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CASA DE LAS MONJAS (THE NUNNERY)

CARACOL ({ASTRONOMICAL OBSERVATORY)

CASA COLORADA ~(RED HOUSE)
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CASA DE LAS MONJAS

Several of the buildings in Middle Chichen Itza were
%

built in the 014 Empire style, notably the Casa de las Menjas,
orsthe.Ma .
or the Nunnery. The name has come down to us from times ime
mediately following the Spanish Conquest and probsbly has
1ittle meaning. It is a massive structure with a wide, deep,
and high foundation base, and a wide, steep stairway. There
are three stories to the Monjas containing tem rooms in all.
Three central rooms in the second story were completely filled
in to make a foundation for the small third story which was
added at a later time. In fact throughout the entire structure
there is evidence of successive alteration and additien.

Legend tells that young girls who volunteered teo tend
the religious temples, lived here during their term of serviee,
One from their number was chosen each year as a votive offering,
and was thrown into the Well of Sacrifice. Some archaeologists,
nn}ggsrzlhaa—hanﬂ. believe that this building was simply the
residence of the ruling Itza, Little seems to be known about
the Monjas- it stands fer what it is - a building of massive
proportions with #nteresting and elaborate decorations, par-
ticularly on rooms annexed to the eastern side of the main

building. Here again we find the same lovely lattice decoration

80 beautifully used in the Temple of the Two Lintels.
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CASA DE LAS MONJAS FROM THE IGLESIA

Iooking at the Honjas from this point of view, the three
stories are clearly visible, though the rermant of the third
1s small iIndeed.

tne mast bear constantly in nind; Iin looking et all the
magnificent sculpture which adorns the Mays bemples, that 1%t
has not only been made by hand, but with the use of stone tools

only, for the Maya had no lmowledge of metals. Using hard pleces
of limestone for tools, theﬁm fashioned meny gréat works of
art, execubted with skill, with boldness of design, axnd often
with great delicacy and subtlety.




THE EAST ANNEX

Perhaps the outstanding feature of the East Annex which
adjoins the Monjas, 18 the fact that the entire surfaces of
the bullding, unlike mest Maya facades in Yucatan, are cover ed
with olaborafo sculpture with no loworzgone of plane masonry.
It seems as though the Maya sculpfors were given free rein teo
decorats, and on this building more than any other at Chichen
Itza hardly an unornamented surface remains. The excessive use
of the curled nose masks is only partially relieved by bands eof
varied design which the Maya used as freely in stone as did
Buropean artists in thelr murals and other forms of decorative
arte The variety of motifs used on moddings is extraordinary,
and in this instance some of the apron-like courses of the
nbldings, so typlocal of HMaya architecture, bear decorations
rather than smoeth surfaces.

Almost touching the East Annex is a small building called

%
the Iglesia#(Church), just why no one ssems to know, though it

must be remembered that nearly all Maya bulldings served re-
ligious purpose. The peeple lived in sapling huts with thatbhdd
roofs in the area surrounding the temples. Chichen Itza was the
religious center of the Maya in Yueatan, as its great temples
testify.

All of the bulldings are made of cut limestone, worked
with stone tools, and were bonded ;ogother with a lime mortar,

The Maya never solved the secret of the true arch with its
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keyfsto’nc?, «eueé"meir roofs were econstructed with the high, vaulted
L 4
corbel arches of cantilever design whare each successive stone

protrudes beyond the one below it until the arch nerrows to the

point where a single stone covers the remaining gape
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VISTA BETWETH > NHEX AND IGLESIA




CARACOL FROM THEL IGLESIA

To the north of the Casa de las Monjas is a tullding of
great Interest = the Caracol, or the Ohservatory. The Caracol
{snail) 1s doubtless so called for the spiral stalrway within
the eireular ediffce. It is built uwpon two great platforms
with a 1ow. broad stalrway approaching from the west. There is
anly ond ofhor cireular building in the northern Weaten area
whteh le at Mayapang and as the Toltees of M8xico bullt many of
similar design, it is belleved that the Caracol was bullt shortly

after the lfxlcan influence begen at Chich8n Itzf. At intervals

along the balustrads of the upper platform, incense burners were

placed, which were used in connection with seasonal ceremonies.
The five member cornice which encireles the Carscol is the only
one of its kind in the Mays areas Its construction iz unusual
for the bottom tenfon, nearly five feet long, extends through the
wall, the butt of the W becoming part of the facing of the
Imer elireular wall,

The most remarkable feature of the Caracol 1s - DATTOW
sligﬁllbe windows In the top looking to the Mt for

these were used as observatoriess The sun is split in half on

the days of the summer and winter sclstices when one sights from
an inner edge Yo an opposite outer edge of omewef the orifices
at sunrise and sunset.

The Mays had observed not only the revolutions of the sun
and the moom, but also those of Venus and possibly other planets




as welles They i‘oretol‘_dﬁ eclipses of the sun and moon with
precision, many of ﬂnn; \checkm accurately with our caleulations
of todaye It mmst be remenbered that this was many centuries
Yefore the perfsction of ows-ewn astronomical knowledge achleved
through the use of fine Instruments,

tne of the most inbteresting books of all those ava%lablo
to us today was written by Bishop Diego de landa in 1568« In
1941 The Peabody Museum of Boston published a Dully anmobated
translation by Dr. Alfred M. Tozzers In this book 'Relacion de
las Cosas de Yucatan' Bishop Ianda stetes that the Maye knew that
the astronomical yesr consisted of 365 days and § hourse As Bishop
Tanda returned to Spain less than twenty years before the formal
correction of the Mullan Calendar by Pope Gregory the XIIT(vhen

leap yveer was a.dd.ed) 1s 1t not possible thet Bishop Lenda took
this kmowledge back to Burope and that the correct time count
came from the New World?







ARACOL SHOWING INCENSE BURNERS (1932)




THE CARACOL




THE CARACOL FROM THE CASA COLORADA (1932)




THE CASA COLORADA

Near the Caracol is the Casa Colorada (Red House) which
may possibly have been the house of the High Priests. Flush
with the face of the bullding is a flying fagade of elaborate
design rising above the beveled cornice. In the center is a
roof comb, its elevation being about twice that of the fagade
in order that it may be seen above the other. These decorative

additions to the roof greatly increase the beauty of the
proportions of the buildinge As its name indicates, it once
was painted red, though now the color has nearly all worn away.
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