Although U.S. patent law covered both motifs and
designs as intellectual property, it nonetheless could not be applied to any object or idea that had been
in the public domain for a period of three years. Furthermore, a patent could only be applied to the
individual model of an object or design; as each Guatemalan woven piece represented the unique
artistry and aesthetic taste of the individual weaver, patenting textile designs would involve patenting
each item individually. Government officials quickly realized the difficult and costly nature of such a
venture, compromising instead on a label that would be applied to each woven textile destined for
export. The label, a blue a white circle with a stylized quetzal bird in the center, would read,
“TEJIDOS NACIONALES—Guatemala, C.A.” President Jorge Ubico signed the label legislation into
law on September 27, 1935.88
In the years after the Guatemalan textile shows, Reeves continued to collect samples of material
culture that inspired her textile work. In 1936, she became national superintendent of the Index of
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American Design, a division of the Federal Art Project. The Index was intended to be a visual catalog
of archetypal American material culture.89 The project developers, which included Reeves and other
prominent design artists, seized on antique Shaker furniture, with its clean lines and utilitarian function,
as the perfect specimens of truly American design. Nevertheless, efforts to create a representative
collection of Shaker furniture confronted the same types of problems as the Carnegie Guatemalan
textile collection: the resulting collection reflected the aesthetic tastes and underlying assumptions of
the collectors, rather than constitute a truly representative collection. In its enthusiasm for Shaker
material culture, the Index assiduously ignored any pieces of Shaker furniture that deviated from the
simple design elements the project designers believed characterized Shaker aesthetics, such as ornate
carvings influenced by Gothic revival styles. They ignored the internal variation inherent in any object
type; instead, they looked for types. The resulting catalog documented only those pieces of furniture
that the Index of American Design deemed authentically Shaker and unequivocally beautiful. In 1938,
the Index designers collaborated with Macy's to exhibit hundreds of items that they believed
represented the foundations of American modernist design; Shaker furniture figured prominently in the
display.90 The Index's selective representation of Shaker furniture in its visual catalog and exhibition of
material culture shaped the conclusions that public audiences drew about Shaker culture as simple,
authentic, and as an integral part of modernist design.91
In addition to experiments in collecting images of colonial antiques, Reeves continued to tap
indigenous art for aesthetic inspiration for her modern designs. Her work in Guatemala and her
reproductions of Mayan weaving had cemented her reputation as an expert in not only indigenous
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textiles, but also their application to modern fabric design. Drawing on her success with the
Guatemalan collection, Reeves received a prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship in 1940 that allowed her
to continue her research into indigenous textile production. Her plans included mule travel through
Peru and Ecuador, centered on an extensive research agenda that included national museums,
mummies, and a thorough study of jungle flora and fauna.92

CONCLUSIONS
Ruth Reeves's creation of an ethnographic textile collection and her subsequent adaptations of
Mayan design motifs brings to light several interrelated processes. First, her work exemplified broader
changes within a modernist aesthetic and reinforced beliefs about the presumed vigor and regenerative
properties of native cultures. Secondly, her work transformed the cultural productions of Mayan
women into essential lifestyle accessories for middle-class white women in the U.S. Third, the textile
shows epitomized the process of the production of cultural heritage, in which intellectuals appropriated
parts of indigenous culture for reproduction to non-Indian audiences, thus sanitizing threatening
cultural practices and making them safe for international consumption. The process of folkloricizing
Mayan culture distorted historical reality, creating stereotypes of a pastoral pre-capitalist past that
legitimated capitalist expansion based on markers of indigenous identity.
The emergence of modernism and its seemingly avant garde nature rested on the incorporation
of the cultural and artistic traditions of supposedly primitive peoples in order to produce a new type of
modern design bursting with atavistic dynamism and vibrancy. Racial and gendered assumptions
shaped the selective appropriation of native designs; indigenous women often served as the wellspring
of aesthetic inspiration because of perceptions of their traditional roles as bearers of culture. In turn,
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the consumption of the seemingly timeless traditions of native women became a crucial part of the
articulation of new class-based identities. Even though many Americans could not afford to travel
abroad during the 1930s, shopping emporiums such as Macy's allowed them to purchase lifestyle
accessories and accouterments that signaled their membership in a new social class. Belonging to the
middle class depended far more on telltale cultural signs than actual personal net worth. The mass
production and commercial availability of status markers gave a new emerging U.S. middle class a
visible bourgeoisie, cosmopolitan sensibility and aesthetic taste. Capitalism needed regular stylistic
stimulus to keep the system working; the rediscovery of Mayan textiles fit the bill nicely.
The success of these textile exhibits relied on gendered notions of Indian women's roles in the
transmission of culture and their importance in the production of authentic indigenous arts and crafts.
Assumptions about native women as bearers of culture transformed Mayan women's traditional
clothing from an obvious marker of cultural difference into an important element of national
foundational mythology. Furthermore, the public display of Indian women's clothing and the
adaptations it inspired in the commercial context of a department store signaled the formation of an
emerging white middle-class feminine identity that revolved around the consumption of exotic cultural
accouterments. The adaptation of the designs to common household items constituted part of a larger
attempt to restore socio-economic stability during the tumultuous upheaval of the Great Depression.
Bringing supposedly primitive elements directly into the American home gave middle-class women a
visible way to show off their sophistication and worldliness.
The ethnographic salvage of a romanticized, invented cultural tradition in the U.S. reflected the
inherent paradoxes and tensions of growing capitalist development and the emergence of mass
consumer culture. Echoing earlier ethnographic salvage efforts to document the cultural practices of
American Indians believed to be on the brink of extinction, capitalist ethnographies focused on the
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rapidly vanishing cultural traditions of rural people, which included by definition all peoples with
“traditional” ways of life. Literary and artistic efforts to document the poverty experienced by
disenfranchised rural people resulted in romanticized, nostalgic depictions that positioned them as the
embodiment of the authentic national past. In reality, the cultural destruction that practitioners of this
type of ethnography sought to capture represented the unavoidable byproduct of capitalist
development. Popular ethnography provided images to accompany the intangible sense of imperialist
nostalgia and longing for what had been destroyed. In turn, these images, enshrined in national literary
and artistic productions, shaped public memory; they made these places seem like precursors to
industrialist capitalist enterprises rather than a product of them. Capitalist ethnographies aimed to
expose the damaging legacies of commercial capitalism and reject its the excesses; instead they
legitimated a new capitalist future by providing it with folksy, seemingly authentic roots.
Drawing on many similar assumptions about the role of native peoples to the nation and their
tangled relationship with state efforts to assimilate them, Guatemalan intellectuals faced similar
challenges as they sought to neutralize old cultural threats to new national identities posed by
unassimilated Indians. Engaging in similar popular ethnographic salvage efforts, Guatemala
indigenistas tried to sanitize and folkloricize Mayan culture in order to produce their own invented
cultural heritage. The creation of folklore romanticized an imaginary indigenous past seemingly
untouched by the machine production of mass consumer goods that characterized capitalist
development. Nevertheless, native peoples and their cultural traditions were not anti-modern
throwbacks from the pre-Hispanic past that existed outside of capitalist development, but in fact, a
product of its inevitable counterpart, underdevelopment. The contradictions of capitalist development
evoked a strong sense of imperialist nostalgia, a longing for what had been lost during the centuries of
intentional destruction of native cultural practices. Guatemalan intellectuals mourned the loss of what
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they believed was the authentic pre-Hispanic past; nevertheless, they were complicit in the continual
destruction of the historical and cultural legacies of the native peoples who they professed to
romanticize.
The public display of Reeves's collected textiles made clothing into a stand-in for the
contemporary Maya, presenting native peoples as an extension of their handicrafts. Maya women's
clothing, valued as much for its handwoven qualities as its pleasing aesthetics, represented the bulk of
the collection, which ultimately presented the Maya to public audiences in gendered ways. Reeves
created an index of Mayan textiles that defined the arts of native peoples for American audiences. As
with other ethnographic collections, although the textile collection appeared to be representative, it
ultimately only illustrated a tiny part of Mayan culture because of the institutional and personal biases
and assumptions that guided its formation. Reeves's collection of textiles lacked an ethnographic
coherence, as it was collected on the basis of aesthetic preferences, rather than ethonographic integrity.
The collection appeared authentic, however, because of Reeves's authority as a textile expert, as well as
the handmade nature of the pieces. Ultimately, the collection remained tied together more on the basis
of what seemed distinctly American and modern rather than either Guatemalan or Mayan.
Textile expositions exemplified the problems of assembling a representative collection of
material culture for public audiences, if the exhibitor wanted to display that which was typical of a
time, place or social group. In this case it was critical that the exhibit curator or the individual whose
art collection was shown, had spent the time and effort to amass the collection, in this case without
middlemen-but from the makers themselves. These expositions exposed audiences to only a tiny part
of a complex culture with a long experience of exploitation and oppression. The beauty of the
handwoven textiles drew the admiration of visitors, diverting attention away from difficult realities and
forces of colonialism, conquest, and forced acculturation. Ruth Reeves's textile show points to the
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ways that non-representative collections gained legitimacy as tangible and authoritative sources about
native people that functioned to create ideas about native peoples and their histories. Handwoven
Guatemalan textiles today remain one of the primary ways that people understand Maya cultural
traditions, continuing to inspire admiration for the intricate design motifs while camouflaging some of
the possible pitfalls of popular capitalist ethnography.
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CHAPTER THREE: AUTHENTICATING ETHNOGRAPHIC
FICTIONS: FILMING THE NEW ADVENTURES OF TARZAN IN
GUATEMALA
“The idea is, Tarzan in Guatemala...Here the newspapers and magazines will talk about
Guatemala in terms to interest tourists about this country: the famous ruins of Antigua, the
mysteries of Lake Atitlán, the celebrations of Chichicastenango, the giant monoliths of
Quiriguá, the old Mayan temples more than thirty centuries old, the grandeur of
Guatemala and its surroundings, the mysterious jungle of Río Dulce, typical music: the
marimba, native customs, arts, drawings, civilization, romance, adventures, photographs of
these places taken on site, the most ancient, the most interesting, the most romantic sites of
the land...”1
Edgard Jeanneau, 1934
First published in 1914, Edgar Rice Burroughs's bestselling novel, Tarzan of the Apes,
immediately captivated the U.S. reading public and catapulted its author to sudden and unexpected
fame. Tarzan's sensational story of his struggle to survive as an orphan alone in the hostile African
jungle enthralled readers, allowing their imaginations to carry them deep into the heart of a unknown
and exotic land. The novel highlighted the often stark brutality of life among terrifying jungle
creatures, such as violent apes and shrewd lions. Not only did the harsh and unpredictable nature of
Tarzan's adventures heighten his physical prowess, but also sharpened his uncanny intelligence,
enabling him to outsmart ferocious tribes of black cannibals and bloodthirsty wild animals. After
Tarzan's first contact with the only other white people he had ever encountered, the plot shifted to the
sultry, forbidden romance between Tarzan and Jane Porter; the story of their tangled courtship carried
readers towards the novel's lurid denouement in the woods of Wisconsin.2 The novel's success inspired
a series of ever more fantastic Tarzan novels, movies, and comic books in exotic locations that
1
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resonated with audiences for decades.3 In 1934, Tarzan began a new adventure in Guatemala.
I argue that besides being a campy cultural artifact, Tarzan's Guatemalan exploits shaped
popular understandings of native peoples for international audiences. These understandings reflected
racial and gendered ideas about non-Western indigenous cultures, as well as defined U.S. social and
cultural identities. The increased authority of Western science as the primary way to understand native
peoples led to an explosion of both scientific and pseudo-scientific expeditions of adventure and
exploration, which brought details about little known cultures to the U.S. public. These expeditions
expressed popular understandings of social scientific ideas, transforming the practice of ethnography
into a form of popular entertainment. The Tarzan movies shot in Guatemala exemplified an emerging
genre of popular adventure and expeditionary film that skillfully combined ethnographic and pseudoethnographic depictions of unknown non-Western cultures around the world, which shocked audiences
with sensationalized visual images of native savagery and backwardness. These expeditions, captured
on the authoritative medium of film and distributed to international audiences, served both political and
cultural purposes. They not only provided visual propaganda for neo-colonial projects, but also taught
public audiences about the scientific, cultural, and racial boundaries between the explorers and the
peoples they sought to discover and record. Nevertheless, these adventure films were not intended as
serious ethnographic statements; instead, they represented constructed ethnographic spectacles
designed to fit into a new brand of capitalist entrepreneurial productions based on the visual
exploitation of native peoples. In addition, Tarzan's appearance in the Guatemalan jungle evoked racial
associations with the inhabitants of African jungles, transposing assumptions of black savagery on to
the native peoples of the Americas. The jungle also provided the appropriate backdrop for
3
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performances of an aggressive type of masculinity that suggested domination of the untamed natural
environment and its aboriginal dwellers. The construction of pernicious northern stereotypes of Indian
racial degeneracy and cultural savagery produced through pseudo-ethnographic film and shown to
international audiences outraged Guatemalan intellectuals. To refute these images, they sought to
transform native cultural practices into weapons, formulating their own types of ethnographic displays
that served as anti-imperial discourses designed to resist northern cultural domination.
Filming for the new Guatemalan Tarzan movies began in August of 1934. Things did not
proceed quite according to plan.

ETHNOGRAPHIC EXPEDITIONS AS EXPRESSIONS OF EMPIRE AND
ENTERTAINMENT
In the fall of 1934, the film studio Tarzan-Burroughs Enterprises, Inc. approached the Ubico
government with the idea of filming a new Tarzan serial in Guatemala that consisted of two films: The
New Adventures of Tarzan and its sequel, Tarzan and the Green Goddess.4 The company pitched the
films to the Ubico government as a means to capitalize on the tremendous popularity of previous
Tarzan films and as part of broader efforts to produce popular cultural propaganda in order to draw
tourists to Guatemala. The Guatemalan government previously had underwritten a few boring
travelogues created for this purpose, but they only produced lackluster results and failed to generate the
international interest that government officials had hoped. Edgard Jeanneau, the agent and official
liaison for Tarzan-Burroughs Enterprises, touched on these disappointments when he proposed the
Tarzan series to President Jorge Ubico in a 1934 letter that claimed,“...because of the difficulties and
poor acceptance of the type of 'travelogue' films, totally new ideas need to be put into practice.”5
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Jeanneau promised that the movies would feature prominent images of scenic wonders, such as Lake
Atitlán, Río Dulce, and the monoliths of Quiriguá, as well as present flattering portrayals of Mayan
indigenous customs and traditions. “Everyone knows that Tarzan is a fairy tale,” he wrote, “but we will
change him into an authentic source of natural beauty, announcing to the whole world what Guatemala
is, with its ruins of Antigua, Lake Atitlán, indigenous festivals of Chichicastenango, Río Dulce, and
teaching the arts, customs, and remains of the Mayan civilization.”6
Intrigued, the Ubico government agreed to allow the filming, but only under certain conditions.
Because of concerns over the way that the nation might be represented to international audiences, the
government requested that the film be screened by the Secretary of Education prior to leaving the
country. In no uncertain terms, Minister of Exterior Relations Alfred Skinner-Klee stipulated that the
film would be authorized only, “...under the condition that the film contain absolutely nothing that
could harm the decorum and dignity of our nation...[I am] confident that you will not permit anyone to
film denigrating scenes of Guatemala.”7 Jeanneau vowed that the film would in no way impugn the
nation's reputation, but sidestepped the issue of screening the film prior to its release, pointing out that
Guatemala's lack of film editing facilities made this request impossible to fulfill. Adding additional
pressure, he argued that the government could not afford to impose regulations on foreign film
production companies, as this would discourage other film studios that wished to film on location in
Guatemala. Sweetening the pot even further, he added, “...this time we will only spend a little over
$30,000,” he wrote, “but if I can continue to have the help of the government, I have in mind other
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ideas to carry out in Guatemala with expenditures of over $100,000 to $200,000, which at the same
time will be great publicity for the country.”8 In the middle of the severe economic crisis of the Great
Depression, the Ubico government could not afford to argue.
Having procured the necessary authorizations, the filming commenced in late 1934 and
continued into the early months of 1935. Never having hosted such a grand and exciting production,
the filming attracted considerable attention from the Guatemalan press. Journalists followed the
production crew on their journey around the countryside, reporting on the exciting flurry of on-set
activity and updating eager readers as to the progress of the filming. During the eleven days of filming
the Green Goddess scenes in the colonial city of La Antigua Guatemala, the daily newspaper Diario
Extra, dazzled readers with reports of glamorous movie stars who arrived to the set of the ruined San
Francisco church in sleek limousines.9 In addition to the film's main actors and production crew,
Tarzan's original creator, Edgar Rice Burroughs, arrived in Guatemala aboard his private plane to
supervise the production. He wanted to supervise the performances and ensure that the film conformed
to his original vision of Tarzan's character as refined and cultured, rather than the brutish, uncivilized
ape-man of the competing Johnny Weismuller films.10 In addition to the constellation of foreign
celebrities, Diario Extra reported that from 150 to 600 Guatemalan men had been selected as extras to
take part in the film, mostly in the role of the imaginary monsters who inhabited a lost city in the
jungle. Despite some puzzlement about the role of the monsters as part of a Tarzan action film in
Guatemala, the paper reported that the Tarzan serial would provide the nation with great propaganda
that would attract the attention of North American tourists:
8
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“The idea of Tarzan in Guatemala is very simple, but within its structure, it develops an
entire episode that comprises the artistic life, cultural, and indigenous, industrial, political,
and social life of Guatemala. It will be a valuable, authentic document that will show
Guatemala to the world and undoubtedly can be considered as the best propaganda to date
that has attempted to promote tourism and strengthen the international credit of the
republic.”11
As promised, the serial did indeed provide a panoramic view of the nation's natural scenic
wonders. The crew filmed picturesque scenes in the colonial ruins of La Antigua, then moved to the
highlands to film scenes of the majestic volcanoes of Lake Atitlán and the native religious rituals of
Chichicastenango. The crew also filmed scenes at that included the ancient monoliths of Quiriguá and
the tropical port of Puerto Barrios. However, the film also contained numerous plot twists that the
representatives from Tarzan-Burroughs Enterprises, Inc. had not disclosed in its original proposal
presented to Ubico government officials. The flimsy plot of the twin films began in the jungles of
Africa where Tarzan, played by Olympic shot-put medalist Herman Brix (later known professionally as
Bruce Bennett), heard from a French pilot named Bouchart that his old friend, the aviator D'Arnot, had
been lost in a plane crash in the Guatemalan jungle while searching for the so-called Dead City.
Bouchart, who had been the co-pilot of the expedition, reported that although “wild men” had captured
D'Arnot, he believed the lost aviator was still alive. Determined to rescue his old friend and locate the
Dead City himself, Tarzan's plans coincided with the departure of the scientific expedition of his close
friend, Major Francis Martling.

Martling, who had deciphered an ancient Mayan code that had

indicated the precise location of the city, welcomed Tarzan on his expedition, which included his
spoiled daughter Alice and his bumbling friend George. The travelers made their way to Guatemala to
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find the Dead City and the sacred Mayan idol known as the Green Goddess. Time was of the essence;
the expedition knew it had to find the idol before the villain Raglan (played by producer Ashton
Dearholt) laid hands on it. Returning the Green Goddess to civilization became the group's urgent
mission, as the film revealed that hidden inside the ancient Mayan idol was a cryptic formula to make
dangerous explosives that, in the wrong hands, threatened humanity with certain destruction.
Nevertheless, numerous obstacles threatened Tarzan's plans for the return of the Green Goddess, as his
arch-nemesis Raglan attempted to steal it for his own nefarious purposes. In addition, the original
owners of the goddess, the shadowy Mayan “monsters”12 from the Dead City, attempted to recover their
stolen treasure by kidnapping George and Major Martling, holding them hostage in exchange for the
return of the sacred idol to its rightful owners. Battling both wild animals and fantastic monsters with a
combination of ferocious strength and cunning, Tarzan defeated his foes in the film's dramatic
denouement aboard a getaway steamship that sailed from the port of Puerto Barrios. Upon his return to
his rightful ancestral home, Tarzan extracted the mysterious Mayan formula from the idol and burned
it, ensuring that the idol's secrets would never again pose such a danger to the world.13
The New Adventures of Tarzan serial derived from the exploits of the title character of
Burrough's original 1912 novel, Tarzan of the Apes. The novel gripped readers not only because of its
depiction of the many dramatic encounters between Tarzan and the wild animals and tribes of the
jungle, but also because it touched on deep public anxieties about the intersections between race and
masculinity.14 It reflected growing public hysteria about the possibilities of the extinction of the white
race, as well as articulated perceptions of an acute crisis of masculinity caused by over-civilization and
12
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lack of sufficient exposure to the hardship and dangers of the natural world. 15 According to Burroughs,
Tarzan thrived in the jungle and dominated its wild creatures because of his racial superiority, inherent
nobility, and unmistakable masculinity; these details reproduced late nineteenth-century understandings
of biological determinism based on erroneous ideas of Social Darwinism and scientific racism.
Tarzan's biological characteristics assuaged the fears of an anxious U.S. public and assured readers that
established hierarchies of race, class, and gender remained in place. Significant demographic and
changes in the U.S. during the early twentieth century seemed to place these social hierarchies in great
jeopardy. In addition, Tarzan's story corroborated older U.S. cultural narratives that justified U.S.
political and economic dominance over remote regions and peoples and provided a blueprint for a new
type of informal empire. Tarzan's popularity well into the 1930s suggested that visual representations
of discourses of race, class, and gender continued to resonate with new audiences. The novel spoke to
their own uncertainties about changing notions of gender roles, social instability, and the future of U.S.
imperial ambitions abroad during a precarious historical moment.
Burroughs drew on earlier literary traditions of influential novels that explored the relationship
between race and discourses of barbarity and civilization and the implication of that relationship on the
processes of European colonialism in Africa, such as in Joseph Conrad's 1899 classic novel, Heart of
Darkness.16 Tarzan of the Apes, based on the experiences of the orphaned young Lord Greystoke,
continued to probe the boundaries between savagery and civilization, which Burroughs linked to his
understandings of racial difference. Burroughs had no firsthand knowledge of Africa, nor personal
experience with the black savages he imagined inhabited Tarzan's imaginary African habitat. The
15
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resulting novel engaged in a well-established tradition of “armchair anthropology,” mixing hearsay,
secondary reports, and a good dose of imagination into a compelling, but often erroneous, ethnographic
depiction of the characteristics of native Africans and their presumed environments.
Early twentieth-century literary works that legitimated colonialism and racial domination of
native peoples, such as Tarzan and its sequels, fit into a early science fiction literary genre centered on
fantasies of the discovery and exploration of so-called “Lost Worlds.” The popular novels of this genre
featured standardized plots that hinged on the exploration of entirely unknown civilizations buried deep
in the jungles of remote corners of the world that Europeans never had seen before. For example, Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle's 1912 novel, The Lost World, combined a potent mixture of fantasy, science
fiction, and romance in its depictions of Professor Challenger's expedition to a mysterious South
American jungle in search of dinosaurs and ape-like creatures. 17 In a similar spirit, Edgar Rice
Burroughs's lesser known 1924 trilogy, The Land That Time Forgot, thrilled readers with a sensational
story that combined realistic wartime drama with portrayals of prehistoric, yet nearly human, primates
that inhabited a lost tropical forest. 18 These stories achieved great popularity because they allowed
readers to fantasize about romantic notions of lost civilizations and picture themselves in exciting roles
as intrepid explorers in dangerous lands. In addition, they evoked tropes of masculine conquest over
imaginary environments and the exotic creatures that inhabited them, as well as reproduced established
themes of racial domination and colonial subjugation of uncivilized peoples and landscapes. The
premises of the Lost World genre tantalized audiences because it could never be proven that these
“lost” cities didn't exist, as tales of their discovery often seemed just scientific enough to be plausible.
Tales of lost worlds were not limited to dime-store novels and popular fiction. Newspapers
propagated fantastics stories about lost civilizations and savages that inhabited the jungle and published
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them as factual articles. In 1926, the Washington Post carried a full-page article about the legendary
ancient Mayan city known as Iximaya, the last stronghold of the Quiché kings. The Post tantalized its
readers with circumstantial, yet suggestive, evidence that seemed to confirm the existence of Iximaya.
Popular reports of the city depicted it as buried deep in the jungle, where the ancient Maya continued to
practice the bloody ritual of human sacrifice. 19 Further rumors of the existence of unknown savage
jungle tribes ignited when the New York Times reported that Guatemalan authorities had launched an
extensive search in the Petén jungle for the remaining Lacandón Indians, intending to capture a family
of savages and put them on public display as part of the Indian Village at the annual National Fair. 20
These stories received further confirmation when new aviation technologies allowed pilots to fly over
dense, inaccessible jungles, where they spied unmistakable evidence of the existence of unknown,
ancient civilizations. Aviation pioneers made many of the first reports of tall pyramids poking out of
the Mesoamerican jungle canopy. In 1929, The Washington Post reported that Charles Lindbergh was
the first white man to view the “lost” temples of the Yucatan Peninsula, while on an expeditionary PanAmerican flight.21 The discovery of actual unknown Mayan cities confirmed the underlying premises
of the Lost World genre: entire lost cities and civilizations existed that only awaited their discovery by
white explorers. In a case of art imitating life, widespread belief in the existence of lost civilizations
combined with archaeological evidence of real lost cities provided the basic framework for the eventual
development of the Green Goddess plot. The resulting script featured the absurd, but seemingly
possible, premise of Tarzan leading an archaeological expedition, trekking through the Guatemalan
19
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jungle to a lost city to retrieve a mysterious ancient Mayan idol.
The filming of the New Adventures of Tarzan took place during a time of great confidence in the
potential of new technologies and mass media formats, such as radio and film, not only to provide
pleasant diversions, but also to record and play back accurate representations of the world. In addition
to its primary purpose as popular entertainment, mass media promised to function as an effective
vehicle through which to circulate important ideas, concepts, and discourses with which to educate the
public. Scientists attempted to harness the power of new mass media technologies, blending science
and pop culture in efforts to help translate complex scientific concepts for general audiences. In the
process, the diffusion of scientific ideas delivered through mass media to public audiences transformed
the practice of scientific inquiry into a form of popular entertainment.

