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A scholarly symposium on issues of globalization, tourism, 
cultural identity, authenticity, and art will take place on 
Saturday, September 19, 2009 at Northern Illinois University. 
The event will be held at the main auditorium (Room 200) in 
Barsema Hall at NIU. Coffee will be available at 8:30 am, and 
presentations and a concluding discussion period will take place 
from 9:00 am to 4:30 pm, with a lunch break from 12:00 noon 
to 1:30 pm. Presenters include Nelson Graburn (University of 
California, Berkeley), Janet Berlo (University of Rochester), 
Christopher Steiner (Connecticut College), Quetzil Castañeda 
(OSEA, Indiana University), Jeff Kowalski (Northern Illinois 
University), and Mary Katherine Scott (Sainsbury Research 
Unit, University of East Anglia), who will present a series of 
talks on these themes, accompanied by periods for questions 
and discussion. The symposium is free and open to the public. 
We encourage those who plan to attend to contact Connie 
Rhoton (crhoton@niu.edu, or 815-753-1474) to give us an 
idea of the audience size. Those who would like to purchase 
an on-site lunch, which will cost  $8.00, must pre-register by 
contacting Connie Rhoton.  
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above: Miguel Uc Delgado, Chacmool Figure, cedar, H-W, 8 x 12 1/2 inches (20 x 32 cm), based on similar types of stone sculptures found at Chichén Itzá. 
Photo by Jeff Kowalski. 

cover (left to right): The Main Palace at Sayil, Yucatán. Photograph by Mary Katherine Scott.   Miguel Uc Delgado, three-dimensional portrait head of the ruler 
K’inich Janaab Pakal II, cedar, H-W-D, 10 x 3 x 5 inches (25 x 8 x 13 cm), based on the stucco portrait head from Palenque, Chiapas.   Angel Ruíz Novelo, Seated 
ruler (“Bird Jaguar IV”) holding a two-headed serpent ‘ceremonial bar’, cedar, H-W, 11 x 34 inches (28 x 86 cm), based on Lintel 39 from Yaxchilan, Chiapas.
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above: Miguel Uc Delgado, Initial Series Date, cedar, H-W, 28 x 8 1/2 inches (71 x 
21.5 cm), based on the inscription on Stela F of Quirigua, Guatemala.



above: Jesús Delgado Kú’s outdoor workshop. 
Jesús often carves parts of his wooden replicas 
at a small table outside at the Puuc region 
archaeological site of Kabah near the site’s 
entrance.

below: Balam Ahau, Jade Mask of Jaguar 
King, Cedar in painted acabado, H-W-D, 34 x 
21 x 13 cm. José Mitch, Pisté, Yucatán. 2003. 
Photograph by Matt Sieber.

Crafting Maya Identity: Contemporary Wood Sculptures from the Puuc Region 
of Yucatán, Mexico considers woodcarvings by four contemporary Yucatec Maya 
artisans:  Miguel Uc Delgado, Jesús Marcos Delgado Kú, Angel Ruíz Novelo, and 
Wilbert Vázquez.  The finely detailed, hand-carved, and aesthetically engaging 
works they create are replicas of, or inspired by, subjects based on ancient Maya 
sculptures, ceramics, and manuscripts. Produced for sale at archaeological sites 
in northern Yucatán, they are purchased principally by ‘cultural tourists’ who 
visit these sites on organized educational trips.

This exhibition strives to make these distinctive wood sculptures understandable 
from several perspectives. Although the technically refined and visually complex 
carvings of the Puuc region are often described as handicraft or “tourist art,” 
it no longer seems appropriate to tag them with the pejorative connotations 
associated with such terms. Rather, they provide important information 
regarding how a relatively recent artistic “tradition” emerged in and responded 
to particular historical context, and communicate significant messages about the 
changing nature of Maya cultural identity, and how such identity is constructed, 
represented, and understood by both the artisans themselves and tourist visitors 
in the context of cross-cultural contact and global interconnections.

The wood sculptures carved by the Puuc artisans, as well as other carvings 
produced by those who work elsewhere in Yucatán, can be appreciated both for 
their carefully finished and personal reinterpretations of ancient iconography as 
well as for the syntheses of form and meaning that result from such inspiration. 
The emergence of this vibrant tradition of art making demonstrates that the 
effects of tourism are complex. The growing influx of cultural tourists to 
archaeological sites in the Puuc region, coupled with the inspiration provided 
by related recent tradition of wood carvings developed at Pisté (also shown in 
the exhibition), provide the impetus for a group of entrepreneurial local artisans 
to combine opportunities for economic gain with creative expression.
 
The Puuc carvings are a complex phenomenon, and they present problematic 
images of “Maya” identity. Many tourists recognize them as being accurate 
facsimiles of ancient Maya imagery. This, coupled with the fact that they are 
handmade by a local “Maya” artisan, gives them a certain “authenticity” while 
providing a tangible reminder of a direct contact with the “Mundo Maya” (the 

“Maya World” a broad term for the set of recreational and cultural attractions 
promoted by the tourist industry). The artisans themselves recognize that a 
historical and cultural gulf separates them from their ancient Maya forebears, 
yet feel a sense of pride in their distant ancestral heritage. While the carvings are 
made to supplement income, and vary in size, detail, and level of finish, Miguel, 
Angel, Jesús, and Wilbert make it clear that making these carvings provides 
them with sense of satisfaction and personal creative expression. Thus, although 
tourism tends to reinforce visitors’ ideas that the most authentic image of Maya 
culture resides in the pre-Columbian past, the economic incentive it provides also 
has supported these artisans’ efforts to reclaim and retask such cultural imagery, 
giving it new meanings that convey only one strand of their more complex 
contemporary cultural identity, while permitting them to express both the artistic 
and entrepreneurial aspects of their personal identity.

Although it has been common to classify the types of carvings created by the 
Puuc artisans as “tourist art,” typically considered to be a form of “low art,” this 
exhibition argues that, like all aesthetic artifacts, these carvings emerge from and 
reveal aspects of the historical, cultural, social, and economic matrix in which 
they arise. As such, as forms of cultural expression these sculptures warrant 
recognition and serious art historical investigation, even as they challenge the 
limitations that have been imposed on them by current Western art historical 
criteria and categorizations. They are created by talented and knowledgeable 
individuals who, like other artists, are motivated by complex combinations of 
a desire for economic gain, social recognition, and personal expression, and 
they communicate significant messages about how Maya cultural identity is 
negotiated and expressed visually in a world increasingly affected by forces of 
globalization.

left: Jesús Delgado Kú, the ruler 
K’inich Janaab Pakal II entering the 
underworld, cedar, H-W, 27 1/2 x 
16 1/2 inches (70 x 42 cm) based on 
the sarcophagus lid from Palenque, 
Chiapas.

right above: Angel Ruíz Novelo, 
low relief portrait head of the ruler 
K’inich Janaab Pakal II, cedar, 
H-W, 10 x 7 inches (25 x 17 cm), 
based on the stucco portrait head 
from Palenque, Chiapas.

right below: Wilbert Vázquez, the 
ruler “Bird Jaguar IV” holding a 
Manikin Scepter, cedar, H-W, 20 
x 8 inches (52 x 21 cm), based on 
Stela 11 from Yaxchilan, Chiapas.
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