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P h o t o g r a p h y  b y  J o n a t h a n  M o l l e r

A b o v e :  T h r e e  w o m e n ,  t h e m s e l v e s  s u r v i v o r s  o f  t h e  v i o l e n c e ,  w a t c h  a s  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  r e l a t i v e s  a n d  f r i e n d s  w h o  w e r e  k i l l e d  in  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 8 0 's  a r e  e x h u m e d .  N e b a j ,  2 0 0 0 .

A T  A  G L A N C E . . .



P H O T O G R A P H Y  A N D  E X C E R P T S  F R O M  T W O  T R A V E L I N G  E X H I R I T I O N S

O u r  C u l t u r e  i s  O u r  R e s i s t a n c e :  

R e p r e s s i o n ,  R e f u g e  a n d  H e a l i n g  i n  G u a t e m a l a

&

R e f u g e e s  E v e n  A f t e r  D e a t h :  A  Q u e s t  f o r  J u s t i c e ,  T r u t h  a n d  R e c o n c i l i a t i o n

B e t w e e n  1 9 9 3  a n d  2 0 0 1  I w o r k e d  a s  a  h u m a n  r i g h t s  a d v o c a t e  

a n d  f r e e - l a n c e  p h o t o g r a p h e r  i n  G u a t e m a l a ,  p r i n c i p a l l y  

w o r k i n g  w i t h  i n d i g e n o u s  M a y a n s  u p r o o t e d  b y  t h a t  c o u n t r y ' s  

l o n g  a n d  b r u t a l  c i v i l  w a r .  I s p e n t  m u c h  o f  m y  t i m e  i n  r u r a l  

a r e a s ,  w o r k i n g  t o  s u p p o r t  G u a t e m a l a ' s  d i s p l a c e d  a n d  r e f u g e e  

p o p u l a t i o n s  i n  t h e i r  s t r u g g l e  f o r  r e s p e c t  o f  t h e i r  b a s i c  r i g h t s .  

M o s t  r e c e n t l y  I w o r k e d  w i t h  a  f o r e n s i c  a n t h r o p o l o g y  t e a m ,  

d o c u m e n t i n g  t h e  e x h u m a t i o n s  o f  c l a n d e s t i n e  c e m e t e r i e s .  

T h e s e  a r e  s t o r i e s  o f  l i f e  a n d  d e a t h ,  o f  h o p e  a n d  d e s p a i r ,  a n d  

o f  s t r u g g l e s  f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  r e s p e c t ,  a n d  t r u t h .

M y  w o r k  f o c u s e s  p r i m a r i l y  o n  t h e  C o m m u n i t i e s  o f  P o p u l a t i o n  

i n  R e s i s t a n c e  ( C P R s )  -  b e g i n n i n g  w i t h  p h o t o g r a p h s  t a k e n  

b e t w e e n  1 9 9 3  a n d  1 9 9 5  i n  n o r t h e r n  G u a t e m a l a .  T h e  C P R s  

w e r e  b o r n  o u t  o f  t h e  v i o l e n t  r e p r e s s i o n  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  

c i v i l i a n  p o p u l a t i o n  b y  t h e  G u a t e m a l a n  a r m y  i n  t h e  e a r l y  

1 9 8 0 ' s .  W h i l e  t e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  i n d i g e n o u s  c a m p e s i n o s  

s p i l l e d  a c r o s s  t h e  b o r d e r  i n t o  M e x i c o ,  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  w o u l d  

f o r m  t h e  C P R s  f l e d  t o  r e m o t e  m o u n t a i n  a n d  j u n g l e  a r e a s ,  

w h e r e  t h e y  f o r m e d  h i g h l y  o r g a n i z e d ,  s e l f - g o v e r n i n g  

c o m m u n i t i e s  t h a t  s i l e n t l y  r e s i s t e d  d e a t h  a n d  a r m y  c o n t r o l ,  

r e m a i n i n g  i n  h i d i n g  u n t i l  t h e  m i d  1 9 9 0 ' s .  D u r i n g  t h i s  f i f t e e n -  

y e a r  p e r i o d ,  t h e y  w e r e  a c c u s e d  b y  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  o f  b e i n g  

g u e r r i l l a s ,  a n d  w e r e  h u n t e d  b y  t h e  a r m y .