Scientific entertainment

provided the public with an informal education about the latest scientific ideas and trends, including
both genuine scientific findings and those which would later be proven to be little more than pseudoscience.

Nevertheless, pseudo-scientific ideas often appeared like genuine science because they

seemed just scientific enough to be plausible, and yet could not be proven false. Film, in particular,
served as a powerful way to broadcast science (and pseudo-science) to public audiences; its ability to
capture sights and sounds at the same time made it the perfect medium to convey the feeling of “being
there.” The immediacy of visual representations on the big screen gave film, especially scientificallyoriented documentary films, an aura of legitimacy and authority that other mediums lacked.
The growing popularity of scientific entertainment, combined with new advances in the social
sciences, led to the emergence of the new cinematographic genre of ethnographic expeditionary films.
Ethnographic films developed from early twentieth-century travelogues that carried audiences to
distant lands to show them novel landscapes and exotic peoples.22 Often sponsored by museums or
22
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scientific research institutions, the new generation of expeditionary films aimed to capture the
excitement of the discovery of unknown peoples and cultures around the world and broadcast them to
public audiences, as well as contribute to the growing body of Western ethnographic knowledge. The
first real ethnographic expeditionary film, Nanook of the North, appeared in 1922. Although a silent
film, director Robert J. Flaherty broke new ground in filmed ethnography because of the film's realistic
depictions of the Inuit cultural traditions of an Eskimo man named Nanook and his family as they
struggled to survive in a hostile Arctic environment. 23 The immediacy and intensity of the film's seal
hunt sequences imbued it with a patina of ethnographic authority, despite later revelations that many of
the actors had been recruited and paid to perform in staged scenes. Five years after its initial release,
critics continued to praise the film for its dramatic portrayals of the Eskimos on display: “...this effort is
as interesting as when it was first presented,” wrote the New York Times film critic in 1927, “...it has
lost nothing.”24 Eighty-three years after its original release, film critic Roger Ebert called Nanook one
of the most “vital and unforgettable human beings ever recorded on film,” arguing that,“...[the film] has
an authenticity that prevails over complaints of its staged scenes.”25 The film set new precedents for the
practice of documentary film-making and initiated a flood of ethnographic films based on scientific
expeditions, continuing the tradition of blending scientific and popular knowledge in an exciting visual
format guaranteed to thrill public audiences.
In addition to ethnographic films underwritten by museums and scientific institutions for the
purpose of conducting research and collecting data, private entrepreneurs, who cast themselves in
exciting roles of explorers, produced many independent expeditionary films. Independent
expeditionary films were privately funded and eschewed any kind of official institutional affiliation;
23
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nevertheless, they often received billing as legitimate ethnographic films that purported to record
scientists at work collecting data. Private expeditions visited remote destinations in Africa, Asia, the
Americas, and the Pacific Islands, composed of motley groups of amateur and professional scientists
and adventurers armed with the intention of collecting scientific specimens, ethnographic data, and
thrilling adventure tales. The participation of private citizens in the flurry of expeditions of the early
twentieth century implied that scientific exploration constituted a fashionable hobby for those wealthy
enough to underwrite their own expeditions and adventures. Private expeditionary films produced
without institutional sponsorship had varying degrees of interest in truthful and factual representations
of their subjects. The films produced as a part of these private expeditions competed for public
audiences with their museum-sponsored counterparts. These two types of expeditionary film often
overlapped, creating an unintentional (or intentional) confusion about the already blurry line between
ethnography for the purpose of legitimate social science and the construction of ethnographic spectacle
for public entertainment.26 On occasion, some of the pseudo-scientific frauds perpetuated by private
expeditionary films exceeded the public threshold for the suspension of disbelief. The 1932 production
of Ubangi, which purported to depict the African adventures of the Davenport-Quigley expedition,
received public condemnation as a cinematographic hoax. Criticism stemmed from the geographic
confusion created when the film attempted to pass off unique specimens of American fauna as genuine
African animals. Furthermore, the accompanying narration peppered the film with bogus factoids,
including the outrageous suggestions that hyenas could change their sex at will and that crocodiles
preferred to feed on petrified human flesh. Even worse, later allegations revealed that the entire picture
had not been filmed in Africa at all and that in reality, the expedition had never left the Bronx. The
Better Business Bureau investigated the matter and advised audiences to avoid the film because of its
26
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numerous blatant misrepresentations.27
The mania for scientific expeditions and adventure films was not limited to private explorers
and daredevils, as evidenced when Hollywood film stars attempted to muscle their way into the
expedition spotlight. In February of 1933, the popular motion picture stunt man and cowboy actor Ken
Maynard (whose horse, incidentally, was named “Tarzan,”) announced his intention to the Los Angeles
Examiner to lead his own scientific expedition into the jungles of the Petén region of Guatemala.
Maynard, a professional actor who had no scientific or archaeological training, argued that the
scientific expeditions of Tulane University and the Carnegie Institution had accomplished little during
their years of archaeological excavation in region, making it imperative for independent citizens to
assist in order to generate new knowledge about the ancient Maya. A previous three week trip that
included aerial surveys the Mayan ruins of the Yucatán had left him hungry for more exotic adventures
and visits to unexplored archaeological sites. He described the adventure and excitement of aerial
discovery, spotting ancient ruined temples that poked through the jungle, inaccessible only by plane.
Maynard outlined his plans for his proposed expedition: “I would like to take a couple of airplanes in
there, establish something of a base from which to work, and I am sure that I could find the
descendants of the Mayan [sic] in that vast Petan [sic] jungle.”28 Maynard's plans for his expedition
suggested that anyone could participate in an archaeological expedition in the jungle, as well as served
to bring the thrill of Mayan archeology to the public, evoking a potent sense of the mystery and
romance of lost ancient cities that made them so fascinating.
Despite the sometimes questionable motivations and methodologies of private ethnographic
27
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expeditions, the films that resulted from these explorations reflected the growing popular
understandings of the development of new trends in the discipline of professional anthropology. Rather
than invent imaginary native cultural practices, private explorers and the expeditions they sponsored
disregarded earlier armchair anthropology in favor of participating in “hands-on” experiences and
generating personal relationships with the native peoples they wished to film. As early as 1922, Robert
Flaherty's Nanook film had kick-started this trend, which became the standard for expeditionary filmmaking. Nanook provided audiences with visual representations of new social science theories and
methodologies that shaped U.S. anthropology in the early twentieth century, illustrating some of the
new fieldwork methods that Bronislaw Malinowski had proposed in his seminal 1922 work, Argonauts
of the Western Pacific. Flaherty employed participant-observation methods as he sought to collaborate
with the Inuit people at the heart of his film and present realistic, rather than imaginary, depictions of
their lived experiences for public audiences.29 Flaherty braved the frigid Arctic elements with his
camera when he accompanied a group of Inuit hunters on a dangerous walrus hunt in order to
participate in the thrilling experience and capture the exciting footage on film. He later replayed the
scenes for the wives and children of the hunters, who marveled at the camera's ability to bring the
drama of the oceanic walrus hunt into their homes. The film screening generated a spirit of good will
and admiration towards Flaherty, which helped him to cement the growing relationships between
himself and his subjects.30 In a similar vein, later wildlife film pioneers Martin and Osa Johnson
engaged in participant-observation when they forged friendships with African pygmies by teaching
them to dance to American jazz records played on their imported phonograph.31 Ethnographic film not
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only helped to popularize the science of anthropology, but also familiarized audiences with the
emerging theories and methodologies of a new brand of cultural anthropology that would define it
throughout the twentieth century.
Much as explorers of the American west had used ethnographic photography to extend the reach
of the growing U.S. empire during the nineteenth century, ethnographic film linked the practice of
scientific inquiry with processes of neocolonialism and conquest. Both popular and scientific
ethnographic expeditionary film reproduced nineteenth-century narratives of European colonial
exploration and conquest of the African continent for contemporary U.S. audiences.32 Filmmakers
recycled these tropes into twentieth-century ethnographic films, providing a visual documentation of
the use of scientific inquiry in order to reify dreams of an informal U.S. empire in Latin America.
Ethnographic films depicted the heroic exploits of scientific expeditions in their missions to seek out
and discover exotic places, peoples, and animals in order to capture them on film, asserting a visual
dominance over the people and places featured on the screen. In turn, these associations substantiated
racial discourses of the superiority of white civilization over African and American Indian tribes. For
example, the popular expeditionary films of pioneering husband and wife explorers Martin and Osa
Johnson, such as Headhunters of the South Seas (1922) and Wonders of the Congo (1932), linked
expeditionary film to larger themes of conquest, science, and empire, as they dominated and tamed the
jungle and its creatures in the pursuit of bringing scientific depictions of the natural world to the U.S.
public.33
As a result of the popularity of African expedition films, audiences could easily map the films'
established narratives of conquest and science onto new expeditions in search of Latin American tribes
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and New World jungle creatures. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, expeditions traveled from the U.S.
southwards to reinforce diplomatic relationships and stimulating commerce, as well as to collect and
film scientific specimens, including New World monkeys, iguanas, and penguins.34 These expeditions
cemented the relationship between science and the creation of empire abroad. For example, in 1931,
the expedition known as the Latin-American Expedition, Inc. departed to Ecuador to make motion
pictures of the region's unexplored topography, as well as film remote tribes rumored to practice
headhunting. The scientific information contained in the expedition's films would be shared with not
only the public, but also with the U.S. Navy in order to exert even greater control over the Panama
Canal zone.35 These films transformed both film makers and viewers into scientists, diplomats, and
cultural anthropologists engaged in conducting both informal diplomacy and vicarious fieldwork.
Furthermore, they turned native peoples and their cultural traditions into objects of scientific study and
unwitting participants in public spectacles of popular entertainment. Popular and scientific
ethnographic films took advantage of public perceptions of their ethnographic authenticity and used
pretexts of scientific inquiry to legitimate further imperial ambitions disguised as missions of
exploration and research. Tarzan's role as the leader of the Green Goddess expedition in Guatemala
presented him as the lord of the jungle in a new Latin American context. In turn, the film allowed the
U.S. public to participate in imagined imperialist adventures abroad while maintaining isolationist
political policies and rejecting suggestions of the U.S. as an imperial nation.36
U.S. audiences had been primed throughout the 1930s to expect scientific expeditions,
especially those that involved film, to uncover savagery in both human and animal form. The 1933
34
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release of King Kong featured a cinematographic expedition to the Pacific Islands to shoot an
ethnographic film centered on the primordial rituals of the natives that inhabited Skull Island.37 The
film cleverly parodied serious scientific expeditionary films and played on existing assumptions about
the scientific authority of ethnographic film, erasing the already thin line between science and popular
entertainment. "Anyway, this is a great circus show,” wrote Los Angeles Times film critic Edwin
Schallert, “And it outdoes circuses because it has its own menagerie. The kind that a paleontologist
would rave about, and the sort that will make you believe that the screen has grown up overnight
scientifically." Schallert praised the film's jungle setting, noting that, “the jungle is always to the
forefront...in a case of...back to the primitive. With the stage for the prologue turned into a veritable
maze of trees and intertwining branches, and an octoroonesque ensemble that are decked out in plenty
of war paint, and costumes that suggest Zululand or what you please.”38 The film catered to all the plot
elements that audiences had come to expect: scientific expeditions, jungle habitats, fantastic animals,
and savage tribes. In addition, audiences would never forget the incredible animated visual spectacle of
Kong climbing to the top the Empire State Building in New York City with the screaming Ann Darrow
(played by the inimitable Fay Wray) in his clutches. The film fascinated both critics and viewers not
only because of the scenes of the mighty Kong and the dinosaurs that inhabited the jungle, but also the
savagery of the half-naked, painted natives who kidnapped Ann Darrow in order to offer her as a
sacrificial victim to Kong. Little imagination was required to link the film to the already established
literary and cinematographic tropes of colonization of unknown lands and racial domination of exotic
others disguised as scientific inquiry.
In the case of the Tarzan serial, the film's production crew ensured that audiences understood
that the film's plot hinge on a (pseudo-)scientific expedition, but that the filming of the twin movies had
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taken place in the context of a “real” jungle expedition. The picture's opening credits announced that
the film was an “Ashton Dearholt Expedition Picture,” implying that the production crew's mission
involved the harrowing exploration of a remote, unknown land to capture realistic depictions of the
scenes contained in the film. The Tarzan serial conflated its fictionalized expeditions to Guatemala
with real cinematographic expedition, granting it a sense of authority and legitimacy to convince
audiences of its veracity. The ominous tone of the credits underscored the dangerous nature of the
“expedition” and the physical risks to the film's actors, apologizing to viewers for any problems with
the sound caused by the extreme conditions under which the film had been shot and produced. Words
flashed across the screen just after the opening credits of the New Adventures of Tarzan:
“The production of this film was carried out under conditions of extreme difficulty and
hardship, involving personal danger to the actors and technicians, to whom the producers
owe a debt of great appreciation. The sound recording is occasionally interfered with by
the extremely variable atmospheric conditions and your kind indulgence is craved in this
direction.”39
The warning injected notes of jungle danger into the film and suggested that viewers were about
to glimpse scenes of real jeopardy, which separated it from inauthentic jungle films, such as the
fictionalized Ubangi. Given the unexpected events of the filming, this warning was only a small
exaggeration, but audiences unfamiliar with Guatemala's ecological and geographical realities could
not know which risks were real and which had been invented to add to the drama. Years later, Herman
Brix recalled the hazards of filming on site in Guatemala, swinging on vines over pools where real
crocodiles lurked below. A sharp-shooter stood by in case of any accidents.40
The expeditionary films created by Hollywood production companies captured public
enthusiasm because they reproduced well-worn cultural narratives: the intrepid hero's quest for
39
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(scientific) knowledge gained through conquest and the eventual domination of foreign peoples and
environments. Ethnographic expedition films retraced old literary tropes of exploration and empire
repackaged as ethnographic spectacles on the big screen. The surreptitious imperial objectives of these
expeditionary films lay just behind a smokescreen of seemingly objective ethnographic research. The
New Adventures of Tarzan resonated with audiences because it provided them with all of the
cinematographic elements they loved and had come to expect in popular motion pictures: a scientific
expedition to a lost city that evoked a sense of mystery and romance interspersed with some exciting
action scenes involving both wild animals and undiscovered tribes. The success of the film's plot
depended upon already established public understandings of the nature and purpose of ethnographic
film, as well as deep cultural beliefs about the legitimacy of racial domination and colonialism.
Tarzan's appearance in Guatemala implied that through the process of discovering the mysterious tribe
of the Dead City, he would dominate its shadowy inhabitants as easily as he had ruled the wild animals
and black savages of his original African habitat. Audiences familiar with the plot of the original novel
already knew that civilization would triumph over the savagery presumed inherent in Central America
and in this regard, the film did not disappoint.
In addition to the film's overt themes of racial domination and empire, its structure took
advantage of the existing overlap between science, pseudo-science, and entertainment to pass off the
preposterous notion of Tarzan as the leader of an archaeological expedition in search of the fictitious
Green Goddess as a (semi-) legitimate expedition picture. Although the film never claimed to be a
factual expeditionary film, its producers made deliberate choices to present it as part of a body of
legitimate ethnographic expedition films in order to increase its credibility, which in turn, further
conflated understandings of science and entertainment. The film transformed Guatemala and the
nation's inhabitants into objects of (pseudo-) scientific inquiry and ethnographic conquest. In turn, it
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created visual representations of the neo-colonial power relationships inherent between ethnographers
and their subjects, as well as viewers and the objects of ethnographic films. Because Guatemala was
not well-known to U.S. audiences, they had no way of knowing whether the images they saw on screen
were real or not. The unknown nature of Guatemala and its Mayan populations meant that both
filmmakers and audiences could inscribe and transpose cultural meanings on to them that had no basis
in reality, but instead reflected their own beliefs about the relationships between their own civilized
nature and the presumed savagery of the inhabitants of the Dead City. Pseudo-scientific and scientific
films of this period drew on assumptions about the ethnographic authority of visual images; audiences
were primed to believe that Tarzan, a fictional character, could be found in the Guatemalan jungle
chasing after mysterious Mayan artifacts and that the ancient Maya had invented powerful explosives.
The film structured knowledge about Guatemala and its native peoples for viewers, blending science
and pop culture into a potent amalgamation of discourses about race, indigenous people, jungles, and
the juxtaposition of savagery and civilization. Despite hopes that the film would show the nation in its
best light, it instead reflected the ways that the U.S. public wished to imagine it: savage, backwards,
and in desperate need of the brand of white civilization and masculine domination that only Tarzan
could provide.

PERFORMANCES OF CIVILIZATION AND SAVAGERY IN THE
JUNGLE
The constructed Guatemalan jungle scenes that audiences witnessed on the big screen provided
the ideal backdrop to scripted performances of civilization and savagery. By all accounts, given of his
childhood upbringing as part of a troop of apes, Tarzan should have matured into the ultimate savage.
Instead, audiences who viewed The New Adventures of Tarzan watched as the ape-man enacted cultural
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rituals of civilization reserved the cream of British aristocracy. Rather than to submit to the savagery of
the jungle, a ingrained sense of nobility guided his actions. He rescued damsels, fought wild animals,
and outwitted dangerous savages. In contrast, the racial degeneracy of the hostile Indians he
encountered ensured that they remained part of the jungle, unable to rise above it. On screen, they
committed most shocking acts of irrational violence as they personified the savages of U.S.
imaginations. These depictions were not new; instead, they were recycled tropes of civilization and
savagery that drew directly from Burrough’s original novel.
The original Tarzan of the Apes novel had thrilled readers with depictions of the wild African
jungles where the young Tarzan learned to hunt and kill lions, as well fight the black warriors of the
primitive Mbongo tribe. The Mbongo tribe repulsed and disgusted adolescent Tarzan because of its
vile cultural practices that included cannibalism and demonic religious rituals.41 Burroughs crafted
specific scenes that showed readers the demarcation between civilization and barbarism, which he
further linked to the racial characteristics of both Tarzan and the Mbongo. At a crucial point in the
novel's plot, Tarzan faced a choice about whether to engage in cannibalism and eat the black flesh of
his enemy; however, Tarzan's noble English blood prevented him from emulating the savage jungle
practices of the Mbongo:
“All he knew was that he could not eat the flesh of this black and, and thus hereditary
instinct, ages old, usurped the functions of his untaught mind and saved him from
transgressing a worldwide law of whose very existence he was ignorant.”42
The scene showed readers that Tarzan had risen above the primitivism of the black jungle
cannibals and their fundamental lack of civilization. Burroughs intended this racial dichotomy to
highlight Tarzan's racial superiority and inherent nobility, portrayed in stark in contrast to the
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primitivism and depravity of the black tribes he imagined populated the African jungle. The novel
assured readers that even isolated in the midst of the jungle, the biological instincts of white masculine
nobility reigned supreme. The New Adventures of Tarzan swapped the original black Mbongo tribe for
the new mysterious native inhabitants of the Dead City; however, lacking the crucial racial cue of
blackness to signal jungle savagery, the production crew went out of its way to emphasize the
strangeness and primitive nature of the “Maya.” The extras playing the Maya painted their faces and
bodies with bizarre designs, donned scandalous loincloths, and on cue, proceeded to perform scripted
displays of exaggerated ritual violence that even Tarzan declared savage.
In addition to derogatory racial depictions of fictionalized native tribes, the jungle provided the
ideal location for adventurers, explorers, and scientists to engage in performances of masculinity as a
crucial part of their quests to study, conquer, and dominate distant lands and native peoples. Based on
literary tropes that pitted man against nature, most jungle narratives featured rugged masculine heroes
engaged in ferocious battles of will against indomitable nature in both human and animal form.
Explorers tamed and dominated the wild places they set out to discover through the application of their
strength, intelligence, and racial superiority, traits associated with specific masculine identities.
Furthermore, these explorations took place in the context of new types of ecological and cultural
frontiers where discourses of race, gender, and civilization intersected. The Guatemalan jungle,
inscribed with popular beliefs about its isolated, dangerous nature, provided explores with a new
location in which to engaged in cultural rituals of masculine renewal, based on ingrained national
mythologies about the regenerative properties of engagement with nature. Frontier mythology played a
critical role in the articulation of U.S. cultural identities, as confrontations with the rough and rugged
natural elements; the “strenuous life” was touted as the panacea to vague cultural masculine illnesses of
neurasthenia and over-civilization. Direct engagement with the dangerous jungle offered a way to
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bolster masculine traits of strength, fearlessness, and an innate affinity for the application of violence
when necessary. Expeditionary films, both of the popular and scientific variety, repackaged the
Guatemalan jungle as a new type of frontier that promised to rejuvenate not only understandings of
U.S. masculinity, but also national identity. Tarzan's Guatemalan jungle adventure spoke to all of the
undercurrents of anxiety about men and their masculine identities and promised a quick antidote.

