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In spite of being famous for iconic pyramids, The Maya ruins of Chichen Itza name– “the well 

mouth of water magicians” in English – is derived from a water sinkhole located in the north of 

the site. Known as “the Sacred Cenote”, this geo-hydro-physical formation is filled with cultural 

and historical meanings. Like many other sinkholes across the Yucatan Peninsula, the Sacred 

Cenote is an access point for the extensive underlying flooded cave systems, the only source of 

potable water in the region. Because of its fluid materiality, the Sacred Cenote, and all the other 

cenotes in the Peninsula, are the access to the Maya mythological world of Xilalba, a subterranean 

realm of deities, a source of life and a place of death. Chichen Itza, and its Sacred Cenote, was a 

major pilgrimage destination site for ancient Maya, particularly between 600CE and 1200CE. What 

caused its subsequent decline is debated; however, one theory posits water shortages due possibly 

to a climatic dry period.  

Spanish missionaries, when they first arrived to the region in the 1500s, described the Sacred 

Cenote as a place of death and treasure, claiming to have witnessed the tossing of precious stones, 

and the sacrificing of young virgins in the Sacred Cenote by Maya lords. It was a tantalizing 

narrative that continued to resonate among archaeologists and treasure hunters through the 

centuries. Once such enthusiast was Edward Thompson, a United States consul based in the 

nearby town of Merida. Thompson purchased the Hacienda Chichen in 1894, which included the 

Sacred Cenote and the Chichen Itza ruins. He set his sights on exploring the cenote’s depth and 

in 1905, after nearly twenty years tinkering with dredging designs, Thompson managed to retrieve 

various Maya artefacts from the bottom of the cenote. Inspired by this success, Thompson then 

decided he wanted to personally dive into the ‘sacred well’.  

Thompson ‘achieved’ his dream in 1909, becoming the first person to deep dive into a cenote. He 

recounted this experience some years later in his book People of the Serpent: 

 “During the first ten feet of descent, the light rays changed from yellow to green 

and then to a purplish black. After that I was in utter darkness … But I felt as well a 

strange thrill when I realized that I was the only living being who had ever reached 

this place alive and expected to leave it again still living.”  

The dive was relatively successful and Thompson was able to retrieve a number of artefacts that 
he later ‘donated’ to the Peabody Museum. His discoveries would add to the mystique surrounding 
the Sacred Cenote. The material evidence extracted indicated that offerings thrown into the cenote, 
including a type of human sacrifice took place there, augmenting one of the most famous 
apocryphal stories involving cenotes: the Maya world, that of the sacrificed female virgins. A 
popularised image that would be portrayed in various artworks and magazines.  
 



 

 

It was more than 50 years after Thompson’s dive to the bottom of the Sacred Cenote, that it was 
once again visited by a diving team. This occurred in the early-1960s, when the Mexican National 
Institute of Anthropology and History (INAH), National Geographic and local diving expert Pablo 
Bush Romero joined efforts to complete the dream of many explorers: to extract whatever 
Thompson had left at the bottom of the Sacred Cenote. These explorations were conducted with 
the aid of an innovative piece of technology called “the airlift,” effectively an oversized vacuum 
cleaner, which took over a month to install. A diver working underwater was in charge of operating 
the vacuum’s hose and directing it to suck up precious materials from the cenote’s bottom. 
Numerous materials were uncovered; however, after four months of vacuuming work, INAH 
stopped the operation due to the possible damage of archaeological material and their stratigraphic 
context. A second excavation expedition was later organised in 1967-8.  
 
The Sacred Cenote, from Thompson’s dive to the INAH and National Geographic expedition, can 
be understood as a site where the mythological, technical and waterscape come entangled to 
produce narratives and images of the Yucatan Peninsula’s Maya. It is important to recognise that 
environmental histories of water, in particular groundwater, are stories of mythology and 
symbolism as well as of extraction and consumption. Indigenous groups around the world have 
understood the deep connectivity between groundwater and life on the surface. What Thompson, 
and others, found at the bottom of the Sacred Cenote is a treasure that reflects the value of life 
that comes from water. The treasures of the sacred cenote tell us an environmental history of water 
and its indispensable role for humans and non-humans. Thompson unfortunately just saw the 
precious stones and their archaeological value. 
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Figure 1 - The Sacred Cenote 

 
 

 

Figure 2 - Photograph of Edward Thompson as he prepared for his dive in the Sacred Cenote in 1909 

 
 
 
 



 

 

 

Figure 3 - “Sacrificed to the gods” by. Herbert M. Herget (likely painted sometime in the 1930s) 

 
  
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 4 - The Sacred Cenote, as presneted in a 1959 publication of Ripley's belive it of not. Sourced from Sellen, A (2010) “El 
ultimo viaje de Santiago Bolio” in Carolina Depetris (ed) Viajeros por el Mundo Maya, UNAM: Merida: 59-78. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 5 - Dávalos Hurtado, Eusebio. "Return to the Sacred Cenote." National Geographic Magazine, Oct. 1961, p. 540+. 

 
 
 



 

 

 
Figure 6 - "The Airlift" in action. Takenm from:  Dávalos Hurtado, Eusebio. "Return to the Sacred Cenote." 

National Geographic Magazine, Oct. 1961, p. 540+. 

 
 
 
 


