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SNAKE DANCES AMONG THE QUICHE INDIANS IN
GUATEMALA*

Framz Termer

The indigenous population of Guatemala still preserves, even in
our times, many of its ancient customs—including the traditional dances
performed during the annual festival days. Without exaggeration, it can
be said that in every town or village with an indigenous population, the

*The anthropologist Joaquin Nowval placed this work in my hands due to the
authorship of Franz Termer.

In search of any editorial precedent, I found the reference by Ruth Bunzel
(Chichicastenango, a Guatemalan Village. Publications of the American Ethnological Society.
Marian W. Smith, editor. J. ]. Augustin, publisher, Locust Valley, New York, 1952), which
transcribes the following: “Termer, Franz. Los bailes de culebra entre los indios quichés en
Guatemala: Proceedings of the International Congress of Americanists, New York, 1928, New
York, 1930

It is possible—so Professor Noval believes—that this text is a translation from
German, done by Licenciado Antonio Goubaud Carrera. Or, less likely, that this typewritten
original is simply a copy of the cited publication, perhaps made because Goubaud did not
possess his own copy of it. What is certain, however, is that this version passed through
Goubaud’s hands. This is evidenced by a marginal note on the first page, in his own
handwriting, which literally reads: Ethnology. Professor Noval—Goubaud's favorite student
and close friend—has no doubt about this.

Although the title of the work seems incorrect (it would be more accurate to
say Los bailes de la culebra entre los Indios quichés de Guatemala), 1 have chosen not to alter it.
Therefore, the text entrusted to me by Professor Noval is published with complete fidelity, and
it is important to note that, since the only formal edition of this article is out of print and
unavailable, its reproduction is undeniably timely. ROBERTO DIAZ CASTILLO.

(NOTE: Text taken from Estudios magazine, Guatemala: Circulo "José Joaquin
Pardo", Department of History, Faculty of Humanities, University of San Carlos, No. 2, 1968).




]

Finally, there s

- t anoth

humorous i ve er category of d i

"Dramatic S’arnCOmI:: character; and if we cajl the first andagg o g
When ZGS. \":{e must call the third type "Comedy or Fargm:d ypes

Oompiling a list of th : e.
Guatemala—, € dances stjll ;
or at least celebrated unti| recently—we find ihg?;';;c:)med in
ng:

I Dramati i
matic Dances related to historical and ecclesiastical subjects:

1. Baile del Tun or x
ahoh Tun, also k :

asd ’ nown as Ra .
o trg:::rir:-.emt?]d by Brasseur de Bourbourg. Despite tﬁf«;‘j richr,
dance. o s?elf‘ rﬂugh Guatemala, | have not em:ounteredy tﬁ‘fs
Ton in hig i OA'veNver, S. K. Lothrop references a Bajle a[:
hoting its eXistgnce i?rtethon Indian Ceremonies in Guatemala

- nce e towns of San N
Santo Tomas Chichicastenangpo, Chajul anngig arlxcoy, Nebaj,

——
1 Indian Notes, Mus . .
6881, 1927, » Museum of the American Indian Heye Foundation, vol, 4, No. 1, pp.

303

Dance of the Conguest
Dance of Cortés
Dance of the Moors
Dance of the Devils

Dance of the Precious Stones
Among these, the Dance of the Conguest, the Dance of

Cortés, and the Dance of the Moors are very frequently
performed and highly valued among the indigenous people.

2R e

Il. Dramatic Dances Related to Natural Themes:

1. Dance of the Deer
2. Dance of the Animals and the Hunter

3. Dance of the Tapir

4. Dance of the Monkey, already mentioned in the Popol Vuh as
Hunahpu C'oy

5. Dance of the Flyer

Ill. Comic or Farcical Dances:

Dance of the Bull or Little Bull
Dance of the Chiquimultecos
Dance of the Mutes

Dance of the Snake

Dance of the Gracejos (Jokers).

i

Among the last ones, the Dance of the Snake and the Dance of
the Jokers are often merged into a single performance, as will be shown
later. Although this list is not complete, it confirms that there is still a fairly
large number of traditional dances in Guatemala.