Illustration 4: The "ancient" "Maya" confront Tarzan at the Dead City.
From the New Adventures of Tarzan, 1935.

The film connected the Guatemalan jungle environment with popular assumptions about the
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racial degeneracy of native peoples. According to the film, they were savage because the jungle
isolated them from the civilizing influence of white culture. The production crew filmed majority of
the interior scenes of the Dead City in the ruins of Spanish colonial Catholic churches in Antigua that
had suffered severe earthquake damage. In case audiences grew suspicious of the unmistakable
Spanish colonial appearance of the set, the film's campy dialogue ensured that audiences knew
although the ruins of the Dead City appeared Spanish, in fact they had been built on top of ancient
Mayan ruins.43 Realistic details such as this not only promoted the film's ethnographic credibility, as
Spanish colonial churches had often built on the foundation of Mayan ruins, but also used these visual
images to imply the superiority and domination of white European civilization over the ancient Maya.
Mixing fact with fantasy gave further validity to the racial innuendos depicted on screen. The new
Guatemalan context of Tarzan's adventure formed a near perfect fit with the established racial
hierarchies of original novel, visually ranking first black and later Amerindian cultures at the bottom of
invisible, yet powerful, racial hierarchies.
The jungle played a prominent role in both of the New Adventures of Tarzan films, but
performed a greater function in the Green Goddess sequel. The film depicted Tarzan and Major
Martling, aided by indigenous porters transporting the Green Goddess, on the arduous return trek
through the jungle towards the Atlantic port of Puerto Barrios in the hope of reaching civilization.
Audiences encountered the Guatemalan jungle within the first few moments of the Green Goddess.
The film opened with dramatic narration to catch audiences up to speed:
"Guatemala... A strange and beautiful country many thousands of miles away. A country
with lofty, snow crested mountains, mighty rivers, and deep lakes, quaint little villages and
picturesque natives. This is Guatemala on the surface, what a tourist might see, if a tourist
could ever get there. Under this superficial beauty, lie many unsuspected dangers: those
mighty rivers run through treacherous jungles where wild animal life lurks in the shadows.
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Man-eating lions roam abroad. The deep lakes are infested with crocodiles and alligators.
And the natives may look picturesque, but are deadly to a white man.
In the heart of this impenetrable jungle, stand the ruins of all that is left of an ancient
Mayan civilization, older far than Guatemala. The natives today are in great anger. Their
ancient idol, the Green Goddess, has been snatched from the high altar. The high priest
vows to avenge by a slow and torturing death the violator and desecrater of the sacred
cathedral.
But unknown to the natives, unknown even to the high priest, this stolen idol is more than a
graven image, for hidden inside of it is a secret formula for a new explosive, powerful and
deadly enough to blow whole cities sky high, a potential menace to modern civilization and
a real menace, should the formula fall in to unscrupulous hands. Tarzan, and his band of
intrepid followers, both men and women, have faced untold dangers: wild animals, hostile
natives, a rival expedition of murderous crooks, and the horrors of fever infested swamps,
to take the idol from the natives that the secret formula might be safe. At last successful,
with the goddess in their possession, the Tarzan expedition starts on its long and arduous
journey home.”44
The group encountered a multitude of jungle dangers along the way, including wild animals and
attacks by hostile natives working for Raglan, who managed to abscond with the Green Goddess. Real
tragedy struck when the natives of the Dead City kidnapped George and Major Martling, dragging
them to their shadowy lair. The hostages were to be held until the safe return of the Green Goddess;
failing its return, they were sentenced to death. Battling lions and hostile natives, Tarzan managed to
free the hostages and the group continued to pursue Raglan, in order to prevent him from extracting the
secret formula hidden inside the idol.
To compensate for the obvious fabrications in the film, producers attempted to convince
viewers of its ethnographic authority to add to the drama on screen. To add authenticity to the
outlandish and cheesy plot, the film introduced audiences to recognizable national symbols interspersed
with real, unscripted scenes of native people in Guatemala. The film's pseudo-ethnographic approach
was most evident in the first film of the series, The New Adventures of Tarzan. This half of the series
44
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depicted the departure of the Martling expedition from Africa and its subsequent arrival in Guatemala
in order to begin the first leg of the group's trek. Landing at the Atlantic port of Río Dulce, the film
presented an extended sequence of the black Garífuna village of Lívingston and took viewers on a boat
trip up the river, where children posed in front of their homes with thatched roofs on the riverbank and
waved with enthusiasm at the camera. The film then whisked the explorers to the highland Maya
K'iche' stronghold of Chichicastenango. As Edgard Jeanneau had promised, the film included
recognizable architectural scenes of the pueblo, including its famed Iglesia de Santo Tomás,
constructed on the ruins of a K'iche' temple, and the recently constructed Arco Gucumatz adorned with
stylized indigenous motifs.45 In addition to the unmistakable architectural details, the film featured
several shots of K'iche' women and children dressed in traditional Indian clothing, who looked on with
curiosity as the Martling expedition arrived in a rough-hewn cart pulled by stout oxen.46 These scenes
meant add an authentic look, feel, and sound to a movie based on pure fantasy.
Despite half-hearted attempts to inject some ethnographic authority into the absurd plot, the
production crew went out of its way to emphasize the exotic nature of the Guatemalan jungle and
heighten perceptions of its dangers. Counting on the ignorance of the audience, producers spliced in
expansive scenes of the large game animals of the African savanna into the film, including aerial shots
of stampeding herds of wildebeest, elephants, and giraffes. The African animal scenes in the context of
the Green Goddess took advantage of the fact that U.S. audiences knew little about Central American
flora and fauna and were willing to accept the premise of African animals in a film shot in Guatemala.
Further footage of African rhinoceroses, lions, and crocodiles inserted into the film's opening scenes
ensured that the audience could not miss the connotations of danger and peril lurking at every turn.
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Scenes of these large jungle animals signaled that audience would soon witness exciting scenes of
jungle combat between Tarzan, the animals, and the “Mayan” jungle tribes. As expected, the film
depicted two separate fight scenes between Tarzan and African lions. As described in the original
novel, he easily dispatched them with only his uncanny intelligence and sharp knife as weapons,
celebrating the success of the kill with an extended version of the signature Tarzan war cry.47 By
misleading audiences with suggestions of African animals in Guatemala, the serial perpetrated the same
type of tomfoolery and “geographic confusion” that had exposed the phony 1932 production of
Ubangi. However, the Tarzan serial avoided the widespread criticism and complaints about the
ecological and geographic frauds pulled on unsuspecting audiences. After all, its truthful claims about
shooting the film on location in the midst of the dangerous Guatemalan jungle granted it far greater
credibility and legitimacy.
Tarzan's performance in Guatemala was a different type of Tarzan performance than audiences
had seen in any of the previous Tarzan films produced during the 1920s and 1930s. Herman Brix
depicted Tarzan as the cultured and refined English lord that Burroughs had envisioned in his original
novel. Burroughs had chosen Brix to star in the New Adventures of Tarzan serial not only because his
physique conformed to audience expectations of Tarzan's brawn and strength, but also because his
portrayal of Tarzan represented a departure from popular depictions of the hero as a dumb brute. The
Tarzan of the original novel descended from British aristocrats, a detail that had been lost in the
transformation of the character from the novel to the big screen. In addition to Tarzan Burroughs
Enterprises, Inc., the MGM studio also had produced several Tarzan films that starred Johnny
47
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Weismuller in the lead role as Tarzan. The MGM films, although based on Burroughs's original
character, presented a very different type of Tarzan. In the 1932 picture, “Tarzan the Ape Man,”
Weismuller had portrayed the jungle hero as crude, brutish, capable of only rudimentary
communication in monosyllabic grunts. In addition, romantic plot twists with various female
characters often distracted the Weismuller Tarzan, who appeared to get carried away by his base
instincts.48 Burroughs wanted a more refined Tarzan to restore his hero's damaged reputation and
imbue the character with a new sense of manly virtue and moral rectitude. Brix's Tarzan remained
faithful to Burroughs's original vision, conveying a sense of nobility and dignity throughout the
performance, even while dressed in nothing but a loincloth. When George and Bouchart finally located
Tarzan in the African jungle in the opening scenes of the first half of the New Adventures of Tarzan,
Tarzan greeted them as any noble lord should, “Why, yes, I'm Tarzan, also known as Lord Greystoke.
How may I help you?”49
The remaining male characters played smaller roles designed to highlight Tarzan's role as the
film's star; nevertheless, they also served to underscore the ways that social class conditioned
expressions of masculinity. Major Martling, a distinguished aristocratic scientist-explorer, gave the
expedition an air of respectability, suggesting that archaeological expeditions served to provide wealthy
gentlemen with an interesting and fashionable hobby. Raglan, with the second largest role as the film's
main antagonist, appeared as a crass low-class thug in comparison to Tarzan. Both Tarzan and Raglan
relied on their cunning and courage to achieve their objective of stealing the Green Goddess; however,
their respective social classes distinguished their conflicting motivations. Whereas Tarzan's nobility
provided him with a compelling moral reason to find the Green Goddess in order to save humanity,
48
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Raglan's connections with the low-class criminal underworld exposed his villainous motivations. Like
Tarzan, Raglan engaged in dramatic displays of masculine aggression, as in the scene where he tossed
one of the Marling expedition's loyal indigenous porter over a cliff; however, audiences were meant to
understand his actions as cold-blooded ruthlessness and as an example of how the savagery of the
jungle influenced men with questionable morals and low social standing.
In addition to its over-the-top depictions masculine physical strength and suggestions about the
effects of an inherent sense of moral virtue, the New Adventures of Tarzan also provided audiences with
a clear example of a performance of a type of anti-masculinity that further underscored Tarzan's hypermacho role. In his role as Major Martling's sidekick, the character George provided not only comic
relief in the midst of the tense jungle drama, but also a stark visible contrast to Tarzan. George, a puny
man who expressed terror and alarm at every turn, represented the over-civilized and effeminate type of
man that no one wanted to be.50 Film producers wanted to ensure that audiences understood that an
expedition to the dangerous Guatemalan jungle was only to be undertaken by those men manly enough
to survive, as evidenced in this brief exchange between George and Tarzan:
George: Wait, where are you going?
Tarzan: To Guatemala.
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Illustration 5: George and Tarzan: contrasting depictions of
masculinity. From The New Adventures of Tarzan.
George (looking hopeful): Can I go with you?
Tarzan (looking serious): No. (Walks away.)51
Native peoples also provided competing depictions of masculinity that drew on polarized
stereotypes about their racial characteristics. Mayan men played in roles as both Tarzan's loyal porters
and as the savages of the Dead City. The porters acted in submissive roles, their largest speaking parts
being, “Sí, señor,” and “Indians! Get Goddess!” In addition, the film emphasized their fearful natures
and their deep, superstitious beliefs, portrayed as inherent traits of indigenous peoples. They were as
frightened and timid as rabbits, traits that became obvious when Tarzan imitated roaring lions in a
successful effort to distract two of Raglan's porters from their assignment to guard the Green Goddess
and prevent its theft. Contrasting images to the suggestions of the docile and submissive native peoples
came from the over-the-top depictions of violence in the fight sequences of the Dead City. As people
of a lost civilization deep in the jungle, they appeared violent and irrational as they fought the members
51
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of Tarzan's expedition to regain control of the Green Goddess. According to the narration at the
beginning of the Green Goddess, the inhabitants of the Dead City didn't even know that their sacred
religious idol contained the formula for the explosives; they worshiped the idol because of their
primitive and superstitious religious beliefs.
The racial and gendered discourses on screen that suggested that Indian men harbored an
inherent predilection for violence seemed to receive confirmation in real life when the production crew
tried to film Mayan religious ceremonies in Chichicastenango. The Tarzan script called for numerous
scenes of strange ancient religious rituals as part of the Dead City, designed to convey notions of the
presumed racial and cultural exoticness of the ancient Maya. Chichicastenango, famous for its mystic
blend of folk Catholicism and Mayan religious traditions, seemed like the ideal place to capture this
footage; however, the filming did not proceed as planned. A huge crowd of thousands of Mayan
Indians had assembled to venerate the town's patron saint, Santo Tomás Apostól inside the church. The
two-man film crew received explicit instructions from the religious brotherhood not to photograph or
film the religious ceremonies, in order to prevent the camera crew from desecrating the ceremony or
portraying the parishioners in a disrespectful manner. Despite the prohibition, the film crew could not
resist filming the picturesque scenes of religious devotion. While trying secretly to film the ceremony,
one of the cameramen accidentally knocked over a religious image and some candles. Outraged,
thousands of infuriated parishioners rose and began to call for revenge. The angry mob brandished
clubs and sticks as they chased the camera men out of the church and ran them out of town, shouting
profanities in K'iche'. Even the local priest fled to Santa Cruz del Quiché for his own safety.52 Although
the camera crew escaped with their lives, the riot caused considerable alarm in Guatemala City and was
reported as far away as New York. “Indians of Guatemala Menace Two Americans,” reported the New
52
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York Times, but the paper noted that government authorities soon “quieted” the worshipers.53 Eleven
K'iche men were arrested in connection with the incident.54 The sudden and unexpected fury of the
Chichicastenango mob neatly mirrored the scenes of exaggerated violence depicted in the Tarzan films,
confirming existing racial beliefs in the inherent savagery and violent nature of Indian men.
The ensuing uproar disrupted the ethnographic work of Sol Tax, who had arrived in
Chichicastenango a few weeks earlier to conduct ethnographic fieldwork. Tax had procured the help of
an Indian man known as Tomás Ventura, who facilitated Tax's relationships with the local townspeople,
a step crucial to the success of his ethnographic research. Besides his work with Tax, Ventura had also
offered his services to the movie makers, rounding up extras for the Chichicastenango scenes.
Ventura's double role as ethnographic informant and as “chief rounder-upper of the Indians”55
overlapped; procuring local Indian people as extras for popular expedition movies and as informants
for ethnographic research were activities more similar than Tax likely wanted to believe. Ventura's
double role aroused suspicions of his intentions and threatened to jeopardize the good will that Tax had
tried hard to create. The riot generated a good deal of hostility towards tourists, movie makers, and
ethnographic researchers who used the Mayan Inn as a home base. Although Tax himself was not the
object of any violent confrontations, angry chichicastecos hurled insults towards the hotel guests and
the weight of hostile sentiments hung in the air. “There was no violence towards whites here, although
unprecedented verbal insults were hurled at the hotel's guests on Sunday, but feeling is high,” he
reported. Tax complained to Robert Redfield at the University of Chicago that the riot had
compromised his relationships with locals, but that, “...I am hopeful that the Indians will get used to us
53
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around here and be able to distinguish us from tourists and movie-men”.56 Tax's comments underscored
the difficulties of distinguishing legitimate ethnographic research from popular ethnographic
spectacles, as well as suggested some of the reasons for well-founded suspicions of outsiders and the
significant resistance towards those who wished to conduct research or film sacred religious practices.
The Tarzan serial, framed around competing expressions of masculinity in the context of macho
jungle adventures, only featured two token female characters in limited roles. The first, Major
Martling's spoiled and frivolous daughter Alice, insisted on tagging along on the expedition, as if it
were nothing more than an exotic vacation. The script limited her role to screaming in abject terror (à
la Fay Wray) at the sight of the natives of the Dead City and throughout one harrowing sequence in
which a pair of bloodthirsty jaguars attempted to devour her.57 Alice provided Tarzan with a hyperfeminine damsel in need of rescue, underscoring his heroism and noble sense of chivalry. Ula Holt, the
film's leading lady, in her role as the smart and savvy Ula Vale, provided audiences with the
counterpoint to Alice's obvious fragile, delicate, and uber-feminine performance. Ula Vale proved a
more independent and capable character than Alice, traveling to Guatemala alone in order to conduct
her own expedition to search for the Green Goddess. Earlier versions of the script had provided her
with a more interesting role as a secret agent, but producers scrapped this plot twist in favor of a lessaction oriented role. Despite her jungle smarts, the villain Raglan managed to overpower Vale and
rendered her helpless before the dangers of the jungle, providing Tarzan with yet another damsel in
distress to rescue. Tarzan arranged for her to join the Martling expedition in order to take advantage of
safety and protection the expedition offered. In a departure from the original novel and in keeping with
the established norms of scientific expedition pictures, the New Adventures of Tarzan avoided any
explicit sappy romantic sub-plots between Ula Vale and Tarzan. However, in the final moments of the
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film, Vale accompanied Tarzan to his ancestral home, creating just a hint of romantic interest. Alice
Martling and Ula Vale provided competing performances of femininity, but the roles of both women
mainly provided Tarzan with women in need of rescue in order to underscore Tarzan's masculinity and
strength.
Just outside of the constructed Guatemalan jungle of the Tarzan set, gendered assumptions
about jungle expeditions as one of the ultimate expressions of manliness generated confusion when
popular audiences attempted to understand women's explorations of the jungle. During the 1930s,
more than a few brave women challenged gendered notions about suitable recreational activities for
women and ventured into the jungle for their own purposes of exploration. Women explorers often
encountered adventures just as exciting and interesting as those of their male counterparts; however, no
convenient literary trope existed to help audiences understand the idea of women exploring nature. The
well-established literary narrative of “man versus nature” provided an easy cultural shortcut for
understanding the purpose of men's expeditions, but faltered when applied to women's jungle
adventures. In contrast, literature often represented women as nature, which complicated efforts to
grasp underlying motivations of their explorations. Women as the architects and primary protagonists
of their own in jungle adventures conflicted with assumptions about their more traditional domestic
roles as wives and mothers. Popular reports on their expeditions suggested a deep puzzlement about
women's jungle explorations because they fell outside of traditional narratives that linked exploration
with masculinity and seemed to have little connection to recognizable themes of science, domination,
or conquest.
Newspapers characterized the jungle exploits of a Miss Polly Forbes-Johnson, a nineteen yearold college student, in gendered language. In a radical departure from genteel and feminine norms of
travel, Forbes-Johnson had undertaken a solo 6,000 mile motorcycle trip from New York to Guatemala.
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Rather than travel only along established roads, she rode her motorcycle directly into the heart of the
jungle. She reported being thrown from her motorcycle various times as she struggled to maneuver the
machine through the dense tropical foliage; during the first six days of her trip into the interior, she
only managed to ride ten miles a day due to the hazards of the natural environment. Although clearly
proficient with a motorcycle, she claimed that she knew little about them and even less about their
repair. She enlisted the help of friendly local Indians when her bike broke down under the strain of
jungle travel and they assisted her in making the necessary repairs. In addition, the Indians she
encountered often used their machetes to cut pathways through the impenetrable jungle for her. Along
her travels, Forbes-Johnson managed to meet personally President Jorge Ubico, a fellow motorcycle
enthusiast, who gifted her with another motorcycle as a souvenir of her travels. For her own protection,
she carried a revolver, but never used it, as vicious bouts food poisoning, rather than violent encounters
hostile natives, turned out to be the most serious threat to her health and safety. Forbes-Johnson's trip
represented exploration in the truest sense of the word; however, the New York Times reported on her
adventure under the headline, “Girl Cyclist Returns From Jungle Trip.” The headline's wording
suggested that Forbes-Johnson had merely taken a pleasant vacation, downplaying her considerable
moxie.58
Women who engineered their own the jungle adventures both fascinated and perplexed the
public, unaccustomed to viewing women acting in masculine roles as scientists or explorers. These
women appropriated and performed masculine gender roles, in the process, challenging popular
assumptions about women's inherent domesticity and their capacities to confront the formidable
dangers of such a rugged, inhospitable environment. Jungle adventures such as those of Polly ForbesJohnson confused the press; newspaper reports of their exploits portrayed them in conflicting language
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that revealed deep ambiguity about the meaning of their masculine performances as women. Neither
woman's jungle adventure corresponded to the boundaries of their domestic roles as wives, mothers,
sidekicks, or objects of romantic or sexual conquest.59 Instead, these women traveled alone for their
own personal purposes. They engaged in daring escapades associated with the macho exploits of male
explorers, including hunting for wild game and motorcycle riding, as well as interacted with Indians in
genuine encounters. They required no dramatic rescues and even dismissed suggestions that their
explorations involved real danger. Nevertheless, their appropriation and performance of masculine
cultural narratives of the exploration of unknown lands also positioned them as feminine agents of a
softer brand of neocolonialism.
Despite their successes as jungle adventurers in their own right, women such as Forbes-Johnson
remained excluded from the process of producing knowledge about the jungle. They lacked access to
the masculine authority required to interpret the world and construct knowledge about it for external
audiences. Their exploits were reported as anomalies, which made their experiences seem unimportant
and superficial, reflecting the ways that their statuses as women limited their access to the authority
required to interpret the world for other people. Women were allowed to explore the jungle and even
practice amateur ethnography, but gendered assumptions prevented them from transforming their
observations into real knowledge. Newspapers undermined the seriousness of their accomplishments,
referring to women explorers as “girls” and characterizing their experiences as “trips,” suggesting that
their explorations of the jungle were nothing more than exotic forms of recreation. In addition, these
reports often drew explicit comparisons between the tameness of women's jungle excursions and the
exciting exploits of their male counterparts. The lack of violent encounters with native peoples or
dramatic scenes of rescue made their wild adventures seem even tamer. Despite public befuddlement
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over how to understand women's explorations in the jungle, their adventures did not generate great
controversy because even when they acted in masculine roles, women avoided characterizing
themselves as explorers, adventurers, or real scientists. They did not define their experiences as
adventure or claim the opportunity to use their experiences to construct knowledge.
Tarzan's adventures in Guatemala provided viewers a visual spectacle that illustrated racial and
gendered discourses set against a dramatic jungle backdrop. The serial, despite the patent absurdity of
its premise, presented audiences with visual spectacles that confirmed popular assumptions about the
jungle and its presumed inhabitants; these images, in turn, both shaped and reinforced public
perceptions about the intersections between race, class, and gender. The original Tarzan novel had
structured both racial and gendered ideas for audiences during a time of profound anxiety centered on
perceptions of a crisis of masculinity and dire predictions of the eventual extinction of the white race.
The continuation of these underlying themes in the Tarzan movies of the 1930s suggested that these
anxieties had not disappeared, resurfacing in the middle of the global economic crisis. Tarzan's
adventures served to assuage these anxieties, assuring readers that in the end, Tarzan's racial superiority
and masculine virility would save the day. In addition, the New Adventures of Tarzan added the native
peoples of the Americas to its visual racial hierarchy to spark interest and reassure anxious viewer that
Tarzan remained the master of his environment and the creatures that inhabited it. The film provided
U.S. viewers with a vicarious jungle experience, complete with the savage, primitive tribes that
audiences knew that Tarzan would dominate. Far from the film that Edgard Jeanneau had promised
Alfred Skinner Klee, the Tarzan serial portrayed native peoples in derogatory ways; not a single scene
depicted the beauty of Mayan artistic productions or cultural traditions. The scenes that purported to
show native people linked beliefs of native racial degeneracy to assumptions of their inherent savagery.
These depictions sparked outrage from Guatemalans, both government officials and the public alike.
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CULTURAL NATIONALISM AND ANTI-IMPERIAL RESISTANCE
When the New Adventures of Tarzan finally premiered in theaters in the U.S. and Europe in
1936, its depictions of Guatemala and its indigenous people shocked and horrified Guatemalans both at
home and abroad. In flagrant violation of its private promises and public pledges to the Ubico
government to develop a film that would highlight the nation's natural and cultural beauty, Tarzan
Burroughs Enterprises, Inc. had produced a film that accomplished quite the opposite. The serial
painted Guatemala as a place devoid of civilization, filled with bloodthirsty Indian savages, dangerous
wild animals, and barbaric cultural practices. Because Guatemala lacked adequate film editing
facilities, the film had left the country without prior screening; government officials had believed that
Edgard Jeanneau would keep his promises not to produce any degrading images. Despite their
mounting outrage, government officials could do little to control the damage, apart from voicing public
complaints about the Tarzan serial's defamatory nature, once it had been released to public theaters. It
is not possible to know how many people saw the film, but it reached audiences in major international
cities, including New York and London. From the perspective of Guatemalan government officials, the
serial constituted a total public relations disaster with the potential to cause serious harm to the nation's
international image.
After he saw the film in London, the Guatemalan consul in that city wrote an urgent letter to
Minister of Exterior Relations Alfred Skinner Klee, alerting him to the disparaging nature of the film:
“Currently showing in cinemas in London is a film entitled "New Adventures of Tarzan,"
whose main scenes were filmed in Guatemala, with special approval from our government,
as indicated in the credits. Through the Guatemalan press, we knew that this film was in
preparation and the fact that the government had taken action on the matter made us
believe that in authorizing this movie, great care would be taken that nothing would appear
that could be detrimental to the good name of Guatemala.
Unfortunately, the impression that one gets from watching the movie is a disaster from
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every point of view. It is inexplicable how, without any prior censorship, the government
allowed the creation of a film where everything seems made especially to depict us as a
country of savages. Surely under the title, "Tarzan in Guatemala,"[sic] that this film has
been screened in Guatemala and the Minister of Exterior Relations has had occasion to
appreciate the damage that such scenes can do when displayed on movie screens
worldwide.
Guatemala, like many Latin American countries, is little known in Europe and people have
a fairly erroneous idea of the degree of our civilization, which it is why it is
counterproductive that the first times in Guatemala appears on screens around the world,
we as a country are exhibited as a nation of semi-barbarians. This movie does not even
provide the least idea of Mayan art, our history, nor absolutely anything that reflects any
degree of civilization. The scenes seem as if they had been shot in the center of black Africa
rather than in an organized republic.
The damage that this film can do to us abroad is huge. What confidence can this inspire in
a merchant or a potential tourist in such a country described this way, where at each step
are hundreds of savages waiting to assault the traveler?
The little work that consuls can do to promote the country, with the financial resources
available to them, has been completely destroyed due to this graphic information and
evidence which is not content to merely show our flaws, but instead intentionally
exaggerates them in their eagerness to create a cinematographic spectacle.”60

