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Copyright and Other Legalities

Copyright © 2011 Seldom Scene Photography, Inc. All
rights reserved worldwide, including resale rights. You are not
allowed to give or sell this eBook to anyone else, in whole or in
part. No part of this book shall be reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted by any means (electronic,
mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without written
permission from the author.

Although every precaution has been taken in the
preparation of this book, the publisher and author do not assume,
and hereby disclaim, any liability or responsibility for any loss
or damage caused by errors or omissions in this guide, even if such
errors or omissions result from negligence, accident, or any other
cause.

This guide is written for individuals pursuing
recreational activities. As all such activities inherently contain
an element of risk (limestone steps, for instance, are notoriously
slippery when wet), the publisher, author, affiliated individuals
and companies disclaim any responsibility for any injury, harm, or
illness that may occur to anyone through, or by use of, the
information in this book.











Smashwords Edition, License Notes

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your
own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.

 


 


Connect with me online:

Seldom Scene Photography Blog: http://seldomscenephotography.com

Twitter: http://twitter.com/argos_ssp

Facebook: http://bit.ly/qo7SEl

Google+: https://plus.google.com/106981140015528751412
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 About these
guides

This eBook is one in a series of guidebooks written
and published by Seldom Scene Photography, Inc. I wrote them to
help photographers (whether professional or amateur) make the most
of their time at a variety of Maya ruins, as well as to help you
decide just how much gear (and what gear) you need to take in order
to accomplish your goals.

This eBook is not intended to be a full-fledged tour
guidebook, so you won’t find information about local hotels, quaint
shopping areas, exciting exotic local events, etc. It’s also not an
archaeology or history book, so I’ll give you just enough of this
material to help you put your surroundings in context.

But every eBook in the series will give you...

• A short list of sights to see if time is
tight

• Tips on items of interest in the ruins,
particularly things that may not be so obvious

• Enough historical and cultural background to
help you make sense of what you see

• Suggestions on what lenses and other
photographic gear you might want to take

Should you need a bit of background information about
Maya history and architecture, please refer to the appendices,
which briefly cover this material. Also note that supplemental
material for this eBook (including expanded versions of the
appendices, and essays on travel to the tropics) is hosted on the
Seldom Scene Photography website. See
Appendix C for more on this topic.

Since the countries now sited on Maya territory use
the metric system (as does the majority of the globe), this eBook
gives preference to metric units. I also, though, include imperial
equivalents in parentheses for the convenience of fellow U.S.
residents.

This eBook includes example images of the structures
seen at this site. For each, I’ve identified the camera settings
used when making the photograph, as well as the lighting conditions
at the time (full sun, bright shade, etc.). Note that I specify
lens focal length in terms of a full frame (35mm) equivalent; if
you’re using a DSLR with a cropped sensor, you’ll need to do the
math appropriate to convert this to your camera’s system.












 An
introduction to Cobá

Cobá takes its modern name from the Mayan for
"ruffled waters" or “water stirred by wind,” courtesy of the lakes
in the area (they’re picturesque, but home to crocodiles, so I’d
suggest you keep your distance from them). Cobá is one of the
oldest Mayan sites, as well as one of the largest – yet due to its
relatively remote location (from today’s major cities), it tends to
be less crowded with visitors than some smaller Mayan ruins.

Cobá is located around two large lakes, and three
smaller ones. At least 16 sacbeob (Maya causeways, see
Appendix
B) radiate from the center of the site. Some of the
sacbeob go east as far as the Caribbean coast, while the
longest runs over 100 kilometers (62 miles) westwards to the
site of Yaxuna southwest of Chichén Itzá -- this is the longest
sacbé in the Maya realm. Cobá is estimated to have had some
50,000 inhabitants at its peak, covering as much as 80 km² (31
mi²). In its day it was comparable in stature to the largest cities
of the central lowlands, Tikal and Calakmul.