These dances are more or less well documented by Brasseur
de Bourbourg, Otto Stoll, and Carlos Sapper. In my travels throughout the
Republic of Guatemala, | had several opportunities to attend festivals in
various towns, almost always encountering the Dance of the Conquest, the
Dance of the Bull, and the Dance of the Deer, and less frequently the Dance
of Cortés, the Dance of the Devils, and the Dance of the Monkey. | observed
in some cases a noticeable decline, either because the performers recited
only part of the text, or because the costumes and decorations were lacking.
The latter is due to the rather high prices charged by costume renters, which
the poorer cofradias (religious brotherhoods) cannot afford. Nevertheless,
the people's interest in these dances remains strong, and they attend them

with a certain sense of religious devotion.
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When | passed th
rough the de e
partment of E Quiché, Chichicastenango and El Quiché neighboring towns to Santa Cruz. Only

western Guatemala, where 3 ' in
was surprised to discover a ddaenncs; ;E?Eten?:‘,ls Population still resides, | one wore the outfit of a person from Solola. All of them wore comical,
menno”n In the major works on Guatemal "‘;’t ich | had never found any dark-colored masks. Two of the masks portrayed little old men wearing
“Snake‘ or the “Dance of the Jokers” ora | 'S .CaHEd the_“Dance of the modern red glasses, and another depicted a European man with'a
Patzaj”, which means “The Bending c;f th ; (S_-;o m,,the Quiché language sheepskin on his head. In their left hands, each dancer carried a chinchin
has a special name in the native langua e?j orn.” The fact that it even (a kind of rattle), and in the right, a chicote or whip like those used by the
that I resolved to witness it personally Ha?t r:ew my attention so strongly highland shepherds. Only the “woman” carried a silk handkerchief in her
S0: In the city of Santa Cruz del QL.H"Chéer- ad thn?e opportunities to do right hand. To the side of the dancers was a marimba of the tecomate type
Aguas Calientes, and in Pologua, a rural sritclen the village of _San Bartolo (gourd resonators), and near it, a rather mysterious earthenware jar
2,700 meters above sea level in the westerm —an upland plain located at covered with a cloth. The dancers formed two lines and danced toward and
_Later, I leamed that it js also know part of Momostenango away from each other in steps matched to the rhythm of the music, all the
Sites of Momostenango, in the town of Cubulgolqh other rural areas and while shouting loudly. Then the “European” danced with the “woman,” who
fpe .ham)lets of Chichicastenango Toto,:,i € gity of Rabmal.'and in was also being courted by the little old men—without rejection. These tried
otonicapan, San Francisco El Alto S capan, San  Cristobal to steal her away from the European, who intervened and reclaimed her.
and La Esperanz,a__a” located around anu;tisi Chiquilaja ‘O"F'Itepeque, Apart from these comedic scenes of the attempted
the dance is still commonly practiced in the Qu? heﬂango. This shows that abduction of the woman, the other participants fought with the one from
. In other parts of the Republic SUCI':; ° Jnc{nan region Solola, who was beaten and mistreated by the Maxerios (natives of Santo
region, the Dance of the Jokers does exist but _tas Inthe Cakchiquel Tomas Chichicastenango). This likely symbolized ancient rivalries between
Importance or is already in a state of decfin:e It h] S€ems fo be given less the Quiché and Cakchiquel tribes. The dance continued like this for a long
In the eastern part of E| Quiché, where it has b as also fai]:.;:n out of favor time until the dancers again arranged themselves in two lines, as at the
mod‘em be!ements that are unrelated to the jﬁ ey h_ea"’"Y mixed with beginning. After a short pause, one of them approached the previously
making it very different from the version f Igiqal mea”’”_g of the dance, mentioned jar, removed the covering cloth, and emptied its contents. Out
above. For instance, in Rabinal, pe”Orme?rznr? In the regions mentioned came a live snake, about half a vara long (roughly 40 c¢m). The boy
Q"If%iﬁ of paper, and | was told the same occursci‘:ﬂ:jzeca: a(t;ﬁua, S!jake immediately picked it up from the ground, grabbing it by the neck with his
ConSi&FQaifnango_. Similarly, in Santa Cruz del Quiché tr?e ?hFQ'_J_Ef terrlto.ry right hand. He spun around a few times while his companions danced and
ity rable de_‘?“”e——something not surprising given'that _tr'c_ld:t;on Waslm shouted from their places, and then finally slipped the snake inside his
i D"P-domlnantly ladino (nUn-lndigenOUS} Litis a large city shirt, letting it slither across his skin until it fell to the ground. Then others
'9€nous  people are Ssomewhat hesitant pOPU'_allon, where the picked up the snake, repeating the same scene, with which the dance
Custon;\lsc_) " to publicly display thejr . came to an end. The dialogue performed in Spanish during the dance was
NOow, € performance of thi . ) improvised with jokes about the woman, the European, and the Solola guy.
;?;Fd!ng to my own observations T::elsnuiabtgfjof%ance is described In San Bartolo Aguas Calientes and Pologua, the dance
A —reached twenty in Santa Cruz del Quiché, t ancers__a“_of them had a more original character. The dancers wore ordinary clothes, but they
an Bartolo.a!nd Pologua, respectively, though | ; tweive and thirteen in were torn—like those of very poor people. Their masks were black and
g?eoszledpammpate. All were dressed ,as mgn gx?:ge{ ?Iaces up to thirty ] depicted comic faces, and instead of hats, they wore sheepskins on their
iy €d as a woman—that s, wearing a hur}c,?f! (bl ptTor one who was 1 heads. In their hands, they carried chinchines (rattles) and chicotes
sash, but also a man’s felt hat and a silk il ouse), enagua (skirt), (whips). Among them was an old man in a particularly grotesque oulffit, with
X Vell over the face. Some of a squirrel skin draped over his back. One had a mask representing a

