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Abstract: Guatemala is well-known for its 36-year civil war that brought great loss to the people 
of Guatemala. There have been many forms of transitional justice implemented in Guatemala to 
help the country move from times of violence to times of peace. From truth commissions to 
genocide trials to spaces of art, they all serve in recognizing justice and memory. Little research 
has been done, however, on community-based projects regarding the conflict. I therefore 
examine the physical ways memory can be put together and the mechanisms that surround these 
projects. I argue that the physical memory projects in Guatemala are created for each specific 
community affected by the conflict in order for them to define their story and make the viewer 
understand through an experience. I look at two specific cases, a well-known mural in Comalapa 
and a museum in Guatemala City called Casa de la Memoria. I began this research and was able 
to visit Casa de la Memoria during my study abroad in Guatemala the summer of 2019. 
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Memory Projects in Guatemala: Community-Based Spaces and Their Purpose 

 Guatemala is an extremely diverse country. It is full of a rich culture, beautiful volcanoes, 

and welcoming people. Millions of tourists come each year to be immersed in its colonial towns 

and Mayan ruins. This scenic treasure is also home to a deep history of inequality, violence, and 

human rights violations. The Mayan indigenous population has been subject to continuous 

suppression from the Spanish invasion through the country’s most recent civil war. These 

hardships have also produced engaging activists and instrumental community organizations who 

strive for a more equal society. All of these components have inspired many like myself to go to 

Guatemala and try to understand the country’s complex issues.  

Since I was young, I have always wanted to travel to Guatemala. My grandfather, Jorge 

Carrera, was from Guatemala and moved to the United States when he was in his early 20s. He 

passed away when I was a child, and I never had the opportunity to talk with him about his life in 

Guatemala. I was fortunate enough to see his home country by studying abroad in Guatemala for 

two summers during my undergraduate college career. My first summer there, I fell in love with 

the country’s beauty and kind people. I also wanted to learn the history of the country my 

grandfather had left so many years ago, but did not realize the impact it would have on my 

mindset. My professors taught me how the Spanish invasion still plays a role in Guatemalan 

society today, the United States’ part in the coup that led to the country’s 36-year civil war, and 

the lives that were impacted by massacres, rape, and torture. I became captivated by these issues 

and the strength of those who lived through this time. I was lucky enough to return the preceding 

summer to study the indigenous language of Kaqchikel as well as begin this research.  

 In addition to the long days of language class, I took the opportunity during my second 

summer in Guatemala to do some ethnographic research for this work. I decided to go back to a 
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museum I had visited the previous summer in Guatemala City. I was able to take a tour of the 

space and talk with the guide about the purpose of the museum. I also spoke with my 

Guatemalan professors and gained interest in a different memory project in Comalapa. I took this 

experience back to University of Arizona and continued my research through the academic year.  

 I have looked deeply into the mechanisms that surround memory projects. I begin this 

research by looking at literature surrounding memory and the role of materiality in memory 

projects. I focus on works regarding post-conflict landscapes, memory mapping, and memory 

entrepreneurs to understand what goes into these kinds of projects. After giving insight into the 

history of Guatemala’s conflict, I go through two case studies to explain my argument. I have 

found that the physical memory projects in Guatemala are created for each specific community 

affected by the conflict in order for them to define their story and make the viewer understand 

through an experience. I demonstrate this argument by examining the components of the popular 

mural depicting Guatemala’s history in Comalapa and an interactive museum called Casa de la 

Memoria in Guatemala City. This research has allowed me to understand the significance of 

historical memory and feel closer to my grandfather. 

 I recognize my bias and partial ignorance within this research. While I have spent quality 

time in Guatemala experiencing the culture by living with locals and learning the country’s 

history, I am still an outsider to the important history within this research. I have not lived 

through the extreme violence, loss, and injustice of those who survived Guatemala’s conflict and 

continue to fight for their rights today. I recognize that Guatemala’s civil war has deep racial ties 

and has taken the lives of many who must be remembered. I do not wish to portray an 

exclusionary or overgeneralized view of this history. I hope to give insight into two specific 

community-based memory projects and highlight other grassroots forms of transitional justice. 
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This research is just a small glimpse into the work of many who have dedicated their lives to 

human rights and transitional justice. We must recognize the endurance of those who have been 

fighting for these rights for over 500 years. 

