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ABSTRACT 

 

The Mayan dance-drama Rabinal Achí is one of the most important remaining 

pre-Columbian artistic expressions today. The script of the play is written in the mayan 

language of K’iche’ and is performed every year at the end of January in Rabinal, 

Guatemala. Believed to have first been written and performed during the Mayan 

Postclassic Era (AD 900-1524), the play expresses the issues that concerned the 

inhabitants of the region of Rabinal at the time—myths of origin, popular and political 

actors—through masked dance and music. This thesis is intended to explain the design 

process and research needed to create a scenographic design of the Rabinal Achí. The 

design elements created for this project include: set, lighting and costumes and are aimed 

to reach a contemporary North American audience in Lawrence, Kansas. 
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Standing in solidarity with the Indigenous Nations across the Americas 

"We are not myths of the past, ruins in the jungle or zoos. We are people and we want to be respected, 
not to be victims of intolerance and racism."  

Rigoberta Menchu  
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I.	INTRODUCTION	

The Mayan dance-play or baile Rabinal Achí, (Man of Rabinal) is one of the most 

important remaining pre-Columbian artistic expressions today.  Believed to have been 

originated during the Mayan Postclassic Era (AD 900-1524), the play expresses the 

issues that concerned the inhabitants of the region of Rabinal at the time—myths of 

origin, with popular and political actors—using masked dance and music1. “Since the 

XIII to XVII the play has been systematically represented in the Mayan/Achí community 

of Rabinal”2 (Henríquez Puentes, 2007. p3), during the celebrations honoring Saint Paul 

at the end of January. In 2005, was declared one of the Masterpieces of the Oral and 

Intangible Heritage of Humanity by UNESCO.  

Along with the Popol Vuh and the Título de Totonicapán, the Rabinal Achí’s 

importance stems from the fact that it is one of the few surviving pre colonial period 

K’iche’3 documents. Considered by Georges Raynaud “The only piece of the ancient 

Amerindian theater that has come to us" that in form or content can’t be detected "the 

least trace of a word, an idea, a fact, a European origin”4 (Raynaud, 1995. pp 99-114).  

However, Raynaud also points out that the lack of religious references in the text 

reflects an indirect influence of the Spanish rule and marks a discrepancy with the 

Mesoamerican cultures in which religion gave unity and meaning to all moments of 

personal and social life (Raynaud, 1995. pp 115-116). 

																																																								
1	Taken from the didactic displays  materials  of the Museo Comunitario Rabinal Achí  
(Rabinal Achí Community Museum)	
2	This is my own translation	
3	Mayan language	
4	This is my own translation.	
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The first known transcript of the Rabinal Achí was made by the French priest 

Bartolo Sis around 1850. However, this copy has been lost. The second manuscript was 

written by the French Abbe Charles Etienne Brasseur de Bourbourg and published in 

1862. (Tedlock, 2003. pp 7-8) 

Brasseur sent a copy of his work to an unknown man who helped him during his 

stay in Rabinal and soon the transcript began to be used to rehearse the play in the 

community of Rabinal. In 1913, Manuel Pérez was authorized to make a copy and edit 

the text. Pérez’s editorial changes added the experience and knowledge from someone 

who has lived and experienced the play (2003. pp7-8). Since then, the responsibility of 

keeping the tradition and producing the play has been handed from generation to 

generation. The Coloch family is the current keeper of the Rabinal Achí. The death of 

Don José Miguel Coloch (the leader of the family) in 2015 represented a moment of 

crisis but his wife, María Coloch, and their family are still committed to preserve the 

tradition.  

This thesis explains the design process required to create a Scenographic design 

of the Rabinal Achí. It is one of the few surviving colonial period K’iche’ language 

documents. Very rarely do North American audiences get the opportunity to see 

representations of such texts, especially on stage. During the process of creating this 

design I encountered the common belief that the Mayan civilization was “extinct”. While 

talking to people from the Lawrence community, it was a surprise for many of them to 

learn that the Mayan populations are more than alive, with a population of approximately 
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7 million and 21 recognized languages5. The Rabinal Achí bears testimony of the 

greatness of the ancient Mayan civilization and of the resistance and power of the Mayan 

people through the last 500 years. 

On a personal level, I choose to study this dance-drama because as a member of 

the Latin American community I have felt a disconnection with indigenous voices and 

traditions that are fundamental to our culture and our present. I am part of a mestizo or 

mixed race population. While our mixed ethnicity is recognized almost everywhere in the 

Latin American nations, we are systematically and silently educated to embrace a 

Westernized lifestyle and to assume an identity that values our European characteristics 

and behavior over the indigenous or/and Black component of our culture. This alienation 

has promoted a tacit self-hatred and racism in Latin America. I believe that studying and 

dignifying the indigenous cultures of the Americas helps to bridge this gap and allow us, 

mestizos, to be more aware of the oppression that the indigenous communities and to 

appreciate our heritage and take pride in our indigenous ancestry. 

I visited Guatemala several times. I fell in love with the country on the first visit. 

