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The Yucatecan culture is strongly 
ingrained in death. One of the most evident 
indicators of this statement is the high 
number of suicides and their increment in 
the last decade. The national rate of suicide 
in Mexico is four suicides for each 100, 000 
inhabitants, while in the state of Yucatan, 
this figure is nine suicides, with prevalence 
in the rural areas. Said otherwise, in the 
southeast area of the country, which has 
an important Mayan cultural background, 
a different perspective of life and death 
is observed with regard to the rest of the 
country.

Another manifestation of this 
tendency toward death is the large 
number of beliefs, rituals and funeral 
customs that have a strong impact on the 

daily life of the Yucatecans, both in the rural areas and in the city. What relationship 
does this have with their cultural attitudes toward life and death? 

The present work, developed from the anthropological and psychological 
perspective presents various excerpts or short “flashes” of the life and death concepts 
in a Mayan community in Yucatan Mexico. This work has been a challenge for me 
since it breaks with the traditional role and training that I have in medicine and 
psychiartry. For the first time there were no rules, no comforts, nor office and air 
conditioning, because I left behind the rigid biochemical framework, and I decided 
to explore the social aspects of life and death. 

That decision meant that I went directly into the hot, tropical environment 
and experienced the reality of a contemporary, rural Mayan community with 
many “different” ways to understand life and death. The experience confronted 
my western knowledge and beliefs with another way to think, feel and act about 
the beginning and the end. 
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IMAGES OF THE LIFE AND THE DEATH OF THE MAYAS OF YUCATAN, 
MEXICO

The Yucatecan culture is strongly ingrained in death. One of the most evident 
indicators of this statement is the high number of suicides and their increment in the 
last decade. The national rate of suicide in Mexico is four suicides for each 100, 000 
inhabitants, while in the state of Yucatan, this figure is nine suicides, with prevalence 
in the rural areas. Said otherwise, in the southeast area of the country, which has 
an important Mayan cultural background, a different perspective of life and death is 
observed with regard to the rest of the country. I have asked myself, “Why does the 
Mayan Yucatecan area have the highest suicide indexes in the country?”

Another manifestation of this tendency toward death is the large number of 
beliefs, rituals and funeral customs that have a strong impact on the daily life of 
the Yucatecans, both in the rural areas and in the city. What relationship does this 
have with their cultural attitudes toward life and death? I do not attempt to give 
answers to these questions, but hope to open paths for future investigation 

The present work, developed from the anthropological and psychological 
perspective presents various excerpts or short “flashes” of the life and death concepts 
in a Mayan community in Yucatan Mexico. I analyze in my personal comments and 
“conclusion” the things that I have observed and written about. I fear using the term 
“conclusion” since the word is associated with authors giving a set of facts or final 
ideas about their work. I am not convinced that I can provide the reader with that 
type of “conclusion” because it would be an act of authoritarianism. 

This work has been a challenge for me since it breaks with the traditional role 
and training that I have in medicine and psychiartry. For the first time there were 
no rules, no comforts, nor office and air conditioning, because I left behind the 
rigid biochemical framework, and I decided to explore the social aspects of life and 
death. That decision meant that I went directly into the hot, tropical environment 
and experienced the reality of a contemporary, rural Mayan community with 
many “different” ways to understand life and death. The experience confronted 
my western knowledge and beliefs with another way to think, feel and act about 
the beginning and the end. 

WHERE ARE THEY?: 

Mayans occupy neighboring Guatemala, northern Belize and southern Mexico. 
Before the Spanish conquest of Mexico, Central and South America, the Mayans 
possessed one of the greatest civilizations of the Western Hemisphere. 