or felt hats. Others wore the traditional attir European, and another dressed as a woman but wore a man’s hat and a
e of Santo Tomas ) veil over the face, holding a chinchin in one hand, a small whip in the other,
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mountains, where the shaman performs another ritual, through which he
tells the men where they can find snakes. He says things like: “Go in this
direction; look under this stone or at the base of that tree,” etc.
Twenty-four hours later, the young men go to look for the reptiles, which
are indeed found at the locations indicated. Any kind of snake may be
caught—whether it's a mazacuate (folopom), a coral snake, or a cantil. If
the snakes are venomous, their mouths are sewn shut with thread. The
animals are then placed in a gourd bowl (jicara) covered with a cloth, and
brought to the house of the designated lead dancer, who later plays the
role of the woman.

When the day of the festival arrives, all the dancers gather at
the chief’'s house and from there go together to the place in the mountains
where the dance is to be held. The dancer playing the woman carries the
jar of reptiles on their arm. The dance begins without the woman, who is
brought in later into the midst of the others. She must dance with each of
the young men, always carrying the jar. Then the snakes are taken out,
and each dancer performs the snake dance as already
described—placing the snake under his shirt. During this part, they all
shout loudly and shake their rattles to make the snake “come out of the
pants.” At the same time, they call to the snake, saying: “jAy qué bonita la
fortuna!” These are the only words in Spanish spoken during the whole
performance; the rest is spoken in Quiché. Finally, all the dancers form a
circle and end the dance by whipping each other with their chicotes. After
the celebration, they take the gourd bowl or jar containing the snakes

back to the forest and release them.
Thanks to the kindness of a friend of mine from
Momostenango, Mr. Abel de Leon, | received some special information
about the Gracejos dances in the surroundings of Momostenango, which |
include here. This knowledgeable observer of indigenous customs wrote
to me:
“The Snake Dance, or Gracejos Dance, as observed, is
nothing more than entertainment for the Guatemalan indigenous
people. It lacks any historical background, and its proceedings are
without rules—more immoral than anything else. Over the course of
a single day, it presents scenes that mock the domestic sphere.