Literature Review 

 There are various ways in which memory is created and put together. Whether it is state 

or grassroots driven, official or unofficial, art or commissions, each have their own strengths and 

weaknesses of commemorating a period of great violence and loss. They all are key components 

in helping a country transition from times of war to making peace. However, focusing on a 

ground-up approach to memory that is put together in a specific space can allow for an 

alternative perspective to come to light. Throughout the literature of memory, scholars have 

characterized and formed terms to identify the mechanisms that surround memory and the 

various projects that come from it. 

Need for Memory 

 The overall context of memory in relation to times of conflict is constantly being 

contested. Human rights activists often argue for the need for memory in order for the past to not 

be repeated as well as for victims to gain recognition. Others may feel there is a need to look to 

the future instead or have seen more conflict arise from remembering past issues. All of this is 

widely discussed in an online debate by the International Center for Transitional Justice (ICTJ) 

entitled Does Collective Remembrance of a Troubled Past Impede Reconciliation? The debate 

gives the reader an insightful overview of the different instruments and perspectives that 

surround memory before taking a deeper look into the scholarly work on this subject. 

 The debate begins with the perspective of David Reiff, a journalist and author, discussing 

how overtime all is forgotten and there are cases in certain societies where memory has the 
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power to continue conflict (Reiff, 2016). Pablo de Grieff, a United Nations Special Rapporteur, 

counters this argument by explaining the need for memory is not necessarily about remembering, 

but for the allowance of brutality to be publicly recognized (De Grieff, 2016). He goes on to 

explain that when questioning if remembrance will hinder reconciliation, one must look at the 

method in which that memory is created. De Grieff largely supports the work of truth 

commissions in their ability to create a more accurate account of the past based on memory. This 

being said, it would also be important for de Grieff to consider other forms of transitional justice 

and memory projects that are equally in need of public recognition.  

 It is apparent that these mechanisms surrounding memory can have similar, but also 

differing motives. Elizabeth Oglesby adds to the debate by describing how any analysis of 

memory projects must be context driven. Oglesby emphasizes that every memory project, 

whether deemed official or unofficial, has the overarching purpose of instrumentalizing the past 

(2016). Referencing the work of Elizabeth Jelin which will be analyzed later in this review, she 

points out that the creators of memory projects display individual perspectives of a country’s 

narrative, indicating that memory work is not meant to always be unitary. I want to dive further 

into Oglesby’s points and seek out how they can also apply to physical memory projects. 

Putting Memory Together 

 After recognizing the need for memory, we must take a deeper look into how these 

memories are put together and solidified. As previously discussed, this part of transitional justice 

can take many forms. From truth commissions to trials to museums, they are all motivated by 

bringing the truth to the forefront of a country’s narrative. Nonetheless, focusing on the physical 

spaces that have been formed for memory is a much-needed analysis. What exactly are these 

spaces? How have they developed over time? This is what Michael Steinburg and Matthew 
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Taylor discuss as ‘post conflict landscapes.’ These landscapes are defined as landmarks, 

memorials, and other features that notably relate back to a civil war (Steinburg & Taylor, 2003). 

They are not only memorials, but objects such as old signs or an unmoved fallen tree used to 

block the enemy during a time of war. Their research emphasizes the subtleness of these markers 

within the context of post-conflict Guatemala, noting that they may go unnoticed by outside 

travelers as well as Guatemalans (Steinburg & Taylor, 2003). At the time of their research in 

2003, most of the actual monuments they found in Guatemala were constructed by the military or 

Catholic Churches (Steinburg & Taylor, 2003). Though memory projects/sites that tell a 

complete story may not have been widely present at the time of this research, these subtle 

landmarks are important in reminding Guatemalans of the past and recognizing the diversity 

within the landscape of memory. Furthermore, they can be seen as a step towards other projects 

that have been placed around a post-conflict country overtime.  