Having the opportunity to visit Guatemala again, allowed me to explore the design 

elements of the contemporary Mayan culture and to begin to understand the richness in 

terms of visual language and theatrical design. In my home country, Costa Rica, there is 

not such a bold indigenous presence as there is in Guatemala.  In Costa Rica indigenous 

																																																								
5 According to data from the 2002 National Census by the National Institute of Statistics 

of Guatemala. https://www.ine.gob.gt/ 
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groups make up approximately 2% of the population while in Guatemala they make up 

about 40%.6 

My last visit to Guatemala was sponsored by the Tinker Field Research Grant and 

the Department of Theatre at KU. The main purpose of this visit was to observe and 

gather information about the Mayan culture as it relates to my research of the Rabinal 

Achí. During the first part of my trip, I had the opportunity to explore several textile 

markets in the three cities I visited. It was very interesting talking to the sellers in the 

various markets I visited about patterns, trends and colors. The styles sold in different 

markets range from extremely detailed and handmade with natural fibers from the 

environment to industrial fabrics made with synthetic fibers. Many Guatemalan women 

who identify themselves as Mayan wear the traditional garments: huipil7 (traditional 

garment worn in the same function as a blouse, heavily adorned with handmade 

embroidery), refajo (long piece of fabric that wraps around the body and serves the 

purpose of a skirt, usually made of a colorful textile) and faja (long and narrow piece of 

textile that holds the huipil and the refajo in place, usually heavily embroidered and 

decorated). In general, the patterns range from geometrical to figurative motifs, with 

nature motifs the most recognizable (figures 1-3) 

 

 

 
																																																								
6 According to the 2011 National Census by the National Institute of Statistics  and 
Census of Costa Rica http://www.inec.go.cr/ and the 2002 National Census  by the 
National Institute of Statistics of Guatemala https://www.ine.gob.gt/ 
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My visit to the Museo Ixchel del Traje Indígena (Ixchel Museum of the 

Indigenous Garment) in Guatemala City and the Museo del Traje Indígena (Museum of 

the Indigenous Garment) in Antigua, Guatemala helped me recognize the differences in 

textiles and traditions between the regions and identify the elements that correspond to 

Rabinal. 

Also I learned some of the different ways in which the textiles are made. I saw the 

telar de cintura (backstrap loom), a traditional weaving device that dates from the pre-

Columbian time. I had the opportunity to see the weaving in the telar de cintas (pedal 

loom) and the industrial production techniques. I had the chance to talk to tejedoras 

(weavers) in Aguas Calientes, Guatemala. With them, I talked about the traditional 

techniques and meaning of the decoration, costs and availability of materials as well as 

time frame for producing a certain piece of artwork. 

Figures 1-3 depicting different textile patterns ranging from geometric to figurative 
elements.  
Photo credit: PRM 2016 
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The ceremonial costumes of the Rabinal Achí and other traditional dances are 

much more intricate in terms of decoration. The costumes for ceremonial dances 

exemplify the concept of Horror Vacui (fear of the emptiness). There is an intentional 

saturation of decorative elements. In this sense, the architecture, textile and decorative 

elements share this visual statement (Figures 5-7). 

The use of heavy embroidery and the addition of three dimensional elements is a 

constant in the treatment of the textiles. Multicolored ostrich feathers, sequins, mirrors 

and sculptural elements were used profusely. The most interesting aspect of this was the 

Figure 4 Tejedora working in a backstrap loom. Mayan women have been creating 
textiles with this method since pre-Columbian times. 
Photo credit: PRM 2016 
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predominance of the design concept of Horror Vacui, in architecture, religious statues 

and icons, vernacular decoration and traditional and ceremonial costumes. 

 

In Rabinal, I was able to see the costumes up close and have a better 

understanding of the Mayan aesthetic and the importance of design in a ceremonial 

environment. I was surprised by how impressive and beautiful the costumes were in real 

life. The pictures I saw before the trip show them as very colorful and interesting, but 

actually seeing them along with the music and dance makes them a striking and effective 

design. 

Doña Maria Coloch, widow of Jose León Coloch explained to me the process and 

amount of work it takes to produce the dance-drama. They see the dance-drama as a 

symbol of the resistance of their cultural heritage and as a way to communicate with their 

Figure 5 Detail of trouses of a ceremonial. Note the heavy embroidery and the 
addition of tridimensional elements. Photo credit: PRM, 2016 

Figure  6 Front of Totonicapan’s church. Profuse use of stucco reliefs. Colorfully 
painted. Photo credit: PRM, 2016 

Figure 7 Altar in the Coloch family. There is a juxtaposition of mundane and sacred 
elements of different religions.  
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ancestors, los rajawales. Performing is a ritual in which the living can contact the other 

world. 

 

 
 
 
 

The religious practices of the community are a vivid testimony of the hybrid of 

Mayan and Catholic religion. The blending between the two faiths makes it virtually 

impossible to draw a line between them. The Rabinal Achí is framed by a religious 

celebration that spans over a whole week of activities. The Cofradías de San Pablo y San	

Pedro or brotherhoods of Saint Peter and Saint Paul are in charge of the celebrations 

along side the of Catholic Church and the local government.	

Figure	8	Rabinal	Achí.	Cast	picture	
Photo	credit:	Municipality	of	Rabinal	
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Rabinal Achí is a dance-drama of war and sacrifice. It tells the story of the 

conflict between the Kiché and the Rabinaleb for territory and power. The story begins 

with the capture and interrogation of Kiché Achí (Warrior of Kiché) by Rabinal Achí 

(Warrior of Rabinal). Kiché Achí and his army invaded and destroyed four Rabinaleb 

populations and forced its inhabitants to pay taxes. After battling for days, Kiché Achí is 

captured and taken to the palace of Job Toj, the King of Rabinal, to be judged. 