RISE AND FALL: 

The rise of the Mayans began about AD 250. What is known to archaeologists 
as the Classic Period of Mayan culture lasted until about AD 900. After AD 900 
the Classical Mayan civilization declined precipitously, leaving the great cities’ 
ceremonial and religious centers vacant and overgrown with jungle. The causes of 
this decline are uncertain. Some investigators suggest there was a rebellion against 
the abuses of the priestly class. Others suggest climatic changes, a natural disaster, 
such as a hurricane, and famine (Quezada, Sergio.2000: 21) 
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THE CONQUEST: 

During the Post-Classic Period (900-1519), cities such as Chichén Itzá, Uxmal, 
and Mayapán, in the highlands of the Yucatán Península, continued to flourish 
for several centuries. By the time the Spaniards conquered the area in the early 
16th century, most of the Mayan were mere village-dwelling agriculturists who 
practiced the religious rites of their forebears. (Bray, Warwirck. M. 1985: 144 )

THE MAYAN PANTHEON, A VIEW OF THE UNIVERSE: 

There is a vast pantheon of gods worshiped by the Mayan. The ancient Mayans 
had a complex pantheon of deities whom they worshipped and offered human 
sacrifices to. There were 13 layers of superior worlds (the upperworld ) and nine 
inferior worlds (the lower world ). Exactly in the center of the earth was a gigantic 
tree, the sacred tree of the Mayan. Its roots penetrated in the inferior world, and its 
trunk and its branches crossed the diverse layers. Their ancestors came through 
its roots, and its trunk and branches touched the dead in the highest sky. (Morley, 
Sylvanus 1952: 48) There is an antagonism between the upperworld (sky) and the 
lower world (hell), and combats take place between the 13 gods and the nine gods. 
A manifestation of this cosmogony is that the Mayan day consisted of 13 hours and 
the night consisted of nine (National Geographic magazine April 1986: 435). For 
the present work I will focus on the suicide goddess, Ixtab (pronounced “sh tab”). 

IXTAB, THE SUICIDE GODESS:

Mayans in the past believed that people who commited suicide left directly 
to paradise. They had a special goddess that helped those who hung themselves. 
The goddess Ixtab came down from the sky and appeared with a rope around her 
neck. She had her eyes closed by death, and on one of her cheeks there was a black 
circle that represented the decomposition of the body. It is important to note the 
observations of the Catholic bishop Landa in the XV century on this Goddess of 
Suicide: “They also said, and they believed it to be very certain, that people who 
hung themselves went to their glory. Therefore there were many people who hung 
themselves for reasons of sadness, work, or illnesses, and went to their glory where 
she came to them; the name of that goddess is Ixtab (Papers of the Peabody Museum 
of American Archeolgy and Ethnology, 1941: 235). They believed that after death 
there was another more excellent life which the soul enjoyed. They believed they 
went to a very delightful place where nothing gave them pain and where there was 
an abundance of foods and sweet drinks. There was (in that place) a very cool tree 
that gave a lot of shade, which was a ceiba. They would rest under those branches 
and not work at all.” (Hays, H.R. 1994: 468)

 
THE CONTEMPORARY MAYAN: 

The present-day Mayan peoples can be divided into many diverse groups based 
on linguistic and geopraphic grounds. This work is focused on the Yucatecan Mayan 
inhabiting the Mexican Yucatán Península. The present-day Mayan are basically 
agricultural people and they live in communities organized around central villages 
and they usually keep domestic animals. Dress is largely traditional, particularly 
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for women. Men are more likely to wear modern ready-made clothing Domestic 
spinning and weaving, once common, is becoming rare, and most clothing is made 
of factory-woven cloth. Gradually the farm life is being replaced by the settlement 
of factories with foreign capital. Step by step the Mayans are receiving the influence 
of different ways of life and fashions. So, it is not rare to see the young people at the 
main square of the small towns wearing ponytails, earrings, listening to rap music 
with a Sony tape player, showing an exotic tatoo and wearing a Chicago Bulls T 
- shirt. Their religion is now a misterious and unique mix of Catholicism and old 
paganism. Today no one knows about the Mayan pantheon and they only believe 
a few concepts of the Christian teachings. So, the concepts and practices about life 
and death are a Christian - Pagan mixture. 

 
LIFE AND DEATH IMAGES IN A SMALL MAYAN TOWN:

THE PLACE: 

The community of Chumayel, Yucatan, located in the south of the Mayan 
Yucatecan area, conserves an important degree of Mayan identity and cultural 
representativeness. It has approximately 4,600 inhabitants, and the predominant 
religion is Catholic, with a church located in the main square. Approximately 60% 
of the population knows how to read and to write in Spanish. The population is 
mainly masculine and the Maya language is the daily language of the community. 