A f t e r  t h e  s i g n i n g  o f  a  f i n a l  P e a c e  A c c o r d  i n  I a t e 1 9 9 6 ,  e n d i n g  

G u a t e m a l a ' s  3 6 - y e a r  c i v i l  w a r ,  e n t i r e  c o m m u n i t i e s  o f  t h e  C P R s  

b e g a n  t o  c o m e  d o w n  f r o m  t h e i r  m o u n t a i n  a n d  j u n g l e  r e f u g e s  

t o  r e s e t t l e  o n  n e w  l a n d s ,  h a v i n g  n e g o t i a t e d  p r o p e r t y  r i g h t s  

w i t h  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t ,  o r  p u r c h a s e d  t h e  l a n d s  w i t h  s u p p o r t  

f r o m  C a t h o l i c  c h a r i t i e s .  I n  2 0 0 0 ,  I b e g a n  t o  v i s i t  t h e s e  r e c e n t l y  

s e t t l e d  C P R  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  a n d  t o  p h o t o g r a p h  t h e  p e o p l e  i n  

t h e i r  n e w ,  t e n u o u s  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .

G u a t e m a l a ' s  c i v i l  w a r  l e d  t o  t h e  d e a t h  a n d  d i s a p p e a r a n c e  o f  

o v e r  2 0 0 , 0 0 0  c i v i l i a n s  a n d  c r e a t e d  h u n d r e d s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  

r e f u g e e s  a n d  d i s p l a c e d  p e o p l e .  B y  t h e  a r m y ' s  o w n  a d m i s s i o n ,  

o v e r  4 5 0  v i l l a g e s  w e r e  c o m p l e t e l y  w i p e d  o f f  t h e  m a p  d u r i n g  

i t s  f i v e - y e a r  s c o r c h e d  e a r t h  c a m p a i g n  ( 1 9 7 9  -  1 9 8 4 ) .  M a s s a c r e s  

o f  w o m e n ,  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  t h e  e l d e r l y  o c c u r r e d  o n  a  r e g u l a r  

b a s i s .  T h e  U N - s p o n s o r e d  T r u t h  C o m m i s s i o n  c o n c l u d e d  t h a t  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  t r a i n e d ,  a i d e d ,  a n d  o t h e r w i s e  s u p p o r t e d  t h e  

G u a t e m a l a n  m i l i t a r y  i n  i t s  g e n o c i d a l  c o u n t e r i n s u r g e n c y  

c a m p a i g n s  a g a i n s t  i n d i g e n o u s  p o p u l a t i o n s .  N o w ,  m o r e  t h a n  

s e v e n  y e a r s  a f t e r  t h e  s i g n i n g  o f  t h e  P e a c e  A c c o r d s ,  t h e  c o u n t r y  

c o n t i n u e s  t o  e x p e r i e n c e  a  c u l t u r e  o f  i m p u n i t y ,  v i o l e n c e ,  

p o v e r t y  a n d  e x c l u s i o n .

W i t h i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  a  c o u n t r y  o n  t h e  p a t h  t o  p e a c e ,  

s u r v i v o r s  o f  t h e  w a r ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  C P R s ,  w a n t  t o  s e a r c h  f o r  

a n d  r e c l a i m  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  t h e i r  l o v e d  o n e s  w h o  w e r e  

m a s s a c r e d  o r  d i s a p p e a r e d .  T h e  e x h u m a t i o n s  a l l o w  t h e  

s u r v i v o r s  t o  b e g i n  h e a l i n g ,  g i v i n g  t h e m  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  

e x p o s e  t h e  t r u t h  o f  w h a t  h a p p e n e d ,  a n d  i n  s o m e  c a s e s  t o  s e e k  

j u s t i c e .  T h e s e  i m a g e s  o n l y  b e g i n  t o  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y  o f  t h e  

r e p r e s s i o n  a n d  u n s p e a k a b l e  v i o l e n c e  s u f f e r e d  b y  t h e  m a j o r i t y  

o f  i n d i g e n o u s  G u a t e m a l a n s .

E l e v e n  y e a r s  a g o ,  i n  t h o s e  p r o f o u n d l y  b e a u t i f u l  m o u n t a i n s  

a n d  j u n g l e s ,  I m a r r i e d  m y  p a s s i o n s  f o r  p h o t o g r a p h y  a n d  s o c i a l  

j u s t i c e .  I t  i s  m y  h o p e  t h a t  i n  s o m e  w a y  t h i s  w o r k  s p e a k s  t o  m y  

v i s i o n  a s  a n  a r t i s t  a n d  a n  a c t i v i s t ,  a n d  m o s t  e s p e c i a l l y  t o  t h e  

l i v e s  o f  t h o s e  i n  G u a t e m a l a  t h a t  s u r v i v e d  a n d  r e s i s t e d  d e a t h  

a n d  e x p l o i t a t i o n ,  a n d  w h o  c o n t i n u e  t o  s t r u g g l e  f o r  t h e i r  l a n d ,  

t h e i r  b a s i c  r i g h t s ,  a n d  t h e i r  c u l t u r e .

J o n a t h a n  M o l l e r

L e f t  i m a g e :  E s t e b a n  s t a n d s  in  

f r o n t  o f  t h e  c l in ic  w i t h  h i s  s ic k  

d a u g h t e r ,  L a u r a .  B e h i n d  h im  is a  

p o l i t i c a l  c a m p a i g n  p o s t e r  f r o m  

t h e  1 9 9 9  p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n s .  

S o m e  3 0 0  f a m i l i e s  o f  t h e  C P R - 

I x c a n  r e s e t t l e d  in  t h i s  c o m m u n i t y  

t h a t  t h e y  n a m e d  P r i m a v e r a  d e l  

I x c a n  a f t e r  t h e y  l e f t  t h e i r  j u n g l e  

h i d i n g  p l a c e s  in  l a t e  1 9 9 6 .  I x c a n  

m u n i c i p a l i t y ,  Q u i c h e ,  2 0 0 0 .

R i g h t  i m a g e :  T h e s e  w o m e n  a n d  

o t h e r s  s w e e p  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  

e v e r y  t w o  w e e k s .  N i n e t y - t w o  

f a m i l i e s  o f  t h e  P o p u l a r  

C o m m u n i t i e s  in  R e s i s t a n c e  o f  

t h e  P e t e n  l e f t  t h e i r  j u n g l e -  

h i d i n g  p l a c e  a n d  m o v e d  t o  

t h e s e  l a n d s  in  l a t e  1 9 9 8  a f t e r  

n e g o t i a t i n g  t h e i r  r e s e t t l e m e n t  

w i t h  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t .  S a l v a d o r  

F a j a r d o  C o m m u n i t y ,  F in c a  S a n t a  

R i t a ,  L a L i b e r e t a d  m u n i c i p a l i t y ,  

P e t e n  D e p a r t m e n t .



A b o v e :  T h e  r e m a i n s  o f  a  m a n  a n d  a  w o m a n ,  t h e i r  d a u g h t e r  in  l a w ,  a n d  t h e i r  g r a n d c h i l d .  W h e n  I t o o k  t h i s  p h o t o g r a p h ,  t h e  r e m a i n s  o f  t h e  t h r e e  o t h e r s  f r o m  t h e  

s a m e  f a m i l y  h a d  a l r e a d y  b e e n  l i f t e d  f r o m  t h e  t o p .  N e b a j ,  Q u i c h e ,  2 0 0 0 .

V i c t i m s  a n d  W i t n e s s e s

I t  i s  s a i d  t h a t  t h e  b o n e s  o f  t h e  d e a d  t e l l  

n o  l i e s .  I n  m a n y  c a s e s ,  t h e y  s p e a k  o n  

t h e i r  o w n  b e h a l f ,  t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  o f  p a i n ,  

v i o l e n c e  a n d  a b u s e .  I n  G u a t e m a l a ,  e v e r y  

c l a n d e s t i n e  c e m e t e r y  t h a t  i s  f o u n d ,  e v e r y  

b o n e  t h a t  i s  r e c o v e r e d  f r o m  M o t h e r  

E a r t h  s p e a k s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  w h o  w e r e  

a n n i h i l a t e d ,  o f  t h e  h o m e s  b u r n e d ,  o f  t h e  

i n d i s c r i m i n a t e  m a s s a c r e s .  I n  s h o r t ,  t h e y  

s p e a k  o f  t h e  c r i m e s  a g a i n s t  h u m a n i t y ,  o f  

t h e  g e n o c i d e  c o m m i t t e d  b y  t h e  A r m y  

a g a i n s t  t h e  i n d i g e n o u s  p o p u l a t i o n .

J o n a t h a n  M o l l e r ' s  p h o t o g r a p h s  s p e a k  

o f  t h i s .  B u t  t h e y  a l s o  s h o w  a n o t h e r  f a c e ,  

t h e  f a c e  o f  l i f e ,  h o p e ,  r e d e m p t i o n ,  a n d  

d e m a n d s  f o r  c h a n g e .  T h e  C o m m u n i t i e s  

o f  P o p u l a t i o n  i n  R e s i s t a n c e  o f f e r e d  a  

c h a l l e n g e  t o  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  o r d e r ,  t o  

d e  f a c t o  v i o l e n c e ,  a n d  t o  s t a t e  

t e r r o r i s m .  N o t  o n l y  w e r e  t h e y  s u r v i v o r s ,  

t h e y  a l s o  o r g a n i z e d  t o  r e j e c t  w h a t  t h e  

p e r p e t r a t o r s  r e p r e s e n t e d :  d e a t h ,  

v i o l e n c e ,  h u m i l i a t i o n  a n d  i n h u m a n i t y .  

T h a t ' s  w h y  t h e y  w e r e  p e r s e c u t e d :  f o r

c o n q u e r i n g  d e a t h  a n d  f o r  t e l l i n g  t h e i r  

s t o r y ,  a  s t o r y  t h a t  a l s o  b e l o n g s  t o  t h e  

G u a t e m a l a n  p e o p l e ,  a  s t o r y  t h a t  s p e a k s  

o f  t h e  s t r u g g l e  f o r  j u s t i c e ,  p e a c e ,  

d i g n i t y  a n d  b e t t e r  l i v i n g  c o n d i t i o n s .

T h e  C P R s  a r e  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  a  b r a v e  

e f f o r t  a t  c o m m u n i t y  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  o f  

p e a c e f u l  e x i s t e n c e  a n d  h a r m o n y  w i t h  

n a t u r e .  T h e y  w e r e  t h e  c o n s c i e n c e  a n d  

w i t n e s s  o f  a  p e o p l e  d e s c e n d e d  f r o m  

o n e  o f  t h e  g r e a t e s t  a n d  m o s t  s p i r i t u a l  

h u m a n  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  t h a t  h a s  b o r n e  t h e  

m a r k s  o f  s u f f e r i n g  a n d  r e p r e s s i o n .

T h e s e  i m a g e s  b o t h  d e n o u n c e  a n d  g i v e  a  

m e s s a g e  o f  l i f e .  T h e y  i n f o r m  w h i l e  

c a p t u r i n g  t h e  b e a u t y  o f  a  p a s s i n g  

m o m e n t  t h a t  i s  f i x e d  i n  m e m o r y .

E a c h  m o m e n t  c a p t u r e d  b y  J o n a t h a n  

M o l l e r ' s  c a m e r a  p a s s e s  i n t o  e t e r n i t y ,  y e t  

a l s o  g i v e s  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  f o r  t h e  

f u t u r e .  E a c h  m o m e n t  s e t s  a n  e x a m p l e  

f o r  f u t u r e  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  s o  t h a t  t h e y  m a y

k n o w  t h e  p a s t ,  w h i c h  i s  f i l l e d  w i t h  

d a r k n e s s  b u t  a l s o  c o n t a i n s  h o p e ,  

s t r u g g l e  a n d  o p t i m i s m .  H o p e  i s  s e e n  i n  

p e o p l e ' s  l a b o r ,  i n  c h i l d r e n ' s  f a c e s ,  a n d  i n  

t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  a  b e t t e r  l i f e  f o r  a l l .

T o  e n s u r e  t h a t  t h e  g e n o c i d e  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  

f o r g o t t e n  a n d  t h a t  t h e  p e r p e t r a t o r s  b e  

b r o u g h t  t o  j u d g m e n t  a n d  p u n i s h e d  s o m e  

d a y ,  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  t h i s  b o o k  b e c o m e s  a  

c h a p t e r  i n  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  m e m o r y  o f  a  h i s t o r y  

t h a t  h a s  b e e n  o f f i c i a l l y  d e n i e d .  I n  t h e  o f f i c i a l  

c h r o n i c l e s ,  t h e  e v e n t s  c a p t u r e d  b y  J o n a t h a n  

M o l l e r ' s  c a m e r a  n e v e r  o c c u r r e d .  T h e r e  w a s  

n o  s c o r c h e d  e a r t h ,  n o  m a s s a c r e s ,  n o  b o d y  

d u m p s ,  a n d  n o  g e n o c i d e .

B u t  t h e  b o n e s  o f  t h e  d e a d  p r o v e  t h e  

o p p o s i t e .  T h e  b o n e s  o f  t h e  d e a d  d o n ' t  l i e .

