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Introduction to Obsidian near Guatemala Clty

When you drive from Guatemala City towards Peten, the highway
goes through hills of almost solid obsidian. There are tons of this
volcanic glass, mostly on the right side (south side) of this
highway.

| have been driving past this obsidian alongside Highway CA-9,
Kilometer 25, for over 50 years (since 1970, when | drove to Yaxha
every year for five years to map that Maya site with Miguel Orrego
and helpful students). The obsidian was cut through by bulldozers
and backhoes so the highway could get through the hill. There are
about two to three hills where you can see it. Start looking at
Kilometer 21 and you will start seeing it a few kilometers later.
Between Km. 25 and Km. 26 is the best because you can park
more easily off the highway. After Km. 26 | have not noticed any
more in this area.

| am sure that if you are studying obsidian sources in Guatemala
you will find even more by hiking around atop the hill and behind.
But we just like to stop and see the varying colors at the base of
the highway cut. Most is solid black but occasionally you get dark
gray and at the end of Km. 25 you get black with mahogany-
colored veins. | did not see much of this color in the southern hills;
only at the cut through the northern one.

For students thisis a great place to learn, face-to-face, in frontof §
actual volcanic glass. And for visitors to Guatemala, this obsidian *# : : ‘
sourceis helpful as a “learning mat” or “infographic poster” right in front of your eyes. Obviously nowadays you learn from the Internet, but | prefer also to learn
in-person. There are no Maya artifacts here whatsoever since the Classic Maya probably mined at the top of the hill. The Maya were never near the highway cut

at the bottom of the hill, so this is natural rock, not artifacts whatsoever.




We have a long-range interest to prepare a thorough list of suggested reading on:

o obsidian sources in Guatemala
J obsidian as artifacts at Maya sites of Mesoamerica
o green obsidian sources for Teotihuacan near Pachuca, Mexico

Decades ago, | was so curious about Teotihuacan sources of their “green obsidian” that | drove from USA down to Mexico and drove to
the area of Pachuca. There you could see piles of green obsidian kilometer after kilometer (either debris from 2nd to 7th century mining
or modern mining of the 1970’s-1980’s). | had seen the Teotihuacan-Maya symbolism on Early Classic Tikal Stela 4, Stela 31 and Stela 32;
and Uaxactun Stela 5. Plus at Yaxha (Yaxha Stela 11 is the largest frontal portrait of an armed Tlaloc warrior king/general of the entire
Maya Lowlands). | wrote my MA thesis on Teotihuacan influence (albeit the influence that remained in the Maya Lowlands in the Late
Classic, after Teotihuacan itself collapsed). Late Classic Maya kings wanted to pretend they were descended from the power and wealth
of the earlier Teotihuacan empire.

The present series of photographs shows the black, gray, and mahogany-colored obsidian near El Chayal, Guatemala. Would help to
have comparable reports showing the naturallocation of every mineral and stone that the Classic Maya used. Would be especially
helpful to show where cinnabar (mercuric sulfide) was mined, plus the minerals for Maya mirrors. But at least we can show one obsidian
source. There is no way to show this size and quality of photo in a peer-reviewed journal article; those articles are best for geological,
mineral, and other precise documentation.



This highway cutis
part of the El
Chayal obsidian
source (which
would be above or
on a side of the
hills not cut by
bulldozers and
backhoes).

These photos are
on the south side of
the highway cut,
March 25, 2023,
Nicholas Hellmuth,
iPhone 14 Pro Max.

Photo at theright
by Nancy Dwyer.




A geologist would use more accurate jargon, but I call this raw
obsidian (it has not been worked or cut by a craftsman). When cut
and worked by the Classic Maya craftsmen it is bright shiny black
glass-Llike.

Obsidian visible where the highway CA 9 cut through the hill, near
kilometer 25, photo by Nancy Dwyer with iPhone 14 Pro, March 25,
2023.

Archaeologist Geoffrey Braswell kindly wrote me in 2023 with
helpful information: “The El Chayal source area is spread over at
least 50km 2, not just two hills. You should check out Mejia and
Suyuc's articles from, | think, the late 90s or early 00s-- they
surveyed the region. Every source | have ever visited has some
mahogany/brick-red obsidian. It is a matter of the oxidized state of
iron.”



This photo shows also the top of the hill (sky visible in upper right corner).
The bulldozer (decades ago) cut through this hill. Then when the highway
was widened, cut through again. So obsidian everywhere. There is parking
space adjacent to this obsidian area.

The Classic Maya did not mine or work this lower part (because this was not
cut until over a thousand years later). They probably mined at the top of the
hill or other locations. There are several other sources of obsidian in
Guatemala, Mexico, etc., but this is the easiest to see, so you can learn
about this material.

Thomas Dwyer is a high school student who came on this year 2023 field trip
to learn about Guatemala flora, fauna, and the rare chance here to learn
about volcanic glass, obsidian. It is helpful to see raw obsidian and cut
obsidian (cut by the blade of the bulldozer or backhoe). Thomas Dwyer,
Joseph Dwyer, and Nancy Dwyer then went to Parque Nacional Yaxha,
Nakum and Naranjo, so all could learn about Classic Maya architecture. Then
we all hiked for hours through the rain forest to the incredible biodiverse
ecosystem of the Savanna East of Nakum.

Photo by Nancy Dwyer with iPhone 14 Pro, March 25, 2023.



Obsidian visible where the highway CA 9 cut through the hill, kilometer
25, photo by Joseph Dwyer with iPhone 13 Pro Max, March 25, 2023.




Since we have been driving through this obsidian area for over half a century, long
ago we noted that in at least one area there was a lot of mahogany color in the
otherwise black dark gray obsidian.

On the March 25, 2023 field trip we noticed a husband and wife were loading up
their pickup truck with debris from the road cut.

So | walked over to ask if he could provide some obsidian with mahogany color
and he gave let me photograph two pieces.

On this stone the mahogany color is very subtle, but it’s there. In the next photo
(on the next page) you can see the color better on another piece.



This is the most gorgeous atypical
obsidian color that | have ever seenin
this road cut (Km. 25 + circa 560
meters). It would be great if INGUAT
could let the world know that you can
see this color asyou drive from
Guatemala City on highway CA9
towards Lake lzabal or the Caribbean.
If you are driving to Peten you also
pass this road cut.

Tons have been bulldozed, backhoed
and tons have been hauled elsewhere
as road fill. This piece has clearly been
hit by backhoe.

Would be helpful of a cooperative of
local people had an association to
have handicrafts of this material
available to tourists. There are many
companiesthat sell jade artin Antigua
such as Jade Maya. It would also be
great to have obsidian of this
unexpected color to show the beauty
of volcanic glass of Guatemala.




We will issue this FLAAR Report as a second edition when our complete bibliography on obsidian sources of Mexico and Guatemala and pre-
Hispanic obsidian artifacts of Mexico down to Honduras is finished. Here we include an initial sample of suggested reading.
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