The interrogation and judgment happens during the second act in which Job Toj 

offers a solution to Kiché Achí. In exchange for forgiveness, Kiché Achí must renounce 

loyalty to his king and pay respect to the King of Rabinal. If he accepts, Job Toj promises 

Figure 9 Wednesday of Chilate. This festivity represents the preparation for the 
Corpus Christi. Here the rabinaleb prepare a drink based on maiz and chocolat 
that is consumed in representation of the body of Chirst. 
Photo credit: La Prensa Libre Guatemala 
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to welcome him among his own, to give him arms, clothing and ornaments. Job Toj also 

promises to give him food, drinks and to offer him a woman to take for wife. Rabinal 

Achí at first regards this solution as a personal offense but ends by accepting it at the 

insistence of his king. 

Rabinal Achí communicates Job Toj’s agreement to Kiché Achí. The latter rejects 

any commitment from the outset and continues to behave menacingly. In the fourth act, 

standing in front of Job Toj, Kiché Achí obstinately rejects the offerings made to him, 

claiming his loyalty to his king and finally obtaining the death penalty. The captive is 

allowed to go to say goodbye to his people. Before his execution, he is granted the chance  

to dance to the rhythm of the Tun with the princess of Rabinal and to enjoy royal drinks.  

After the dance and the drinks, the execution takes place. The rhythm of the Tun 

Intensifies as the jaguars and eagles dance around the captive and finally is executed. 

II. DESIGN CONCEPT 

My design concept is deeply rooted in my experience while visiting Guatemala. I 

wanted to create a world of color and vibrancy, in which the sacred lives among the 

material and there is no line between the audience and the performance. The religious 

context and the processional character of the performance are two factors of vital 

importance for my design.  

Given the ancient nature of the script and the significance for the community, I 

established my design parameters in order to create a design that is comprehensible, 

respectful of the tradition and culture, and that captures the essence of the original play.  
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Through observation and conversations with members of the Coloch family and 

the community I was able to determine the most important elements of the contemporary 

Mayan aesthetic. My main goal is to avoid stereotypes and cultural appropriation by 

refraining from the use of references to the pre-Columbian Mayan empire and focusing in 

the artistic manifestations of the contemporary Mayan world. 

I strived to create an intimate space that can produce a relatable experience for the 

audience and that will nurture their interest not only for Mayan art, but also for all kinds 

of Native artistic practices and issues. Finally, I wanted to be true to my artistic vision in 

terms of staging and design.  

One of the pillars of my design is the processional setting. I think that it is 

extremely important to create an experience that challenges the western idea of the 

audience as a passive receptor and instead creates a whole experience of constant 

movement and dynamism. In a processional setting, the audience interacts with the 

performers, musicians and dancers and they belong to the same world. 

The other pillar is the use of color. This is obvious just by taking a glance at 

Guatemala. When it comes to color, there is no shyness.  The sense of design through 

color and patterns is so integrated to the community that is something that comes natural 

to them. The decorations of the altars, the arrangement of the ceremonial space and the 

costumes all obey a deep sense of tradition and devotion. In general, I found a rich and 

vibrant color palette composed mainly of saturated primary and secondary colors. 

Members of the community explained to me that the colors are inspired by nature and 

that they represent their own cosmology.  
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The symbolism of the colors is something that I found extremely important to 

know and use in my design references. People from the community explained how 

everything is related to nature and how it has a meaning, they mentioned the most used 

colors and explained their meaning to me: Red for example is the related to fire, blood 

and the red variety of corn. Black means darkness and death, but also rest and growth. It 

is linked to the black corn and, because it replenishes the energy, is also related to hope. 

White is white corn, the seed of life, the bones and the semen. Yellow is related to the 

fertility of the corn seed, the richness and sickness. Green represents the natural 

Figure 10 Diagram explaining the view of the Universe by the Mayan 
Cosmology.  
Photo credit: UNAM 
Figure 11 Example of the vibrant and dynamic use of colors in an altar for 
Saint Peter. 
Photo credit: PRM 2016 
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environment and the plants. Blue represents the atmosphere and the space in the earth 

(View figure 10). 

III. SCENIC DESIGN 

According to my research and design concept, creating a processional space while 

maintaining certain levels of comfort was one of my main priorities and challenges. In 

the performance in Rabinal, it is impossible to construct a linear reality or get a full 

picture of the scene. Each person has a different perspective depending on their reference 

point and each perspective will be as unique as everybody else’s. This fragmented reality 

is something that I wanted to keep as a constant, not only for the set but also for the 

lighting, as I will explain in the next chapter.		

To have this constant movement, I created a structure that positions the audience 

in the middle of two acting spaces and creates a dialog between the text and the dance/ 

music. This configuration allows me to create an integrated space for the dance-drama. 

