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My PhD research investigates an essentially unresearched topic, contemporary handicraft production and “tourist art” among the Maya in the Puuc region of Yucatán.  My project considers what kinds of meanings are represented by the handicrafts made in this region. I focus on tourist arts that display or reproduce Pre-Columbian Maya imagery, whether replicas, copies, or more loose reinterpretations of such imagery, and I question what these objects mean to their makers as well as what kinds of messages are communicated to their buyers. I’m also interested in how tourism, and specifically handicraft production within the tourism industry, affects perceptions of Maya identity for both tourists and locals. 

I began doing research in the Puuc region in 2006 during my MA studies, and I wanted to return for my PhD fieldwork to explore new questions and further investigate the major components of the craft industry there.  I was honoured to be chosen as a recipient of the SLAS postgraduate travel grant, which aided me during three months of fieldwork in Yucatán, Mexico in the spring through early summer 2010. I worked closely with Puuc artisans, as well as vendors, tour guides, collectors and tourists living, working or travelling in the Puuc region. 

I was based in Santa Elena, a village of around 3,000 people at the heart of the Puuc archaeological zone, which consists of the Terminal Classic Maya sites Uxmal, Kabah, Sayil, Xlapak, and Labná. From here I travelled to nearby villages and towns, as well as the archaeological sites, to conduct interviews with more than 40 artisans working in diverse media (e.g. stone, wood, clay, gourd, textiles, hammocks, shoes, painting, plaster/concrete, etc.). I asked a range of questions in order to gather information about the handicraft industry from a variety of angles (e.g. art historical, economic, socio-cultural, psychological) and thus gain a better picture of the makers’ intentions and artistic production within the Puuc tourism industry. While the majority of my interviews with artisans were single (i.e. “one-off”) interviews, I did visit three handicraft-producing families on a weekly basis during my stay in the Puuc region. I ate with these families, participated in family activities and celebrations, met their friends and business associates, observed their working methods, was privy to more personal conversations, helped them run errands, and basically participated in their daily lives and activities. The extended interviews and conversations I conducted with these families have helped me gain a very clear picture of their respective craft activities within the villages and towns where they work and their market opportunities.  

In addition to artisans, I interviewed local vendors who own and/or operate handicraft shops in the Puuc region about their customers’ preferences, their business relationships with local artisans, tourism, and the local market economy. Sometimes the vendors are also artisans themselves, but their position as shop owners/operators meant that they frequently sold a variety of regional handicrafts in addition to their own and locally made crafts. I interviewed shop clerks and managers in the Puuc region, Mérida, and Chichén Itzá and in privately-run shops, franchise shops, government-sponsored shops, and museum gift shops.
A third main data set came from tourists travelling in the Puuc region. I was fortunate to be able to conduct extended interviews with 25 tourists from countries in Europe and North, Central and South America. Since this group is the main consumer audience for the handicrafts produced in this region, it was important to learn about their reasons for visiting the Puuc area, perceptions of Maya culture, and the kinds of crafts and souvenirs they prefer to purchase. On several occasions, I also tried to play the part of the tourist and participate in touristic activities, such as doing tours at archaeological and other tourist sites. My goal was to observe how the tourism industry operated within the Puuc region and how tourists were informed and treated by local tourism workers. 

In sum, my fieldwork experience was very fruitful and the data I collected will be the basis for my PhD thesis and other related outputs. I was able to conduct interviews with the three main groups of people - artisans, tourists, vendors - necessary to give a clear picture of how the tourism and handicraft industries function in the Puuc region. It also helped me to  test out ideas, refine my research questions and determine what additional external forces affect the output and nature of the handicraft industry. I am grateful for the experience and SLAS’ support of my project.