The methodology used for the present work involved interviews with key 
informants, with the objective of looking for experiences with death. I chose to use 
dialogues as the best way to illustrate the images of the town. These dialogues are 
not necessarily presented in a sequential order. The necessary biographical depth 
was sought to demonstrate in the conceptual and sociocultural framework around 
life and the death. 

 
DIALOGUE 1:

The first interview fragment corresponds to a person of the community with 
a special relationship with death. This person functions as “the administrator of 
death”. I refer to the undertaker of the town. He is a 72 year-old man who has been 
in charge of the cemetery for 50 years. Excerpts of my conversation with him are 
below: 

 
THREE YEARS BELOW THE GROUND 

* How long is the body buried?: 
Three years. 
* Why only three years? 
Because they allow it this way. It is a custom here, but if you want to be buried 

up to four years, you have to pay the official office (births and deaths), and they 
leave your body in the cemetery the amount of time that you want.

*What happens to the body after it is buried “three” years?
I dig up the grave and remove the remains and place them in a box. If the 

family is very poor and cannot purchase a box, we put the bones in a cardboard 
box and place them in the chapel. 
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Comment: 
The time element and its arbitrary handling is present in the process life / death. 

One can wonder, why are the deceased’s remains taken out after the three years? 
Why not two or four years ? Beyond some material, administrative, or other reason 
there is a necessity for regulation, of putting death in order, of exercising social 
control. The community already knows that its remains will only be able to be 
buried for a three- year period. In exceptional situations (because there are also 
“privileges” in the handling of death), perhaps they can remain up to four. 

Before my question, “Why three years?”, he remarked that the body is buried 
only three years because “it is the law”. After the allotted time, the remains are 
deposited in a religious enclosure, which is the chapel of the cemetery or the 
church in the town. If anyone wanted to take the remains home, or to some other 
place, it would be as if they were going against a norm, and exposing the deceased 
and oneself to some type of unspecified “risk”. 

 
PROFANITY ? 

* Are there people that do profane acts with the remains of the deceased that 
don’t have family?: 

 Drunks go in the cemetary, take the bones that have been removed from the 
graves and sometimes they throw them in the street. Other times the drunks throw 
the remains everywhere in the cemetery. Once the drunks threw the bones on the 
corner where I live. Terrible things will happen to the drunks for doing that.

Comment: 
In spite of handling human remains, something that could seem disrespectful 

from our civilized perspective, another concept of the irreverent exists. Profanity 
in the rural areas is something that reaches levels difficult to imagine in the urban 
area. For instance, to throw human bones in the street, play cards in the cemetery, 
or keep the remains of a body that nobody claims in a box, is difficult to imagine 
in the city. The disrespectful and profane is a relative concept that should be 
understood in a certain context (Cuesta, Rafael.2001: 59). 

THE SOCIAL FUNCTION OF VISITATIONS 

* Do you go to the wakes? 
No, I don’t go to the wakes because they make me sad. People pray the whole 

night and they bury the cadaver 24 hours later. 
* Why do they have such long wakes?: 
To see if the people resuscitate, to see if they are really dead. After 24 hours the 

body should already be dead. 
* What do the relatives do during those 24 hours? 
They are crying and praying. They play cards, they distribute coffee, bread, 

alchohol, or anything so that the people stay awake. They have to have the wake all 
night. 

* What else do the women and men do at the wake?
The ladies converse with the men, the latter are drinking and eating. There are 

ladies that also take liquor. The owner of the house where the deceased lived has 
the obligation of serving food and drink to those that go to the wake. 
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Comment: 
The wake, in addition to a point of social reunion, is the place where people 

express and project fantasies around life and death. It is the place where cards 
are played, liquor is drunk, and things are eaten. Sadness and feelings of blame 
are also expressed with freedom. The wake is perhaps the only moment where 
care is taken to speak well of somebody, although in this case the person is dead. 
There is a kind of silent agreement to enumerate the deceased’s virtues, but to 
censor those who dare to express negatively about him. During childhood one 
learns that a wake is a place for emotional discharges, and that the short period 
of collective affection expressed is one that may have never been enjoyed during 
life. Surprisingly, “Don Santos” (the undertaker), doesn’t attend wakes because, 
according to its own words, it makes him sad. 