In terms of scenic and performance elements, I can say that there is a lot of 

dynamism. In the drama-dance the music, actions and dance are merged, the set 

encompases everything from an integral perspective (See figure 12) 
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As the figure 12 shows, the set consists of an arena stage with three levels of 

stadium like seating and two acting spaces: The center circle and a continuous ring-

platform where the dancers, musicians and people of the town would interact with the 

Figure 12 Ground Plan 
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audience and the set. The set could be described as a modular theater that can be built to 

be assembled in other venues.  

In addition to the platform there are 2 rings of ribbons suspended from a rigging 

system. One ring that encloses the whole perimeter of the set and another one framing the 

circumference of the inner circle. These ribbons not only work as masking, they also 

create a more enclosing environment. This setting reinforces my design concept and 

allow to integrate the audience in the set. The side section and details (figure 13 and 14) 

show the distribution of the curtains and their rigging points. 

 

 

 

Figure 13 Side section 
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 The set has two main entrances. The audience will enter from the Crafton Preyer 

Theater main entrance and walk across the house and into the stage. The performers will 

use the entrance closer to the green room. The performers and the audience stay in the 

room for the whole time. The speaking parts that tell the story will stay in the inner	circle 

Figure 14 Ground plan details 
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while the music and dance will happen on the platform. Having constantly moving music 

and dance interact with the ribbon curtains and the audience will help to create this idea 

of procession and ritual.  

The stage is divided in 4 equal sections that are painted according to the color 

scheme explained earlier. I am using a feather duster painting technique that will break 

these four sections and create a diffuse transition between them (see figure 15). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 15 Painter’s Elevation 
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The ribbon curtain uses the same range of color and is intended to create a resonance of 

the color scheme of the set and to create a contrast with the heaviness of the set (see 

figure 16). The solid surfaces of the structure will contrast with the movement of the 

ribbons along with the dance and the music. It also provides a fragmented surface for the 

projection of lights and textures. 

 

 

Figure 16 Ribbon’s Color Code 
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IV. COSTUME DESIGN 

The processional nature of the Rabinal Achí places a lot of importance in the 

costumes. Being a play performed outdoors makes the costumes and masks the strongest 

design element of the play. The people in the community know since they are young how 

each character is supposed to look and what elements should be present in order to 

complete the costume. The figure 17 shows the original costumes and the traditional 

garments worn by the people in the community. 

 

Figure	17	Costumes	References.	Upper	row	from	left	to	right:	Job	Toj(King	of	
Rabinal),	 Mum(slave),	 Kiché	 Achí,	 Rabinal	 Achí,	 Eagle	 charger,	 Jaguar	
Charger,	princess	Bright	Jade.		
Lower	row	from	left	to	right:	Cast	picture,	typical	costumes	worn	by	rabinaleb	
people.	Jaguar	charger	from	the	side.	
Photo	credit:	Lic.	Sony	Galindo	
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As seen in figure 17, the use of masks is extremely important for the costumes.  

Instead of makeup, the performers wear wood masks that represent their characters. The 

performer stops being an individual and embraces an archetypical character. The mask 

takes over the performer’s identity and recreates an ancient figure. They also change the 

anatomy of the performer, which differentiates them from the rest of the community. The 

resource of the mask is widely spread among the traditional dances in Guatemala. This 

aesthetic uses the idea of archetypes to convey a specific meaning and to create 

characters that are timeless and above humanity. In the Museum of Archeology and 

Ethnology, I was able to see a wide collection of masks used in several traditional dances 

and recognize similitudes and differences among them. Seeing the effectiveness of the 

use of masks was an eye opening experience because the expressivity is carried through 

movement of the body and the rhythm of the music, rather than facial expressions. 

Another important aspect is the heavy use of textures from both the performers 

and the audience. Being Rabinal, a majority Mayan town, the people from the community 

wear their traditional garments on a daily basis. This aspect compliments greatly the 

costumes for the cast. For that reason I decided to include people from the town and 

musicians in my design. In this case, the garments are very close to the research (Figures 

18 and 19). 

I picked a green/blue palette for the characters associated with the kingdom of 

Rabinal. As is shown in the pictures 20, 21, 22 there is strong presence of green and blue 

with contrasts in red. The king of Rabinal is the most lavishly decorated character, he is 

wearing a heavy embroidery jacket and neck piece with mirrors and gold beading. Both 
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his pants and his jacket have burgundy cuffs that are also embellished with gold. His 

headdress is profusely adorned with green feathers that resemble the quetzal feathers. 

This bird, the quetzal, is the national bird of Guatemala and a sacred creature for Mayans 

and Aztecs alike. It is considered of great splendor and luxury. Job Toj crowns his 

headdress with a ceremonial hat. He uses sandals with a gold and feather decoration and a 

ceremonial shield and ax. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figures 18 and 19 Musicians and people from the town 
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The princess wears a Huipil made with lace and textiles. This treatment of the 

fabric will create a net like surface that allow us to see her bodice and to match the 

movement of her skirt. The skirt is made by a woven piece of fabric. It is done with 

bright green cotton fabric that shows richness and beauty. Her character is the only one 

that doesn’t wear the mask. For the Rabinal community her character is an affirmation of 

the beauty of the indigenous women and I chose to keep this meaning and show the 

beauty, power and strength of the indigenous women. 

Rabinal Achí’s costume is much more practical and simple. The original design 

wears a coyote headpiece. I chose to keep both elements because they are crucial for the 

construction of the character. To create a more interesting visual texture his pants, 

neckpiece and skirt are made of a traditional quilted work. The belt is an accessory that 

tells the high rank of Rabinal Achí. It is heavily embroidered with golden bead, sequins 

and mirrors. 

Figures 20, 21, 22. From left to right:  Job Toj, Princess Bright Jade, Rabinal 
Achí 



	 23	

In the case of Kiché Achí (figure 23), I picked a color palette complementary to 

the green/blue palette of the characters who belong to Rabinal, such as the King, the 

princess and Rabinal Achí. As the original costume he is wearing a jaguar headdress, 

mask, ax, and shield. His color scheme is towards oranges and red violets. He is wearing 

the same silhouette that Rabinal Achí and Job Toj. His neckpiece has a jaguar like print 

that will be created through traditional weaving in a waist loom. His jacket is a tone of 

red violet with yellow stripes. He is wearing an apron-like garment of a custom made 

fabric. His garments create a rich and textural surface that indicates the rank and prestige 

of this warrior. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

	

Figure	23	Kiché	Achí	
Figure	24	Mum,	Slave	
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The slave character (figure 24) wears very modest but rich clothes. His 

character’s silhouette is much more simple than the rest, however he still has a good 

variety of textures and colors, and displays the wealth of the king Job Toj. 

The Eagle charger and the Jaguar chargers (figures 25 and 26) are responsible of 

delivering and controlling the Eagle warriors and the Jaguar warriors. They are mystical 

creatures. I decided to keep the original silhouette and concept of a hidden face for the 

performers. They have a mask representing their own animal and a back piece strapped to 

his shoulders. The pieces on their backs have abundance of feathers and textiles, creating 

a shell-like structure. This changes the anatomy and erases the performer’s humanity in 

order to bring a more sacred aspect into the play. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 25 and 26 Eagle and Jaguar Chargers 
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` 

 

The Jaguar warriors (figure 26) are dancers who along the music and the Eagle 

warriors (figure 27) create an Inter-text of the play. They dance around the audience in 

the outer platform throughout the play. These costumes are meant to be dance costumes. 

Therefore, they are designed to allow a wide range of movement to flow and to be 

breathable. Custom printed cotton-spandex blend materials are the best choices to create 

the base of these costumes because they allow movement and breathability. Then there 

will be layers of textiles and feathers. While I kept the other characters closer to the 

original costumes, this group of dancers-warriors represented an opportunity to have 

more artistic freedom. 

For the majority of my costume design I chose to keep my references with the 

modern Mayan culture. However, for the group of Jaguar warriors and Eagle warriors, I 

chose to go closer to the ancient Mayan costumes. Especially in terms of the silhouette, 

the jewelry and the headdresses. The figure 28 shows my references for the Jade jewelry 

and the silhouettes.  Important are the shapes and composition of the earrings and 

Figures 26 and 27 Eagle Warriors and  Jaguar Warriors  
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necklaces. The jade is a sacred stone for Mayans and there are entire communities that 

work this stone with great mastery.  	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figures 28 Ancient Mayan references. 
Upper row from left to right: Pakal's jade burial mask, Ear jewelry made from 
shell, jade and ceramic. The Quetzal, national bird of Guatemala. 
Lower row from left to right: Jade mask from aprox. 600 BC. Bonampac murals, 
Chiapas. Jaguar performer in Guatemala.  
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COSTUME PLOT 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 Figure	29	Costume	Plot	
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PIECES LIST 

RABINAL ACHI 

JOB TOJ 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

Including a hat with gold and 
mirror decorations. 

Mask 1 Made of wood, painted in golden  

Padding 1 Padding vest to give more 
shoulder and structure to the 

body 

Neck piece 1 With embroidery, gold beads, 
mirrors, gold fringe and sequins.  

In vibrant blue silk 

Jacket 1 With embroidery, gold beads, 
mirrors, gold fringe and sequins.  

In vibrant blue silk 

Pants 1 In vibrant blue silk, with straps 
to secure them 

Sandals 1 Leather and decorated with 
flowers and feathers 

Ceremonial ax 1 With golden details 

Ceremonial Shield  1 Bright green with teal, green, 
blue and orange feathers. 
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RABINAL ACHI 

KICHE ACHI 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

Including a jaguar head 
piece that covers the neck 

of the performer 

Mask 1 Made of wood, painted in 
golden  

Padding 1 Padding suit to give more 
shoulder and structure to 

the upper body 

Neck piece 1 With embroidery, gold 
beads, gold fringe. Custom 
weaved in a jaguar pattern 

Jacket 1 Made of cotton. In purple 
and yellow stripes 

Belt 1 Tied behind the back 

Pants 1 Burgundy tone. With elate 
seeds on the hem. 

With built in suspenders 
for security 

Apron 1 Piece of fabric tied to the 
belt 

Ankle pieces  1 With feathers and elate 
seeds 
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RABINAL ACHI 

RABINAL ACHI 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

Including a coyote head piece that 
covers the neck of the performer. 

Mask 1 Made of wood, painted in golden  

Padding 1 Padding suit to give more 
shoulder and structure to the 

upper body. 

Neck piece 1 With embroidery, gold beads, 
gold fringe. Quilted to create a 

path illusion. 

Jacket 1 Made of cotton. In green and 
yellow stripes. 

Pants 1 Quilted with green, blue and 
yellow pieces. 

With built in suspenders for 
security. 

Belt 1 With embroidery, gold beads, 
mirrors, gold fringe and sequins. 

Skirt 1 Quilted  

Ankle pieces  1 With feathers and elate seeds 

Boots 1 pair Brown leather boots, decorated 
with feathers and gold details. 
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RABINAL ACHI 

MUM 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With feathers and a head scarf 

Huipil 1 Made of plaid fabric and 
embroidery  

Reboso 1 Made of white fabric with added 
red stripes  

Belt 1 Geometrical motif in red 

Coat 1 Made in heavy cotton fabric.  

Mask 1 Wood mask paint in gold 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BRIGHT JADE PRINCESS 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With synthetic feathers. Including a 
small crown made of gold 

Necklace 1 Oversized, made of gold  

Bodice 1 Jade green silk bodice 

Huipil 1 Patchwork with translucent fabric 

Reboso 1 Bright jade skirt made of cotton 
fabric with golden details 
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RABINAL ACHI 

CHARGER OF EAGLES 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With Eagle beak and feathers 

Mask 1 Blackout mask hiding the face but 
allowing the performer to see  

Padding 1 Padding suit to give more shoulder 
and structure to the upper body. 

Neck piece 1 With feathers and embroidery 

Back piece 1 Suspended on the performer’s 
shoulders and creating a feathered 

structure 

Jacket 1 With feathers and embroidery. 
Long jacket with feather fringe. 

Belt 1 With embroidery, gold beads, 
mirrors, gold fringe and sequins. 

Pants 1 With feathers and embroidery 

Ankle pieces  1 With feathers and elate seeds 

Boots 1 pair Burgundy leather boots, decorated 
with feathers and gold details. 
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RABINAL ACHI 

CHARGER OF JAGUAR 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

Including a hat with gold 
and mirror decorations. 

Mask 1 Blackout mask hiding the 
face but allowing the 

performer to see 

Padding 1 Padding vest to give more 
shoulder and structure to 

the body 

Neck piece 1 With embroidery, gold 
beads, mirrors, gold fringe 

and sequins.  
Custom Jaguar print 

Back piece 1 Suspended on the 
performer’s shoulders and 

creating a feathered 
structure 

Jacket 1 Purple with gold 
embroidery  

Pants 1 In light blue and turquoise 
with apliques in dark blue 

Boots 1 Dark brown with gold 
apliques 
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RABINAL ACHI 

JAGUAR WARRIOR TYPE 1 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 Synthetic feathers 

Mask 1 Made of wood, hand 
painted with red mesh 

fabric in the eyes  

Unitard 1 Hand dyed and painted 

Gloves 1 With claw like extension 
on the finger tips 

Necklace 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 

Earrings 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 
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RABINAL ACHI 

JAGUAR WARRIOR TYPE 2 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 Wig with feather and jade 
applications 

Mask 1 Made of wood, hand 
painted with red mesh 

fabric in the eyes  

Unitard 1 Hand dyed and painted 

Belt 1 Belt around the waist with 
a long piece of fabric 

extended from the waist. 
Hand painted and dyed 

Gloves 1 With claw like extension 
on the finger tips 

Necklace 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 

Earrings 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 
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RABINAL ACHI 

JAGUAR WARRIOR TYPE 3 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 Wig with feather 
applications 

Mask 1 Made of wood, hand 
painted with red mesh 

fabric in the eyes  

Unitard 1 Hand dyed and painted in 
jaguar print 

Belt 1 Belt around the waist with 
a long piece of fabric 

extended from the waist. 
Hand painted and dyed 

Gloves 1 With claw like extension 
on the finger tips 

Necklace 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 

Shawl 1 Silk. Hand painted  

Earrings 1 Made of light weight resin 
that resembles Jade 
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RABINAL ACHI 

EAGLE WARRIORS TYPE 1 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

The beak should be made 
in a light weight resin 

Mask 1 Blackout mask hiding the 
face but allowing the 

performer to see 

Unitard 1 Mix of cotton and spandex 

With feathers applications  

Hand painted and dyed to 
create a multicolor squeme  

Necklace 1 Made with lightweight 
resin to resemble jade 

Earrings 2 Made with red and green 
resin, with feathers hanging 

from them 

Skirt 1 Made with synthetic 
feathers and silk ribbons 

Belt 1 Belt around the high waist  

Hand painted and dyed and 
decorated with red resin 

beads 

Ankle pieces 2 Feathered ankle pieces with 
elate seeds to create sound. 
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RABINAL ACHI 

EAGLE WARRIORS TYPE 2 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

The beak should be made 
in a light weight resin 

Mask 1 Blackout mask hiding the 
face but allowing the 

performer to see 

Shoulder piece 1 Feathered structure that 
rests on the performer’s 

shoulders  

Unitard 1 Mix of cotton and spandex 

With feathers applications  

Hand painted and dyed to 
create a multicolor scheme 

The sleeves have pieces of 
silk with feather 

applications attached that 
create a wing effect.  

Necklace 1 Made with red light weight 
resin and glass beads  

Earrings  Made with red light weight 
resin 

Skirt 1 Made with synthetic 
feathers and silk ribbons 
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RABINAL ACHI 

EAGLE WARRIORS TYPE 3 

(4 PERFORMERS) 

Costume piece Quantity  Details 

Head Dress 1 With ostrich and synthetic 
feathers.  

The beak should be made 
in a light weight resin 

Mask 1 Blackout mask hiding the 
face but allowing the 

performer to see 

Shoulder piece 1 Feathered structure 
suspended from the 

performer’s shoulders and 
cross across the chest in a 
chain of resin and glass 

beads. 

Necklace 1 Made of lightweight resin 
in long spear shape and 

beads 

Ankle pieces 1 pair Feathered ankle pieces with 
elate seeds to create sound. 
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RABINAL ACHI 

WOMAN OF THE TOWN 

(7 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Tocoyal  

(Head Dress) 

1 Made by a long piece of 
Guatemalan textile 

wrapped around the head in 
the same fashion as a 

turban. 

The color goes from teal 
and green to purple and red 

Necklace 1 Made of wood, painted in 
red 

Huipil 

(Top) 

1 Made with the traditional 
weaving and sewing mayan 

techniques.  

Heavy embroidered in the 
traditional techniques. With 

floral and geometrical 
motifs 

Purple, teal, yellow and red 
tones 

Refajo 

(Belt) 

1 Traditional Guatemalan 
belt. Heavy embroidered 

with traditional techniques. 

Skirt 1 Tradicional Guatemalan 
skirt. 

Consist in a 6ft long textile 
wrapped around the waist 

and hold by the refajo  

Reboso 

(Shawl) 

1 Is a rectangular hand 
embroidered traditional 
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 Guatemalan textile that 
falls in the shoulders.  

Sandals 1 pair Leather traditional 
Guatemalan sandals 

Candle 1 Yellow long candle 

Walking stick 1 With a flower arrangement 
and a yellow spherical 

candle on the top 
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RABINAL ACHI 

MAN OF THE TOWN 

(7 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Scarf 1 Made with traditional 
Guatemalan geometrical 
motif textiles in a red to 

purple color scheme 

Shirt 1 White cotton shirt. With 
shoulder applications in 
Guatemalan textiles in a 

color scheme of orange to 
purple 

The neck and the cuffs are 
made of solid red 

Guatemalan textile 

There is a detailed hand 
made embroidered trim at 

the end of the shoulder 
application that should be 
done in purple or indigo 

blue 

Pants 1 Simple white pants with 
pockets on the sides and on 

the back. 

Belt 1 Piece of vibrant red 
Guatemala textile wrapped 

around the waist of the 
performer and hanging 

form the side 

Sandals 1 pair Leather traditional 
Guatemalan sandals 
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Candle 1 Yellow long candle 

Walking stick 1 With a flower arrangement 
and a yellow spherical 

candle on the top 
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RABINAL ACHI 

MUSICIANS 

(5 PERFORMERS) 

Costume Pieces  Quantity Details 

Head Scarf 1 Made with traditional 
Guatemalan geometrical 
motif textiles in a red to 

purple color scheme 

Shirt 1 White cotton shirt. With 
shoulder applications in 
Guatemalan textiles in a 

color scheme of orange to 
purple 

The neck and the cuffs are 
made of solid red 

Guatemalan textile 

There is a detailed hand 
made embroidered trim at 

the end of the shoulder 
application that should be 
done in purple or indigo 

blue 

Pants 1 Simple white pants with 
pockets on the sides and on 

the back. 

Belt 1 Piece of vibrant 
Guatemalan textile 

wrapped around the waist 
of the performer and 

hanging form the side. 

Hand embroidered 
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Figure 30 Job Toj’s Costume Details 
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Figure 31 Quiché Achí’s Costume Details 
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Figure 32 Rabinal Achí’s Costume Details 
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Figure 33 Princess Bright Jade’s Costume Details 
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Figure 34 Mum’s Costume Details 
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Figure 35 Eagle Charger’s Costume Details 
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Figure 36 Jaguar Charger’s Costume Details 
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Figure 37 Jaguar Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 1 
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Figure 38 Jaguar Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 2 
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Figure 39 Jaguar Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 3 
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Figure 40 Eagle Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 1 
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Figure 41 Eagle Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 2 
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Figure 42 Eagle Warrior’s Costume Details 
Type 3 
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Figure	43	Men	and	women	of	the	town,	Costume	Details	
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Figure 44 Muscicians, Costume Details 
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V. LIGHTING DESIGN 

	 The purpose of my lighting design was to provide unity and focus to the stage and 

the performers. I wanted to create a visual resonance with the rest of the design elements 

and emphasize the nature of every act in the play.  Due to the outdoors nature of the 

original performance there are no specific references of a lighting design, only daylight. 

However, I chose to follow the color palette previously described in the figure 10. My 

light plot was built following this chromatic scheme of the Mayan universe. Also, as a 

secondary reference I was drawn to the fragmented patterns of light from the natural 

landscape of the regions of Alta and Baja Verapaz, Guatemala. The figure 44 shows the 

color palette extracted from pictures of the forest and the market place in Rabinal. These 

tones were used as accents and supportive lighting system mainly in the gobos and side 

lights.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 45 Lighting Colors scheme 
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I developed the light plot based on this color scheme. The main challenge was to arrange 

the electrics into the round space of the set. I solved this problem by using some of the 

battens as electrics and connecting dimmers packs to them. This allowed me to embrace 

the curvature of the set and being able to illuminate it more efficiently.  

