English 4125: Colonial and Early American Literature
Dr. Patrick Erben
Discussion Questions: Mel Gibson’s Apocalypto

a. What is—quite literally—your gut response to this film?



b. What does the opening epigraph say about the European conquest of the Maya and other pre-Columbian American cultures?  What does it say about the Maya? (“Great civilizations are not destroyed from without but from within.”)



c. What is the purpose of the opening scene (the “balls”)?



d. What does the encounter with the “fishers” signify or foreshadow?



e. The story-telling scene: what does it prophesy about Mayan culture?  What does it say about the doom or downfall of great civilizations?  Does the scene emphasize difference or universalism in its approach to the Maya, especially the looming destruction of its empire?


i. What is the purpose of the attack on the village for the attackers?  What is the purpose of the scene in the movie?  Unnecessary, gratuitous violence?  


ii. Compare: William Bradford’s account of the massacre at Mystic Village (Q: How would one represent this in film?)  (see handout for Thu 8/27)



iii. What does the film say about Maya culture and its atrocities?  Compare to our knowledge of Western atrocities?  Does it, in some ways, exculpate Western atrocities (say, the Holocaust, or slavery and the slave trade) by saying “non western people were just as bad…”)?

f. Describe the “encounter” of the forest people with the civilization in the city!  What is implied about these different cultures?  What seems to be the purpose of human sacrifice?




g. The escape and chase: “pure adrenaline” or symbolic?




h. Genre: Is this a “Western” set in pre-Columbian Maya empire?



i. How do you read the way the landing of the Spanish is portrayed?  How do you read Jaguar Paw’s response?  





j. Overall, one could say that the film portrays the pre-history to the Spanish conquest (which is not shown, but the effect of genocide on Native American cultures is by now firmly established).  How, then, does it reflect on that conquest?  




k. What is the purpose and/or effect of having the entire movie spoken in Maya language, rather than English?