NEVER TALK BADLY ABOUT THE DECEASED 

* Which are the most frequent conversations about at the wake, what do 
people speak about?: 

Ah!, the deceased person’s history is commented on. They comment that this 
person was a very good person. 

* What is the most common comment made about the deceased? 
Their good things because they are already dead. Their negative qualities are 

never talked about. 
* Why?: 
Because they have already died. The relatives already have a lot of pain, so it 

is necessary to say good things. 
 
THE DECEASED PERSON’S BELONGINGS 

* What is done with the deceased person’s things, for example their shoes, 
their shirts, their dresses, and their personal things in general?: 

They are given to people that want it. 
* Don’t they remain as memories?: 
There are people that keep these things, but there are people don’t like to put 

things of the dead on. They have a fear of dying, and they believe that if they use 
something, later they may also die. 

Comment: 
In spite of notorious material deprivation and poverty, there is an almost 

widespread negative on the part of the informants toward the use of the deceased 
person’s things. The reasons point not to a fear of the things being contaminated by 
bacterias or a virus, but to a fear of the same death. The personal belongings are a 
material and evident part of the identity, and on occasions, is difficult to establish 
the emotional separation between the same object and its owner. In this particular 
case that concerns us, the “owner” belongs to a “world“ that is governed by other 
laws and norms, in such a way that to take something that belonged to him/her, 
produces an entire series of suppositions and beliefs located on a supernatural 
plane. 
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SUICIDES

Don Santos and I spoke a little about suicide. 
*“Has there ever been a suicide in the town?”, I ask.
Yes, one person committed suicide because he was old and he did not see well 

and he could not work or anything. In that case it is better to be dead. He threw 
himself into a well.

*”Where does the soul of a person who commits suicide go”?
It cannot go to Glory.
*Where does it go?”
Well, they say that we will know on the Final Judgement because all the souls 

will gather that day. There will be a trial for the souls. Those souls cannot go 
directly to Glory because their time has not arrived. It is wrong to commit suicide 
because it causes problems for the family. While one leaves his problems behind, 
he causes problems for others.

*Is that what is wrong about suicide?”
Yes, the person who committed suicide already left, that is what he wanted. 

But his family? His children, and everyone are going to have problems. They have 
to make economic sacrifices to be able to live.

DIALOGUE 2:

The second excerpt corresponds to dialogues with Magdalena, a midwife for 5 
years and also a prayer leader: 

IF GOD DOES NOT WANT THE BABY, IT WILL NOT LIVE
*”How is it that God decides whether a baby lives or dies?”
If God does not want it, a baby will not live.
*”How much do you charge for your work as a midwife?”
I charge nothing.
*”How would you feel as a midwife, if the baby died?”
I would feel guilty because there are people who say that if someone dies, it is 

the midwife’s fault.
*”Has it ever happened that they blame the midwife, or that the family does 

harm to her?
No, there is only criticism and they say that it was her fault that the baby 

died.

CANDLES, LIFE, SICKNESS OR DEATH
Magdalena told me about a belief the people have: “When a person is born, a 

candle is fastened”. 
* Who fastens the candle? 
The mom. Before that the baby is born, the midwife gives her a candle and 

the mother uses her fingernails to pinch the candle nine times. According to my 
mother-in-law and my grandmother, if the candle burns down normally, it means 
long life for the creature. If the candle burns quickly and leaves a side, it means 
that the creature will not have a long life. Sometimes the candle lights up and goes 
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out and this means that the creature will continually be sick. And if the candle goes 
out and lights up and goes out again, the creature generally dies. In other words, 
the baby doesn’t end up living. In the best of the cases it will have a weak life. 

DIALOGUE 3:
This short dialogue is an excerpt from a interview I had with the medicine 

man.

PEOPLE WHO COMMIT SUICIDE: SLAVES OF EVIL
*Since you are the medicine man of the town, could you tell me what happens  

to the soul of someone who committs suicide?”
Well, God does not receive a person who does such bad things. That person is 

working for the “bad angel”.
*Where does the soul of a person who hangs himself go?”
Evil is present in anyone who hangs himself. His soul is carried away and he is 

converted into a slave. In order to encounter God, the soul has to be placed in fire, 
then placed in boiled water, and after that the boiled water has to be dried. When 
the soul is finally clean, it goes to God. History (the Bible) says we are sinners.