The Ministry of Public Education received an equally alarming letter from a Guatemalan
woman in New York named Lola de Morales, who wrote to express her distress over the erroneous and
derogatory representations of Guatemala presented to public audiences:
“...when they exhibit here a movie filmed in Mexico or Guatemala, they announce it by
putting outside the theater two or three men, painted and dressed like they imagine that our
Indians dress, that is to say, with colored feathers and half-naked, and to this they add at
the door of the theater the trophies that those who made the film brought back when they
fought with the savage Indians of Guatemala, like machetes, knives, drums, and the
instruments of torture that the Indians use in their ceremonies to the Gods, photos of
poisonous animals and snakes, and themselves in the center of all of this air of conquest
and at the foot of each painting, a description of the fight they had to subdue the Indians.
All this novelty causes great interest and you can hear in the theater all of the comments of
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the people about Guatemala...they believe it is a completely savage country devoid of
civilized people and when someone comes from here [New York] from there [Guatemala], it
is here that they learn to read and write. They know that from the time that we are young,
we learn to climb trees and that we live in stick houses, there are no theaters, schools, or
anything, and they say that they don't understand how foreigners could live in such a
country full of savages.
I say this...because I have seven years of living here and these people take from our lands
everything they can, promise everything, and then when outside of Guatemala, they exhibit
us the most undignified manner. When they showed here the picture called the Wild Girl,
they said in the narration that the girl, the main protagonist, had been horribly bitten by a
lizard when filming the movie and that this happened in the best hotel in Guatemala, which
is surrounded by panthers and full of lizards, all of this to attract the attention of the people
and they are greatly successful, while Guatemala loses in every sense. As a Guatemalan in
North America, where they believe it to be the most awful country in the universe, nothing
exists but savage Indians and poisonous animals.”61

These letters provided a vivid illustration of the sense of fury on the part of Guatemalans abroad
who viewed these films. Not only did the film paint the nation in a negative way, but it also convinced
viewers that the representations of screen were factual. Both of these letter suggested underlying fears
that audiences would believe the pictures they saw on screen, which in turn, would shape negative
public ideas about both the nation and its Indian populations. De Morales's letter also showed the ways
that filmmakers advertised popular pseudo-ethnographic films such as the New Adventures of Tarzan
through the use of sensational images and publicity campaigns, which further solidified impressions of
indigenous barbarism. Although it is often difficult to gauge audience reactions to visual media, De
Morales's letter suggested that popular audiences believed these depictions at least in part, as they
whispered openly in the theater about the savagery and primitivism of Guatemalan Indians and its wild
and dangerous jungles.
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In addition to the indignation the Tarzan serial raised due to its defamatory depictions, it also
trigged the ire of Guatemalans because they understood it as part of broader debates about the
tempestuous relationship between northern imperialism and southern democracy. Anti-imperialist
feeling began to spread throughout the Latin America around the turn of the century because of deep
resentment towards unilateral military interventions designed to protect U.S. political and economic
interests. In time, exploitative economic policies replaced military interventions as the tool of choice to
extend U.S. political and economic influence. These policies sparked strong anti-Yankee sentiment,
neatly encapsulated in a 1935 newspaper article published in the Los Angeles Times entitled, “Why We
Hate Americans!” The article cited open U.S. racial contempt towards dark-skinned peoples,
oppression and exploitation of the working class, and economic imperialism towards Latin America as
the primary reasons for rising anti-imperial sentiment.62 Debates raged in the U.S. over the merits of
imperialism as well. Anti-imperialists equated external capitalist development with the extension of
formal colonialism, while others defended these initiatives, arguing that imperialism brought vital
foreign investment and modern technologies to underdeveloped nations.63 At times, this type of
economic development even seemed to serve humanitarian, rather than capitalistic ends, as in the case
of UFCO hospitals, such as the world-renowned medical center at the company headquarters of
Quiriguá. These hospitals, part of the UFCO empire, provided health care and medical treatment to
people who would otherwise not receive it. If performed by a not-for-profit enterprise, this would be
understood as benevolent humanitarianism; however, the hospitals' association with the corporate
abuses of UFCO made them appear as an agents of imperialism instead.64
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At heart, this type of cultural imperialism articulated and reinforced geopolitical power
inequalities between the global north and south. U.S. imperialism in Latin America often took the form
of military interventions and foreign economic ventures; nevertheless, imperialism was a broader
system of domination rather than a series of armed interventions and business deals. Instead,
imperialism constituted a complex constellation of political, economic, and cultural factors exerted
through an ongoing process of defining and redefining power. In addition to the political and economic
aspects of imperialism, cultural initiatives complemented it, playing a crucial role in its application.65
Most importantly, cultural imperialism made the geopolitical inequalities generated as a consequence
of this system seem natural, historical, and legitimate. Cultural imperialism represented a much more
insidious process than the mere exportation of U.S. cultural inventions and their infiltration into the
identities of developing nations. Instead, cultural initiatives represented a softer, but just as damaging,
neo-colonial project in which the U.S. plundered and exploited the cultural resources of the global
south, including archaeological artifacts, visual images, and handmade arts, as well as absconded with
emerging scientific knowledge. The flow of tangible and intangible cultural patrimony from south to
north reified U.S. domination and its claims to informal empire.
Because of their intimate relationship to larger processes of conquest and domination, scientific
and ethnographic expeditions to Latin America extended the southward reach of U.S. Archaeological
excavations, ethnographic research, and filmed expeditions appropriated various artifacts of cultural
patrimony, ethnographic knowledge, and visual images of native peoples that expanded the scope and
ambition of U.S. imperialism. Artifacts of material culture enriched the collections of U.S. scientific
anti-imperial sentiment.
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institutions and private individuals at the expense of the nations that hosted these expeditions, while
ethnographic knowledge contributed to a growing, but exclusive, body of information about native
cultures. Few foreign researchers made commitments to repatriate scientific or ethnographic
knowledge to its country of origin, stripping these nations of access to that knowledge.66 Foreign
expeditions to Guatemala arrived at regular intervals to conducted their studies and then returned home
with trophies, souvenirs, and most importantly, the knowledge gleaned from their studies. The
accumulation of foreign scientific knowledge granted these researchers the authority to interpret, as
well as invent, Guatemalan ethnographic, ecological, and scientific realities for public audiences. The
creation and propagation of racial discourses about native people constituted a fundamental component
of cultural imperialism and served as the one of the primary tools maintain U.S. hegemony in the
region. Ethnographic films, loaded with cultural and racial assumptions about native peoples, justified
the extension of the informal U.S. empire and the appropriation of natural and cultural resources.
Popular associations between the Guatemalan nation and the presumed savagery of its Indians created
the cultural context in which other types of imperialism, particularly the growing economic imperialism
of UFCO, could exist and expand.
The continual plunder of natural and cultural resources that occurred in the context of foreign
expeditions angered many Guatemalans. The Guatemalan Consul in New Orleans, R. Arturo Ramírez,
likely spoke for many of his countrymen when he wrote to Alfred Skinner Klee in 1933. Ramírez,
from his vantage point in New Orleans, the port of departure for many of the scientific and
ethnographic expeditions en route to Guatemala, argued that scientists, explorers, and adventurers who
wished to travel to Guatemala should be required to pay taxes in order to receive government permits
66
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to conduct their studies. Instead, he noted that these explorers paid no taxes to the state, noting
furthermore that:
“...painfully, not only do they not pay anything, either voluntary or forced, but also they
steal from us the originality of the vernacular arts, bringing the molds, styles, and the
relics, very much ours, to leave us only traditions and histories--that depend on the mind of
the visitors--and they do us the great favor of considering us a hybrid species between
Indian, Jew, and Spaniard, tied to primitive rituals, very beautiful, very simple, but
absolutely obsolete and far, very far, from the civilized people and the modern.[sic]
Every pseudo-explorer scientist that leaves here [New Orleans] with great fanfare and
publicity, armed with all of the weapons of the conquistadors of legends, leaves nothing,
absolutely nothing, to Guatemala.”67
Ramirez's letter underscored the dangers of northern cultural imperialism, raising concerns
about the nation's cultural future if it were plundered entirely of its indigenous past. He argued that the
scientist-explorers who traveled to Guatemala ravaged it of all of its natural and cultural wonders,
leaving Guatemalans clinging to only the historical memory of beautiful, but obsolete, primitive
indigenous rituals. Ramirez linked U.S. scientific expeditions with the pillage and violence of the
original Spanish conquest and predicted a future in which the only thing that would remain in
Guatemala were memories of the quaint indigenous past. In addition, his sarcastic comments about
foreign stereotypes of the racial makeup of Guatemalans suggested that notions of exoticism further
legitimated scientific explorations and their claims to cultural resources.
Anti-imperialism in Latin America often took the form of armed insurrection to military
intervention; nevertheless, cultural initiatives served to as an equally important part of larger struggles
against northern imperialism.68 Although Guatemala had not yet experienced the military interventions
67
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that took place in Honduras, Nicaragua, and El Salvador during the early twentieth century, the
surrounding climate of cultural imperialism throughout the region threatened to compromise national
sovereignty. Linked to discourses of indigenismo, cultural nationalism reconstructed indigenous
traditions for public audiences and promoted them at home and abroad as bona fide national symbols.
As an intellectual movement, cultural nationalism rejected European ideals of racial uniformity and the
adoption of Western cultural practices as prerequisites for the foundation for the development of
genuine national identities and modern nation building, as well as refuted pernicious U.S. racial
stereotypes of indigenous racial inferiority. Indigenous cultural practices, long considered a source of
national shame, were redefined as unique expressions of national culture and furthermore, as weapons
of resistance.69 Cultural nationalism sought to strengthen national identities and make them
impermeable to northern discourses that linked native people with savagery through the creation of
artistic productions based on romanticized beliefs about the indigenous past. Ethnographic and pseudoethnographic displays, in the form of theater, were designed to bring specific ideas about native peoples
to public audiences. In their attempts to resist this type of domination and refute defamatory
depictions, Guatemalan elites turned to native cultural practices in order to form their own anti-imperial
discourses.
During the ten years prior to the release of the New Adventures of Tarzan, Guatemalan
intellectuals had begun formulating their own unique cultural brand of anti-imperial discourse through
the ethnographic display of Mayan culture. In 1924, composer Jesus Castillo composed Guatemala's
first opera, essentially fitting indigenous musical traditions into a European format. In addition to
initiating a new tradition of Guatemalan national opera, the composition also broke new ground as the
69
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first opera in Latin America to feature a drama centered entirely around the indigenous past. The opera
provided new opportunities for national opera singers to play in starring roles as Indians. Entitled
“Quiche Vinak”[sic] (“K'iche' People”), the musical score featured Mayan musical influences and a
dramatic screenplay based on indigenous mythologies and world views. Castillo had received his
musical training in Paris, but upon his return to Guatemala, he turned his attention towards the
preservations of the indigenous musical traditions of his own nation. In order to represent indigenous
cultural themes and musical traditions with greater accuracy, Castillo, a member of the exclusive
Sociedad de Geografía e Historia, had conducted extensive ethnomusicological fieldwork with both
Mam and K'iche' communities in the highland department of Quetzaltenango and aimed to bring these
little known musical traditions to wider audiences.70 The opera premiered at the Teatro Abril in
Guatemala City on July 25, 1924, the 400th anniversary of the founding of the first Spanish capital in
the highland Kaqchikel capital of Iximché. In the days that followed the opera's premier, newspaper
accounts reported that the production had played to a packed theater and was an overwhelming success
in every sense.71 Castillo's work heavily influenced new generations of later Guatemalan composers
who sought to represent national themes through the representation of indigenous musical forms
throughout the twentieth century. 72
Castillo used his assembled collection of indigenous musical traditions to fashion a new type of
theatrical production that reinterpreted national history through a combination of music, theater, and
romance. The dramatic plot took place on the eve of the Spanish conquest of Guatemala and revolved
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around the historic animosities and periodic outbreaks of outright war between the K'iche' and
Kaqchikel tribes. According to the plot, the savage high priests of the K'iche' tribe intended to offer the
Kaqchikel princess Alitza as a ritual sacrifice in order to placate the Mayan god Tohil. Moments before
her scheduled sacrifice, the K'iche' prince Amalchi, spying a beautiful princess in distress, invoked his
magical powers to fly through the air and rescue Alitza, whisking her to a lofty mountaintop for safety
and protection. Isolated and hidden from their enemies, the star-crossed lovers fell deeply and
passionately in love with each other. Meanwhile, the evil high priests of the K'iche' plotted to steal the
princess back in order to complete their sacrifice. Drawing on their own supernatural powers, one of
the priests transformed himself into a coyote and tracked the pair to the mountain hideout, then and
alerted the K'iche' tribe to the couple's whereabouts. The magical coyote stripped the prince of his
powers and the tribe carried the lovers to the sacrificial altar. Contemplating their respective fates, the
prince's powers returned and he prophesied the downfall of the K'iche' kingdom and its eventual ruin.
In the dramatic denouement, just as the pair were to be sacrificed, the first Spanish conquistadors
arrived, leaving the entire K'iche' pueblo cowering in terror and sparing the lives of the protagonists. 73
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Illustration 6: Photo of the production of Quiche Vinak
Anales de la Sociedad de Geografia e Historia, 1924
The opera reinterpreted the pre-Hispanic indigenous past for both Guatemalan and international
audiences through entertaining performances of Mayan culture that blended fact and fiction. Both the
musical score and the screenplay worked together to sanitize and valorize ancient indigenous cultural
traditions and present them as indications of modernity. The transformation of Mayan musical
traditions into a Western operatic form linked indigenous cultural practices with recognizable elements
of high culture and imbued Mayan traditions with a palpable air of sophistication. The script presented
two competing views of the ancient Maya and employed an array of visual elements in order to create
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the contrast between the backwardness and primitivism of the ancient Maya and the nobility of the
lovers. The performers' costumes were designed to reflect the ways that audiences might image ancient
Mayan clothing, resulting in the bizarre array of animal costumes used to represent the supernatural
forces of the K'iche' priests. Dressed as wild animals, performers played their scripted roles as
villainous indigenous shamans in front of a painted jungle background dotted with ancient Mayan
artifacts meant to represent the elegant monoliths of Quiriguá; these details worked in tandem to
convey the ignorance and savagery of the ancient Maya. To offset the obvious elements of its fictional
plot elements, the musical score and screenplay included a number of indigenous themes and motifs to
build the production's credibility as an authentic representation of the nation's past. Most importantly,
the strange sounds of the indigenous melodies woven throughout the score emphasized the mysticism
and exoticness of the ancient Maya. In addition, reflecting deep indigenous beliefs in the magical
power of nahualismo, the sacred transformation of humans into animal spirits, the script featured
several instances in which characters employed their magical shape-shifting powers to turn themselves
into clever animals in order to achieve their objectives.74 Presented as a visual spectacle, the opera's
presentation of indigenous traditions in the context of a historical drama based on the Spanish conquest
linked ethnographic display to processes of racial and cultural domination.
Quiche Vinak presented the nation's historical foundation as an epic romantic drama; the use of
a forbidden romance between members of rival tribes as a plot device (a la Romeo and Juliet) drew on
gendered metaphors to drive home the narrative's important themes of nation formation.75 The opera
also conformed to certain Western literary expectations, rather than indigenous literary traditions, as it
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essentially relied on masculine hero narrative that suggested themes of gendered domination. Despite
its claims to depict the indigenous past, at heart, the opera represented the national struggle to break
free of its barbarous past and embrace its modern future.76 The conflicts between the barbarous K'iche'
priests and the virtuous couple symbolized the stark contrast between ancient indigenous barbarism
with modern civilization. The opera deployed gendered representations in both its its depictions of the
male Quiche sorcerers and the star-crossed lovers. The masculine K'iche' sorcerers appeared as evil,
barbaric, and superstitions, suggesting the darkness, superstition, and savagery of the pre-Hispanic
period. Their threats to sacrifice Alitza reproduced elite fears of indigenous barbarism dooming the
nation to an unfortunate future. In contrast, Alitza and Amalchi symbolized the future, based on an
idealized, traditional family unit that would populate the new nation with modern citizens and
overcome the legacy of racial degeneracy. In his dramatic rescue of Alitza, Amalchi rescued the nation
from its savage fate of perpetual backwardness and paved the way for a successful future. The opera
reinforced ideas about the conquest and domination of indigenous people, implying that modernity
would vanquish the indigenous past, leading to a happier and more prosperous ending for the nation.
Quiche Vinak served as a part of larger, ongoing strategies designed to resist northern cultural
domination through the portrayal of the incomparable beauty and enduring nature of indigenous
traditions. Designed for both national and international audiences, the opera sought to present native
peoples as the real symbols of the nation. Within Guatemala, the production aimed to fuse the nation
into a coherent unit in order to solidify its sovereignty in the face of encroaching northern political and
economic domination. Externally, the opera reached international audiences when Guatemalan
76
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government officials sent copies of the musical score of Quiche Vinak to northern radio stations and
other institutions who requested samples of traditional Guatemalan Mayan folkloric music, as far away
as Europe. Packaging an indigenous drama in a modern, sophisticated, and essentially exclusive
musical form enhanced the chances that elite international audiences would interpret it in a positive
light; in turn, they would help shape ideas about native people for popular audiences. Quiche Vinak
also formed a crucial part of the musical repertoire of the Palma de Oro marimba band sent abroad as
part of the national pavilion at the Greater Texas and Pan-American Exposition in 1938; the band's
popular nightly performances brought the opera's indigenous melodies, as well as impression of the
Maya as civilized and sophisticated, to international audiences.77

