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Templo IV
Arrive in the late afternoon to get magically tinted 
photos of Temples I, II and III poking through the 
jungle canopy. If you’re lucky you might also get 
a glimpse of an orange-crested falcon swooping 
around the treetops. 

Mundo Perdido
The smaller temple to the west of the great 
pyramid may look familiar to those who’ve visited 
Teotihuacán near Mexico City, with its elegant 
stepped talud-tablero design, a vivid reminder of 
that distant kingdom’s influence.
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TOP TIPS
 » Bring food and water.
 » If you enter after 3pm, your ticket is 

good for the next day.
 » Stay at one of the onsite hotels to 

catch the sunset/sunrise. 
 » To watch the sunset/sunrise from 

Temple IV, you’ll need to purchase an 
additional ticket (Q100). 

 » Bring mosquito repellent. 

Tikal
SURVEYING THE CLASSIC 
MAYA KINGDOM
Constructed in successive waves over a 
period of at least 800 years, Tikal is a vast, 
complicated site with hundreds of temples, 
pyramids and stelae. There’s no way you’ll 
get to it all in a day, but by following this 
itinerary you’ll see many of the highlights. 
Before setting out be sure to stop by the 
visitor center and examine the scale model 
of the site. The small Museo Sylvanus 
G Morley  usually houses a wealth of 
kings, although the majority of its contents 
(other than Stela 31) are currently located 
in the CCIT research center while the 
museum is indefinitely under restoration. 
Present your ticket at the nearby control 
booth and when you reach the posted 
map, take a left. It’s a 20-minute walk 
to the solitary Templo VI  . From 
here it’s a blissful stroll up the broad 
Méndez causeway to the Gran Plaza 
Tikal’s ceremonial core, where you may 
examine the ancient precinct of the North 
Acropolis  . Exit the plaza west, and 
take the first left, along a winding path, to 
Templo V  . Round the rear to the right, 
a trail encircles the largely unexcavated 
South Acropolis to the Plaza de los Siete 
Templos  .  
Immediately west stands the great 
pyramid of the Mundo Perdido  . 
From here it’s a quick stroll and a rather 
strenuous climb to the summit of Temple 
IV  , Tikal’s tallest structure. 

North 
Acropolis
Amid the stack of 
smaller and much 
older temples that 
rise up the hillside 
north of the plaza, 
take a peek beneath 
the two thatched 
shelters on a ledge  
to find a pair of  
fearsome masks.

Templo VI
The secluded temple has a lengthy set of glyphs 
inscribed on the back of its lofty roof comb, 
recording the lineage of successive kingdoms. 
Be patient: the contents of the weathered slab 
may take some effort to discern.

Gran Plaza
Though the surreally tall Templo I, a mausoleum 
to the Late Classic ruler Ah Cacao, is off-limits  
to climbers, you’re welcome to ascend the  
almost-as-tall Templo II across the plaza.

Museo 
Sylvanus G 
Morley
Volumes have 
been written about 
the remarkably 
preserved Stela 
31, a portrait of the 
ruler Stormy Sky 
crowning himself, 
flanked by spear-
toting warriors 
in the attire of 
(ally or overlord?) 
Teotihuacán.
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Plaza de los Siete Templos
Seven miniature temples line up along the  
east side of this grassy courtyard. Climb  
the larger ‘palace’ at the south end to get  
a sightline along the septet.

Templo V
As steep as it is  
massive, Tikal’s 
second tallest temple 
(52m) has unusual  
rounded corners. 
Tempting as it may 
seem to climb, the 
broad front staircase 
is off-limits.
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Itineraries

Hit the Highlights 

On a short break and want to see it 
all? Well, that’s not going to happen, 
but with a week you can at least see 
Guatemala’s Big Three.

Flying into Guatemala City, shuttle or taxi 
directly to Antigua. If you don’t arrive too 
late, grab dinner at one of the city’s fabu-
lous restaurants and maybe a nightcap in a 
cozy bar. Next morning, take a walk around 
town – don’t miss the Iglesia de la Merced 
or Las Capuchinas convent. You’ll probably 
want an early night because the next day 
you’ll be climbing a volcano – check with the 

locals to see which one is safe/recommended 
to climb at the moment. Back in town, catch 
dinner at the wonderfully atmospheric 
Mesón Panza Verde. The next day it’s on to 
Lago de Atitlán. Panajachel is great for 
shopping and eating, but read up on the 
other villages around the lake – each is dif-
ferent and has its own appeal. Regardless of 
where you end up, spend a half a day explor-
ing ‘your’ village and the next day exploring 
the rest of the lake. Next it’s off to Tikal, so 
shuttle back to Guatemala City and then on 
to Flores. Head straight for the site, spend 
the day exploring and then return to Guate-
mala City for your flight home.

1 
WEEK

24
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Above: Arco de Santa 
Catalina (p84), Antigua

Right: Handicrafts, 
Panajachel (p93)
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Guatemala’s most spectacular scenery and 
strongest Maya traditions await along this 
well-traveled route. It could easily take a few 
months if you stop off to learn some Spanish 
or to take advantage of the great sightseeing 
and hiking possibilities along the way.

From the capital head first to picturesque 
Antigua, enjoying the country’s finest colonial 
architecture, the great restaurants and the 
traveler and language-student scene. Several 
volcanoes wait to be climbed here including the 
fiery Volcán Fuego – but ask around for current 
conditions before planning anything. 