DIALOGUE 4:
This fragment of a dialogue corresponds to the interview I had with a cemetery 

prayer leader.

MARIACHIS IN THE CEMETERY
Before dying, one person in town asked for music instead of prayers. Instead 

of the traditional praying, he wanted folk music, and therefore some mariachis (a 
group of Mexican folk musicians usually including singers, guitarists, trumpeters 
and violinists) from a neighboring town played. This person was always very 
happy and he was always commenting that the Dead should have music instead 
of prayers at their funeral. That day, the mariachis even created a song with his 
name. People liked the idea, but at the same time they were sad - in spite of the joy, 
there was pain. 

DIALOGUE 5:
This corresponds to an interview with a person who is said to have risen from 

the dead during his visitation:
  
POSTPONING THE ENCOUNTER WITH DEATH
*Were the people at your visitation praying when you opened your eyes and 

sat up in the casket?”
Well, it really is incredible, but it happened to me. I returned from the dead. 

One lady cried out and blamed me, “Why did you return to life?” 

DIALOGUE 6:
The comments below are excerpts of an interview with a woman in the town. 

Today the town looks totally different, it is in festivity. The people are celebrating 
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a religious holiday called “Christ of the Transfiguration Week”, dedicated to the 
patron saint of Chumayel (the town’s name). Little flags are everywhere, the church 
is decorated with multi-colored balloons and bulls are being taken to the arena for 
the bullfights.

BULLS MARKED FOR DEATH
The person interviewed says that the Catholic priest in the town asks that one 

of the daily bullfights be dedicated for the benefit of the church. The person adds 
that there is the custom of making offerings to God during the “fair”. Offerings are 
a way of thanking Christ, or the Virgen, for favors that have been conceeded.

*Tell me what the offerings are like? Can you give me an example?”
There are some people who paint a skull on a bull. This symbol means that 
those bulls are going to be killed in the fair. They also paint the last name of 

the person or the family, and the town, so that when the bull is let loose, the people 
know who is giving the offering. The belief is that when one promises something to 
God, he has to keep his word, because if not, there is a punishment, and a tragedy 
will occur. That is why people want the bendition of God.

Comment: A possible interpretation of this custom is that Mayan people 
have transformed the old pagan sacrifice, which included human sacrifice, to a 
Christian offering. The bullfight was brought to Yucatan by the Spaniards and does 
not belong to Mayan culture. We can see people moving, dancing, and challanging 
the bulls, which are condemmed to die. These ritualistic movements were first 
described by Bishop Landa in his writings about human sacrifices in the XVI 
century. (Thompson, Eric, 1980:167). After all the bull’s suffering, it is skinned 
and its meat is sold. I ask myself if all this is part of an old remembrance. 

DIALOGUE 7:
This is a description narrated to me by a Mayan prayer leader about a very 

traditional Mexican holiday which is celebrated in November each year (Orilla, 
Miguel 1996: 18). 

ALTAR, FOOD AND OTHER THINGS FOR THE DEAD 
In the mornings one puts water on the altar so that when the spirits of the
Dead arrive, they drink it. If there is fruit, that is also placed on the table. 

When the altar is dedicated to “deceased adults”, spicy food that was well-liked 
by that person is placed on the table with some tortillas. The food is hot because it 
is believed that the dead like the vapor that leaves the hot food. The candles used 
are colorful when the deceased are children, and brown and black if the altar is 
for adults.

THE CROSS CANNOT BE MISSING
The altar to the Dead is left standing the entire month of November. During 

this time the people meet in prayer groups. Typically the people pray Nov. 1 and 
Nov. 2 and thereafter every 8 days. During that second week, they put the candles 
that were left from the altar, on the walls along the street. This is done in order 
to show the Dead the way to travel. Flowers are used to adorn all altars, and the 
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plates and cups that contain the water and food are supposed to be of clay. They 
cannot be of plastic because they might reflect the souls’ faces, scaring them away. 
Something that can never be missing is the cross, and all sizes of crosses are used 
on the altars. 

Comment: 
How does one imagine the souls of the Dead? These and other questions 

crossed my mind when I revised my informant’s stories about the altar for the 
Dead. There are a lot of details, and a lot is care is taken. Among other things, I 
noticed the emphasis on the spicy, the hot, and the vapor. It would be interesting 
to explore their symbolism. 