Only a small portion of the site has been cleared and
restored to date -- a few dozen structures are visible, while some
6,500 have been identified and mapped, and Cobá is thought to have
20,000 structures in total. Also, almost all the structures
restored to date are of a ceremonial nature, so what you’re seeing
is impressive but not representative of the city as a whole.

The restored structures are in 5 groups connected by
shady, well-groomed trails (most along ancient sacbeob)
under the jungle canopy. Along with the ruins, you will be able to
make pictures of a variety of jungle wildlife. But given the
significant number of visitors that come to Cobá each year, you
should expect that the wildlife will be keeping its distance -- so
long lenses will be needed for animal photography.






Getting there

Cobá is about 90 km (56 miles) east of Chichén Itzá,
and 44 km (27 miles, about a 30 minute drive) northwest of Tulúm.
In any event, Cobá’s turnoff from the nearby highway (Hwy. 109)
between Tulúm and Chemax is a slightly tricky one through a
roundabout, so make sure you’re headed southwest after the exit or
you’ll need to backtrack.
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If you have a GPS navigator, the parking lot’s
coordinates are 20°29.486’N, 87°43.996’W.






When you’re there

Cobá is open daily from 8 am to 5pm; parking costs
M$40 while admission costs an additional M$51 (prices as of 2011).
As is usual at Maya sites in México, you’ll need to pay another
M$45 on top of this if you’re going to be taking video. Tripods and
“special equipment” (lighting stands, etc.) require advance
permission in writing from the INAH.

The excavated buildings at Cobá are spread out --
you’ll cover about 6 km (4 miles) if you see everything here. Since
this feels like a much longer distance when the weather’s hot, you
can rent a bicycle at the site to speed things up (I’ve heard that
they even have bikes for kids, but we didn’t see any when we
visited).

Cobá also has bicycle taxis for hire by anyone who
doesn't wish to ride their own bike. There isn’t usually a shortage
of them, so feel free to haggle to get the best price. This is
particularly important if the taxi peddlers get a peek at your
camera gear and some decide to raise their prices as a result of
what they see (it happened to us...).

The site can be hot and the air humid, so wear
comfortable shoes and carry water if you really want to see all the
major areas. You can see all the excavated structures in 2-3 hours
at a reasonable pace. In summer, it’s best to arrive early in the
morning or late in the afternoon, since the midday sun is brutal.
While there are vendor’s stands and toilets at the entrance, there
are only a few scattered drink stands (no toilets) further into the
site.   Be sure to bring 2 or 3 liters of water per person,
sunscreen, and a hat.












 Cobá’s
history

During the Mayan era

Cobá appears to have been first settled between 100
BC and 100 AD, although it didn’t really flourish until the mid- to
late-Classic period. 34 stelae (most poorly preserved, thanks to
low-quality local limestone) have been found at the site, 20 of
them have been dated to between 623 and 780 AD. Pottery finds and
architectural styles also suggest that Cobá reached its peak
population in the eighth century. In its glory days, Cobá contained
20 or more courtyards, and may have been the largest city in the
Yucatán at one point. It is thought to have been the capital of the
eastern part of the peninsula, a polity covering some 8,000
km2 (3,100 mi2).

The city declined with much of the rest of the Maya
Classic era cities, and may have essentially been finished off when
it was supplanted and possibly attacked by the rising Chichén Itzá.
It was largely abandoned after about 1240 AD, although portions of
it were still sparsely occupied at the time of the Spanish
conquest.

Modern history

For a site that was never truly “lost,” Cobá managed
to avoid examination for an extensive time. In 1841, John Lloyd
Stephens mentioned hearing reports of it, but it would not be truly
explored until 1886 when José Peón Contreras and D. Elizade visited
and sketched some of the ruins. In 1891, Teobert Maler came through
with his camera, but didn’t publish any photographs, and so the
city slept for a while longer.

Cobá wasn’t studied intensively
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