CONCLUSIONS
The original 1912 Tarzan novel generated a flood of Tarzan films throughout the twentieth
century, suggesting that the underlying themes of the original novel continued to resonate with public
audiences. Forty separate Tarzan movies thrilled audiences with jungle adventures between 1916 and
1968. The most recent Tarzan film, the 1984 blockbuster movie, Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan,
Lord of the Apes, earned $28.5 million dollars in the first month after its release,78 suggesting that
themes of conquest, racial domination, and manliness continue to fulfill important cultural functions in
the U.S. imagination.
The New Adventures of Tarzan enchanted public audiences not only because it provided
entertaining ethnographic spectacles, but also because the serial depicted important cultural discourses.
Expedition pictures, both factual and fictional, provided far more than mere escapist fantasies; they
restored public faith in the solidity of racial and gendered hierarchies that had been shaken in the wake
77
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of the political radicalism of the 1920s and the global depression of the 1930s. These films used visual
images to articulate both gendered and racial discourses about of the social identities of the scientistexplorer-adventures who ventured forth to go boldly where no man (or woman) had gone before.
Based on old literary tropes that cast explorers in the role of conquering heroes, expeditionary film
linked together themes of racial supremacy and colonial domination in a visual format imbued with
scientific authority. Expedition pictures of the Hollywood variety walked a thin line between fact and
fiction, entertainment and ethnography, often interspersing genuine encounters with both staged
sequences and outrageous misrepresentations to create greater impressions of authenticity and convince
audiences that the images they saw were, in fact, true. Despite their different claims to truthful
representation of the people and cultures pictured, both genuine and pseudo-ethnographic expeditionary
films nonetheless tapped into deep cultural beliefs about the power and authority of white men to
subjugate native peoples considered to be primitive and racially degenerate and lay claim to their
cultural heritage.
The tropical jungle settings of these films were critical to their success. The wild and untamed
appearances of the jungles of both Africa and Latin America signaled to audiences that they were about
to witness a performance of incomparable depravity. Audiences transferred racial tropes of black
African jungle savagery to the native peoples of Latin America with ease. The jungle, wild and
unexplored, symbolized a new type of frontier where audiences could picture themselves in the lead
roles as manly explorer-adventurer-scientists, battling jungle animals and hostile natives in their sacred
quest to conquer both man and beast. Native people acted in roles that cast them as the personification
of jungle, which confirmed not only popular assumptions of their racial degeneracy, but also
highlighted the contrast between them and their racial and gendered characteristics of the real stars of
these adventures. The Tarzan serial portrayed competing racial and gendered depictions of the people
212

that audiences were led to believe were the Maya and emphasized their irrational, superstitious beliefs,
as well as their natural affinity for violence. The jungle also provided the backdrop for other types of
gendered performances and conditioned public responses to them, such as when women appropriated
masculine roles as jungle explorers.
Guatemalans understood these depictions not just as slanderous accusations against the nation,
but also as part of a longer, more insidious history of U.S. cultural imperialism. In response, they
sought to construct their own brand of anti-imperial discourse and repackage indigenous cultural as
authentic vestiges of ancient traditions in order to prove the civilized nature of indigenous peoples.
National productions of ethnographic display in aimed to solidify national identity in order to stiffen
resistance to imperialism and reject U.S. racial stereotypes of native peoples as savages. In addition,
these types of ethnographic display educated national audiences about the indigenous past, which
shaped ways that audiences understood the relationship between the indigenous past and modern
nation. Nevertheless, the representations presented in both the U.S. and Guatemala presented an
essentialized and erroneous portrait of native peoples. Furthermore, backed by Hollywood money and
influence, the representations contained in the Tarzan serial effectively reinforced the already unequal
power relationships between the two nations.
The representations contained in Tarzan and Quiche Vinak, at first glance polar opposites,
nevertheless both employed particular representations of native peoples in order to articulate the
parameters of larger geopolitical debates. The Tarzan serial portrayed native peoples as uncivilized and
savage, which further justified U.S. cultural and economic imperialism, predicated on processes of
conquest and racial domination. On the other hand, Quiche Vinak sought to use images of native
peoples to suggest that despite their barbaric past, native peoples could be civilized and modernized.
Despite the obvious differences between indigenista opera and campy Tarzan films, the ethnographic
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displays contained in each worked in similar ways; they reinforced each other in the context of larger
debates over the right to certain types of cultural appropriation, as well as racial and cultural
domination of native peoples. Despite its role as both a force for national unification and as an antiimperial discourse, Quiche Vinak essentialized native peoples much in the same way that the later New
Adventures of Tarzan did, producing a fictionalized ethnographic depiction that served both national
and international purposes. Both drew on their ethnographic authority to interpret native cultures for
external audiences and present representations of native peoples and their cultural traditions. Tarzan
and Quiche Vinak represented cultural artifacts from very different social and cultural contexts, but yet
retained a certain reciprocity between them as they circulated ideas about native peoples through
different regions, social classes, and cultures.
At heart, the contrasting images and ethnographic displays represented in Quiche Vinak and the
New Adventures of Tarzan underscored the fundamental debate over the legitimacy and limits of
northern imperialism in Latin America. The success of these cultural initiatives in refuting U.S.
imperialism and limiting its influence remains difficult to evaluate, as wider cultural shifts did not often
lead directly to political or economic changes. Nevertheless, the nascent strains of cultural nationalism
formed during the 1920s and 1930s helped to shape the new undercurrents of democracy that framed
the cultural environment of the later 1944 democratic revolution, as well as informed the
unprecedented steps of the later government of Jacobo Árbenz. However, indigenista artistic, literary,
and musical efforts to strike back against the encroaching U.S. empire had a mixed record of success.
Images of native peoples and their cultural traditions eventually became the nation's most enduring
cultural symbols, inspiring further ethnographic expeditions and new waves of adventure tourism.
However, as a political tool in the crusade against northern imperialism, cultural initiatives alone could
not produce enough power to halt the later U.S. military intervention carried out in response to the
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perceived radicalism of the democratic governments. In sum, examining the construction and use of
visual media as tools of imperialism and the cultural responses to imperialist domination provides
greater understanding of the more subtle ways that the U.S. empire functioned during the 1930s.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE SOUND OF THE MAYA: MUSICAL
PERFORMANCES OF INDIGENOUS CULTURE AT THE
GREATER TEXAS AND PAN-AMERICAN EXPOSITION OF 1937
October 23, 1937
Dallas, Texas
Honorable Sir,
The marimba band is leaving tomorrow and it is with deep regret that we witness their
going. The band has been almost a sensation. It was by far the most attractive feature of
the Pan-American building and exhibits. Our people were unacquainted with marimba
music, and the band has made a big hit with them. The purpose of this letter is to attempt
to express to you our very great appreciation of this wonderful contribution to the success
of the Pan-American Exposition. It was a fine gesture of friendship and has done much to
publicize your country and also to further create goodwill between our respective nations.
Again thanking you with high sentiments of personal esteem, I am cordially yours,
Frank L. McNeny, Director General of the Pan-American Exposition1

In June of 1937, the Ubico dictatorship of Guatemala sponsored a national pavilion at the
Greater Texas and Pan-American Exposition held in Dallas. Centered on the promotion of tourism to
Latin America, the pavilion aimed to showcase the nation's natural and cultural resources in order to
advertise the Guatemalan nation as a potential tourist destination. As a result, the focal points of the
pavilion consisted of prominent visual representations that highlighted the exotic nature of Mayan
Indians and their material culture, including a thirteen-member marimba orchestra known as the Palma
de Oro. During its tenure at the exposition, the Palma de Oro band filled the pavilion with the sights
and sounds of Mayan culture, igniting U.S. public interest in Guatemala as the premiere destination to
1
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experience the enchanting native cultural traditions on display.
The transformation of Latin America into a new destination for cultural tourism shaped larger
hemispheric geopolitical arrangements, including the parameters of the political and cultural
connections between the U.S. and Guatemala. The development of this dependent relationship often
has been characterized as a function of the Ubico government's growing subservience to U.S. economic
interests in response to the encroaching power of the United Fruit Company (UFCO);2 however, the
crucial role of the cultural exchange projects that determined the quality and direction of this
relationship only recently have begun to be explored within the existing scholarship.3 Drawing on
world's fairs studies, as well as literature that examines the relationship between gender, tourism and
empire, this chapter provides a snapshot of the development of U.S.--Latin American relationships
through the lens of the Guatemalan pavilion at the 1937 exposition. The fair's utopian theme of
transnational hemispheric friendship hid the contradictions inherent in the construction of a united
“Pan-American” identity and culture. Furthermore, tensions between exhibitors and hosts revealed
significant Latin American resistance to U.S. political and economic power. Although it remains
difficult to make direct connections between cultural events to the formulation of official foreign
policy, international expositions helped to shape the historical and cultural contexts in which larger
geopolitical interactions took place. Public shows of cultural diplomacy, such as those at world's fairs,
2
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mediated the complicated, and often contentious, relationship between the U.S. and Latin America. In
turn, these initiatives relied on individual acts of cultural diplomacy to generate the necessary spirit of
goodwill for the negotiation of larger political relationships. Predicated on celebrating cultural
traditions and ethnic diversity throughout the hemisphere, the performance of indigenous culture at the
exposition charmed visitors, but at the same time sent conflicting messages about the racial and
gendered differences of native peoples and the nations they represented. The public exhibition of
Mayan culture for U.S. public audiences, at heart a performance of power relationships, reinforced
ideas about culture, race, and gender, which reproduced the social hierarchies integral to the structure
of geopolitical relationships throughout the Western hemisphere.

CREATING PAN-AMERICAN UNITY THROUGH VISUAL DISPLAY
The Greater Texas and Pan-American Exposition took place on the cusp of momentous global
transformations that would define the course world history. In 1938, the year following the exposition,
a number of important historical developments took form. Ominous events in Europe foreshadowed
the coming of the Second World War, as Führer Adolf Hitler continued to gain political power, which
led eventually to a global military conflagration of the Second World War and the tragedy of the
Holocaust. After seizing control of the German army, Hitler sent his Nazi forces to arrest thousands of
Polish Jews, sending them to the now-infamous concentration camps. The Third Reich further grew in
size and strength when Hitler's army invaded Austria and annexed it as a German state. The Munich
Agreement, a failed diplomatic attempt to appease Germany and discourage even greater territorial
expansion, permitted Hitler to partition the German-speaking parts of Czechoslovakia, which further
fueled his ambitions. Fascism was also on the rise in both Italy and Spain, as the bloody Spanish Civil
War continued to rage. Chiang Kai-Shek withdrew the struggling Kuomintang government to the
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interior provisional capital of Chungking, in an effort to weaken Japanese military strength and halt its
imperial aspirations in Asia. Standard Oil of California discovered the largest source of crude oil in the
world under the sands of the Saudi Arabian desert, which forever altered the course of foreign relations
in that part of the world. Around the same time, president Lázaro Cárdenas expropriated Mexico's
petroleum reserves and the facilities of foreign oil corporations, sparking international political and
economic backlash. In the U.S., despite the alarming developments in Europe and East Asia, as well as
continued fears of the rise of global radical politics, U.S. leaders chose to adhere to a policy of official
neutrality towards both aggressors and the regions that had fallen under their control. Concerns over
continued domestic economic stagnation monopolized national public attention and prompted even
greater political commitment to isolationist policies. Public audiences sought distraction from grim
realities in venues of popular entertainment that offered a brief escape from the unrelenting dreariness
of the present. The underdog challenger Sea Biscuit defeated horse-racing champion War Admiral by
three lengths at Pimlico Race Course in front of a crowd of an estimated 40,000 roaring fans while
millions more listened to the so-called match of the century over the radio.4
Official commitments of political neutrality in the face of growing German, Italian, and
Japanese aggression meant that Latin America became the focal point of U.S. foreign policy debates
over the nature and seriousness of fascist threats closer to home. U.S. policy-makers, as well as
political commentators and an anxious public, expressed considerable alarm at the specter of what they
believed to be creeping fascist politics and the growth of national socialism spreading like wildfire
throughout Europe. They believed that these radical politics would expand into Latin America through
informal networks of insidious cultural propaganda. Nevertheless, Roosevelt's Good Neighbor Policy
prohibited direct military intervention in Latin America, even to combat threatening political
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ideologies. Instead, U.S. policy-makers hoped to use new approaches of cultural diplomacy,
encouraging ordinary citizens to participate in cultural exchanges in order to spread democratic ideals.
In effect, individual acts of cultural diplomacy became crucial parts of U.S. foreign policy. The lack of
public knowledge about Latin America nonetheless undermined the effectiveness of cultural diplomacy
as a potential weapon. The Greater Texas and Pan-American exposition aimed to educate the U.S.
public about the nations in its own so-called backyard in order to promote interest in hemispheric
politics relations and stamp out potential fascist propaganda. The Washington Post endorsed cultural
diplomacy with Latin American nations as a powerful ally in the fight against fascism, but at the same
time, criticized the, “...apathy and ignorance of the American people, who do not understand the need
for and the nature of the so-called cultural diplomatic approach.”5 A world's fair based on the
celebration of hemispheric friendship and the promotion of tourism to Latin America seemed just the
thing to enlist the help of the U.S. public in the fight against the inexorable advance of radical politics.
The hysteria of the Red Scare of the 1920s contributed to U.S. fears of radical ideologies of
socialism, fascism, and communism entering Latin America; nevertheless, these fears did not represent
over-hyped imaginary political fictions. Evidence pointed the collaboration of the Central American
dictatorships in Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua with fascist forces when they extended formal
diplomatic recognition to General Fransisco Franco's regime.6 In addition to cementing diplomatic
relations between dictatorships in Europe and the Americas, many Latin American intellectuals
attempted to use radical politics against the repressive liberal dictatorships of the early twentieth
centuries, as they promised greater avenues for popular political participation. At the same time,
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political leaders throughout the hemisphere engaged in debates over the extent of the infiltration of
radical politics into the western hemisphere, drawing a variety of conclusions about the seriousness of
the potential threat to their own regimes. In Mexico, socialist politics appealed to large numbers of
intellectuals seeking novel ideological foundations for the new revolutionary nation, which provoked
national struggles over the future political direction of the fledgling revolutionary government.
Perceived as a haven for fascists and others interested in spreading radical politics because of its large
Italian immigrant population and strong historical and cultural ties to Europe, Argentina became one of
the main fronts in the U.S. crusade against fascism. Fears of Argentine fascism rose to new heights
after Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in 1935. In Brazil, the Getulio Vargas dictatorship aligned itself on
the right side of the political spectrum, claiming full constitutional authority and suppressing civil
liberties, igniting U.S. fears of a fascist coup.7 Beliefs about the susceptibility of “temperamental”
Latin American peoples to radical politics drew on old racial and cultural stereotypes about the political
volatility of Latin American nations and widespread assumptions about their fundamental unsuitability
for self-governance.8 These radical politics threatened to split Latin American nations into small rival
factions of radicals, posing potential political and cultural threats to U.S. national security. In reality,
many adherents to radical political movements sought to reinforce their nations' political sovereignty,
encourage democratic openings, and repudiate what they perceived as northern economic imperialism.
Nevertheless, in the minds of many U.S. policy-makers, the region had already committed itself to the
spread of dangerous radicalism. The Good Neighbor Policy, combining a commitment of nonintervention with new ideas of cultural diplomacy, sought to defeat the fascist threat in Latin America
by demonstrating to Latin American political leaders and their people the benefits of U.S. economic
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and political models. Fascism dominated major newspaper headlines, but was not mentioned in
explicit language at the fair. However, underneath the exposition's light-hearted themes of friendship
and tourism to Latin America lay darker and more combative objectives of suppressing political
radicalism.
The Greater Texas and Pan-American exposition took place within this intense political
context and reflected growing anxieties about shifting geopolitical alliances. The exposition's rhetoric
of friendship and hemispheric unity camouflaged its serious underlying political and cultural objectives
on the part of both U.S. policy-makers and Latin American political leaders. Nevertheless, the two
regions had very different understandings of the exposition's fundamental purpose. For many Latin
American nations, the exposition offered a welcome opportunity to refute northern perceptions of their
racial backwardness and prove their commitment to political, economic, and cultural modernization.
The Ubico government participated in a number of international expositions during the early part of the
twentieth century in order to generate favorable propaganda and pique touristic interest in the country's
natural and cultural landscapes. In addition to promoting the nation's spectacular natural beauty, the
government searched for a way to showcase the colorful and exotic nature of its Mayan populations, as
well as their enduring cultural practices, in order to entice tourists into the country. Mayan material
culture, including traditional Indian clothing and other textiles, often served as the central attraction of
these vibrant ethnographic displays, which touted indigenous cultures as recognizable national symbols
and points of ethnographic interest. World's fairs offered the Guatemalan government free rein in the
creation of an official pavilion which highlighted the nation's indigenous past and promoted the present
nation as a place that tourists could come to find Indian adventures that could not be found anywhere
else.
Recent scholarship on public venues of visual display, such as museums and world's fairs,
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underscores the importance of these sites as cultural and didactic spaces where audiences learned
important lessons about the world around them. Since the advent of world's fair studies in the early
1980s, scholars from a variety of academic disciplines have mined these rich sites in order to dissect
their multiple social and cultural meanings. Initiating these studies in 1984, historian Robert Rydell
argued that world's fairs formed “symbolic universes” that provided viewers with a miniature
ideological map of people and cultures in distant lands. These idealized visions of the world, in turn,
illustrated larger cultural discourses about empire, race, nationality, and progress, as well the role of the
U.S. as a global political and economic leader. Employing a Gramscian analysis of world's fairs,
Rydell conceptualized of world's fairs as sites where elites circulated their dominant social and cultural
values for the subordinate public as a means to establish a form of cultural hegemony.9 Departing from
Rydell's conception of world's fairs, sociologist Tony Bennett later analyzed these mega-events through
a Foucaultian lens in his study of the history of the development of institutions devoted to exhibition,
such as museums, as well as specific kinds of visual display, such as panoramas and dioramas. He
argued that underneath their apolitical veneers, museum displays served covert functions as social
control mechanisms. Because of its role as a nexus for the creation of knowledge, the museum
articulated discourses of power and structured relationships between disparate sectors of society.
Visual spectacles transformed a chaotic world into an object of knowledge; viewers became both
subjects and objects of that knowledge, exemplifying the inverse of the surveillance mechanisms that
Foucault identified in Birth of the Prison.10 Together, these works formed the foundations for
understanding world's fairs; the majority of subsequent works on international expositions drew on one
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or both of these theoretical perspectives.11
Ethnographic displays of colonized native people played a crucial role in the creation of the
discourses broadcast to public audiences in the context of international expositions; however, the
narrow “top-down” perspective of early theoretical studies of world's fairs disregarded the personal
agency of the indigenous people who participated in ethnographic displays and limited understandings
of their experiences. Drawing on the connections between anthropology, science, colonialism, and
understandings of race, other scholars developed an alternate, interdisciplinary branch of world's fair
studies that aimed to recover the experiences of the aboriginal peoples put on display. These studies
initiated debates over the underlying purposes of ethnographic exhibits, as well as the degree of agency
colonized and indigenous people exercised over their roles as displays as spoils of conquest.
Launching these studies in 1979, anthropologist Burton Benedict argued that ethnographic displays
created ethnic stereotypes of colonized people, but that these stereotypes acquired new, more complex
meanings over time that in part mitigated their essentializing effects.12 Building on the growing
literature devoted to museums and world's fairs, philosopher Raymond Corbey examined a wide
variety of methods for displaying colonized peoples, arguing that colonizing nations employed a broad
approach to understand and classify colonial Others that fell on different points of a wide spectrum of
colonizing behaviors. As such, ethnographic display constituted a crucial element of larger European
strategies to colonize African and Asian peoples. The colonized people on display, however, often
coped with the reality of their status as trophies through subtle acts of resistance that included running
away, refusing to perform, or performing grotesque parodies of their own cultural practices in order to
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shock genteel public audiences.13 In their examination of ethnographic displays, Nancy J. Parezo and
Don D. Fowler examined the relationship between the growing discipline of professional anthropology
and the lived experiences of the American Indian people on display at the 1904 St. Louis Purchase
Exposition. They argued that within the confines of the exposition space, native peoples participated in
these displays for their own complex reasons; they often exercised greater autonomy and control over
their exhibition than either fair organizers or academic scholars had accorded them.14 The growth of
studies devoted to world's fairs, museums, and other venues of visual display produced new
perspectives about the ways that people understood both the objects and people on display, as well as
themselves.15
Because of the global economic depression, the expositions of the 1930s held different
meanings than either their nineteenth-century predecessors or their future post-World War II
incarnations.16 Whereas nineteenth-century expositions had highlighted themes of economic progress,
market expansion, and the growth of the U.S. as an imperial power, the gloomy mood of the 1930s
challenged these ideas. The world's fairs' foci during these bleak years shifted to more pleasant, if
escapist, visions of a better future—one in which science and technological innovations would make
everyone’s lives better and easier. For example, the Century of Progress Exposition in Chicago in 1933
aimed to reignite American faith in science and technological progress through displays that sought to
mold a new society based on scientific values and principles.17 Rather than national economic
expansion and the display of innovations to create and generate profits for a moneyed class, these
13
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expositions sought to distract visitors from the dismal realities of the present and inspire hope. They
continued to feature representations of indigenous material culture and displays of native people in
order to create a visual dichotomy between the perceived traditionalism of native peoples and the
modern scientific concepts on display. Nevertheless, the displays of native peoples and their material
culture at fairs of the 1930s also meant to draw attention to cultural differences and foster perceptions
of indigenous exoticness. The promotion of tourism became an important part of 1930s expositions, as
they allowed visitors to imagine themselves experiencing thrilling adventures. These fantasies
provided a pleasant, if temporary, distraction from the grimness of their daily economic realities.
The Greater Pan-American and Texas Exposition of 1937, held in Dallas, Texas from June 12 to
October 31, was the only international exposition of that year, making its success all the more crucial.
The fair promoted the City of Dallas as the gateway to a unified “Pan-American” string of nations that
extended from Alaska to the tip of South America that shared a common culture. Its theme revolved
around tourism in general and in particular, tourism to Latin America. “Dallas—Texas and the
Southwest—looks ahead to this new day of inter-national travel and closer relationships,” the fair's
advertising brochure stated with pride.18 Despite the expense of the investment in the creation of
individual pavilions, a large number of Latin American nations participated in this exposition, eager to
cash in on the latest trend that promised to bring North American dollars and foreign investment.
Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Cuba, Ecuador, Uruguay, Colombia, Peru, and Venezuela all promised
exhibits, as did all five of the Central American nations.19 The Pan-American building, the largest
exhibit hall of the exposition, housed the Latin American exhibits and pavilions, suggesting their vital
importance to the fair's overall success. The Latin American pavilions competed for the attention of
18
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visitors by crafting eye-catching displays that would portray them as potential vacation destinations
that tourists would want to visit, highlighting both their natural beauty and cultural resources. Many
parts of Latin America remained virtually unknown to North Americans, but Ubico government
officials aimed to attract visitors by creating a pavilion designed to appeal to tourists interested in the
romance and adventure of an encounter with a little known indigenous civilization.
The Guatemalan pavilion consisted of two separate components: a combined art and textile
exhibit and the musical performances of the Palma de Oro marimba band. The Ministerio de Fomento
(Ministry of Development), the government office responsible for the creation of the pavilion,
entrusted renowned national artist Humberto Garavito with the pavilion's design and set-up, as well as
management of the band's public performances. In addition, Garavito displayed for sale fifty of his
own works of art within the exposition space. Garavito's paintings featured pastoral scenes of rural
indigenous life and quaint Mayan Indians dressed in colorful traditional clothing. He chose to decorate
the pavilion with thematic elements that suggested the cultural and aesthetic sophistication of the
Maya, wrapping Indian textiles around a central column and hand-painting an ancient Mayan-themed
frieze high on the wall around the pavilion's perimeter. Complete sets of traditional male and female
Indian clothing also adorned the walls and display tables. Samples of Guatemalan coffee, rum, and
Gallo beer awaited visitors' discerning palates. As a crowning touch, a glowing green quetzal, the
national bird, made of neon hung from the ceiling beneath the electric sign in stylish Art Deco lettering
that spelled GUATEMALA.20 In contrast to previous expositions, the government elected not to send a
display of archaeological artifacts, which further highlighted the dynamic nature of contemporary
Mayan culture and appealed to potential tourists seeking unusual and unexplored tourist destinations.
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Despite the care, effort, and money expended to create an attractive national pavilion, the
marimba band stole the show from the art and textile exhibit. Music played a critical role in creating
particular experiences for visitors at world's fairs; fair organizers throughout the 1930s quickly realized
that a selection of interesting musical pieces from around the world enhanced the visitor experience.21
The marimba band charmed audiences from 11am to 1pm and again from 6pm to 9pm day after day,
tapping out complex, rhythmic melodies on the twin marimbas. The marimba, a large wooden
xylophone-type instrument of African origin, would not be declared a national symbol of Guatemala
until 1978, but because indigenous communities had appropriated it for ritual and ceremonial use,
many people attributed its cultural roots to the ancient Maya.22 As an instrument unknown outside of
Guatemala, the marimba's unusual appearance fascinated the public, as did its strange but beautiful
melodies that evoked romantic notions of the nation's indigenous heritage. The marimba troupe
performed a variety of indigenous musical pieces, including selections from Quiche Vinak, an opera
written in 1923 by Guatemalan composer Jesus Castillo based on K’iche’ myths, legends, and
indigenous rhythms.23 The marimba mesmerized audiences eager to hear exotic, non-Western musical
sounds and the marimberos further piqued curiosities with elaborate dance routines performed in full
indigenous costume. Newspaper reporters at the exposition speculated as to the indigenous origins of
the marimba and its perceived antiquity. “Just now, in fact, visitors may be thrilling to tunes that
Mayan mothers used to hum their babies to sleep a thousand years ago,” suggested Dallas Morning
News reporter Kitty Crawford.24 The Guatemalan Consul in Dallas, Robert Burghur, sent frequent
21