Something Spicy
The term “spicy” goes beyond material life and the characteristic of certain 

foods. “Spicy” often has diverse psychological and social connotations associated 
with something intense, provocative, daring and exciting. In other words, it is 
associated with living things. For example, if a person likes to tell “spicy stories” 
of sexual content, they will get our attention. We can celebrate that occurrence or 
censor it, but either way, we pay attention. In addition, “spicy” is rich in meanings 
guided toward the side of vitality. Perhaps for that reason it is a main component 
in an offering to the Dead. The Dead come to visit family and friends, to eat and to 
take some life and encouragement, which alleviates them of their suffering. They 
are leaving a world without flavors, the world of the death, behind them. 

Something Hot
 Hot things represent the opposite to cold death. The absence of hot suggests 

death, the ceasing of activity, the end of the corporal functions responsible for 
biological life: the heart pumping, body temperature, etc. But this concept (hot) 
transcends the purely biological field, reaching the level of a psychological and 
social symbolism. In this way, among their multiple meanings, a “cold person” has 
a lack of expression or feelings. On the contrary, a psychological and socially “hot 
person” suggests activity, susceptible of something really intense. In this sense, 
these symbols with regard to heat are present in the altar of Dead. When the Dead 
go to visit the world of the living and they are entertained with food, they are given 
a moment of life represented in the heat of the foods offered. 

Vapor
Vapor on the other hand, being one of the physical states of the liquids, is 

used as synonym of an ethereal situation. Vapor is a state of physical transition 
and frequently is associated with the intangible and with the underground world. 
Considered as such, the combination of the hot and vapor, acquires special meaning 
in an altar dedicated to the Dead, who momentarily leave their cold and dark places 
to visit their dear beings. In daily language, something “vaporous” is something 
that is not perceived with clarity, and which is an element that represents much of 
the life and death process. 

Large and Small Souls
There are different attitudes in the offerings, based on whether the Dead are 

children or adults. It is for that reason that my informer said, “children like candies 
and color”. The most serious colors (coffee, chocolate) are for the adults. The colors 
that are dark or black, are linked with certain ideas of of guilt and sin, absent in 
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the infantile souls. The color of death changes tone depending on the concept guilt 
/punishment imposed by the authoritarian religions. Black things mean sin, and 
white color means innocence, and of course absence of sins. 

There are no specific colors for the gender of souls in Mayan culture as there 
are in western culture (blue for boys and pink for girls). There is a certain asexuality 
and repression in the Mayan altars. For the Mayans of this small town, it appears 
that sexual life is highly repressed, something that is manifested in many facets of 
their daily life, but this point is not the objective of this paper now. 

One Should not Scare the Dead
According to the informant, it is necessary to take care that nothing frightens 

the Dead, a comment that forces us to think that surprisingly the living can scare 
the Dead. Contributing to the dynamics of fear, materials which reflect should not 
exist on the altar to the Dead. For example, the tableware must be made preferably 
of clay (we have to remember that clay is earth). If we consider “reflection” a 
property of light, its sudden appearance in a world of darkness could be violent. 
An offering is supposed to please, to create a warm space for those who live in 
darkness. For that reason it is necessery to avoid abrupt situations that break with 
the silence and the mystery that surrounds the world of death.

The Altar and Candles
Candles were not known to the precolonial Mayans. They were brought from 

Europe, and after 20 years of Spanish domination candles they formed part of the 
ceremonies and rituals of the Mayan culture. There is a very important association 
between the use of candles and the Mayan/Christian religiousness; both are linked 
with the magical, spiritual and the supernatural. The candle is one form of trapping 
and controlling fire, which at the same time is synonomous with life. With a 
candle, one can light the darkness. The candle is a symbol of what we would like 
to do with time and with our life, to be able to control them. With a candle one 
can simultaneously “trap” time and life, since we can calculate and predict how 
long a candle will remain lit, in addition to knowing that things can blow it out 
and stop the shine of its flame. According to what various midwives reported in 
the community, a candle which is lit is life, and depending on the intensity, how 
it bends, and the color of its flame, it can predict the destiny of an unborn child. 
The lighted candle can also be a form of help to the dead so that they might find 
the path to eternal life.