It involves several individuals dressed as men, one
dressed as a woman, and one as a bull—that is, wearing a mask
with horns and a body covering the back with a tail. All the men
wear masks, each one uglier and more poorly made than the last,
and with plumes of long white bristles. The woman does not wear a
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mask, but instead covers her face with a red silk scarf. All carry
small rattles (chinchines), perforated all around their
circumference, which produce a distinctive sound when shaken.
Only the bull does not carry rattles. The woman wears a red huipil,
a skirt striped in dark blue and white, and a hat that helps keep the
scarf in place on her face. She also carries a gourd bowl (jicara)
about 10-12 cm long and 8 cm in diameter at its widest, with
narrower ends.

From the gestures and caresses directed toward the
woman, it is clear that this is a sexual dance. But there comes a
moment when the woman removes the snake from the gourd and
places it on the ground. All the Gracejos surround it and shake
their rattles. The snake lifts its head and part of its body, flicks its
tongue, and moves from one side to another. Then, one of the
dancers picks it up and puts it between his shirt and body. Soon,
the snake appears through a sleeve or pant leg. If held by the
neck, it coils around the dancer's arm. They feed it by placing a
piece of beef fat in the gourd.

There is a moment when each Gracejo dances with
the woman, who stands ready with a whip. Any of the others who
dares to pass through the middle receives a lash from the dancer.
Sometimes two or three conspire—two hold the dancer tightly
while one embraces the woman and simulates sexual intercourse,
standing up. When two compete for the woman, they lash each
other repeatedly and forcefully, leading to shouting and laughter
among the dancers. Everyone says whatever comes to mind, and
at the end of each sentence they shout and laugh.

When it comes time for the bullfight, the individual
dressed as the bull appears. He charges at anyone who stands in
his way, lifts the body covering his back, and throws it forward over
his head. Those being chased by him strike the hide with their
whips, and the blows can be heard from a distance.

The marimba consists of 34 wooden bars, and its
sound is amplified by gourds placed underneath each bar, varying
in length and thickness in proportion to the bars. The longest
gourd is 30 cm, the shortest 6 cm. Each gourd is pierced at the
bottom on one side, and a fine membrane covers the hole, which
vibrates with the sounds of the bars. The pieces played by the
marimba player (there is only one) are melancholic and
exceptionally monotonous.
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Whenever the dance processes through the streets,
the bull charges at the Gracejos, lifting his hide as he goes. They
respond by whipping the hide, often falling and colliding, which
provokes laughter and cheers from the dancers.

In all other parts of the dance, the bull does not appear.”

If we now examine the snake dance in terms of its content
and purpose, we see that at its core it is an erotic dance interwoven with
comic and mocking scenes. Because of this, and especially due to the
presence of the snake, it clearly reveals its pagan nature and origin. It is
certain that the dance is based on ancient fertility rites and cults. Even
its indigenous name, “El Doblar del Maiz” (The Bending of the Corn),
confirms its connection to agrarian worship. Before our eyes, the scenes
described by early chroniclers come to life—those moments when the
Mexican and Mayan peoples celebrated fertility festivals with rituals that
were highly obscene and erotic, performed before their idols as a way of
asking for prosperity and the flourishing of their fields, milpas, and the
human race as a whole. Even in those times, the snake, as the
personification of earth and moisture, symbolized fertility in general, and
often appeared alongside gods of abundance. It is no mere coincidence
that we find the snake today in an indigenous dance associated with
corn cultivation, as its indigenous name clearly suggests.

If we look for references to these dances in the past, we
find them among the ancient Mexicans, who celebrated such festivals
during the Atamalqualiztli, which occurred only every eighth year and
was likewise connected to the cultivation of maize. Given the profound
interest that this connection entails, what follows is a Spanish
transcription of the relevant passage from the original Nahuatl text of
Sahagun, according to the German edition by Eduard Seler.

The Atamalqualiztli Festival

Every eight vyears, the Atamalqualiztli festival was held,
meaning “Eating of little water tamales.” Sometimes it took place during
the Quecholli month, other times during Tepélhuitl, and participants
would fast for seven days. They ate only water tamales—corn mixed
with water—without salt, chili, lye, or slaked lime. They would eat only in
the morning, and anyone who failed to fast—if caught—was punished.