Allen D. Albert, “The Place of Music in a World’s Exposition,” Music Supervisors’ Journal 17, no. 5 (May 1931):

18–20.
22
Robert Garfias, “The Marimba of Mexico and Central America,” Latin American Music Review / Revista de
Música Latinoamericana 4, no. 2 (October 1, 1983): 203–28; Arturo Taracena Arriola, “Marimba,” in The Guatemala
Reader: History, Culture, Politics (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2011), 140–44..
23
Greg Grandin, Deborah T. Levenson, and Elizabeth Oglesby, eds., The Guatemala Reader: History, Culture,
Politics (Duke University Press Books, 2011), 182–186.
24
Kitty Crawford, “Guatemala’s Contribution of Marimba Band,” Dallas Morning News, June 21, 1937. Originally
located in Sig. B, Legajo 16030, Ministerio de Fomento, AGCA.

228

reports to Guatemala to inform government officials about the band's stellar success. “Frankly,” he
wrote, “I believe they [the marimberos] create more interest than anything at the Exposition...it is my
hope that [they] will instill in visitors such interest in Guatemala that it may cause them in the near
future to spend their vacations there.”25 Not only did they play every day for fairgoers, but they also
gave a number of extracurricular concerts in city venues, such as the Dallas Country Club and the
Mexican Catholic Church. In fact, the band proved so successful that that on November 1, 1937,
Consul Robert Burgher informed the Ministerio de Fomento that Guatemala's pavilion had won the
Grand Award of the entire exposition.26 Much of the credit went to the band and their delightful
performances, which made the pavilion a rousing success. The band even scored a record deal with
Victor Talking Machine Company in New Jersey to produce sixteen records.27 The Palma de Oro
marimba band was a full-fledged hit.
Nearly 100 people came to wish the band farewell when it departed from Dallas on October 24,
1937, bound for New Orleans. The mayor of Dallas, George A. Sprague, sent a personal letter to
Guillermo Cruz, thanking him for the band's contribution to the fair. “They certainly left a lasting
impression,” he wrote, “I hope some day it may be my good fortune to visit you in the Land of Eternal
Spring.”28 Robert Burgher also commented that their success had generated very favorable propaganda
and good will for the Guatemala nation.29 The Guatemalan delegation had worked hard to create a
25
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pavilion that catered to fairgoers that might be potential tourists eager to experience exciting encounters
with the Maya and that highlighted the vibrancy of the supposed cultural practices of its contemporary
native people.
In contrast to the massive success of the marimba band, Humberto Garavito's paintings and
those of other national artists attracted considerably less attention. Very few of the nearly fifty
paintings exhibited sold. Most depicted indigenous themes, such as the rituals of Catholic
brotherhoods, dances, religious ceremonies, and idyllic scenes of rural Indian life. Although fairgoers
likely appreciated the colorful subject matter, the art exhibit failed to draw any significant interest and
fairgoers spent much more time listening to the band than admiring works of art. The inclusion of the
paintings as part of the pavilion hinted that the nation had achieved a certain degree of cultural and
artistic sophistication, but the static art exhibit seemed dull and lifeless in comparison to the live
marimba band and exciting dance performances. Fairgoers wanted to hear the marimba and see Indians
performing exotic cultural practices in order to envision themselves at the heart of imaginary
adventures far away.

THE GOOD NEIGHBOR POLICY, TOURISM, AND CULTURAL
DIPLOMACY
The vastly improved geopolitical relationships between the U.S. and Latin America during the
1930s represented a significant departure from the sporadic bursts of outright hostile military
imperialism. So-called Dollar Diplomacy, the threatening combination of U.S. economic and military
power to open foreign markets and ensure U.S. control and supremacy throughout the hemisphere,
characterized these relationships throughout much of the early twentieth century. President Roosevelt's
Good Neighbor Policy, implemented in 1933, promoted a softer, gentler approach to geopolitical
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relationships and promoted cultural exchanges, rather than military aggression, in order to achieve
foreign policy objectives.30 Latin American political leaders and intellectuals lauded the new policy,
hailing Roosevelt as, “a man who speaks our language,” and interpreted the Good Neighbor Policy as a
tangible commitment to the end of U.S. economic imperialism and military intervention.31 Cultural
exchanges between Latin America and the U.S. increased in both number and ambition during the
1930s and served as important diplomatic overtures that suggested a mutual spirit of goodwill and
unity. These new efforts encompassed a wide range of formats, including exchanges of music, film,
and art, which fostered greater understandings of foreign cultural practices and beliefs. Cultural
diplomatic exchanges overlapped with emerging tourism trends that drew U.S. travelers from north to
south, transforming ordinary tourists into important diplomats. Cultural tourism, with its built-in
emphasis on experiencing another culture and undergoing a personal transformation as a result,
provided and ideal means for the practice of informal foreign diplomacy and fostered improvements in
hemispheric geopolitical relationships.
Traditional U.S. diplomatic history has centered on the outcomes of foreign policy decisions
and legislative actions of government officials at the federal and state level. Only in recent years have
historians of foreign policy have engaged in debates over the extent to which the cultural exchanges
between ordinary people and locals during travels abroad served to further larger diplomatic aims.
Tourism studies, based primarily on the analysis of travel narratives, draw in a large part from Mary
Louise Pratt's influential 1992 work, Imperial Eyes. Applying post-colonial theoretical frameworks to
the question of interactions between travelers and hosts in what she designated, “the contact zone,”
Pratt argued that these encounters represented a reciprocal, but inherently unequal, exchange that
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furthered Western imperial designs.32 Building on this critical theoretical framework, many scholars of
tourism and diplomacy in recent years have argued that tourism represented an important part of U.S.
diplomatic efforts; new scholarship that examines development of foreign relations through the
informal interactions between tourists and national hosts reveals a more complex, nuanced view of
state relations than earlier studies of official diplomatic history had suggested. Rosalie Schwartz argues
that the development of the modern entertainment industry in the 1930s, comprised of Hollywood
films, tourism, and new transportation technologies, shaped social and cultural values that, in turn,
influenced diplomatic and cultural relationships between Brazil and the United States.33 Historian
Dennis Merrill has argued that the cultural interactions associated with mass tourism to Latin America
constituted a central element to the formation of a “soft” U.S. empire; however, this approach
demonstrated that rather than a top-down, unidirectional process, the construction of a U.S. empire
instead involved considerable resistance and negotiation throughout the twentieth century in Mexico,
Cuba, and Puerto Rico.34 Tourists helped to mediate the often complex and contentious relationships
between Latin America and the U.S. in a variety of contexts; visits to archaeological sites, folk art
markets, and even beaches, provided meaningful spaces for the intricate cultural interactions vital to
U.S. foreign policy. In a recent volume of essays on the development of tourism in Mexico throughout
the twentieth century, editors and historians Dina Berger and Andrew Wood argue that tourism, despite
its premises and promises of relaxation and fun, ultimately served implicit political purposes. These
purposes included not only the construction of a new Mexican national identity based on certain
cultural resources, but also the performance of the diplomatic interactions between U.S. tourists and
32
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Mexicans that shaped foreign relations between those nations.35
Because the Greater Texas and Pan-American exposition's theme revolved around hemispheric
friendship through the promotion of tourism to Latin America, cultural diplomacy was on full display at
the fair. The performances of the Palma de Oro band created a public image of the Guatemalan nation
as not only exotic, but also as a full partner in important international cultural events. The band's
presence at the exposition delighted visitors and generated substantial interest in Guatemala as a future
tourist destination. Director General Frank L. McNeny echoed these sentiments in a letter of
appreciation to Ministro de Fomento Guillermo Cruz, writing, “It [the marimba band's presence] was a
fine gesture of friendship and has done much to publicize your country and also to further create
goodwill between our respective nations.”36 Ezequiel Penagos, the band's leader, sent frequent reports
to Cruz to inform him of the band's ongoing success. Penagos reported with pride, “...we gave a
concert...in the park in the Mexican neighborhood in honor of all the Mexicans that reside there and
they were very grateful, giving us lots of applause that uplifted our hearts.”37 The effusive praise the
band received demonstrated that an appreciation of indigenous music transcended political and cultural
boundaries.
Nevertheless, the fair also highlighted some of the inherent contradictions of cultural diplomacy
and the use of cultural tourism as a diplomatic tool. Despite public pronouncements of hemispheric
unity, the underlying power relationships between the U.S. and the Latin American nations at the fair
remained unequal. For Humberto Garavito, the manager of the Guatemalan pavilion, these
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orchestrated shows of goodwill generated considerable resentment and hostility towards the U.S.,
evident in the emerging power struggle between himself and the exposition's officials. Garavito's
primary complaints centered on the fact that he felt that he received little or no consideration from fair
officials and he took to cursing them in a loud voice within earshot of both Robert Burgher, as well as
the marimba band. The pretext of the disputes revolved around some proposed appearances of the
marimba band in public ceremonies in honor of President Jorge Ubico and James V. Allred, the
governor of Texas. Enraged that he had had not been consulted as to the scheduled appearance of the
band, Garavito declared that he alone would determine when and where they played. The dispute
became quite heated and culminated with Garavito cursing fair officials and forbidding the marimba
band to play at the planned event. In the words of Robert Burgher, Garavito launched into “...a tirade
against the Exposition, Dallas, Texas, the United States and everything concerned therewith.” At the
end of his tirade, Garavito shouted that he “would demonstrate who was in charge of Guatemala's
affairs around here!”38 In order to save face and avoid insulting fair officials after the sudden change in
plans, Robert Burgher explained the to explain the band's absence from the event under the invented
pretext of a “minor accident” that had happened to one of the band members. Garavito's behavior
became much more hostile after this incident.
Garavito's belligerent personality and open resentment of the marimba band's success
contributed to the building tensions between himself and the fair officials, but these squabbles also
suggested the presence of larger regional power struggles between the U.S. and Guatemala. The
exposition took place not only in a climate of anxiety over threats to the political stability of Latin
America, but also considerable tensions over issues of political radicalism and economic imperialism
within Central America. Under the repressive facade of the entrenched Central American dictatorships,
38
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racial tension, political subversion, and nascent labor movements all threatened to explode. In 1932,
the military in El Salvador had suppressed a massive agrarian peasant revolt believed to be the work of
communists. The military put a definitive end to the uprising through the application of horrifying
levels of violence, resulting in the slaughter of between 10,000 to 30,000 indigenous peasants.
Alarmed by the violence that threatened to spill into Guatemala, the Ubico government ratcheted up its
political repression of “communists” and other political subversives.39 Rumors of revolts against Ubico
swirled throughout Guatemala, resulting in the mass execution of suspected conspirators.40 In
response, the Ubico government outlawed any organizations unaffiliated with the government, crushing
labor unions and political organizations that espoused radicalism. Racial conflicts emerged in response
to UFCO's exploitative labor practices that brought black British West Indian workers into conflict with
Guatemalans, sparking nationalist responses. Furthermore, the Ubico dictatorship granted UFCO
greater land concessions on the Pacific coast in order to expand its operations, awarding it even more
political clout and economic power.41 Many of these tensions were the result of the obsequious
relationship between the U.S. and Guatemala that stemmed from the nation's reliance on UFCO for
economic investment and infrastructure. Guatemalans resented not only the heavy-handed repression
against political radicals on the part of the Ubico dictatorship, but also its sycophantic relationship with
UFCO. Garavito's unexpected and vitriolic outbursts underscored this hidden animosity, bringing
private and unvoiced frustrations into public discourse.42 Garavito expressed what many Guatemalans
must have felt as their nation was transformed into a banana republic at the service of a massive
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transnational U.S. corporation. Even within a venue dedicated to friendship and goodwill between
nations, fair officials overpowered Guatemalan representatives and stripped the nation of autonomy in
even the smallest decisions. The discrepancies between official policy and actual practice must have
been unbearable for Garavito.
Photographers captured the inequitable nature of the relationship between Humberto Garavito
and exposition officials on film in a black and white photograph sent to Guillermo Cruz. As the
nation's official representative and manager of the Palma de Oro band, photographers snapped
Garavito's image several times during the exposition in order to show him at work decorating the
pavilion or greeting fellow diplomats. Prior to the opening of the exposition, Garavito carried out a
public performance of his diplomatic duties, accepting a special key to unlock the front gate of the
exposition during the official opening ceremony. The diamond-studded gold key, handmade by a local
Dallas jeweler, was one of twenty-one keys manufactured for the exposition, one for each of the
presidents of the American republics. The keys opened the lock on the main doors to the exposition
and had been made to fit a specially designed gold heart-shaped lock rumored to have cost $75,000 to
manufacture. Each president or his representative had to turn his key in the lock to open it.43
Photographers snapped an image of Garavito as he accepted the key from jeweler Arthur Everts on
behalf of President Jorge Ubico at the Lions' luncheon inside the luxurious Adolphus Hotel. The
photograph captured of the scene underscored the striking inequalities between the two men, despite
public pretenses of their amicable and fraternal relationship. Evert towered over the diminutive
Garavito, looking through his glasses and down his long aristocratic nose at Garavito as he handed over
the tiny key nestled in its velvet box. Garavito's eyes remained trained on the small black box that
contained the key as he accepted it with a subservient expression. It was this moment that the
43

“Guatemalan Given Key to Exposition,” Unidentified Newspaper Clipping, 1937. Originally located in Sig. B,
Legajo 16030, Ministerio de Fomento, AGCA.

236

photographer chose to capture, rather than one with the two men engaged more on more equal terms.44

Illustration 7: Humberto Garavito receives the key to the exposition from jeweler Arthur Evert in a
public ceremony at the Adolphus Hotel.
Undated photograph. Dallas, Texas, 1937. Archivo General de Centro América

In addition to the power struggles between Guatemalan representatives and fair officials, other
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Latin American nations also found themselves caught in diplomatic tensions over scripted
performances of indigenous culture. Significant controversy erupted between the Mexican Consul in
Dallas and fair officials over a gruesome spectacle of the wildly popular pageant known as the
Cavalcade of the Americas.45 The show provided visitors with a visual historical drama that began with
the Spanish conquest of the Americas and ended with the creation of the present-day state of Texas,
tactfully omitting the still-sensitive issue of Texan independence from Mexico. The opening scene, a
re-enactment of the bloody ancient Aztec ritual of human sacrifice, played out with all the drama of a
cheap romance novel. The show, not a part of the official Mexican pavilion, threatened to create an
international diplomatic incident when the Mexican Consul in Dallas realized that the fair organizers
insisted on a change in the original script, substituting the sacrifice of a scantily-clad maiden for that of
an Aztec warrior. The substitution enraged Mexican diplomats, who insisted that the ancient Aztecs
only sacrificed male warriors, not sexy damsels. Fair organizers, more concerned with drawing visitors
than providing audiences with accurate historical representation, waved off the mounting diplomatic
criticism of their decision. The Washington Post quoted director general Frank McNeny's blithe
response to the controversy: “All of these things happened two or three thousand years ago...I can't see
why Mexico would feel affronted. It is a very lovely historical scene. Besides, if Mexico staged a
show in which the Indians of the early days of this country scalped women, I'm sure the United States
government would not protest.”46 The producer of the spectacle also refused to back down, explaining,
“Nobody cares about seeing a warrior sacrificed...but a good-looking girl in a feather mantel? That's
different! They're packing them in the aisles!”47 Latin American nations aimed to display evidence of
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their cultural sophistication in order to refute North American stereotypes, but audiences instead
wanted to view performative spectacles that reinforced their preconceived ideas of indigenous
barbarity.
Throughout North, Central, and South America, cultural diplomacy seemed to offer a gentler
style of political negotiation and represented the best hope for maintaining global peace in the inter-war
years. Cultural diplomatic efforts extended from North to South and vice versa, but these were not
equitable relationships. To some extent, these exchanges of cultural productions through unofficial
ambassadors helped calm fears of growing U.S. power, economic hegemony, and the possibility of
military intervention and occupation. However, memories of the legacies of earlier foreign policies
remained clear in the minds of Latin American political leaders. Governments throughout Latin
America appreciated FDR's refusal to use the military to protect U.S. interests, but cultural diplomacy
did not change the fundamental inequalities of the relationship between the U.S. and Latin America.
Instead, cultural diplomacy allowed Latin American leaders to envision a different kind of future in
which they became equal partners with the U.S. and influenced its decisions and policies. These hopes,
however, remained unrealized. Vitriolic anti-imperialist discourses and anti-U.S. rhetoric grew
throughout the hemisphere during the late 1930s and early 1940s, culminating in expressions of
nationalist sentiments that blossomed alongside calls for new revolutions against entrenched
dictatorships. The Mexican oil expropriation of 1938, an unexpected rebuttal to perceived U.S.
economic manipulation, took place less than six months after the close of the Greater Texas and PanAmerican Exposition. Mexican political leaders argued that the expropriation of petroleum resources
remained the only viable way to achieve true democracy and end northern economic imperialism.48 The
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nationalization of important Mexican natural resources vital to U.S. strategic interests horrified U.S.
policy-makers at the same time that it sent waves of national pride throughout Mexico. In Guatemala,
the effects of northern economic imperialism became more apparent as the Ubico government became
increasingly more dependent on United Fruit for political and economic support. Much of the nation's
economy depended on the growing agro-export banana economy, supplemented with a small but
increasing number of tourists. With only scarce resources of its own, the government often capitulated
to rapacious UFCO interests, exchanging land concessions for infrastructure and economic investment.
The decision to invest more resources in the development of these industries tied Guatemala's political
and economic fortunes tighter and tighter to UFCO and U.S. interests. This increased dependency
would contribute to not only the overthrow of the Ubico government during the 1944 October
Revolution, but also the later unspeakable tragedies that lay just beyond the end of the democratic
experiments of the Ten Years of Spring that came to an abrupt halt with the CIA-backed overthrow of
President Jacobo Árbenz in 1954.

