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Director’s Statement

In1976,Isetoutwith a group of researchers to visually
document Yucatec Mayasociety inasingle community. This
projectresulted in the 4-partseries, The Living Maya, which
was broadcaston PBS and is distributed by DER.

Oursearch forafilming site had gone on for weeks,
traversing villages all over Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula.

We finally wound up in the South, and late one afternoon,
rolled on to the plaza of Chican or, “Mouth of the Well.” The
broad grassy expanse was alive with activity. Little kids
chased one another, as well as the occasional turkey. Older
onesraced up and down abasketball court,and adult men
gathered in conversational groups. The greeting we received
was friendly, yet serious. The village contained ourideal
criteriain terms of population, governmentstructure, and
othersocial characteristics, butthishearty greeting helped
ussettle on Chicanasthesite of filming. We offered our well-
rehearsed speeches, explaining that we had come tolocate a
community and live there forayear, documenting Mayalife
asitislivedinthe Yucatan.

However, it was impossible to ignore the use of sign
language inthe study village. In fact, the deafmen had
been particularly welcoming and were abig factor in our
choosingto settle there.

Now itistimetoshareastory solely about them.
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Introduction: The
Modern Maya

The Maya people of Mexico’s Yucatan peninsulaare the
largest population of some 7,000,000 Mayaliving in
Southern Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras. These
are primarily peasant farmers whose communities dot
thousands ofacres of low scrub forest. The Yucatec Maya rely
onsubsistence slashandburn (swidden) agriculture, which
requires substantial land areas. Villages arelocated in the
middle oflarge parcels of forest. The Maya allow most of the
jungle to grow wild, and cultivate small patches each season.
Thisintentional “resting” ofjungle areas places small
populations within large woodland areas thus producing
akind ofisolation on each community. Since very ancient
times, communities had reserved their common land base.
There were very few roads and only forest paths connected
them to the outside world.

Deafness & Sign
Language in Mayan
Communities &
Beyond

For the Maya people, the necessity to marry and produce
productive families seemed stronger than pursuing far-
flung partners. This resulted in a situation ripe for the
expression of recessive genes. Itbecame relatively common
for close relatives to inter-marry, and in some cases this
produced profoundly deafchildren or, more rarely, children
with albinism. The incidence of recessive deafnessin the
USA atthetime of filming was about one fifth of one percent;
however, inthe study village of Chican, the figure was a full
three percent--fifteen personsin 500.

Deafchildreninthe Maya community experiencea
differentupbringing than thoseliving in western society.
Neither the families of deaf children nor their doctors
promote sending children toboarding schools, where they
mightlearn Mexico’s national sign system--but would be

removed from their peers. Rather, the children are raised
in their communities and are taught Yucatec Maya Sign
Languageby family and village members.

Maya childrenlearn Yucatecsignatan earlyageandareable
toperformwellin traditional roles. They interact easily
within their families and, to aslightly lesser extent, the
greater community. Males become farmers and huntersas
well as husbands and fathers. Females run their households,
handle family money, and raise small animals and cultivate
gardensaround the home. Husbandsand wives areboth
doting parentsand unusually hard workers. The menare
notably gregarious as well as competitive.

The connection between isolation and high incidence

of deafnessisnotunique to the Maya. There are pockets

of deafpersonsin many nations. Most of these occur

where populations have beenisolated forlengthy periods.
Many have adapted by creating their own signs for
communication. Thereare 34 recognized sign languages
inthe world, primarily formed onislands orinisolated,
rural communities. One such example is Martha’s Vineyard
Sign Language, which wasinvented and used on thatisland
offthe coast of Massachusetts from the early 18th century
to1952.The deafand theirhearing neighborsin these
communities have been determined to communicate rather
than succumb to any notion of disability.