 Steinburg and Taylor also touch on how many of the landmarks they saw displayed 

varying accounts of the war. Being created by the military and church, it is apparent that the 

stories being put into memorials would strongly differ based on their location and the struggle 

over power within the country. They describe a military museum near Cantabal in the Ixcán that 

portrays the Guatemalan military as the ‘savior’ during the war and honors their sacrifice 

(Steinburg &Taylor, 2003). Landmarks from the Catholic Church instead emphasize the human 

lives lost during this time, such as a mural entitled “In Memory of Our Martyrs” displaying dead 

community members (Steinburg & Taylor, 2003). Despite these differences, it is vital that 

overtime victims of a conflict are able to continue to tell their truth. How can affected groups 

create projects that address issues, but are in part away from those in power? What benefits could 

these different kinds of projects bring? These types of works are often grouped together as 
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‘unofficial truth projects’ or ‘UTPs.’ Similar to post conflict landscapes in that they relate back 

to times of conflict, these projects are organized with the purpose of telling the truth about 

crimes committed in the past in order to support accountability and justice (Bickford, 2007).  

 These UTPs are identified and analyzed by Louis Bickford as a loose category of 

transitional justice. They are considered unofficial in that they derive from a grassroots level, but 

are deemed to have similar characteristics to official truth commissions. Components such as a 

focus on human rights violations, ongoing patterns of abuse, listening to the voices of victims, 

and knowledge of the truth are some of the ways official and unofficial projects are alike. She 

uses the cases of Brasil: Nunca Mais, Uruguay: Peace and Justice Service (SERPAJ), and 

Guatemala: Proyecto de Recuperación de la Memoria Histórica (The Project of Historical 

Memory or REMHI) within Latin America to demonstrate how unofficial truth projects have 

come together. 

Bickford ultimately argues that while comparing UTPs to state or governmental led 

commissions, they each present certain strengths for various contexts (2007). Official projects 

mainly differ in that they are recognized by the government and have state power behind them 

(Bickford, 2007). This is noteworthy when taking into account an official commission’s ability 

to implement a society wide dialogue about the past. He adds that UTPs can also offer 

advantages from a down up approach. UTPs are essentially formed at the discretion of a 

particular community. They are considered an alternative way of confronting the past, especially 

when an official project is not feasible for a country in transition to peace (Bickford, 2007). 

Though his investigation into UTPs does not specifically focus on physical marks of memory, 

Bickford considers these sites as a part of this idea because of their motivation to seek truth in an 

alternative manner.  
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Actors and Actions of Creating Physical Memory 

 The act of creating a visual representation of memory is an important part of the 

transitional justice framework. From films to museums to works of art, these memory projects 

are done in a way that gives the viewer an alternative point of view into a controversial past. 

These actions are not just taken to commemorate, but to tell a historical narrative that is related 

to the present. This is what Kaitlin Murphy specifies as ‘memory mapping.’ This process is 

described as a way of creating visuals relating the past to the present through images, objects, 

and places meant to make the viewer understand their narrative (Murphy, 2019). Murphy’s 

memory mapping can be compared to what Steinburg and Taylor saw in their post-conflict 

landscape research. In a sense, memory mapping adds on to what a post-conflict landscape 

encompasses through having a place where memory is honored, while also actively 

demonstrating a story.   

 Murphy uses the case of Argentina to portray how memory mapping forms a relationship 

between memory and place that signifies the ongoing legacy of the past. She looks at visual 

performances as well as physical sites to further define this term. Her analysis of the Escuela 

Superior Mecánica de la Armada (ESMA) and the Memory Park in Buenos Aires demonstrates 

what memory mapping really does and brings up further questions regarding the components 

within a site of memory. 

 The Escuela Superior Mecánica de la Armada was opened to the public in May of 2015 

as an official memory site (Murphy, 2019). A former detention and torture center during 

Argentina’s Dirty War, the building is illustrated by Murphy through her steps and experience of 

taking a tour of the site. Walking past rooms where individuals were tortured and small cells 

with inhumane living conditions, the audience can feel the significance behind being within a 
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space where actual violence of the war took place. She expresses that “Moving through such 

spaces thus aids in the remembering of the past and reinforces the importance of such 

remembering. It also resignifies the space, carving out a new relationship of the past and 

redefining its role in the present” (Murphy, 2019). This emphasis on experiencing a space and 

the reclamation of history leads Murphy to argue that having a visual work of memory makes a 

viewer feel and see memory in a more effective way.  

 Murphy continues her investigation of memory mapping by looking at the Memory Park 

in Buenos Aires. Though not a specific building where victims were held, it is similar to ESMA 

in that the park is a space of memory along the Atlantic Ocean where victims were dropped by 

planes during the Dirty War (Murphy, 2019). This space of memory is not enclosed, but open to 

the public with small memory projects created and placed purposefully around the park by 

human rights organizations. Murphy examines various public artworks and statues within the 

park, like La Reconstrucción del Retrato de Pablo Miguel (The Reconstruction of the Portrait of 

Pablo Miguel), which displays a subtle statue looking onto the water and symbolizes the children 

abducted during the war (Murphy, 2019). She describes how this park does not draw an explicit 

link to violence like ESMA, but is instead a place of reflection where the visitor must seek out 

where the memory is embedded.  

 These visual works move Murphy to discuss memory mapping as a constellation of 

projects with great variety, giving the audience sensorial contact with memory. They are meant 

to change how one feels, while visually showing a narrative mapped onto and through a specified 

space. She explains that “A memory site becomes a memory site because humans want certain 

things of it - they ask it to perform in particular ways” (Murphy, 2019). A space is not a memory 

site on its own, but people must actively insert their narrative in order for it to show its purpose 
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in the present. This reflects on why the landmarks researched by Steinburg and Taylor might 

have often gone unnoticed. Though Murphy’s deep analysis of these sites gives important insight 

into experiencing specific sites of memory, it calls to question who the individuals behind these 

projects are. It is apparent that most of them are within the human rights framework and support 

various memory projects. However, it is also clear that their actions do much more than support, 

but teach, reclaim, and change a country’s narrative. How can we identify the important people 

behind memory projects and sites who are reclaiming an important history? 

These questions strongly relate to what Elizabeth Jelin and Marcial Godoy-Anativia 

deem as ‘memory entrepreneurs.’ Their work focuses on those who intervene in the construction 

of memory and the motives that bring them together. They define these actors within the same 

context of a post conflict landscape that relates to recent political violence, stating they are those 

“who seek social recognition and political legitimacy of one (their own) interpretation or 

narrative of the past . . . engaged and concerned with maintaining and promoting active and 

visible social and political attention on their enterprise” (Jelin & Godoy-Anativia, 2003). 

Memory entrepreneurs are diverse in their backgrounds and connections to the past, but they are 

all actively aiming to achieve validity in their own truth.  

Jelin and Godoy-Anativia describe how many of these actors are those who were direct 

victims or relatives of victims during times of war. They use the example of Las Madres de la 

Plaza de Mayo in Argentina to portray memory entrepreneurs in the Latin American context. As 

mothers and grandmothers of those taken during the Dirty War, Las Madres formed not only to 

search for their missing loved ones, but to bring support to other victims. In doing so, they have 

overtime brought to light the stories of the silenced and demanded the recognition of memorials, 

monuments, and museums (Jelin & Godoy-Anativia, 2003). Through these actions, it is evident 
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that these actors largely relate back to Murphy’s description of memory mapping. As individuals 

actively supporting or creating these kinds of spaces, they are simultaneously developing a new 

narrative and bringing larger awareness to their work.  

By understanding and questioning all of these mechanisms surrounding memory projects, 

we can take a further look into how they can be analyzed within the context of Guatemala. 

Furthermore, we will see how the physical memory projects in Guatemala are created for each 

specific community affected by the conflict in order for them to define their story and make the 

viewer understand through an experience. In doing so, we must first have a brief understanding 

of the country’s history before, throughout, and after its civil war. 