THE PERFORMANCE OF RACE, GENDER AND (INVENTED) MAYAN
CULTURE
The outright hostile confrontations between Humberto Garavito and the exposition officials, as
well as the diplomatic tensions with Mexico, concealed the more insidious effects of visual
representations of underlying discourses of race and gender that contributed to the development of
lopsided geopolitical relationships between the U.S. and Latin America. The progression of this
relationship relied not only on official diplomacy, but also perceptions of the intersections between
race, culture, and gender, as both U.S. policy-makers and the public attempted to redefine both national
and personal relationships between themselves and their southern neighbors. Nevertheless, the visual
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performance of these discourses in the context of the exposition sent multiple, often contradictory
messages to viewers that suggested significant ambiguities about the nature of these relationships.
Despite the confusions and contradictions embedded in the visual representations of race, gender, and
culture, these images worked together to create hierarchical conceptual frameworks that left little doubt
about the reality of the inequitable nature of U.S.--Latin American relationships. The performance of
Mayan indigenous culture played an important part in the formation of these perceptions, as it
represented a microcosm of the relationship between the U.S. and Guatemala. Although the exposition
promoted ideals of equality between nations, its reliance on gendered and racial ideals to reinforce
conceptions of U.S. hemispheric supremacy belied its professed goals.
Understandings about the role of Latin America in geopolitical hierarchies hinged on
established racial and gendered understandings about indigenous cultures and their capacity for cultural
production. Visitors marveled at the band's colorful indigenous clothing, as well as expressed
admiration for the unexpected beauty of Mayan musical traditions. Because visitors knew little about
Guatemala, they did not know if these representations were accurate, but the visual nature of the band's
performances and costumes gave an impression of ethnographic authority. The marimba band's unique
performances of Maya musical practices believed to be ancient reinforced perceptions of native peoples
as producers of culture and as heirs to an unbroken chain of cultural transmission that stretched back
into antiquity. The band's success stemmed from the unfamiliar nature of its unusual music combined
with the striking aesthetic visual nature of their hand-woven Indian costumes, which played on popular
fantasies about the physical and cultural characteristics of mysterious unknown indigenous cultures.
Their status as contemporary representatives of an ancient Mayan culture gave the band's performances
a patina of authority, further enhancing beliefs about their legitimacy as Indians, as the performances
did, in fact, draw on real indigenous musical traditions and costumes.
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Presented as an authentic production of indigenous culture, the band's delightful performances
nonetheless represented an invented version of actual Mayan cultural practices. Sanitized and deemed
safe for international public consumption, the band's musical performances were rooted in assumptions
about how indigenous music should look and sound. Elite Guatemalan musicians composed many of
the pieces the band played, basing their compositions on ethnomusicological field work with Mam and
K'iche' communities.49 Composers then reproduced the indigenous myths, symbolism, and melodies
they had collected, fitting them into established classical styles. The combination of indigenous and
European musical traditions resulted in the production of a stylized indigenous sound that nonetheless
conformed to Western musical expectations and aesthetic preferences. The use of the marimba in the
context of an international context aimed at popular audiences cleaved the instrument from its native
cultural context and rendered it devoid of traditional and sacred ritual meanings. The performance of
supposedly authentic Mayan musical pieces represented a manufactured folkloric act created in order to
shape public opinion of indigenous culture for public audiences and refute pernicious stereotypes of
Indian racial degeneracy. The visual and aural nature of the marimba performances linked images of
contemporary native people with the performance of complex musical pieces, in an effort to emphasize
the nation's high degree of cultural development. These romantic notions of indigenous culture
enchanted impressionable audiences, as they conformed to popular understandings of Indians, rather
than authentic representations of the real thing. The visual exhibition of Indian culture invented by
non-Indian composers and performed by non-Indian musicians ensured reliable, safe performances
without the risk of ruining the nation's reputation with unscripted breaches of actual indigenous
practices still considered shameful and backwards.
The exposition's primary focus on the celebration of a unified Pan-American culture concealed
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the racial stereotypes of native peoples that shaped geopolitical power relationships. Recent
scholarship has shown the many ways that racial stereotypes shaped U.S. foreign policy and popular
understandings of territorial expansion and empire.50 Racial stereotypes of American Indians,
constructed through the experience of westward territorial expansion and forceful usurpation of tribal
lands, structured U.S. understandings of native peoples throughout Latin America; conflicting tropes of
civilization and barbarism contributed to the contours of foreign relations with those nations.51 As in all
international expositions, the messages that audience received from the exhibits on display relied on the
construction of pronounced binary oppositions to underscore important concepts. On display within a
public venue in the U.S., the band acted as living representatives of a vanquished culture, which
provided a counterpoint for the exposition's underlying themes of empire, industrial progress, cultural
modernity, and scientific achievement. The band's performances suggested a stark contrast between
presumptions of static Indian traditions and a more youthful, dynamic U.S. culture. These binaries, in
turn, reinforced older understandings of racial hierarchies, the subordinate role of indigenous cultures,
and by extension, the Latin American nations they represented. The exhibition of indigenous cultures,
even in a venue dedicated to their celebration, continued to revolve around assumptions of their racial
inferiority. The band's skill, dexterity, and musical talent provided visual evidence that Indians were
capable of producing and performing complex musical compositions. Nevertheless, the effusive
surprise and delight that visitors expressed toward the band suggested that the performance of
indigenous culture displayed collided with racial assumptions about the cultural capacities of native
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peoples. Furthermore, the band's performances created impressions of indigenous practices as popular
entertainment and Latin America as place of cultural production rather than a serious partner in
geopolitics. The exposition provided Latin American nations an international, public venue in which to
dispel stereotypes about their backwardness, but in the process, created other types of damaging
stereotypes of both native peoples and the nations they represented.
Scholars in diverse disciplines have tied the invention of cultural practices and their
reproduction as authentic vestiges of the past to questions of the development of national identity and
the growth of nationalism. Folklore scholar Richard Dorson argued that timeless folk traditions of rural
people often served as the basis for the further construction of national identities. The invention of
folkloric traditions has been identified as an important part of creation of national identities because
these invented artifacts provide a tangible illustration of shared cultural foundations. Invented folklore,
termed “fakelore,” exemplifies the official and elite appropriation of the quaint traditions of common
people and their subsequent reproduction for popular audience for nationalistic purposes. In turn,
fakeloric traditions reach broad audiences through mediums of mass culture, such as advertising
campaigns and popular film.52 Historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terrence Ranger referred to this process
as inventing traditions; invented traditions appear timeless but that in reality represented efforts to
define a shared sense of community and culture.53 In both of these understandings of the role of
seemingly timeless traditions, it is their specious claims to antiquity that distinguishes them from actual
folklore or ancient traditions, as well as their political purposes as points of cultural commonality.
Invented traditions, in turn, operate much in the ways that Benedict Anderson described in his work on
nationalism in Imagined Communities, uniting disparate groups of people around a shared sense of
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culture.54
Analyzing the marimba band's performances using these theoretical frameworks suggests that
these performances served several interrelated purposes: they articulated a new vision of national
identity for Guatemalan elites, but also provided international audiences with a larger sense of the PanAmerican identity and hemispheric unity vital to the success of the Good Neighbor Policy. Guatemalan
elites, drawing on new intellectual trends of indigenismo, sought to promote official national visions of
native people as a source of national pride, implying that indigenous traditions served as national
cultural foundations. Rooting contemporary national identities in indigenous traditions served not only
to refute stereotypes of Indian racial degeneracy, but also to reject European definitions of racial
homogeneity as a prerequisite for modern nation formation. Nevertheless, only certain aspects of
indigenous culture, such as music, textiles, and ancient motifs, received the official seal of approval as
valid cultural practices worthy of reproduction as symbols of national traditions at important
international expositions. These practices suggested the cultural sophistication of both ancient and
contemporary native peoples, shifting the attention of public audiences to recent inventions of
indigenous culture. Music, however, because of its performative and dynamic nature, became one of
the primary vehicles for the representation of indigenous culture and reinforced perceptions about the
interchangeability of racial ideas and cultural practice.
In addition to invented cultural performances, gendered discourses permeated the exposition.
Recent scholarship has focused on debates over the ways that imaginary ideas and assumptions about
gender and sexuality influence the enactment of actual individual behaviors and larger political
policies. Recent scholarship has explored the construction of gender and sexuality in the context of
world's fairs, focusing on the ways that these events reflected existing gendered assumptions and at the
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same time, created new ones. Campy midway shows, such as the Streets of Cairo and the Oriental
villages, often featured women of ethnic minorities; these women, deemed to be suitable for visual (and
sexual) consumption, provided the contrast necessary to highlight the moral virtue of the white, middleclass women who worked on the side of the official exhibits and used their status to police public
behavior.55 At the same time that expositions used visual images to construct popular notions of about
race and femininity, they shaped inverse understandings of white masculinity. Art historian Sarah J.
Moore argues that the visual articulation of U.S. empire corresponded to cultural efforts to revitalize
notions of elite white American masculinity at the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition.56 In
addition to world's fairs as important sites for understandings social and cultural discourses of gender,
scholars have linked ideas about gender and sexuality to cultural tourism. Latin American nations, long
considered tropical, sultry, and exotic, often served as backdrops for narratives of conquest and
sexuality. In her examination of U.S. foreign policy towards Cuba and Hawai'i, Christine Skwiot
argues that gendered and racial ideas about the imagined tropical sexuality of those islands fueled
expansionist and imperial policies in the early twentieth century.57 During the years that preceded the
1959 Cuban revolution, the island served as a site of leisure and luxury, offering tourists easy access to
both casinos and brothels. Rosalie Schwartz argues that in turn, tourists produced sexualized images of
Cuban women that lingered in public imaginations of the island as place that existed only for the
fulfillment of sensual pleasure.58
Gendered images permeated the fair and illustrated underlying assumptions about the nature of
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the relationship between Latin America and the U.S., employing metaphors of Latin American feminine
sexuality to draw parallels between these images and larger hemispheric relations. Gendered concepts
often illustrated earlier foreign policy centered on principles of Dollar Diplomacy, such as in images
that underscored the hyper-masculine aggression of presidents such as Theodore Roosevelt. In contrast
to frequent and aggressive public threats towards Latin American nations during the early part of the
twentieth century, a noticeable uptick in diplomatic rhetoric of friendship accompanied the Good
Neighbor Policy; nevertheless, the visual images presented at the fair reveal that the cordial expressions
of hemispheric fraternity only extended to a certain point that did not threaten U.S. political or
economic interests. The conspicuous use of female imagery in depictions of hemispheric relations
indicated the ongoing maintenance of the status quo, friendly rhetoric notwithstanding.
The gendered imagery within the exhibits and fair advertising campaigns mapped
understandings of power relationships between men and women onto perceptions of the larger relations
between the global north and south. Representations of these relationships at the exposition relied on
tropes that played on North American gendered stereotypes of dark-skinned Latin American women
and popular assumptions about their unbridled sexuality. The historical geo-political and economic
relationship between the U.S. and Latin America had been built through the domination of the former
over the latter; tourist advertising superimposed gendered and sexualized images on top of this
structure to drive home the analogy. The official advertising brochure for the Greater Texas and PanAmerican Exposition featured a Carmen Miranda-esque figure on the cover: a voluptuous Latin woman
in a tight, strapless black dress and enshrouded in mysterious black veils as she beckoned to the (male)
viewer59. The depiction of Latin American nations as hyper-sexualized Latinas left little doubt that
cultural tourists to Latin America traveled there for masculine purposes of cultural and sexual
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adventure.

Illustration 8: Advertising brochure for the Greater Texas and Pan-American Exposition, 1937.
Archivo General de Centro América.

The visual representations of Latin American women as objects of desire within the fairgrounds
echoed the circulation of gendered discourses outside of the fairgrounds as well. The Washington Post
must have ignited a national firestorm of seething envy and resentment when it ran an article in January
of 1938 that sang the praises of the innate beauty of Guatemalan women. Based on an interview with
U.S. diplomat Fay Allen Des Portes, the article summed up his extensive opinions on the subject of the
248

natural beauty and effusive charm of Guatemalan women, claiming that unlike American women, they
had no need of makeup or other “beauty aids.” Directed towards an imagined male audience, the
article welcomed U.S. men to Guatemala, portraying the nation as a playground for men seeking
romantic encounters with beautiful and wholesome Guatemalan women. The article pitted beautyobsessed American women against the effortless elegance of their Guatemalan counterparts, making the
not-so-subtle suggestion that the former would do well to imitate the latter. In addition to creating an
imaginary beauty competition between American and Guatemalan women, Des Portes further divided
Guatemalan women into “native” and “Spanish” types. Despite their racial differences, he assured
readers that like all women, both native and “Spanish” women occupied the majority of their time
directing their inherent charm towards attracting the attention of members of the opposite sex.
Nevertheless, several important differences distinguished them from each other. “Spanish” women
engaged in social dancing and popular sports, leading to svelte and graceful figures that required no
dieting to maintain. Furthermore, their clothing reflected their own individual senses of style; unlike
their American counterparts, Guatemalan women did not fall victim to the “slavish imitation” of the
latest Hollywood fashions.
Des Portes flattered native Mayan women with equal enthusiasm, but characterized them in
more racial terms that centered on their their distinctive hand-woven traditional Indian clothing. Native
women had little need of exercising, he claimed, as they walked, “30 to 50 miles a day carrying heavy
packs on their heads,” an activity which helped them to develop a natural sense of grace and balance.
“In spite of wearing tribal costumes,” he reported, “the Indian women retain their individuality by
wearing beautiful gay colors and ornaments set off to advantage their natural beauty.” In addition, Des
Portes claimed that the inevitable process of aging did not trouble Indian women. “They obviously
accept it as a matter of course rather than trying to fight it off with an array of cosmetics,” he claimed.
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Finally, linking the natural beauty of Guatemalan women to larger international relations, he
commended their “soft-speaking voices, a gracious frank and friendly manner, that manifests itself in
their high regard and towards all Americans and to those of the United States in particular.”60 Des
Portes's comments created an essentialized image of all Guatemalan women, but zeroed in on the
characteristics of Indian women in particular as symbols of natural beauty, purity, and virtue. In effect,
the article ranked women throughout Americas into distinct categories based on perceptions about their
purity and sexuality availability.
Within the exposition, hyper-masculine displays of violence emphasized the backward and
atavistic traits of ancient indigenous cultures. For example, huge fair audiences consumed with great
enthusiasm the sexualized performance of indigenous cultures during the Cavalcade of the Americas
show. Morbid fascination with the idea of human sacrifice combined with the obvious popular appeal
of glimpsing a scantily-clad young woman drew large crowds to the grandstands. The titillating nature
of the spectacle and its dramatic denouement confirmed negative racial and gendered stereotypes of
native peoples and their cultures. The show portrayed ancient Aztec priests as primitive and brutal,
linking indigenous masculinity to an inborn predisposition for violence. At the same time, the
appearance of a white female sacrificial victim, herself a Texas Centennial beauty, evoked competing
beliefs about the unsullied purity and sanctity of American women, as well as their sexual availability.
Fair organizers had designed the scene to appeal to viewers' carnal desires; the juxtaposition of the
actors engaged in a staged performance framed around the intimate moment preceding death infused
the scene with overt sexuality. These impressions received further confirmation when audiences
witnessed, “...swarthy warriors hold[ing] the struggling girl while a dagger is supposedly plunged
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through her heart.”61 The forceful brutality and undisguised sexuality of the scene underscored obvious
parallels to an act of violent rape. Graphic depictions of American white women as sacrificial victims
of brutal Aztec priests reinforced older paternalistic ideas about protecting white women from the
threats of racialized sexual violence. In this case, actors depicting ancient indigenous men threatened a
young white woman, suggesting potential scenarios of racial dangers to the U.S. from the south.
Far from the tawdry spectacles and vulgar acts of the midway, indigenous men and white
women encountered each other again in a very different context when the Palma de Oro band played
for the ladies' luncheon of the local Dallas chapter of the Pan-American Round Table. The band's
performance at the ladies' luncheon was minor in comparison to its larger diplomatic efforts as the
major attraction of the Guatemala pavilion; nevertheless, it took place within a broader context of
middle-class white women's activism and their efforts to define a distinct feminine and maternal
approach to hemispheric security. During the inter-war period, a number of U.S. women's
organizations, such as the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom, emerged for the
purpose of advocating for peaceful resolutions to contentious global conflicts. In addition to the
promotion of pacifism, women's peace movements often took a strong stand against European fascism,
which female activists perceived as a major threat to peace, democracy, and women's rights.62 The
foundation of the Pan-American Round Table organization reflected this broader movement of women
peace activists and promoted cultural diplomatic exchanges with Latin America as a necessary step in
the prevention and resolution of armed conflicts. The Pan American Round Table began its work in
1916 as an exclusive women's organization when founder Mrs. Terry Florence Griswold opened her
Texas home to refugees fleeing the violence of the Mexican revolution.63 From its humble beginnings,
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the organization continued to promote ideals of friendship as the most effective way to relieve
persistent political tensions between the U.S. and Mexico in the aftermath of the revolution's violence.64
Founded on the belief that women's domestic roles prepared them to play a special role in forming
mutual understandings and friendship between themselves and Latin Americans, the Round Table
devoted itself to sponsoring cultural events that encouraged the formation of lasting friendships
throughout the Americas.65 The organization's founders believed that women should promote peace
through educational, artistic, and cultural initiatives more fitting to women, rather than trying to effect
direct policy changes through male-dominated official diplomatic channels. The activities of the
Round Table appealed to ladies of a particular social class with distinct political objectives who
possessed the cultural sophistication and worldliness necessary for cultural diplomacy. Their brand of
political activism required the performance of maternal femininity, one that in turn, relied on
assumptions of women's peaceful and nurturing natures.
As expected, the band's performance delighted and charmed the ladies, as the “soft and tuneful
music made a delightful background” for the luncheon The Round Table secretary, Alice Lane
Newberry, wrote to Consul Robert Burgher to express the ladies' thanks for the band's performance.
“Their colorful costumes, their innate love of music so beautifully expressed in sound, and the graceful
and interesting dancing, made this luncheon one long to be remembered,” she wrote.66 The appearance
of the marimba band at the Round Table luncheon created yet further juxtapositions of race, class and
gender, creating subtle tensions and power relationships between the two groups. In this culturally
charged context, the Guatemalan men of the Palma de Oro appeared even less masculine in comparison
to the white middle-class female political activists of the Round Table because the of band's
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performance in service to the ladies. In contrast to the staged scenes of indigenous masculine violence
on display on the midway, the Palma de Oro band presented a polished musical performance that
suggested that the forces of (white) civilization had domesticated and tamed them. The band, costumed
as indigenous men, provided the necessary contrast to highlight the Round Table's exclusive coterie of
well-to-do white women. and their high degree cultural sophistication, evident in their enthusiasm and
appreciation for the unfamiliar and esoteric musical sounds of foreign indigenous cultures. In addition,
to the visual racial and gender hierarchy created between the Palma de Oro and the women of the
Round Table, the women's domestic, maternal, and decidedly asexual roles as political activists also
served as a counterpoint to the hyper-sexualized images of Latinas that permeated fair advertising, in
turn, producing yet another hierarchy.
Ideas about masculinity also structured many of the official exhibits of Latin American nations
on display at the fair. In many of its pavilions at previous world's fairs, the Guatemalan government
had relied on the participation of women to sell the nation to fairgoers. In 1928, youthful white women
wearing traditional Indian clothing posed for photographs against a backdrop of a colorful, stylized
version of an ancient Mayan temple.67
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Illustration 9: “Mayan” women hold baskets as they model Guatemalan textiles in front of the
Guatemalan exhibition building at the 1928 Pacific Southwest Exposition in Long Beach. The building
is a pyramid painted with geometric designs and edged with stylized animals.
Los Angeles Public Library

In contrast to previous approaches to the display of Mayan culture at large international
expositions, the official Guatemalan pavilion of 1937 sought to project an aura of cultural
sophistication, an image constructed through the strategic use of intersecting, and often conflicting,
gendered and racial tropes of modern white masculinity and indigenous traditional femininity. Only
Guatemalan men participated in the exhibit, establishing a masculine public face for the nation. The
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pavilion further juxtaposed gendered articles of material culture, imbuing different parts of the display
with visual impressions of masculine modernity or feminine traditionalism. For example, the pavilion
space featured several examples of modern technologies, such as bright neon lights and stylish Art
Deco lettering, alongside displays of traditional Indian clothing and textiles; these contrasts linked
technological innovation with masculinity and the hand-woven textiles and Indian crafts that adorned
the display with indigenous femininity. Furthermore, competition between these two elements
suggested the construction of a modern nation built on indigenous foundations. The pavilion also
relied on opposing racialized images of masculinity, created through the visual contrast between the
marimba band and Humberto Garavito. Despite questions that surround the band members' ethnic
identities, they performed their concerts in scripted roles as Mayan Indian men dressed in full
indigenous costume.68 Nevertheless, the band's status as living representations of a traditional Mayan
Indian culture contrasted with the presence of Garavito, who represented the nation's ideal citizen:
white(er), masculine, and modern. During the exposition, the performance of marimba music evoked
notions of indigenous traditionalism, while Garavito's status as a national artist appeared modern and
cosmopolitan in comparison.
Despite the conspicuous absence of actual Indian women, the pavilion nonetheless employed
female representations to provide a counterpoint to the otherwise masculine display. The band's
performances that combined marimba music with traditional dances sometimes required one or more
band members to dress as indigenous women. These performances pitted representations of indigenous
masculine cultural production against those of feminine cultural reproduction. The representation of
indigenous women at the exposition suggested Indian women's special roles as bearers of cultural
68
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traditions because of their steadfast adherence to unadulterated cultural practices. During these
dances, the band provided audiences with not only the unique sound of the marimba, but also
animated, visual performances of culture, race, and gender. These visual contrasts reified abstract
concepts and simplified complex expressions of into culture into simple binary racial and gender
categories for the consumption of public audiences. The binary constructions on display further
underscored profound inequalities between opposing forces and reinforced hierarchical ideas about
race, culture, and gender, according greater privilege and power to the white, the masculine, and the
modern.
The representation of Mayan women as symbols of traditional femininity within the
Guatemalan pavilion paralleled images of Mayan women that appeared in popular tourist advertising
outside of the fairgrounds. Because of the distinctive nature of their hand-woven clothing, images of
native women highlighted their racial exoticness as Indians, rather than portraying them as objects of
sexual desire. Pan-American Airways employed stylized images of Mayan women in the context of its
1938 advertising campaign to promote Guatemala as one of the stops on its new Central American
route. The image of a traditional native woman on her way to the market provided visual contrast for
the sleek plane flying high above her head, contrasting indigenous traditionalism with the wonders of
modern aviation technology. The poster's caption (“Guatemala is only one day away via PanAmerican...”) juxtaposed to the speed and comfort of modern air travel in with perceptions of the slow
barefoot plodding of Guatemalan Indians on their way to highland markets. Although accompanied by
an indigenous man laden with wares to sell at a colorful Indian market, the size, colors, and positioning
of the female figure suggested that the artist intended the image of the Indian woman as the poster's
primary focus.69 Images of Mayan women that highlighted their roles as bearers of ancient cultural
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practices in the context of tourist advertising enhanced impressions of the purity of cultural traditions
of native peoples, as well as underscored the importance of Indian women in their preservation and
transmission of cultural knowledge.

Illustration 10: Guatemala Is Only One Day
Away Via Pan American. Color Lithograph,
1938. Prints and Photographs Division.
Library of Congress

Visual representations of gendered and
racial understandings of native people intersected in

many of the exhibits both inside of and outside of the fair, which took place in a broader political
context in which U.S. audiences attempted to rework their personal and political relationships to Latin
America. Racial and gendered images provided one way to articulate these relationships, but these
same visual representations often sent mixed messages. Instead, conflicting representations created
stereotypes of Indianness and whiteness, femininity and masculinity, and traditionalism and modernity.
At their core, the extensive use of opposing visual images of race, gender, and culture reflected
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underlying power relationships. Guatemalan government officials attempted to use images of
masculinity to refute pernicious stereotypes of Indian degeneracy and backwardness. Nevertheless,
when displayed in the context of the fair, these same images worked against the specific public
impression that government officials hoped to project for international audiences. The stereotypes
created at the fair made visible the powerful, yet invisible discourses of whiteness, masculinity, and
modernity. The unequal nature of these power relationships disadvantaged the Latin American nations
that participated in the fair and undermined the fair's rhetoric of friendship and unity.