When the festival day arrived, it was called: “Fortune is
gained” and “Shells become sea snails.” Since all the gods danced
during this celebration, it was also known as the “Dance of the Gods.”




e

310

All kinds of animals entered the scene: hummingbirds, butterflies, bees,
flies, birds, beetles. Men danced while disguised as these animals,
Others came in masks representing a string of tamales made from fruits,
especially Cochiztzapotl (Casimiroa edulis), or a string of turkey meat, all
paraded before a granary filled with fruit tamales.

Many more appeared in masks portraying poor people, or as
vegetable and firewood sellers. There was even one masked as a leper,
and others as owls, screech owls, and other birds. Tlaloc, the god of rain,
sat in front of a well full of snakes and frogs.

The Mazatec, as they were called, would eat the living
snakes, one per person, as well as frogs. They caught them with their
mouths, not with their hands. They bit into them, capturing them from the
water in front of Tlaloc, and danced with the snakes they had eaten.
Whoever finished eating their snake first, with it still hanging from their
mouth, would cry out “papa” and circle around the temple.

Those who had swallowed snakes received gifts, and the
dancing went on for two days, with more processions on the second day
after sunset. This was done four times, and then they ate the fruit tamales
from the granary. Everyone took some home after the celebrations.

The elders wept, fearing they might not live to see the
next cycle of the celebration. They would ask, “In front of whom will this
festival take place next time?”

The festival was held for the following reason: it was said that
the maize needed to rest after eight years. They believed they had
tormented it, eating it excessively, seasoning it with chili, salt, lye, and
lime, essentially killing it. This festival was meant to revive the maize. It
was said that the maize was rejuvenated through the rituals of the
celebration.

The day after the festival was called “The sinking of bread
into sauce”, marking the end of the fast and in honor of the maize.

There are remarkable and important comparisons to be made
between this and the Quiché snake dance:

Both are dances related to maize cultivation, held as
celebrations to ensure fertility and abundance. The Mexicans called their
feast “Fortune is gained”, and today, the Quiché dancers still cry out, Ay
que bonita la fortuna!”
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In both ftraditions, dancers dress like pogr peoplg and
hang fruit from their bodies—like the Mexicans wo!re strings of fruit. ITheI
Quiché believe they will get sick if theyf dqnt perfprm the .r|tua:j
beforehand, just as the Mexicans feared skin diseases if they skippe
the celebration. The Mexicans used animal_masks, _and so do the
Quiché—today, we still see a dancer with a sqmrre:l or wildcat mask. .

In ancient Mexico, dancers ate reptiles tp absorb their
good omens, while modern Quiché dancers sy_mbohcally place the

inside their shirt, embodying the same meaning. .
Snake"]rsr:cej:se parallels are strong enough to confirm the qugln
of the snake dance in Guatemala: it descends from Mexpan tfad|t|.ans
and was brought to Los Altos by Nahua peoples, whc_:se mlgrgtlons into
northern Central America are documented bloth in chromc_les Iand
archaeology of the Quiché and Kaqchilse.l regions. These mlgrat;ong
profoundly influenced the relatively primitive culture.s of the !ngh amd
Maya, bringing not just material culture, but also religious practlces: ar|1
cults, as evidenced in the Popol Vuh and the Anr!als of the Kaqchikels.
For all these reasons, the snake dance Iremamls on.e of the most
fascinating and important cultural survivals still practiced in Guatemala.

Wurzburg Universitat

After this work by Dr. Franz Termer had gone to print, we were
surprised by the news of his passing in Hamburg, whe_re he was
Director of the Museum of Archaeology and Et!’mology. which houses
a rich collection of artifacts of Guatemalan origin. .

Dr. Termer was preparing an edition of his book on the
exploration, excavations, and research he conducted at Palo Gordo,

i ion i la.

an archaeological region in southern Guatema _

May the publication of this work serve as a tn_'lbute from
ESTUDIOS magazine and the José Joaquin Eardo Circle to the
distinguished German ethnologist and archaeologist. THE EDITORS

NOTE:




