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ABSTRACT / In this study, we examine
Ixcanul (2015), a debut film by director
Jayro Bustamante. Under a framework
of Raymond Williams’ landmark study,
The Country and the City, we look at
how the film portrays a stark contrast
between life in the gritty and chaotic
Guatemala City and the peaceful and
seemingly bucolic coffee plantation
where the main characters live, focusing
on how the film reveals that the main
problems that the indigenous characters
experience on that plantation are mextri-
cably tied to the market demands placed
on them by the city (and by extension,
the consumers from even beyond Guate-
mala). As the characters navigate between
the two worlds (city/country) to deal with
their own crises, we see how life on the
plantation keeps the Kakchikel characters
n a state of perpetual oppression.

KEYWORDS / volcano, Guatemala,
kakchikel, Jayro Bustamante, city versus
country.

RESUMEN / En este estudio, exa-
minamos Ixcanul (2015), la primera
produccién cinematografica del direc-
tor Jayro Bustamante. Bajo el marco
del estudio fundamental del teorista
Raymond Williams (The Country and
the City), miramos cémo la pelicula
retrata un contraste entre la vida cadtica
en Ciudad de Guatemala, y la vida
aparentemente bucolica en la planta-
c16n de café donde viven los personajes
principales, enfocandonos en como

la pelicula revela que los problemas
principales que experimentan en la
plantacion se conectan intrinsecamente
con la demanda del mercado creada
por la ciudad (y por extension, con los
consumidores mas alla de la misma
Guatemala). Mientras los personajes
navegan entre los dos mundos (crudad/
campo) para lidiar con sus propios
problemas, vemos como la vida en la
plantacién sirve para perpetuar el ciclo
de opresion para los kakchikel.

PALABRAS CLAVE / volcan,

Guatemala, Kakchikel, Jayro Busta-
mante, ciudad vs. campo.
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ante, 2015).

The greed and calculation, so easily isolated and
condemned in the city, run back, quite clearly,
to the country houses, with the fields and their

labourers around them. And this is a double
process. The exploitation of man and of nature,

which takes place in the country, is realised and
concentrated in the city.

(Williams, 1975)
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ayro Bustamante, in his 2015 debut film Ixcanul, posits urban life versus

life 1n the countryside to underline the tenuous and deeply entangled rela-

tionship between the two in the case of Guatemala. In Ixcanul, we see rural

Guatemala contrasted with urban Guatemala, the former characterized by

a quiet, lush coffee plantation in the shadow of an omnipresent smoking
volcano, and the latter by a chaotic city, where the rural indigenous characters strug-
gle m both linguistic and cultural confusion. Bustamante then overturns the concept
of nature as pure and good by showing the imposition of the city and its economic
demands on the livelihood of those people who work the plantation, providing coffee
for the urban and international markets. In Ixcanul, urban demand and development
not only stand 1n stark negative contrast to the tranquil countryside; they also exert
destruction on the countryside through their demands.

As the above-mentioned Williams (1975) quote points out, while the countryside
1s often portrayed in literature as a locus of peace and tranquility contrasting with
urban chaos that peaceful life truthfully never exists as urban demands wreak havoc
on it. Ixcanul delivers a view into the starkly different worlds of indigenous, rural
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Guatemala and modern urban Guatemala but also weaves
a thread through that rural life showing how, while different
than city life, rural life 1s mextricably bound to and wviolated
by the demands of urban dwellers, and beyond those in Gua-
temala City, all the way to the international consumers of
the coffee and other luxury crops grown on the plantation
(Guatemala, n. d.).

Two mternationally-known Guatemalan figures, Miguel
Angel Asturias and Rigoberta Menchd, have brought the con-
ditions of Guatemalan indigenous life to the world’s attention
through their work. Author Miguel Angel Asturias (1899-
1974) won the Nobel Prize for Literature mn 1967. Novels
such as his Leyendas de Guatemala (1930) and Hombres de
maiz (1949) describe both indigenous culture prior to the
arrival of Spaniards, as well as some of the squalid conditions
Guatemalan indigenous people suffered mto the twentieth
century. K’iche” activist Rigoberta Menchu (1959-) received
world-wide recognition with her Nobel Peace Prize in 1992,
following the successful reception of her testimonial novel,
I, Rigoberta (1983, as told to Elizabeth Burgos). Even thirty
some years following the release of that novel, rural and indig-
enous Guatemalans continue to live in disparaging conditions.
The population 1s around 15.5 million mhabitants, and the
country 1s about the same size as the US state of Pennsylvania.
The country’s official language is Spanish, which imdigenous
peoples 1 rural areas do not speak or understand, speaking
mstead one of the at least 23 documented indigenous lan-
guages accounted for in Guatemala. There 1s a dispropor-
tionately high fertility and growth rate in relation to the rest of
Latin America, pronouncedly so in indigenous populations,
who have extremely limited access to health care and con-
traception. Some 80% of the mdigenous population lives in
poverty, without electricity and clean drinking water, as the
characters in this film (The World Bank, 2018).

The characters in Ixcanul are Kakchikel. In fact, the title
itself 1s a Kakchikel word that means volcano. Ixcanul takes
place in rural Guatemala on a coffee plantation in the shadow
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of the titular volcano. It tells the story of Maria, a young
Kakchikel woman, whose family lives and works there. Maria
1s betrothed to Ignacio, the only indigenous character who also
speaks fluent Spanish and understands city ways. Ignacio 1s
widowed, and needs Maria to help him care for his children.
Their marriage will also secure a place for Maria’s aging par-
ents once they are no longer able to work, guaranteeing a roof
over their head for the rest of their lives. Maria, however, has
other thoughts. She seeks an escape from plantation life
and wants to immuigrate with a young and misguided plantation
worker named Pepe to the USA, or, as Pepe puts it, the “other
side of the volcano”. It is never clearly evident if Maria actually
loves Pepe, but she very purposefully strategizes a pregnancy
with him, thinking that he will then have to take her along to
the USA. He leaves without her, and the story of how Maria,
her family, and eventually Ignacio all deal with the pregnancy
1s what drives the film forward.

The squalid and unjust conditions under which indigenous
people in Guatemala live, and one real woman’s story in par-
ticular, were the impetus for Jayro Bustamante to create this
film. In an interview, he tells about meeting the figure who was
the mspiration for the film’s main character while traveling
alongside his mother in rural Guatemala:

It all began when I met Maria, the real Maria; a woman from
Kakchikel who lives in a very isolated region called Solola,
where there 1s a great concentration of people of Mayan Kak-
chikel ethnicity. My mother, who 1s a doctor, was carrying out
medical campaigns to try to convince women to allow their
children to be vaccinated against polio, which at the time was
ravaging the country. She then met this woman and mtroduced
her to me. She told me her story, I imagined 1t, and when I met
her again, I asked for her permission to tell it to all of you. She
said, ‘I really want you to share this story because 1t 1s the story
of many women, not just mine. But I don’t want you to share my
name, and I don’t want to see the film’. She added, ‘You did a
good thing in telling me, but don’t come back to show me’. And
there you have it —that 1s how it all began (Jayro Bustamante
Director. Interview, 2015, para. 1).
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Through Ixcanul, Bustamante reveals the difficult reality in
which rural indigenous Guatemalans live. Through his pacing
and careful framing of Maria and her world, Bustamante cre-
ates empathy for her vulnerable situation, placing the viewer
on her and her family’s side of the eventual conflict.

Ixcanul opens and closes in nearly identical scenes: young
protagonist Maria (played by newcomer Maria Mercedes
Coroy) being dressed n traditional celebratory clothing by
her mother; in the beginning, to meet her soon-to-be husband,
plantation foreman Ignacio; in the end, to actually marry him.
The repetition of this scene 1n the opening and closing of the
film (with a few key differences discussed below) suggests a
circularity symbolic of the cycle that keeps indigenous Gua-
temalans 1n a state of defenseless poverty, victims of Span-
1sh-speakers who keep them ignorant in order to suit their
own economic and labor needs [FIGURE 1].

There 1s a quiet beauty 1n the lives of seventeen-year-old
Maria and her steady-handed mother, the main two women
characters. They lead a seemingly bucolic life, tending to their
pigs and chickens, engaging i almost ritualistic bathing and
dressing together, and delivering ceremonial offerings to the
always-smoking volcano that dominates the background. The

FIGURE 1. Ixcanul (Jayro Bustamante, 2015).

natural world Maria lives in serves as a mentor/teacher for
her coming-of-age [FIGURE 2]. She learns of the connection
between sexual desire and alcohol as she helps her mother get
the pigs drunk on rum so they will mate. She tests out her own
sensuality, and how to fulfill herself, as she practices kissing a
tree, straddling 1t and riding 1t as 1if it were her lover. Living in
close quarters with her parents, Maria also witnesses their sex
life: she 1s present and feigning sleep in one scene where her
mother mitiates intimacy. These scenes present the natural
world as a lush green natural innocence, unaltered by modern
civilization, providing Maria with a safe sexual experimenta-
tion. Eventually, Maria puts her lessons into action, waiting for
a very drunk Pepe outside the local tavern and seducing him.

After Maria becomes pregnant, we see that all that 1s coun-
tryside 1s not necessarily pastoral, almost as 1if her passage mto
womanhood and losing her virgimity mvites difficulty mto the
village and her life. When Pepe and other workers collect their
pay from Ignacio, many of them owe almost as much as their
wages. Lamentably, a large portion of their salary goes to paying
the plantation back for their living expenses, and i Pepe’s case,
his sizeable bar tab, making it nearly impossible to get ahead
financially. Pepe, though seemingly not very wise, does fool his
friends mto loaning him money and fleeing the plantation to



travel to the USA. In the process, he also leaves Maria behind
with her unborn child, without an exit strategy, and with a com-
plicated situation she will have to explain to Ignacio.

Here, we begin to observe more collateral damage caused
by economic pressure on the land and its workers to pro-
duce. We see Maria and her mother pouring jugs of toxic
anti-dengue chemicals into the plantation’s water supply.
Exposure to these products as well as the ones that are soon
mtroduced to help control an unwanted venomous snake
infestation expose Maria and the rest of the plantation work-
ers to harsh and potentially damaging chemicals. In fact, the
snake-killing chemical Ignacio brings from the city (origially
from the US, so “it must be good”) makes Maria and her father
feel 1l from the fumes. Maria runs off vomiting, and her father
confirms that 1t must be secondary effects from the snake
poison; 1n fact he too feels 1ll from smelling it.

When the snake-killing product fails to eradicate the plan-
tation of the venomous creatures, the characters turn to tradi-
tional belief. Under the guidance of a shaman, who consults
the gods and encourages Maria to use her pregnant state to
scare the snakes away, the young mother-to-be attempts such
by stomping into the field where the snakes are living. Instead
of scaring them, Maria 1s bitten on the foot, her life placed
m precarious danger. The ensuing race to the city shows the
spectators for the first time in the film the dark chaos of the
urban center and its effects on the small indigenous commu-
nity living in the country.

As Ignacio rushes Maria to the city for medical help, Maria’s
mother rides with her in the back of the pickup, holding
her in her arms, begging for her survival and repenting for
allowing her try to eradicate the snakes [FIGURE 3]. At an hour
and several minutes into the otherwise quiet and unrushed
film narrative, the cinematography reflects a sudden stylistic
change as the characters speed toward the hospital. Film critic
Mike D’Angelo notes: “Bustamante accompanies this abrupt
shift from the country to the city with an equally abrupt for-
mal shift, going jagged and handheld after nearly an hour of
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expertly composed shots in dreamy soft focus” (2016, para. 3).
Indeed, the tone swings from one extreme to the other. The
long, silent languid shots ranging from the opening scene,
where Maria stares unabashedly mto the camera as her mother
dresses her, to the almost oneiric views of the plantation land-
scape with the volcano smoking in the background, stand in
stark contrast to the scenes where the crisis moment arises and
the family hurries toward the city. The slow, leisurely views
disappear, and the camera jolts shakily along with Ignacio’s
pickup as they approach the hospital. The streets are noisy,
crowded, and confusing. Traffic screeches around the char-
acters, and Castilan Spanish —which only Ignacio speaks—
clutters the air. The clamor in the boulevards and mside the
hospital reflects what it must feel like for the three non-Span-
1sh speaking characters to be surrounded 1n a cacophony and
chaos of unfamihar sound, fearing for Maria’s and the unborn
baby’s lives as the snake venom courses through her body.
The confusion ensuing during their time n the hospital allows
Ignacio to fool Maria mto signing papers for giving up her
baby, convincing her that the child has died but instead selling
her off for adoption.

The hospital scene 1s pivotal in positioning and remnforc-
g several binary oppositions: country/city, languid/rushed,
Kakchikel/Spanish, indigenous/non-indigenous, impotency/
power. Life in the countryside, while not necessarily easy, 1s
depicted cinematographically as tranquilly slow, filled with
the resonating clicks of Kakchickel and visually stunning lush
vegetation in the foreground of the slow rolling smoke from
the volcano. The city and hospital, by contrast, are shown in
choppy, jigghing frames, filled with noise and confusion as the
mdigenous family struggles to make sense of what 1s happening
to Maria. The final pieces that posit the urban center versus
the countryside are the two characters who represent each
of those spaces. Ignacio bridges between the urban and the
rural, using his Spanish language and cultural fluency, and his
self-serving lies to trick Maria and her parents regarding the
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baby’s fate. Maria, by contrast, represents the countryside,
violated by the urban demand.

In Williams® The Country and The City, his study of how
urban and rural have been juxtaposed in literature through-
out history, he dispels the simplified binary opposition of city
(bad) and country (good) by showing how the two are neces-
sarily and mextricably intertwined due to supply and demand,
as explained in the opening quote of this present study. He
notes that people n the country as well as the country itself are
exploited because of the demand from urban centers (p. 48).
In the countryside of Ixcanul, while the natural world almost
appears as its own pristine and mnocent entity, we see how
demands of the city (both in Guatemala and beyond its bor-
ders, where presumably the coffee harvest 1s destined) invade
and 1infect the countryside.

Both Maria and Ignacio function i this film as human rep-
resentations of that cycle of urban imposition on the innocent
country, Ignacio straddling the line between country and city,
mdigenous and fluent in both Spanish and non-indigenous
ways, almost turning his status of colonized to colonizer; Maria
mnocent like the pristine nature. In fact, Maria’s body 1s treated
like the country fields in that her “crop” (the baby she bears) 1s
harvested from her in the city and sold as a consumable good

EL OJO QUE PIENSA
N¢ 20, enero - junio 2020

FIGURE 2. Ixcanul (Jayro Bustamante, 2015).

for a family able to afford 1it, much like the coffee produced
on the plantation and exported to the city to sell. Ignacio,
mdigenous himself but savvy in the ways of city life and fluent
i Spanish, lies to the family, telling them that while Maria will
recover from the snake bite, the baby did not. He encourages
Maria to unwittingly sign adoption papers, convincing her that
she 1s agreeing to receive money from the government for the
supposedly dead baby’s funeral. This betrayal 1s key in appeal-
g to the audience members’ sympathy toward Maria and her
unsuspecting parents: the implied viewer 1s privy to Ignacio’s
machinations and sees how he (and other officials later) trick
Maria and posit her as victim of those (here, Ignacio) who
have the power of Spanish language to assert control over
the powerless indigenous. Canadian film critic Lydia Ogwang
(2015) likens Maria to a Christian woman martyr in that the
theft of her baby 1s like a decapitation (common for women
martyrs): “A removal of property inexorably connected to her
body m a violent, flagrant robbery”. While we agree that the
theft of her baby 1s indeed a “violent, flagrant robbery”, we
would also argue that having her baby taken from her body
to be sold actually puts Maria on a parallel with the land her
family farms, her “crop”, rather than the coffee grown on the
plantation, being a live child sold to someone willing to pay
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premium; Ignacio serving again as the intermediary who ben-
efits from the exploitation of her fertility. His character per-
sonifies the way that urban demand has violated the bucolic
peace of the countryside. Indigenouws himself, Ignacio
lives and raises his children among the plantation work-
ers. However, as plantation overseer and the only bilingual
idigenous character, Ignacio possesses infinite power over
his workers. On several occasions we see Ignacio falsely
nterpreting conversations between Maria and her parents
and non-Kakchikel speakers.

The final occasion when Ignacio betrays Maria and her
family through his false translation 1s when they return to the
city a final time, supposedly to relocate the baby who had not
really died. This second city scene reinforces the opposition
of the oppressive, urban versus the more mnocent and vio-
lated countryside, while also setting up a final commodity:
Maria herself. In the city, Maria’s mother frantically pleads
with the officers to help them find the baby, (in Kakchikel),
the police officers calmly remind Ignacio (in Spanish) that,
should they investigate, Maria could be arrested for the crime
of selling the infant. The officers can see that neither Maria nor
her family could have understood the papers that Maria “signed”
to give up the baby, but rather than addressing the root of the
problem (Ignacio, for tricking his indigenous “friends”), they
put unsuspecting Maria in the guilty position of having sold
her baby for profit. Upon returning to the plantation with-
out the baby, the final transaction takes place: Maria’s father
accepts payment from Ignacio in exchange for forgetting the
events surrounding the pregnancy. In paying Maria’s father,
Ignacio eftectively buys Maria to be his bride and care for
his children. Maria’s father, by accepting the payment, also
purchases (with his daughter as payment) a guarantee that he
and Maria’s mother will continue to have a place to live as they
age. The money presumably goes toward the acquisition of the
heavy silver earrings and necklace with which Maria’s mother
dresses for her wedding. Maria (much like the coffee from the
plantation and the baby Ignacio sells) 1s again a commodity;
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her cooperation, silence, and submission and that of her par-
ents purchased with money from the sale of the baby.

The closing scene, apart from the jewelry Maria wears,
1s otherwise identical to the opening of the film. The reiter-
ation 1n the final shot of Maria’s steady gaze mnto the camera
and her mother dressing her for her nuptials underlines the
vicious circle of Maria’s life. Though she tried, she 1s unable
to break the cycle of poverty and servitude dealt to her in the
beginning, destined to marry Ignacio, despite her attempts to
escape to “the other side of the volcano”. The silver jewelry
that she dons n this final scene accentuates the money that
has exchanged hands throughout Bustamante’s film, from the
coffee to the sold baby to Maria herself.

One other principal difference m the final shot 1s that,
unlike i the opening scene, a crumpled, lacy veil enshrouds
Maria’s head, eerily erasing her face, denying her previously
omnipresent gaze, and rendering her invisible, reinforcing her
impotence in determining her own future. Ogwang (2015) pur-
ports that the positioning of Maria’s gaze creates a sympathetic
bond between her and the spectators. The enshrouding of her
face, then, at the end, forces us to see her as invisible or erased,
much like her ability to choose her own future.

Although critic Hartman (2017), in his review of the film
claims that the film “is just a cold and somewhat brutal look
at the encroachment of modern life into a world that has
remained relatively untouched by modern advancements”,
the truth 1s, Ixcanul reveals the infringement of dominant
western culture both discreetly and overtly into the indigenous
peoples’ lives (poison to kill snakes, language to continue the
oppression of non-Spanish speakers, dreams of a prosperous
life in USA just beyond the volcano), creating greater disparity
between the powerful and the vulnerable (Hartman, 2017).
Ixcanul does not offer a finite solution to its problems either,
but mstead appeals to spectators through the sympathetic char-
acters of Maria and her parents. Fconomic exploitation of
Guatemala’s indigenous peoples for the benefit of US and other
non-indigenous, mternational markets 1s nothing new, dating
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back to the end of the 19th century with the United Fruit Com-
pany and continuing into the present (Zwicklbauer, 2017).
Little has changed since the turn of the last century, as indige-
nous plantation workers continue laboring for next to nothing
and existing in impoverished conditions. Bustamante’s film
provides viewers a highly personalized and relatable depiction
of how the market for certain goods (in the case of Ixcanul,
coffee and Maria’s baby) abuses and takes advantage of both
the countryside and the people who work 1it.

As Williams (1975) points out in the previously cited study,
the countryside 1s never the peaceful, unscathed place some
pastoral literature would make it out to be. Rather, the coun-
tryside 1s always used at the pleasure of the urban (and in this
case, also mternational) market whose demands are supplied
by the workers there. In the case of Guatemala, as presented

i Ixcanul, we see market demands and managers like Igna-
c1o exercising their dominion over the poor and uneducated
indigenous peoples working the plantations. The film’s con-
clusion, by reiterating its beginning, communicates the lack of
escape for those trapped 1n a system that keeps them impov-
erished and uneducated. Bustamante seeks precisely to open
up viewer’s eyes to the problematic dynamic between urban/
rural by bringing Maria’s story to the film. Maria’s story, not
unique to her but common among other Guatemalan ndig-
enous people, informs the world of the secondary effects of the
demand for products created and grown by the hands of people
like Maria and her family, perpetually chained to a life of poverty
and servitude, fulfiling market demands of urban Guatemala and
beyond that country’s borders.

FIGURE 8. Ixcanul (Jayro Bustamante, 2015).
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