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 The waterlily flower is potentially the most commonly pictured 
flower in all of Classic Maya art, especially at Palenque and Copan, but 
also at Maya sites almost everywhere, including Guatemala.

During the late 1970’s and early 1980’s I did research on waterlily flowers 
and plants of Guatemala for my PhD dissertation on the Surface of the 
Underwaterworld. 

I still vividly remember one research trip, we had people from National 
Geographic and Yale University on this botanical excursion to the Ar-
royo Pucte, a tributary of the Rio de la Pasion. 

Introduction



Monterrico

Arroyo Pucte, 
Underwater

I had been studying waterlilies for many years and as the lecturer for 
this flora and fauna field trip I commented on my observation that 
many of the flowers bloomed underwater. Sophie Dobzhansky Coe, wife 
of Yale Professor Michael Coe, was very knowledgeable in plants and 
animals. Plus she is a capable food historian. Both were with me on this 
remote jungle river. She pointed out that the flowers were “dying and 
lowering themselves underwater as they wilt and die.”

But I had noticed two kinds of flowers underwater, the wilted ones, 
and also the fresh ones. 

 So I felt that the Arroyo Pucte was perhaps a unique eco-system 
(due to its depth and due to the fact it was not muddy, but very clear 
water).  I doubt many botanists have been on this river (which is rich in 
more than just water-lilies: it also has sacred 4-petaled flowers, like the 
flowers painted on bowls and vases in the Tikal tomb which I discov-
ered in 1965).

So I set out on what has now been a 40+ year odyssey to learn more about 
how waterlily flowers bloom, how they die, and how the seed pods are 
formed.

The waterlily is not only probably the single most frequently shown 
plant in the art of the Maya, but also the waterlily is potentially edible. 
But what part? Flower? Pad? Seed pod? And what are the effects? 

Since I had a fairly good idea what the effects may be, I  must admit I have 
never eaten, smoked, ingested, snuffed or otherwise sampled any part of 



the plant. But I definitely do learn from people who have (plus the hun-
dreds of sculptures and paintings in murals and pottery).

I have also learned enough about the actual waterlily to recognize that 
some plants called “waterlily” in books on the Maya are mistaken iden-
tifications. So it really does help to spend day after day literally waist 
deep (or sometimes neck deep) out in remote swamps.

I have enjoyed every minute, every hour, every day. Some days I am out of 
the boat, wading in the swamp, for up to six hours per day learning more 
about these remarkable eco-systems.

Since my PhD dissertation is still available as a coffee table book, and 
since it already has illustrations of the waterlily in Maya art, I decided 
to focus the new series of publications on the actual flora and fauna 
of the eco-systems.

I saw my first Maya waterlily in the 1960’s, taking a canoe ride to Sayax-
che, El Peten, Guatemala. There was no road so at Paso Subin you had to 
find a canoe and hitch a ride to the Rio de la Pasion and then reach the 
village of Sayaxche.

Then I experienced waterlilies at Lake Yaxha during the 1970’s, while 
working at Yaxha. One result of living in a tree house at Yaxha for five 
years was being able to create the Parque Nacional Yaxha-Sacnab. I feel 
honored to have helped save this fragile eco-system. Bulldozers have lit-
erally obliterated most of the natural eco-systems of all surrounding 
areas (for cattle ranches and more recently for planting thousands of 
African palm oil trees).

The most exciting results of the decades of research was to find sev-
eral areas where the entire plant is underwater and hence to find sev-
eral plants which do indeed bloom underwater. We made field trip after 
field trip testing the best equipment to record these remarkable botani-
cal situations underwater. We even use a tripod underwater. 

Although we still need a better underwater case for our full-size Can-
on and Nikon cameras, we were able to get absolutely remarkable under-
water views in one of the rivers. It is so remote we have to camp out in 
the swamp, on islands, in tents, day after day. 

What you see here are samples. As soon as funding is available from a 
considerate individual, a corporation, or a foundation, we can finish 
the last needed field season out in the swamps with better equipment, 
and most importantly, we can take notes on everything we have learned 
so all this knowledge will be available.

The newest digital technology camera system, Phase One IQ260, would 
help us immensely, if it could be donated: 60 megapixels. Plus our team 
of digital imagers and book layout designers would achieve faster pro-
duction if they had the new generation Apple and Dell computers, plus 
updated versions of software.