The Cross, Christianity and Paganism
The cross, well-known symbol of Christianity and of salvation “cannot be 

missing on an altar to the dead”, according to one of the people interviewed. If 
we imagine an altar without the cross, we would have a pagan altar. As part of 
the colonization strategy, the Mayan religion was prohibited, and the goal was 
to completely erradicate it. Nevertheless, the resistence was large and there 
was danger that the Mayans would revolt if their deities and their religion were 
replaced. Therefore, the result was a change of strategy by the Catholic church – the 
permission of a Christianity which was almost pagan, but in the end Christian. The 
Christianity that was assimulated and “recycled” by the Mayan is very different 
from Roman Catholicism, but this strategy of social control was necessary under 
the principle of “respect” for the colonized people.
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Mayanchristianity: A Form of a New Religiousness
The religiousness which is observed with the altars during the week of the 

celebration to the Dead, and in the offerings made in the agricultural plots, is 
very close to paganism. It has clear basics taught by the Catholic Church, such 
as obedience to one God and his earthly representatives, the Trinity, sin, heaven, 
purgatory, hell and the inclusion of María and the saints. The rest is in a realm of 
the incomprehensible, but the idea is that the Mayans have to believe and pray 
without understanding it all. An altar to the Dead in November without a cross, 
would be a dangerous pagan touch that would question centuries of Christian 
domination over the Mayans.

Important Mayan Numerology Beliefs: 
The 9 and the 13
At the beginning of this work I indicated how the Mayans imagined life after 

death, which was a sky with 13 upper levels or worlds (upperworld), and a place 
below ground with 9 lower worlds (underworlds). Surprisingly these two numbers 
are found in a great number of beliefs related to health, sickness, life and death.

Number 13 in Witchery
In the same way, witches in the community often use 13 to cause damage and 

even to kill a person (black magic). For example, they use 13 grains of pepper, 13 
grains of salt and 13 pieces of a hot chile. During the ceremony the witch does 13 
sumersaults.

Number 9 Related with Candles
Candles have a special significance in birth. The midwife asks for help from 

God and the Virgen Maria so that suffering is minimal for both the mother and 
the baby. The pregnant woman is given a candle and she has to mark it with her 
fingernails 9 times. Then the candle is lit, and it is observed. If it burns well, there 
will not be problems with the delivery. On the contrary, if the flame is weak and 
low, the life of the newborn will not be healthy, and if the flame goes out, bad 
things are ahead.

CONCLUSIONS:

After this brief look at the attitudes toward life and death in a small 
community with strong Mayan influence, it is necessary to make some concluding 
comments. At this time, only remains of what was a great Mayan civilization 
remain. Putting aside the arqueological monuments, which are silent witnesses 
of a savage destruction, the only things that remain of a destroyed culture are 
a broken language, economic and social marginization, the proliferation of 
alcohol, drugs and the imposition of a political system which supposedly will 
help the Mayan people integrate to the “modern” society. In the middle of this 
complexity, their attitudes toward life and death have transformed and as part 
of the daily, caotic situation, the search for death is much a desperate option

The Mayan today live in social control, dominated by the State and the 
Catholic Church. In the recent Northamerican “Free Trade Agreement”, there is 
no room or alternatives made for the Mayans. Said in another way, the Mayans 
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today live another form of extermination: the imposition of globalization, designed 
in foreign universities, blueprints of a “progress” that little or nothing has to offer 
the ethnic minorities. The present-day economic circumstances of Mexico are the 
result of 20 years or more of government policy and economics which are making 
the wealthy richer and at the same time are a silent death for a culture that for 
over five centuries is living a daily process of death. The Catholic church is the 
best alliance that the State can have, and as a result of this partnership, together 
they impose ways of thinking, feeling and acting. Once again, power is imposed 
and justified over the Mayan people in the name of God. Under the programs to 
build “love for the poor indigenous people”, racist and discriminatory attitudes are 
hidden. 