Guatemalan Historical Context 

 Guatemala has been subject to over 500 years of violence and inequality that is present to 

this day. The indigenous Mayas who cultivated these lands for hundreds of years endured mass 

genocide and expropriation upon the Spanish invasion, forcing them to fight continuously 

through strong racial hierarchies and societal stigmas. This substantial history has all led to 

Guatemala’s well known 36-year conflict. The civil war specifically originated out of the 1954 

coup against President Jacobo Arbenz Guzmán. Arbenz was one of the first democratically 

elected presidents in Guatemala who favored land reform against the elite and strong 

international companies such as the United Fruit Company. The United States at the time was 

fearful of another communist Cuba as well as a loss of control in the region. Due to U.S. 

interests, the CIA supported this coup ousting Arbenz because of his partial communist ties and 

implemented the regime of Carlos Castillo Armas (Grandin et al., 2011). This moment led to a 

series of violent dictators and an all-out civil war, killing an estimated 200,000 people and 

disappearing over 45,000 in its end. 
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After a large amount of organizing and popular movements were formed allowing 

individuals to protest these undemocratic changes, the repression by the Guatemalan state began 

and continued to increase. Throughout this period, the Guatemalan government embarked on a 

series of campaigns to justify their actions and proclaim individuals as subversives or the internal 

enemy. There were various acts of violence, each displaying their own targets and means of 

elimination. Though this violence carried on throughout the 1960’s and 1970’s, it was from 1982 

to 1983 under the reign of General Efraín Ríos Montt that was the deadliest period of this 

conflict (Grandin et al., 2011). Forced disappearances and assassinations were common in 

Guatemala City for activists and teachers who demonstrated against those in power. The 

development of the leftist guerrillas who had initial support from the indigenous Maya led the 

military regime to label all Maya as the allies of the insurrection (Center for Justice and 

Accountability [CJA], n.d.). Indigenous communities in the highlands thus endured a scorched 

earth campaign, where women were raped, and entire villages were wiped out in acts of 

genocide. All of this left between 500,000 and 1.5 million survivors to flee to other regions for 

safety (CJA, n.d.).  

Guatemala slowly began to transition out of this war at the end of the 20th century 

through truth commissions and a new constitution. Numerous forms of transitional justice have 

also resulted from this war to aid Guatemala from times of violence to times of peace. 

Guatemala: Nunca Más was the first truth commission created in 1996 through the Guatemala 

Catholic Church’s Recovery of Historical Memory Project (REMHI). This report was preceded 

by the Commission for Historical Clarification (CEH) in 1999, a second truth commission 

mandated by the United Nations (CJA, n.d.). It concluded through that acts of genocide were 

committed against the Mayan people and that state forces were responsible for 93% of 
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documented violations (CEH, 1999). While these reports were being written, archives of the 

Guatemala National Police were accidentally discovered in Guatemala City. This seventy-five-

million-page discovery exposes the repressive urban activities of the police and helps citizens 

find what became of their loved-ones (Grandin et al., 2011). Forensic work has also been 

completed at sites of mass graves, further revealing what the military did and helping many 

others find their family members. As a result of these developments, several genocide trials have 

taken place in Guatemala to bring justice against those who committed these crimes of war. 

While these more official manners of transitional justice are important to internationally 

recognize years of suppression and violence in Guatemala, they are not the only mechanisms 

used to transition towards peace. Numerous grassroots projects have developed throughout the 

years in Guatemala, each fighting for peace, memory, and justice regarding the conflict. Tejidos 

Que Lleva el Alma was the first book in Guatemala to denounce acts of sexual violence against 

indigenous women. Murals and museums are also present across the country, allowing 

communities to make their mark in this history. These kinds of projects allow for community-

based perspectives to be given a voice. It is apparent through the literature of memory that there 

are many mechanisms and individuals who are a part of the memory project framework. 

Narrowing in on the memory work of physical spaces is a much-needed analysis. Why are these 

specific spaces created? What is their overarching purpose? 

Argument 

I thus argue that the physical memory projects in Guatemala are created for each specific 

community affected by the conflict in order for them to define their story and make the viewer 

understand through an experience. I explain this through two specific cases, a well-known mural 

in Comalapa and a museum in Guatemala City called Casa de la Memoria. These examples are 
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used not to make assumptions for all physical memory projects, but to demonstrate their purpose 

and a different way of analyzing memory work. 