Plus our coverage of waterlily eco-systems would be greatly helped if 
a family or corporation with a helicopter could provide us opportuni-
ties to accomplish aerial photography of the three main waterlily areas: 
Canal de Chiquimulilla (Monterrico), Arroyo Pucte (Rio de la Pasion), 



and Rio San Pedro Martyr, plus water areas such as Polochic and Golfo 
Dulce (Izabal) and Lake Yaxha (El Peten).

This book is an example of sheer dedication to learning the background 
of why did a civilization select this flower, this plant, as their most-
shown image, especially in supernatural cosmological renditions of 
their mythical worlds for life after death.

We wish to bring to you our over 40 years research, and especially, to 
share with students and scholars everything we have learned. It is not 
realistic for every Mayanist or even every botanist to spend the number 
of years in these remote areas (I first visited Guatemala at age 17). Plus 
we want to bring to the world the natural beauty of these remarkable 
plants.

And since so many people around the world enjoy diving and so many 
millions like to do flower photography, we include tips and help on 
how to accomplish the same kind of photography which we produce in 
this book.

It took us several decades to reach the precision of high-res photographs 
which we now specialize in. But since we are non-commercial, and since 
our goal is to help people who wish to learn, we are more than willing 
to share our accumulated knowledge.

We also anticipate that people will want to experience Guatemala for 
themselves, so we identify clearly where we found and photographed all 
the flowers. Plus we provide the names of the local guides who can take 
you to precisely the same locations.



Water Birds

caimansThis is Volume I. Volume II covers the creatures associated with these wa-
ter lilies: the turtles and especially the birds and crocodilians (especially 
caymans on the Pacific side of Guatemala). 



Doing research to bring the world such a thorough view of Guatema-
lan eco-systems is exciting. Remember, the Maya (and Teotihuacan and 
Mixtec and Toltec and Aztec and their neighbors) all knew about the 
two open oceans. The seashells that I discovered in the Tomb of the Jade 
Jaguar, Burial 196 at Tikal, probably came from lower Central America. 
Spondylus shells are key features of the burial outfit of kings in the 9th 
century at Tikal. 

You can see the reconstruction of this tomb in my Harvard thesis, and 
the tomb of his father or brother in the Tikal museum and national mu-
seum.

We hope you enjoy the sample photographs. The actual book will be cof-
fee table size and many more pages, plus text, bibliography, etc.

Volume III covers the portions of the iconography of the Surface of the 
Underwaterworld which is based on reefs and the open sea: marine turles, 
sharks, stingrays, conch shells, and much more. 
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Waterlily eco-system, 
Canal de Chiquimulilla
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Water lily eco-system, 
Tule swamps
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Waterlily eco-system, Arroyo Pucte, 
bends in the river (flowers on surface)
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Waterlily eco-system, Arroyo Pucte, 
deep in the river (most plants deep underwater)
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Flowers blooming underwater
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Buds ready to bloom underwater
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Buds above the surface: 
the normal flowering pattern
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Flowers breaking through 
a pad to reach the sun
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Fresh but fully open flowers 
with nectar in center
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Mature flowers
seen from the side
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Mature flowers
viewed diagonally
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Comparative display of the 
central area of the flowers
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Flowers being visited 
by insects
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Wilted flowers 
but still complete
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Wilted flowers but petals 
beginning to rot
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“Four-petaled” Maya stylized 
flower design inspiration
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Flowers withdrawing 
underwater to die
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Seed pod beginning to appear  as 
petals and sepals wilt
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Seed pod in good condition 
but petals gone
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Seed pod rotted or nibbled 
by turtles and/or fish
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Seed pod base
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Seed pod cut open to show 
seeds and inside pattern
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Waterlily stems
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Waterlily and air bubbles 
(and hollow stems)
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Waterlily pads 
from above
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Waterlily pads from below, 
most from Arroyo Pucte
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Variations in red and green 
coloration underneath
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Photographing waterlilies 
in low-water swamps
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What digital camera 
equipment is recommended?
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Photographing 
waterlilies underwater
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Did the Maya, or Aztec, smoke waterlily plants?

Did Mesoamerican priests use waterlily as a 
drug?
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flower?
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do you eat?

Do you eat it, snuff it, 
or inject it?

Do you mix it with 
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it straight?

Why?
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