R i g o b e r t a  M e n c h ú  T u m

N o b l e  P e a c e  L a u r e a t e ,  1 9 9 2



Testimony

About the Author
Born in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1963, 
Jonathan Moller, a photographer and human right 
activist, has had his photography tour the United 
States, Europe and Mexico. He studied at the 
School of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and 
received a Bachelor o f Fine Arts from  Tufts 
University in 1990. He has spent seven of the past 
thirteen years in Central America, beginning in 
1991 when he worked in Nicaragua w ith  a group 
of exiled Salvadorans from Radio Venceremos to 
create the traveling exhibition El Salvador in the 
Eye o f the Beholder. Since then Moller has lived 
primarily in Guatemala, where in 1993, he began 
w ork w ith  a human rights organization supporting 
populations uprooted by the civil war. For six 
months in 2000-2001, he was staff photographer 
on a Guatemalan forensic anthropology team  
docum enting exhum ations of clandestine 
cemeteries. As a member of the Foreign Press Club 
of Guatemala, since 1994 Moller has also worked  
as a part-tim e freelance photographer in 
Guatemala and El Salvador. His photographs have 
been w idely exhibited, have been published in 
numerous magazines and books in North and 
Central America, and he has been a member of 
Impact Visuals, Swanstock, and Getty Images.

Moller's upcoming book, Our Culture is Our 
Resistance Repression, Refuge and Healing in 
Guatem ala, w ill be published by PowerHouse 
Books in the Fall 2004. It w ill include a preface by 
Rigoberta Menchü Tum and essays by Francisco 
Goldman, Ricardo Falla and Susanne Jonas. Prose 
and poetry by Eduardo Galeano, Julia Esquivel, 
Hum berto Ak'Abal, Francisco Morales Santos and 
Heather Dean. It w ill also have testimonies by 
survivors of Guatemala's brutal civil war. Partial 
proceeds from  the sale of this book w ill go to  the  
Association fo r Justice and Reconciliation in 
Guatem ala. For more inform ation please contact 
the photographer/author at jonas@igc.org.

W e  w e re  on a hillside in Sumal Grande. 
W e  th o u g h t it was safe, but the  soldiers 
w e re  right th e re  on th e  hill th a t  day. 
Before w e  realized it, they  started to  
shoot at us. I was w ith  my cousin a t a 
d if fe re n t  location, and th ere  w asn 't  
t im e  fo r  us to  cross over to  w h ere  our  
fam ily  was. W e had to  escape in a 
d iffe re n t direction.

They captured my w ife , my son, my 
grandfather, my uncle and his w ife , and  
others. It was April 12th, 1983, w h en  
they  captured  th em  and to o k  th em  
d o w n  to  a village and killed th em  there .

Three days later w e  asked some men if 
they  had seen our families, and they said,

"Yes, w e  just saw some dead people. The  
arm y killed them  and left them  half 
buried, and no w  th e  dogs are digging  
th em  out." And they took  us there, and  
w e  found the  scraps of clothes th a t the  
dogs had dug out o f the  ground, and w e  
confirm ed that, yes, it was them .

W e  w e re n 't  able to  dig a deeper grave  
to  leave th em  in, so w e  just put some 
stones and branches on to p  so th a t  the  
dogs w o u ld n 't  keep digging th em  up.

It was a d ifficu lt t im e  fo r me and my 
o th e r  b ro thers  because w e  w e re  
com ple te ly  a lone. It was a t im e  o f  
sadness, o f confusion, and w e  d idn 't  
k n o w  w h a t  to  do. I was in com plete

despair. I was sad because I saw the  
scraps o f clothing th a t  be longed to  my 
son, my w ife , and my family. M y grief  
gave me no peace.

Marcos
fo rm erly  o f th e  CPR Sierra

Below: A prayer a t th e  gravesite o f  a m an killed  
and buried here by th e  guerillas in 1983. According  
to  his w ife , he had refused to  support th e  guerillas  
in any way. A fte r  he had tu rn e d  h im self in to  th e  
arm y to  live in a "m odel v illage ."  he re tu rn ed  to  
his com m unity  to  g e t his fam ily. O n his first n igh t 
back, guerillas surrounded th e  house and to o k  him  
to  a corn fie ld  in a ne ig h b o rin g  com m unity  w h e re  
th ey  killed h im . N ebaj, Quiche, G u atem ala , 2000.

mailto:jonas@igc.org
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