Comalapa 

 San Juan Comalapa is an artistic town not far from Guatemala City or the tourist hub of 

Antigua. Known for its market and works of art, it is most famous to tourists and researchers 

alike because of its prominent mural. It depicts the long history of Guatemala all the way before 

colonization through the conflict and into the present day. As projects such as this relating to the 

war would have resulted in serious tension years prior, this mural created by the community of 

Comalapa stands strong in its symbolism and Maya resistance. It is evident through the 

stories/images within the mural that along with its general story, it is also specific to the 

community where it is placed and makes the viewer experience this. Though I was not able to 

visit this specific site during my time in Guatemala, literary research and photographs provided 

to me by a peer who also studied in Guatemala have helped me articulate my argument. 

 By examining the placement of this mural, it is apparent that it allows the viewer to 

experience and understand the community’s specific story of the war. The mural first comes into 

view at the entrance of Comalapa. Whether you are a local or traveler, you are automatically 

confronted with this contested work of art. As with any physical memory project, it is evident 

that the audience is visually experiencing the history that took place. Similar to the memory 

works in Argentina described by Kaitlin Murphy, there is further significance behind the location 

and placement of this memory project. The mural was first created in 2002 on the walls of the 

town’s cemetery and was later continued onto the walls of former military barracks of Comalapa 

in 2006 (Carey & Little, 2010). Furthermore, the cemetery houses many young people who lost 

their lives during the conflict from the actions of the Guatemalan military (Carey & Little, 2010). 



 16 

These elements depict how this memory project as a part of Comalapa’s post-conflict landscape 

is giving the audience a surrounding experience. Though these details may not be known by the 

common tourist, it allows viewers to walk along and visually interpret an important space of 

memory. By placing a mural that confronts a violent past on these specific walls, the actors 

behind this work are in a sense reclaiming the space for their own interpretation and are making 

the audience be physically around its history. 

 While its location is redefining the space, the story within the mural is also redefining 

Comalapa and Guatemala’s history. There are many themes present within this memory project, 

all portraying important and contested perspectives of what took place in this community. Some 

of the most important themes that demonstrate the community defining their own history are its 

sections regarding indigenous roots, massacres, and domestic issues. The mural begins with the 

country’s Mayan origins and continues into the Spanish invasion. Because the indigenous 

communities within Guatemala are often labeled as backward, but the history of the ancient 

Maya is highly praised for their accomplishments, it is important that the mural included 

components reflecting on this relationship. As seen in Figure 1, there has been a strong history of 

the taking of indigenous land and forced labor since the time of colonization (Carey & Little, 

2010). Through this, the Comalapan artists are reflecting not only on how their ancestors 

persevered through this period, but how this expropriation has fed into the racism within 

Guatemalan society today as well. 
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Figure 1: Forced Labor. Photograph by Walter E. Little 

 

Figure 2: Violence from the Military. Photograph by Taylor Lepird. 
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Figure 3: Soldier attack. Photograph by Taylor Lepird. 

 One of perhaps the most confrontational and challenging parts of the mural is a section 

that depicts the Guatemalan military attacking an indigenous community. As seen in Figure 2, 

the community of artists depicts how many massacres took place across the country. Soldiers 

violently attack those accused of supporting the internal enemy, most often the indigenous towns 

throughout the highlands, dressed in their traditional clothes. As one soldier chases after those 

fleeing to the forest, another holds a bloody knife in front of a woman on her knees (Figure 3). It 

is here where the artists of this work are able to tell their account of this period and deny the 

state’s attempt to hide their actions. This perspective is also contested within the Comalapan 

community. Many of the oral histories from Comalapa state that both the military and insurgents 

carried out actions of violence and murder (Carey & Little, 2010). While this is true, it is 
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important to note that 93% of the violations during the conflict were carried out by the military 

(CEH, 1999), further portraying the side of this history the artists have chosen to support.  