From Antigua move on to Panajachel on 
volcano-ringed Lago de Atitlán. Hop in a boat 
to check out some of the quieter, more tradi-
tional Maya villages around the lake such as 
Santiago Atitlán, where the curious deity Max-
imón awaits, or San Pedro La Laguna, a party 
town with a certain fame countrywide. San 
Marcos La Laguna is much more laid-back and 
a magnet for yoga and natural-healing types. 
Santa Cruz La Laguna, meanwhile, is just plain 
tiny and gorgeous. 

From the lake, hop a shuttle or ‘chicken bus’ 
north to Chichicastenango for its huge Thurs-
day or Sunday market and, if you’re lucky, a 
religious ceremony where it’s hard to tell where 
the Maya-ism ends and the Catholicism starts.

From Chichicastenango you can follow 
the Interamericana Hwy west along the 
mountain ridges to Quetzaltenango, Guate-
mala’s clean, orderly second city, with a host 
of intriguing villages, markets and natural 
wonders waiting within short bus rides away. 
From Quetzaltenango it’s possible to go fur-
ther into the hills to Todos Santos Cuchu-
matán, a fascinating Maya mountain town 
with great walking possibilities.

If you have extra time, consider pushing east 
to explore Nebaj and the Ixil Triangle, where 
you’ll find great hiking opportunities and a 
strong Maya way of life amid stunning scenery. 
A rough but passable road leads further east-
ward from here, passing Uspantan and provid-
ing a back-door route to Alta Verapaz, where 
you can check out Cobán, Semuc Champey or 
head further north toward Tikal.

10 
DAYS Highland Fling
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Top: Lago de Atitlán (p92) 
Bottom: Young girl in Santiago Atitlán (p105) 
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This 1900km round trip takes you to the 
best of Guatemala’s Maya ruins, into its 
dense jungles and to some of its spectacular 
natural marvels, covering the center, east 
and north of the country. Really pushing, 
you might do it in two weeks, but if you have 
four, you’ll enjoy it more.

Start out northeastward from Guatemala City 
and detour south into Honduras to see the great 
Maya site of Copán. Don’t just make it a flying 
visit, though – Copán is a great town and there’s 
plenty to do in the surrounding countryside. 

Return to Guatemala and continue northeast-
ward to another fine Maya site, Quiriguá, where 
you can marvel at the 10m-plus carved stelae and 
you may just have the place to yourself. 

From there move on to the curious Garifuna 
enclave of Lívingston on the sweaty Caribbean 
coast. Soak up the atmosphere in this entirely 
different corner of Guatemala and get in some 
beach time on the country’s finest beaches. 

Take a boat up the jungle-lined Río Dulce, 
stopping for a dip in the hot springs along the 
way before reaching Río Dulce town. 

Head north up Hwy 13 to chill out at Finca 
Ixobel before continuing to Flores, a quaint 
small town on an island in the Lago de Petén 
Itzá. From Flores, head for Tikal, the most 
majestic of all Maya sites. Spend a night at Tikal 
itself or nearby El Remate. While in the Flores/
Tikal area, you should have time to take in fur-
ther impressive Maya sites such as Yaxhá and 
Uaxactún.

From Flores head southwest to the relaxed 
riverside town of Sayaxché, which is at the 
center of another group of intriguing Mayan 
sites – Ceibal, Aguateca and Dos Pilas. The 
road south from Sayaxché is now paved all the 
way to Chisec and Cobán, jumping-off points 
for a whole series of pristine natural wonders, 
such as jungle-ringed Laguna Lachuá, the 
Grutas de Lanquín and the turquoise lagoons 
and waterfalls of Semuc Champey. Finally, 
make your way back to Guatemala City for your 
flight home.

3 
WEEKS The Big Loop

Top: Fishers, Lívingston (p218) 
Bottom: Ruins in Tikal (p247)
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Walking Tour detour
Walking Tour

Path/Walking Trail

Beach
Bird Sanctuary
Buddhist
Castle/Palace
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Jain
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Other Sight
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Entertainment
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Drinking & Nightlife
Cafe

Bank
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Hospital/Medical
Internet
Police
Post Office
Telephone
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Tourist Information
Other Information
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Border crossing
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Parking
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Subway/Subte station
Taxi
Train station/Railway
Tram

Other Transport

Lighthouse
Hut/Shelter

Beach

Lookout
Mountain/Volcano
Oasis
Park
Pass
Picnic Area
Waterfall

River, Creek
Intermittent River

Swamp/Mangrove
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Canal

Water

Dry/Salt/Intermittent Lake

Glacier

Mudflat

Beach/Desert

Airport/Runway

Cemetery (Christian)

Cemetery (Other)

Park/Forest

Sportsground

Sight (Building)

International

Disputed
Regional/Suburb
Marine Park
Cliff
Wall

Capital (National)
Capital (State/Province)
City/Large Town
Town/Village

State/Province

Camping

Canoeing/Kayaking
Course/Tour

Skiing
Snorkeling
Surfing
Swimming/Pool
Walking
Windsurfing
Other Activity

Lane
Tertiary

Tollway
Freeway
Primary

Steps
Plaza/Mall

Pedestrian overpass

Secondary

Unsealed road
Road under construction

Tunnel

Cable car/Funicular

Gate

Sights

Activities,
Courses & Tours

Sleeping

Eating

Drinking & Nightlife

Entertainment

Shopping

Information Routes

Boundaries

Hydrography

Areas

Geographic

Population

Transport
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