Only a few months ago (July 2000) a representative of the Vatican was in Yucatan 
and he visited one of the Mayan arqueological sites. It was a sunny day there, in 
Chichen Itza, when the media recorded his ridicule and sarcasm. According to the 
Mayan, the shadow of Kukulkán, (“the feathered serpent”), descends the stairs of 
the most famous pyramid two times a year during what is called the “equinox”. 
When the tour guide told them about a Mayan profecy, which relates that a bearded 
man (the Spaniards) would come to their lands, the Vatican representative said, 
“For sure they were waiting for Santa Claus”. In a similar way, another sarcastic 
comment was made when the tour was hearing the explinations of how the human 
sacrifices were done in the sacred underground well. This time the man is quoted 
as having asked, “With all this heat, did they throw them in dressed or nude?”

The Maya are looked down on in Yucatan, and the very people of Mayan origen 
have developed strategies in order to be more accepted in their own land and to be 
able to survive. For this reason many Mayans change their last name to an Spanish 
equivalent. On the other hand, everything Maya is part of a very strong marketing 
strategy used to sell the Yucatan to the world. The images of the majestic Mayan 
pyramids are well-known to many. With them, opportunists distort historical facts, 
which are manipulated and deformed in order to tell fantastic stories that impress 
the tourist. In addition, the image of a “Mayan World” is sold, including such 
things as hotels with Mayan names, and restaurants and bars with exotic foods 
and drinks. All is part of a huge lie because Yucatan is not a “world”, nor is it of 
the Mayas. The people of true Maya origen rarely have access to these beautiful 
installations and marvelous beaches, and if they do, it is only as humble waiters or 
fishermen that live off the tips of tourists.

In the middle of this marvelous marketing, the reality is one of poverty, 
ignorance and health problems for the Mayans in Yucatan. I ask myself if the image 
of Ixtab, the Goddess of Suicide, and Christ, are a partnership in the offer to avoid 
suffering. In this link (Ixtab and Christ), we can find some explanation of suicidal 
behavior. 

The Mayan concept of life and death has suffered diverse transformations over 
time, but it is not an exageration to say that in the last 500 years the construction of 
these images has been done from the perspective of a culture which is dominated 
by the powerful. As in centuries before, this culture has been denied the most basic 
rights that are in contradiction with the publicity of respecting human dignity. 
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In addition to the Goddess of Suicide, Ixtab, the image of a suffering Christ has 
been manipulated, using religious authoritarianism for an efficient social control. 
The actual Mayan people have the images of Ixtab and of Christ, images which I 
insist have much to do in the construction of their attitudes toward life and death. 
Both pagan and Christian, these images are the basic structures of what I would 
like to call MayanChristianism, the religiousness that we observe today in the rural 
zones of Yucatan. 

Ixtab’s influence is evident from prehispanic times to the present due to the 
fact that hanging is the most frequent form of suicide in Yucatán. This practice 
is much higher in the rural areas, and particularily among those with a strong 
indiginous origen. This situation is even clearer if we take into account the fact 
that in nearly every home in the rural areas there are rifles which are used for 
hunting and for protecting property. Why then is hanging preferred over shooting 
oneself? In addition to those words of Bishop Landa during the colonization of 
Yucatan, Quijada (hispanic observer) is quoted as saying in the 16th century, “The 
Indians that wanted to escape from the torture that the religious wanted to impose 
on them, fled to the brush and hung themselves so that they did not suffer and die 
like their companions.” (Peniche, Roldán: 1999 page 12).

The news media in the capital of the Yucatan informs the community about 
at least two suicides every week in a state which has a population of a million 
and one half inhabitants. The articles appear in what might be called the “police 
section” of the newspaper. About this, it is important to ask ourselves, “Why are 
articles about suicide published in this section? Why does suicide appear next to 
articles reporting crime?”

The investigation of suicide in Yucatan and the preventive strategies cannot 
ignore the social, anthropological and psychological facts involved in this 
phenomena. Nonetheless, there is a strong tendency in recent years, especially in 
psychiatry, to explain suicide by focusing only on depression and the genetic and 
biochemical bases of behavior. This simplified approach to suicide, complicates 
the strategies for its prevention. 

Suicide is a multifactorial problem with an important cultural and religious 
background. If we see only the top of the iceberg, we are missing the complete 
picture. We need a holistic approach to study, understand, prevent and deal with 
suicide. This requires the participation of multidisciplinary teams. Only in this 
way we are going to successfully understand the multiple faces and images of life 
and death.
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