 In addition to the historical atrocities that the Comalapan community has endured, the 

mural also points to issues that take place within the community today. Figure 4 displays a father 

who is about to hit his son with a belt. This image of domestic violence allows the viewer to see 

the other realities that Comalapans face every day. The artists have therefore decided to present 

their community not as harmonious or peaceful, but as dealing with other social relations after 

the war as well (Carey & Little, 2010). Through this, they are again defining their specific story 

and pushing the audience to see other problems that arise. 

Figure 4: Domestic violence. Photograph by Walter E. Little. 
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While this mural is often contested, it is an important representation of where Guatemala 

has come from and where it will continue to go. Towards the end of the mural, a group of 

Guatemalans stand together holding the United Nations and Catholic Church’s human rights 

reports alongside symbols of Guatemala, such as maíz. This image allows the viewer to reflect 

on the ideals and traditions the Comalapan community wants us to remember.  

Casa de la Memoria 

 About two hours east of Comalapa, Casa de la Memoria (Kaji Tulum) is located in Zone 

1 of the country’s capital, Guatemala City. Opening in 2014, it is a unique museum full of 

vibrant art and interactive rooms that confront the historical conflicts in Guatemala. The museum 

was designed and founded by the Centro Para La Acción Legal En Derechos Humanos (Centre 

for Human Rights Legal Action, CALDH). As an NGO founded in the 1980’s, CALDH largely 

promotes peace, historical memory, and the pursuit of basic freedoms following Guatemala’s 36-

year civil war (Peace Insight, 2010). CALDH seeks to further national and international 

recognition of the injustices that have taken place in Guatemala in order for them to not be 

repeated (Peace Insight, 2010). While the visitors of the museum are mainly students from the 

city, survivors and artists also come through the space (E. Carrera, personal communication, July 

12, 2019). The urban components of the museum display its particular audience, along with the 

way a city community is defining its own history. Furthermore, the artistic and interactive space 

brings the observer to physically experience the story that is being portrayed. I visited Casa de la 

Memoria for the first time in the summer of 2018 and was fortunate enough to be able to return 

the preceding summer to complete this research. 
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Figure 5: Swords. Photograph by Eliana Carrera. 

When looking at the physicality of this mural, it is not the history behind the space, but 

the structures that have been placed within it that makes the visitor physically understand the 

story being portrayed. Unlike murals or other kinds of public art, this museum must also be 

actively sought out by a visitor who wants to learn about such issues. As one enters the space, 

they pass through a gate and into a series of rooms with particular themes, messages, and objects. 

Like Comalapa and many other memory projects, the beginning of the museum goes back in 

time to before the Spaniards came to this region and explains the Mayan roots of Guatemala. It is 

here where the attendee is immersed into spaces of art and words, leading them to experience 

this country’s history. This is largely portrayed through the preceding room, which confronts the 

Spanish conquest. In order to enter the room, one must walk through swords hanging from the 
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ceiling by red ribbon (Figure 5). On the other side of the room, one walks past a series of ropes 

tied into a noose (Figure 6). Along with the messages on the walls explaining the history, it is 

apparent that these objects symbolize the killing of millions of indigenous people by the Spanish. 

However, it is the way in which you are physically surrounded by items used to take lives that 

make the attendee realize the history they are experiencing. These kinds of realizations and 

objects continue throughout the entire museum, confronting issues of the past all the way into the 

present. From rooms which focus on violence by the military to others which discuss recent 

genocide trials, the viewer is constantly confronted with spaces and objects provoking the 

country’s social issues.  

Figure 6: Rope/noose. Photograph by Eliana Carrera. 

Through the urban elements within Casa de la Memoria, the community behind this 

museum is also able to define their own story. This is first apparent through the guides who lead 

the tours throughout the space. All of the guides at Casa de la Memoria are urban youth, ranging 
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from ages 14 all the way to 25 years old (Casa de la Memoria, n.d.). These volunteers are trained 

in human rights, historical memory, the recent history of Guatemala, and peace agreements to 

explain the interactive contents of the museum (Casa de la Memoria, n.d.). This allows the youth 

to not only learn and explain this important history to others, but to represent the continuation of 

young activists since the war. In speaking to a guide named Andrea after touring the space, she 

explained how though the youth may not know all of the specific historical details like experts, 

they bring a new point of view into analyzing the conflict and ask why these events took place 

(E. Carrera, personal communication, July 12, 2019). They are in a sense interpreting their 

country’s violent history for themselves and illustrating this to the visitors that come through the 

museum. While Andrea’s perspective should not be generalized for all youth activists, it gives us 

insight into their way of reclaiming this history.  

