Skyscapes- Chichen Itzá

This essay will discuss the ancient Maya site of Chichen Itzá on the Yucatan peninsula in Mexico. In the concept of skyscapes this site is very interesting as the sky was very influential on the ancient Maya and still is influential on the modern day people,however, the reasons for this vary. When discussing the site of Chichen Itzá the main feature is El Castillo which is a Mayan pyramid in the centre of the site which is the main feature that marries the land and the sky, meaning that this site is also a skyscape. Although, at this site there are various other monuments that also make this site a skyscape although there is always more focus on the pyramid. 

However, first we must ask what did the sky mean to the ancient Maya? The cosmos are woven into most aspects of the Maya life (Russo 2004,10). The sky was extremely important to the Maya, the movement of the cosmos played a vital part in the orientation of the Maya temples, alters, buildings and various other structures (Russo 2004,10). This links to Also related to Chichen Itzá due to the fact that the temple is built on the alignment of the temple as with most Maya temples is on the rise and fall points of the celestial luminaries (Russo 2004,10). El Castillo is a temple that is dedicated to the snake god Kukulkan and when the sun sets light casts over the pyramid which makes it look like a snake in the shadows (Lia,2016) which makes it look like the god is descending down from the pyramid, which shows that the pyramid and the sky have a major impact on the Maya architecture.  This has also shaped the Maya beliefs and mythology about death which the cosmologies also shaped as the Maya related this to the maize cycle which in their beliefs symbolised death and rebirth (Gillespie & Fitzsimmons 2010,270). This shows that the sky and the cosmos was very influential on the religion and the rituals that were performed in death. Also, the Maya had a range of sky gods and they would follow these gods movements which meant that they would observe the sky and mark the first appearance, this would then be linked to the religious worship and their practical knowledge of the world (Russo 2004,11). This would then determine their knowledge on harvesting, flooding , religious feats, royal birthdays and the building of structures, in addition to this they were able to read the stars and many of the priests were able to understand the other planets and they’re correlation between the sun (Russo 2004,11). This shows a very social aspect of the cosmos as being able to predict these special events creates a social prestige (Russo 2004,11) is attached to the sky which shows that the sky was also more important to certain groups of people within the Maya city. 
(Schwen,2009) El Castillo.

This site is also very important to the modern day people for many different reasons to the Maya. The rich history that Chichen Itzá has to offer draws people due to historical tourism, the actual location of the the site must be taken into consideration. The image (RIGHT) shows a typical image of the pyramid (El Castillo) which will feature in many different travel brochures advertising the Yucatan Peninsula, the use of the blue sky and the nice weather, the sun, and the warmth which would also attract many different people. There are also many other structures at the site including an observatory which also adds to the site as a skyscape but these features get much less publicity than the pyramid. To the modern day people it is also very important in terms of heritage as the site is a UNESCO World Heritage site as it shows proper Maya culture and traditional Maya architecture which means that UNESCO will help protect and conserve the site in anyway possible (whc.unesco.org). Also at certain times in the year they will hold events  such as a light and sound show at the site where the site is open at night which shows a celebration, it also shows people what the site would look like at night and they can find out information about the Maya mythology of the sky, and see the night sky projected onto the pyramid itself and show the stars as the Maya would have seen them (Lee 2015). This shows that as a skyscape this site is very important to tourism and the sky plays a major part in drawing tourists and people to the site. This light show can be seen in the image (LEFT). (Lee 2015). Chichen Itza: Kukulkan Nights. Light and Sound show. 


The land, sea and sky all marry together to create many different scapes. A landscape such as Chichen Itzá also relies on the sky as the ancient peoples did for most of the factors in their daily life as well as for their social status, and their mythology. To the modern day people it is a site for tourism and heritage with the sky and the pyramid being an attractive factor that draws tourists to the site and to Mexico itself. 
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