 Due to the nature of the set, the audience will be included in the lighting design. 

Since the audience is integrated to both performance areas it is ideal to always get some 

ambient light on the public. The main performance areas however are the focus of the 

design.  The lighting areas are distributed between the center stage and the perimetral 

platform, being the center areas the one more carefully lit. 

 Given the processional nature of the play I wanted to create a fragmented lighting 

design. Outdoors performances like this play encounter natural shadows and an intrinsic 

fragmentation of the image. It is impossible for one person to see the whole performance 

from one point of view. This is something that I wanted to translate into my lighting 

design by using projected textures with gobos and purposely using the shadows created 

by the curtains.  

The lighting storyboard 1 (figure 45) shows the beginning of the play, after the house 

lights are off. Here the main focus is placed in the center stage, where the people of the 

town will walk and give a brief explanation of what is about to happen. The people in the 

town are carrying candles and I wanted to create an atmosphere of sacred and religious 

ceremony. My main reference for this scene is the festivity of the Wednesday of Chilate 

(figure 9) here the gold light will resonate with the candlelight and create a warm and 
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mystic enviroment. I am using cold backlight and sidelight to create a contrast and 

project both skin tones and costume colors.  

The lights placed on the booms will softly filter over the audience and create a pattern in 

the whole set. The practical lights attached to the outer border of the external platform 

will allow me to recreate the colors of the Mayan Universe. 

 

 

 

For the second scene, I wanted to brighten my color palette and show the world of the 

Rabinal Achí. This lighting will remain during the dialog between Job Toj, Rabinal Achí 

and Kiché Achí. This look (Figure 46) intends to facilitate visibility and also create an 

idea of splendor. The texture levels are increased by the use of gobos. I am using purples 

instead of black, in the same fashion as the people in Guatemala arrange their altars. I am 

also adding blue to strengthen the contrast between warm and cold.  This look relies in 

Figure 46 Lighting storyboard 1 
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projected shadows and gobos. There is frontal light on a warm tone (Lee 103) in the 

central stage and on the platform to allow visibility. There should be enough ambient 

light on the audience to be able to be seen. 

 

 
 
 

 
The third look (figure 47) starts fading in as the magical creatures, the eagle and 

jaguar chargers and their respective warriors start arriving the scene this is a much more 

mystical and dark look. This scene is physical and charged of dance and rhythm. There is 

no need for the audience to have a lot of ambient light. This lights, resemble more the 

lighting of a dance concert than theatrical lighting, in the sense of the accentuation with 

sidelights and the use of dark saturated colors. In here the frontal light is colder and the 

violet, blue and red tones are predominant.   

 

Figure 47 Lighting storyboard 2 
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Once the dance finishes, the lights move to the look on Figure 45 for more dialog 

and negotiation between the two contraries. This scene is constantly interrupted by music 

and dance, so the outer platform should be visible.  

When the ruler and the prisoner have reached an agreement, the lights will change 

to create the magical moment of the dance between the princess Bright Jade and Kiché 

Achí. I used gobo texture in teal to create a soft texture that resembles the forest at night. 

This scene is not meant to be romantic but instead should be magical. There is dance and 

music so the outer platform is illuminated.  

Figure 48 Lighting storyboard 3 
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At the end of the play, when death is inevitable, the whole stage turns into red and 

the rhythm of Tun announces Kiché Achí’s  destiny. For this look (figure49) the stage 

turns red and there is darkness among the audience. The warriors, in charge of the 

excecution move from the outer platform into the center platform and take Kiché Achí’s 

heart. This is the musical and visual climax of the play. 

 

 
 

Figure 49 Lighting storyboard 4 
 



	 66	

 
 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 

 

Figure 50 Lighting storyboard 4 
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LIGHT PLOT 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

 
Figure 51 Light Plot 
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KEY TO INSTRUMENTATION 

 

	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure	52		Key	to	Instrumentation	
	



	 69	

CONCLUSIONS 

	 Designing the scenography for the Rabinal Achí has been a revealing and 

challenging. Based on my contextual research, I created a scenographic design that not 

only acknowledges the culture and nature of the play but also presents the audience with 

a new approach to the contemporary Mayan culture and traditions. 

I set a goal to create a design that embraces and celebrates the contemporary 

Mayan artistic productions, cultural beliefs, and artistry. I am pleased with the result and 

motivated to continue the study of more indigenous theatre in Latin America.  

Following my design concept, I was able to translate the sacred use of color and 

the processional experience into my design. My set embraces the audience and creates 

multiple points of view. I am very interested in exploring the results of this kind of 

approach in other plays.  

Studying this play has deepened my belief in the incredible artistic value, 

traditional talent, and knowledge of the indigenous cultures in Latin America. I am 

completely humbled by their craft and their use of formal design elements.  Seeing the art 

produced by the indigenous communities in Guatemala made me realize that there is so 

much richness and possibilities besides the ones presented in a classical academic artistic 

education. I have seen how my design language has grown to embrace vibrant colors, 

symmetry, and textures. 
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