The community is also able to represent their urban side to the conflict through specific 

visual works within the museum’s rooms. Following the areas that give insight into the Spanish 

conquest and the expropriation of indigenous people, the museum turns to the beginning of the 

36-year civil war. Stepping into the new room, you are confronted with an installation of figures 

in the shape of colorful men, women, and children in the center of the room. At the bottom of the 

figures is a list of rights they demand, such as prohibiting child labor and education. A poster of 

Jacobo Arbenz is also present in the room, asking the viewer if he is a “Comunista o impulsor 

del capitalismo?” (communist or promoter of capitalism).  
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Figure 7: Door to Maria Chinchilla. Photograph by Eliana Carrera. 

As you continue to walk around the space, you notice a door that opens to reveal a picture 

and description of a woman named Maria Chinchilla. It describes how Maria was a teacher 

partaking in a demonstration denouncing the dictator, General Ubico, and was assassinated 

alongside other women on June 25th, 1944 (Figure 7). She represents the numerous city teachers, 

university students, and activists who fought for democracy and were killed by the security 

forces in Guatemala. This feature of her portrays how the creators of Casa de la Memoria are 

defining the urban side to the conflict. As compared to the Comalapa mural which focuses on the 

massacres of indigenous communities, this note to Maria highlights the urban community’s 

experience with violence in the city and their history also in need of recognition. While it is 
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evident that the museum depicts an urban perspective in its setting and features, it does not 

disregard or overlook the voice of the indigenous that has been suppressed for hundreds of years. 

The museum is instead showing multiple perspectives to this history, while also displaying the 

perspective of the community it is within. 

After passing through dark rooms explaining the years of the highest violence, the 

museum concludes in spaces of brightness and color, pushing the viewer to see how this history 

will move Guatemala forward. A white room is filled with walls of colorful hands and quotes 

from activists such as Rigoberta Menchú and Myrna Mack calling Guatemala to fight for a 

peaceful future (Figure 8). The room continues into another white space which serves as a 

reflective area for visitors to write about their experience in the museum (Figure 9). By allowing 

its visitors to make a mark in the museum, Casa de la Memoria is again immersing them in 

Guatemala’s history and asking them to be a part of what they are defining. 

Figure 8: Quotes from Activists. Photograph by Eliana Carrera. 
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Figure 9: A Space to Write and Reflect. Photograph by Eliana Carrera. 

Conclusion 

 Through this analysis, it is apparent that the physical memory projects in Guatemala are 

created for each specific community affected by the conflict in order for them to define their 

story and make the viewer understand through an experience. My understanding of these projects 

is also relative in that these spaces can change overtime, as well as be interpreted in different 

ways. As an outsider observing this memory work, I have completed this research through a 

review of literature and my own personal experiences. This research conducted by an individual 

from the communities where these projects are located could result in a different argument.  
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Further ethnographic research should be conducted to continue to understand these 

spaces. More time spent in Guatemala would allow for further interviews and observations to be 

conducted at these sites. Spending more time in these spaces, speaking with the organizations 

that support them, and talking with locals about their perspective of these projects could bring a 

different perception of the project’s purpose to light. Looking into other physical spaces of 

memory would also bring a deeper understanding of the grassroots forms of transitional justice 

throughout Guatemala.  

While this research is from one perspective, I strived to bring insight into important 

spaces of memory in Guatemala. This research is again a small part of those who have dedicated 

their lives to human rights and transitional justice. We must continue this type of work and 

support marginalized communities for a more just society. By understanding grassroots spaces 

such as Casa de la Memoria and the mural in Comalapa, we can further honor these efforts and 

those who have lost their lives from Guatemala’s conflict.  
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