How We Came to Film
Yucatec Deaf Sign

Whilein Chicanin 1976 to film for The Living Maya, we were
notparticularly interested in the deaf community orits use
of signlanguage, although we filmed quite a few sequences
showinginteractionsinvolving both deafand hearing
members of the community using signs. In 1977, the original
filming for The Living Maya Series series was completed,

but the projectleaders continued to wonder about the
significance of thelarge deaf community in Chican - was
itashort-term occurrence or something more permanent?
Onseeing preliminary footage, Margaret Mead, a member
ofthe project’s Advisory Panel, remarked, “thelanguage is
finebutwhat is remarkable is the entire community uses

it!” With these questionsin mind, the project directors

contacted American Sign Language researcher, William
Stokoe, who in turn reached out to faculty and researchers
who mighthelp investigate at Gallaudet University, the
nation’s first college for the deaf.

One of these researchers,linguist Robert Johnson, traveled
to Chicanthree timesand amassed considerable dataon
thesignlanguage there. Johnson thought thatthelarge
numbers of deaf community members waslikely not
limited to Chican.So,in 1988, Johnson along with director
Hubert Smith, traveled to nearby (and some further-flung)
communities. As Johnson had suspected, deaf personsand
Yucatec deafsignlanguage were found in abundance. Smith,
however, was stunned. No one had offered information on
those other deaf, norhad he thought to look for himself.
Anecdotal evidence further suggested that Maya persons
asfarremoved as Guatemala share some signs with the
communities around Chican.Johnson’s research showed
that Yucatec deafsign was,indeed, alanguage and nota
simple gestural system as some had erroneously claimed.



Film Sequences

This observational documentary is composed of three
sequences. The first showslinguist Robert Johnson
searching for pockets of deaf Maya and the origins of Maya
Deafsign,andisaccompanied by two signing conversations.

A SEARCH FOR THE ORIGINS OF YUCATEC MAYA
DEAF SIGN

This sequence follows linguist Robert Johnson (Gallaudet
University)as he tries to figure outif Chicanisanisolated
case (asthe filmmakers were told by genetic experts), or
ifsignlanguage use isa more widespread phenomena
among the Maya. This search and Johnson’s ideas about
the antiquity of the deafand theirsignlanguage,are
presented here.

CONVERSATION ONE: SNAKE ENCOUNTER

Jose, atthe farleft, Santos, in the middle and Severiano on the
right, were resting after a morning of work. Note that Santos’
faceisspattered with dirtafter hisworkinthe orchard,
digging holesby hand with aniron rod, plus copious water
tolubricate the heavy work. Severiano had gone out to his
family cornfield where his saga of the snake began. Finally,
Josehad been engaged weaving hammocks. Note that Santos,
theyoungest,butabornleader, is atthe center of attention.
Helistens with impatience to Severiano’s story but quickly
grabsthe floorto re-enacthis own farless dramatic snake
encounter. Thissequence was chosen due to its complexity.
Itdemonstrates the efficiency of the Yucatec Maya deafsign.
Itwasfilmedin1977 on16mm film.

CONVERSATION TWO: COURTSHIP & MARRIAGE

Inthefinalsequence, village bachelors tackle acommon
topic: who can carry outasuccessful courtship? This
conversation isless complex than the previous, but was
chosen forits frankgood humor. Italso displays a hearing
man participating in the conversation. He not only
understands, butalso contributes to the conversation using
deafsign.




Making the Film

Sequencesareshowninthree different ways:

1) The entire sign conversation in real-time. The genius of
thelanguageisinitsefficiency; Real-time would display
that conveyance.

2) The same conversation in extreme slow motion with
single signs highlighted and subtitled. This was done
toisolate discrete signsby introducing the individual
signs slowly.

3)The same conversation rendered in sentences as
understood by the speakers. Though the individual signs
aretranslated literally in the second pass, the participants
ofthe conversation may understand them differently.
Muchlike slang phrasesareunderstood differently than
theirliteral meaning.

METHODS OF TRANSLATION

Working with the Colli family, I played backall
conversations on 16mm film and rocked the footage
frame-by-frame using key numbersatevery 20 frames
oreverysecond. Separate signs were marked according
totheinformation given by the Colli family and my
own observations.
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