CONCLUSIONS
U.S. policy makers reaffirmed their commitment to isolationism and non-intervention many
times during the 1930s; nevertheless, they looked for alternative ways to protect U.S. interests abroad.
Latin America, because of perceptions of its susceptibility to radical ideologies combined with its
geographic and strategic importance to U.S. security, became a major site for cultural diplomatic efforts
meant to cement hemispheric unity in the face of growing external threats. Rather than antagonize
Latin American leaders with political manipulation to ensure their cooperation, U.S. policy-makers
encouraged public shows of friendship through the exchange of the arts, as well as the promotion of
Latin America as a tourist destination. From the perspective of government officials, the Good
Neighbor Policy achieved its goal of garnering Latin American political and economic support.
Viewed through a smaller lens of cultural interactions between the individual non-state actors that
played important roles as mediators and negotiators, a more nuanced understanding of the effects of the
Good Neighbor Policy on hemispheric relations emerges. Ordinary people negotiated the contours of
U.S. political and economic power over Latin American nations through personal relationships and
performances of culture at public expositions. The personal interactions between various stakeholders
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at the fair mediated larger relationships writ small; the fairgrounds provided an enclosed stage for the
enactment of small acts of both diplomacy and resistance. The Palma de Oro band charmed visitors
and generated a positive public image for the Guatemalan nation, one that suggested cultural
sophistication and radiated a spirit of friendship. Nevertheless, occasional acrid flares of personal
animosity between exhibitors and fair organizers revealed strong resentments to what many Latin
American political leaders viewed as purposeful manipulation of cultural performances. Struggles over
the control of cultural performances echoed larger struggles for national sovereignty at a time when
growing U.S. pressure on Latin American leaders to capitulate to its interests sparked increasing
resentments over traditional paradigms of regional dominance and submission.
New emphasis on cultural diplomacy piqued public interests in Latin America as a tourist
destination. In turn, tourism to Latin America promised a softer type of diplomacy centered on leisure,
recreation, and fun. This shift required the formulation of new diplomatic approaches, of which the
development of tourism constituted a crucial part. U.S. tourists abroad provided a human face to
political discourses of hemispheric unity and friendship. The advent of tourism brought Guatemala and
the U.S. into much closer contact than they had been previously, as their economic relationship evolved
into a cultural relationship as well. World's fairs and museum displays in the U.S. provided a public
venue for tourists to learn about Guatemala's touristic attractions through popular entertainment.
Cultural diplomats in diverse guises, such as the Palma de Oro band, performed their roles as cultural
ambassadors in a variety of venues, moved from south to north and promoted tourism through
suggestions about the exotic nature of their origin. Lighthearted tourism as a diplomatic tool, however,
concealed darker realties about its underlying power structures and political purposes. The friendly
rhetoric and hemispheric unity that cultural tourism aimed to achieve remained elusive. The ordered
world of the fair did not reflect the significant global or hemispheric tensions that shaped the direction
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of world events in the years to come.
Maintaining political hierarchies throughout the Western hemisphere hinged on the production
and reproduction of smaller social hierarchies of race and gender. These racial ideas were on display at
the exposition through invented performances of culture that highlighted notions of indigenous
traditionalism. During the 1930s, conceptions of race and culture often overlapped, linking racial
stereotypes to cultural productions. Nevertheless, conflicting racial stereotypes of native people
emerged because of polarized images of indigenous cultures as both civilized and savage. Alternating
racialized ideas about the degree of indigenous civilization or savagery shifted in the context of the
exposition in response to the characteristics of the actors playing opposite roles within individual
performances. These binary stereotypes worked in tandem to construct Latin America as a place for
personal interactions with native cultures, but also pernicious images of the region as a potential threat
to integrity of the U.S. body politic. These stylized performances of culture exposed U.S audiences to
a wide variety of images of what were purported to be authentic images of indigenous peoples. In
accordance with the fair's main theme, performances of indigenous culture aimed to encourage mutual
understanding through cultural exchanges; nevertheless, they also served to reinforce ideas about U.S.
cultural and racial unity. These types of popular events employed visual shifting images of race in
order to make larger points about U.S. relations with Latin America.
Racial assumptions intersected with those of gender; together, these assumptions further
reflected, reinforced, and reproduced understandings of social hierarchies. In turn, these
understandings of power structured larger ideas about the hemispheric relationships on display at the
fair. Much like interactions between tourists and hosts, or fairgoers and performers, gendered ideas
about geopolitical relationships cast them as unequal partners. Much as understandings of racial images
shifted within the context of the exposition, gendered imagery constructed individual nations and
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regions in conflicting terms. Competing images of femininity and masculinity used assumptions about
feminine sexuality, submission, or traditionalism to encourage audiences to draw larger conclusions
about geopolitical relations. These images did not exist in a vacuum at the fair, but rather reflected
broader public discourses that swirled outside of the fairgrounds. Gendered assumptions also
conditioned some cultural diplomacy efforts that relied on a softer and more “feminine” approach to the
question of hemispheric relationships and employed ideas about women's natural roles as peace-makers
and their abilities to create relationships in the pursuit of diplomatic ends. At least in its early stages
during the 1930s, U.S. tourism to Guatemala adopted masculine overtones, implying that a trip to
Guatemala represented a chance for adventure and the potential for sexual or economic exploitation.
In the years following the fair, the military exigencies and political realities of World War II
began to grip U.S. policy-makers and public concerns over radical political ideologies to the south
faded in the face of the more immediate challenges of obtaining sufficient quantities of raw materials
from Latin America for wartime production. Nevertheless, the legacy of U.S. fears of Latin American
fascism anticipated future hysteria over claims of Soviet infiltration throughout the region during the
Cold War. Much as the radical politics of the 1920s and 1930s had served as a vehicle for anti-imperial
and nationalist sentiment, the so-called Communist governments of the post-World War II era aimed to
reassert political sovereignty and promote domestic industrialization to combat what they perceived as
political and economic imperialism from the north. In short, they aimed to challenge the contours of
the entrenched power relations that defined the geopolitical landscape. As a result of the militarization
of containment policies, foreign policy towards Latin America shifted towards covert counterinsurgency interventions in order to ensure pro-U.S. governments sympathetic to northern economic
concerns. The cultural diplomatic approach that had been pioneered during the Good Neighbor Policy
and put on display during the 1937 exposition continued to play a crucial role in the later struggle to
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combat Soviet propaganda with elaborate public demonstrations designed to prove the superiority of
free-market policies and democratic principles.
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CONCLUSIONS: 2012 AND BEYOND
In the years preceding the end of the most recent cycle of the Mayan long count calendar,
known as Oxlajuj B'aktun, scheduled to end on December 21, 2012, international news outlets carried
sensational news stories that claimed that the ancient Maya of Mesoamerica had predicted accurately
the end of the world. A veritable explosion of Internet message boards and bad Hollywood movies
capitalized on these erroneous ideas, granting them a tangible sense of credence and legitimacy, which
only further hyped the already outrageous story. In response to thousands of inquiries about what, if
anything, would happen on that fateful day, NASA scientists and other professional astronomers took to
the Internet through web pages and You Tube videos in order to calm anxious believers and persuade
them that modern science predicted no celestial catastrophes for December 21.1 Traditional Mayan
religious specialists known as ajq'ija' (in Kaqchikel Maya), dismissed these claims as nothing more
than tourist propaganda based on popular misunderstandings about their ancestors, but rumors about
the imminent apocalypse proliferated with surprising (or perhaps, unsurprising) intensity and speed,
reaching global proportions.2 Appropriating the growing wave of popular misinterpretations in order to
market Guatemala abroad, the government, through its official tourist bureau, the Instituto
Guatemalteco de Turismo (known by its acronym, INGUAT), seized on the opportunity to
commercialize on the mounting hysteria and draw tourists, efforts billed in the U.S. as “end of the
world” tourism. The main selling point of INGUAT's marketing strategy centered on the adventure and
excitement of a personal experience with exotic indigenous cultural beliefs and traditions, as well as the
thrill of potential participation in an episode of modern-day millenarianism. INGUAT heavily promoted
tourism to the soaring temples of the nation's spectacular pre-Columbian archaeological sites of Tikal
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and El Mirador because of their importance as sacred Mayan ritual sites. Buried deep in the dense
jungle of the Petén region, these sites offered the perfect vantage point from which to witness the
impending apocalypse. At the same time, INGUAT sought to to shift public attention away from
stereotypes of the Maya as irrational and superstitious; instead, it pointed to irrefutable evidence of
ancient Mayan scientific and astronomical achievements. Newspaper articles indicated the cultural
sophistication and scientific acumen of the nation’s ancient native civilizations, evident in the razorsharp precision of the cholq'ij, the sacred, 260-day ancient Mayan ritual calendar that calculated the
end of the b’aktun.
Although the frenzy and hysteria surrounding the 2012 phenomenon may seem like a
quirky cultural blip, it is better understood as the most recent incarnation of an entrenched racial
discourse about native peoples. This discourse, a historical and social construction, received an updated
twist during the 1930s, as U.S. public and social scientific interest zeroed in on Guatemala, enchanted
by the beauty and endurance of its indigenous cultures. The four case studies presented in this work
examine a sample of the diverse ways that both individuals and institutions tried to overhaul older
racial ideas about native people using new types of visual and discursive language. U.S. archaeologists
unearthed new evidence about the ancient Maya that suggested the cultural sophistication of ancient
native peoples, which cast their descendants in a far more favorable light and positioned as the cultural
cornerstone of a new type of nation. At the same time, collectors, such as Ruth Reeves, assembled and
displayed an array of objects of Mayan material culture, but particularly textiles, to promote native
peoples as authentic representatives of a bucolic, yet imagined, past. The acquisition of indigenous
material culture not only reflected a romantic longing for a vanquished past, but also obscured U.S.
complicity in entrenched patterns of oppression and violence. Furthermore, indigenous material culture
shaped the aesthetic tastes of middle class consumers, encouraging their participation in a new
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economic order centered on the acquisition of exotic cultural accouterments. Tarzan's adventures in
Guatemala presented the opposite image of the Maya, portraying them as irredeemably savage and
stoking public imaginations with fantasies of mysterious civilizations lost in the darkness of the Central
American jungle. Hollywood images of wild jungles populated with bloodthirsty savages collided with
the emerging cultural nationalism of Guatemalan indigenistas and their promotion of certain indigenous
cultural practices as sophisticated and civilized. They championed elements of Mayan culture as an
integral part of an emerging modern nation that had finally overcome its racially and culturally
degenerate past. To corroborate this vision, the Guatemalan government produced a sanitized version of
an “indigenous” marimba band that allowed U.S. fairgoers a personalized experience with living
representations of the Maya in a controlled environment. Taken together, these case studies explore the
production of different types of representations that either highlighted or downplayed Mayan cultural
differences as needed to serve particular political, social, or cultural functions.
Visual displays in public venues provided illustrations of the popular and scientific construction
of racial discourses. They offered conflicting answers to a persistent set of questions about both ancient
and contemporary Mayan civilizations: Who were (are) these people? What were (are) they like? What
had happened to them? What evidence would provide satisfactory answer to these questions? New
readings of archaeological and social scientific data prompted re-evaluations of native cultures
promised new answers to these old questions. In addition, popular knowledge produced in the context
of venues of visual display provided further interpretations about the nature of the Maya. Nevertheless,
despite the proliferation of new understandings of native cultural productions and archaeological
evidence, these re-evaluations failed to produce a genuine epistemological change. Instead, this set of
seemingly new ideas reinforced, rather than changed, the existing parameters of older racial debates. In
the U.S., social scientific and popular explanations about native cultures solidified popular,
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romanticized conceptions of the Maya that emphasized their exoticness, which in turn, was linked to
widespread conceptions of their racial inferiority. Within Guatemala, indigenistas began to emphasize
the indigenous cultural foundations of the modern nation, but their explanations continued to highlight
Indian racial difference. A series of competing images emerged that represented visually the extent of
presumed Mayan cultural difference; nevertheless, these depictions reflected the underlying
assumptions of their creators, who could not escape outrun old assumptions of Indian racial
degeneracy. The infusion of scientific (and pseudo-scientific) concepts into popular representations of
native peoples exploited widespread beliefs about the impartiality of scientific inquiry, further imbuing
visual representations with an opaque veneer of authority and legitimacy. Newly discovered pieces of
scientific evidence, such as archaeological artifacts and ethnographic studies, weighed heavily in the
minds of both the U.S. public and scientific community, but beliefs about the credibility of this
evidence rested more on cultural assumptions than on scientific proof.
Above all, the constructed visual representations of the Maya reinforced and perpetuated social,
racial, and cultural hierarchies. Various historical actors, in both the U.S. and Guatemala, including
intellectuals, social scientists, and tourists, reinforced older ideas about racial differences between
themselves and native peoples by identifying, collecting, and displaying foreign or exotic elements of
Mayan culture. Though visual displays of Mayan culture seemed to center on their cultural differences,
they nonetheless framed these differences around underlying beliefs of racial differences. The
maintenance of these hierarchies served a number of political, social, and economic purposes, as these
inequalities created the backdrop in which a number of other processes occurred. cultural constructions
of racial difference and inferiority facilitated the expansion of the U.S. informal empire in Latin
America, a crucial part of foreign policy during a time of tightening global tensions. The expansion of
UFCO, in turn, depended on larger geopolitical inequalities created through the application of U.S.
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imperialism. These inequalities further served capitalistic purposes, as U.S. consumers shopped for chic
textiles based on the cultural productions of Mayan women. Hierarchical racial notions about
indigenous peoples also facilitated the success Tarzan’s Guatemalan adventures, as depictions of
Mayan superstition and backwardness allowed U.S. audiences to juxtapose themselves against a
racially inferior, imagined adversary. Finally, despite assumptions of the scientific objectivity of
archaeological excavations, people interpreted the evidence that emerged from these sites in ways that
conformed to underlying racial assumptions about the nature of ancient native peoples, and in turn,
their descendants.
The hierarchies and the social inequalities embedded in visual representations of cultural
difference exemplified the relationship between the production of knowledge and power, revealing
who had the power to say what about whom. Many different individuals and institutions participated in
the construction of discourses about native peoples, yet as a whole, they reproduced a limited and
essentialized body of knowledge about native peoples. The uniformity of ideas about native peoples
provides clues as to which groups of people participated in the construction of knowledge about native
peoples and which groups remained excluded from this process. Despite the gradual professionalization
of the social sciences, the development of Maya studies as an academic field responsible for the
production of knowledge about native peoples reflected deeply held race, class, and gender
conventions. The work of many researchers received little or no recognition because it fell outside of
preconceived ideas about the social identities of Maya scholars and the value of their contributions. In
the case of women who conducted their own research, such as Ruth Reeves and Dorothy Popenoe, their
work was not considered scientific (or even important) because of the near complete exclusion of
women from Maya studies and the broader field of science. On the other hand, the erroneous ideas of
other social scientists assumed a considerable amount of authority because of racial and gendered
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assumptions about them and the corresponding legitimacy of their work. Above all, the exclusion of
native peoples from production of knowledge about themselves and their representations not only
systematically dis-empowered them, but also limited understandings of their cultures in both academic
and popular circles. In cases where native peoples served as crucial informants and cultural
intermediaries, anthropologists mediated the information they provided, often resulting in inaccurate or
incomplete depictions of native cultures. The selective inclusion and exclusion of particular groups in
the construction of knowledge about native peoples affected what types of studies were conducted, as
well as their methodological approaches. In turn, the unilateral and subjective nature of knowledge
production conditioned what people thought they knew.
Like other studies that examine representations of non-Western cultures and people, this study
focuses more on the ideas of the people responsible for these representations than it does about the
people represented. The sources that inform the four case studies here draw on a variety of government
documents, published primary sources, and newspaper articles; together, they form a top-down view of
native peoples as seen through the eyes of anthropologists, archaeologists, film-makers, textile
designers, tourists, and others. The sources presented considerable difficulty in terms of accessing the
lives of experiences of the native peoples involved in these stories. Native peoples made occasional
appearances as themselves, but when they did, their actions suggest that they preferred not to
participate in unequal cultural exchanges with either social scientists or tourists and resented being
treated as spectacles. When forced into confrontations with outsiders, native peoples resorted to acts of
resistance that ranged from feigned passivity to outright violence in order to evade further interactions.
Despite new rhetorical strategies of cultural inclusion native peoples continued to face political and
economic exclusion and resisted cultural assimilation efforts. Finally, despite being the subject of
numerous representations, native peoples received few, if any, tangible benefits from the national and
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global surge of interest in their cultural traditions.

DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
This dissertation examines how and why a particular kind of racial discourse about the Maya
developed in the U.S. and the ways it shaped transnational understandings about native peoples.
Nevertheless, the U.S. was not the only place that generated ideas about the Maya during the early part
of the twentieth century. Large numbers of Germans emigrated to Guatemala during the late nineteenth
century in order to establish coffee plantations. These immigrant families settled primarily in the
highland region of the Verapaces, where the success or failure of their coffee plantations depended on
native labor. In addition, the unique development of the social sciences in Germany, based on
humanistic traditions and beliefs in cultural pluralism, prompted many Germans and GermanGuatemalans to conduct their own ethnographic or archaeological research among the Maya. This
transnational relationship between Guatemala and Germany has been examined in a few individual
works, but merits further investigation as to the ways Germans produced their own particular
understandings of the Maya. A more thorough analysis of German contributions to Maya studies would
not only promote broader understandings about the production of ideas about the Maya, but also would
provide insight into the construction of racial differences outside of the context of the Third Reich.
Germans in Guatemala expressed great interest in understanding Mayan cultures and conducted many
ethnographic and archaeological studies using theories of cultural relativism; their approach to native
cultures contrasted sharply with the popularity of theories of evolutionary cultural change and scientific
racism fashionable in the U.S. academy at this time. German use of these theoretical perspectives
during the nineteenth century reflected a long tradition of humanistic inquiry and engagement with
native cultures that pre-dated the frightening new interpretations of race science that developed under
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the Third Reich in the 1930s.3 German involvement in Maya studies was also not only limited to
studying native peoples; professional and amateur social scientists in the U.S. and Germany exchanged
ideas and created shared assumptions about native people precisely at the moment in which political
ties between the U.S. and Germany were disintegrating. Further expanding the transnational scope of
this work will provide a fuller picture of the ways that European, U.S. and Latin American people
shaped ideas about both native peoples and themselves.
In addition to further expanding the transnational context of this work, the addition of new types
of historical analysis will broaden understanding about the production of ideas about native peoples.
Environmental and cultural historians, as well as historians of science, only have begun to explore the
potential of analysis of the cultural and scientific production of ideas about the natural world and
specific environmental contexts.4 The case studies presented in this work, particularly the Tarzan
chapter, touch on the ways that encounters with the jungle reified popular ideas of its wildness and
savagery. In addition to Tarzan’s jungle habitat, archaeological ruins, such as Quiriguá, played on
popular associations of impenetrable jungles that hid mysterious archaeological sites to produce the
imaginary Guatemalan jungle. In turn, the presumed qualities of the jungle were linked to the cultural
characteristics of the ancient Maya and their descendants, further shaping public understandings of
their fundamental natures. A more in-depth analysis of the environment will reveal that the imaginary
jungle environment had far reaching implications for the future of the nascent cultural and eco- tourism
industry that strongly influenced the ways that North Americans and Guatemalans came to understand
3
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the ancient Maya, their descendants, and the modern nation. Future research into the construction of
ideas about “tropical diseases” of both plants and people will integrate the histories of UFCO
environmental practices, as well as an analysis of the role of its famed hospital at Quiriguá, more
tightly into the present work.
An expanded version of this work may include a fifth chapter about the creation of the
Guatemalan zoo--a real zoo with animals, rather than the type of human zoo so popular in the late
nineteenth century.5 The Guatemalan zoo, known as the Parque Zooloógico de La Aurora, was
established in 1924 as a part of the Finca Nacional La Aurora, a large plantation transformed into a
recreational park. Various U.S. zoos sent the new zoological park a number of animals in order to
establish the initial collection, including monkeys, birds, and lions. The zoo formed part of broader
urban renewal and beautification efforts within the capital; it not only provided citizens with an area for
middle-class notions of leisure and recreation, but also a new location for the establishment of cultural
institutions integral to emerging notions of modernity. As a site of visual display similar to a museum,
the zoo experience inculcated cultural values and structured understandings about power relationships
between the natural world and the visiting public. On the surface, the zoo appears unrelated to the
production of ideas about native people, but during its early years, the zoo also housed the ethnographic
and archaeological collections of the national museum. The inclusion of Mayan archaeological artifacts
and ethnographic material made a trip to the zoo not only a public place to view exotic animals, but
also to consume artifacts and constructed narratives of ancient indigenous history.

AFTERMATH
Today, the tensions and contradictions in understandings of the Maya that I identify in this
5
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work, remain a contentious issue and a stubborn testament to the nation's profound racial and cultural
divides. The discourses that emerged during the 1930s, themselves artifacts of the colonial period,
continue to influence understandings of the Maya today. In Guatemala, intertwined transnational
discourses about the racial nature of indigenous civilizations continued to influence the representations
of the Maya well into the twentieth century. During the late twentieth century, visual images of native
peoples, particularly Mayan women weaving, adorned tourist propaganda aimed at foreigners,
advertising cultural and archaeological tourism to experience the charm of Indian villages and explore
spectacular ancient ruins. Internally, public anxieties about Communist “subversion” meshed with older
ideas about Indian racial difference and cultural identities, leading to redefinitions of native peoples as
selected targets for state-sponsored military campaigns that intended their violent elimination. Images
of Maya cultural traditions as shared national symbols contrasted with brutal counterinsurgency
campaigns waged in response to indigenous political mobilization; these tensions reached their tragic
denouement during the wave of state offensives that eradicated hundreds of indigenous communities
and left thousands dead in the early 1980s. The signing of the nation's historic peace accords in 1996
ended the conflict, but the lofty goals outlined in these accords have not been realized. Native people in
Guatemala continue to struggle with political and economic disenfranchisement while their cultural
traditions have been appropriated for use as shared national symbols and marketed abroad. Most
recently, contemporary understandings of the meaning of Indian cultural differences have shaped the
nation's post-war period, as well as both individual and national responses to the idea of the integration
of native peoples into political and economic systems. Understanding this history has become all the
more crucial during the post-war period as the Guatemalan nation struggles to redefine itself as a pluricultural nation and come to terms with its recent (and hotly debated) history of genocide towards
indigenous communities.
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To the disappointment of many, the predicted end of the world on December 21, 2012, came
and went without catastrophe. The hype and hysteria about the end of the world had been generated
through fundamental misunderstandings of the evidence about ancient native peoples and their beliefs.
People around the world had believed what they wanted to believe about the Maya, especially given
increasing evidence of the scientific achievements of the ancients. People appropriated popular
fictitious stories about the Maya, integrating just enough scientific knowledge with their own personal
anxieties and speculations about the state of the world. In turn, these beliefs were then projected on to
an ancient culture that existed largely in popular imaginations. The 2012 phenomenon demonstrated the
difficulties in determining the meaning of native cultures, a problem that had challenged people since
the Spanish conquest and continues to challenge people today. In the end, the peaceful passing of the
b'aktun came as no surprise to actual Mayan people. They seem know something about themselves that
we don't.
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