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John Lloyd Stephens
In 1839, a New York lawyer and a British artist traveled to Central America to
investigate rumors of an ancient civilization buried in the rain forest. Near the tiny
village of Copán in present-day Honduras, John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick
Catherwood found the ruins of a Mayan palace shrouded in dense undergrowth.
Though they were not trained archaeologists, their findings helped to shed light on
a great civilization, native to America, that flourished over a thousand years ago.
T H I N K T H R O U G H H I S T O R Y : Drawing Conclusions

Why were the explorations of Stephens and Catherwood so historically important?

With an interest perhaps stronger than we had ever felt in wandering among the
ruins of Egypt, we followed our guide, who, sometimes missing his way, with a
constant and vigorous use of his machete conducted us through the thick forest,
among half-buried fragments, to fourteen more monuments of the same character
and appearance, some with more elegant designs, and some in workmanship equal
to the finest monuments of the Egyptians. One, we found, had been displaced
from its pedestal by enormous roots; another, locked in the close embrace of
branches of trees, was almost lifted out of the earth; and still another had been
hurled to the ground and bound down by huge vines and creepers. One with its
altar before it stood in a grove of trees which grew around it, seemingly to shade
and shroud it as a sacred thing; in the solemn stillness of the woods, it seemed a
divinity mourning over a fallen people. The only sounds that disturbed the quiet
of this buried city were the noise of monkeys moving among the tops of the trees
and the cracking of dry branches broken by their weight. They moved over our
heads in long and swift processions, forty or fifty at a time. Some with little ones
wound in their long arms walked out to the end of boughs and, holding on with
their hind feet or a curl of the tail, sprang to a branch of the next tree; with a
noise like a current of wind, they passed on into the depths of the forest. It was
the first time we had seen these mockeries of humanity and, amid these strange
monuments, they seemed like wandering spirits of the departed race guarding the
ruins of their former habitations.
We returned to the base of the pyramidal structure and ascended by regular
stone steps, which in some places had been forced apart by bushes and saplings
and in others thrown down by the growth of large trees. In parts they were ornamented with sculptured figures and rows of death’s heads. Climbing over the
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ruined top, we reached a terrace overgrown with trees that at first we could not
make out its form. When the machete had cleared the way, we saw that it was a
square with steps on all the sides almost as perfect as those of the Roman
amphitheatre. The steps were ornamented with sculpture, and on the south side,
about halfway up, forced out of its place by roots, was a colossal head, again evidently a portrait. We ascended these steps and reached a broad terrace a hundred
feet high overlooking the river and supported by the wall which we had seen from
the opposite bank. The whole terrace was covered with trees, and even at this
height were two gigantic ceibas (kapok trees), over twenty feet in circumference;
their half-naked roots extended fifty or a hundred feet around, binding down the
ruins and shading them with their wide-spreading branches.
We sat down on the very edge of the wall and strove in vain to penetrate the
mystery by which we were surrounded. Who were the people that built this city?
In the ruined cities of Egypt, even in the long-lost Petra, the stranger knows the
story of the people whose vestiges he finds around him. America, say historians,
was peopled by savages; but savages never reared these structures, savages never
carved these stones. When we asked the Indians who had made them, their dull
answer was “Quién sabe? (Who knows?)” There were no associations connected
with this place, none of those stirring recollections which hallow Rome, Athens,
and “The world’s great mistress on the Egyptian plain.” But architecture, sculpture, and painting, all the arts which embellish life, had flourished in this overgrown forest; orators, warriors, and statesmen, beauty, ambition, and glory had
lived and passed away, and none knew that such things had been, or could tell of
their past existence. Books, the records of knowledge, are silent on this theme.
The city was desolate. No remnant of this race hangs round the ruins, with traditions handed down from father to son and from generation to generation. It lay
before us like a shattered bark [ship] in the midst of the ocean, her masts gone,
her name effaced, her crew perished, and none to tell whence she came, to whom
she belonged, how long on her voyage, or what caused her destruction—her lost
people to be traced only by some fancied resemblance in the construction of the
vessel, and, perhaps, never to be known at all. The place where we were sitting,
was it a citadel from which an unknown people had sounded the trumpet of war?
or a temple for the worship of the God of peace? or did the inhabitants worship
idols made with their own hands and offer sacrifices on the stones before them?
All was mystery, dark, impenetrable mystery, and every circumstance increased it.
In Egypt the colossal skeletons of gigantic temples stand in unwatered sands in all
the nakedness of desolation; but here an immense forest shrouds the ruins, hiding
them from sight, heightening the impression and moral effect, and giving an intensity and almost wildness to the interest. . . .
Of the moral effect of the monuments themselves, standing as they do in the
depths of a tropical forest, silent and solemn, strange in design, excellent in sculpture, rich in ornament, different from the works of any other people, their uses
and purposes and whole history so entirely unknown, with hieroglyphics explain-
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ing all but being perfectly unintelligible, I shall not pretend to convey any idea.
Often the imagination was pained in gazing at them. The tone which pervades the
ruins is that of deep solemnity. An imaginative mind might be infected with superstitious feelings. From constantly calling them by that name in our intercourse
with the Indians, we regarded these solemn memorials as idols—deified kings and
heroes—objects of adoration and ceremonial worship. We did not find on either
the monuments or sculptured fragments any delineations of human, or, in fact,
any other kind of sacrifice, but we had no doubt that the large sculptured stone
invariably found before each idol had been employed as a sacrificial altar. The
form of sculpture most frequently met with was a death’s head, sometimes the
principal ornament and sometimes only accessory. There were whole rows of them
on the outer wall, adding gloom to the mystery of the place, keeping death and
the grave before the eyes of the living, presenting the idea of a holy city—the
Mecca or Jerusalem of an unknown people.
In regard to the age of this desolate city I shall not at present offer any conjecture. Some idea might perhaps be formed from the accumulations of earth and the
gigantic trees growing on the top of the ruined structures, but it would be uncertain and unsatisfactory. Nor shall I at this moment offer any conjecture in regard
to the people who built it; or to the time when or the means by which it was
depopulated to become a desolation and ruin; or as to whether it fell by the
sword, or famine, or pestilence. The trees which shroud it may have sprung from
the blood of its slaughtered inhabitants; they may have perished howling with
hunger; or pestilence, like the cholera, may have piled its streets with the dead and
driven forever the feeble remnants from their homes. Of such dire calamities to
other cities we have authentic accounts, in eras both prior and subsequent to the
discovery of the country by the Spaniards. One thing I believe: . . . No
Champollion has yet brought to them the energies of his inquiring mind. Who
shall read them?
Chaos of ruins! who shall trace the void,
O’er the dim fragments cast a lunar light,
And say “here was or is,” where all is doubly night?
The palace was constructed of stone, with a mortar of lime and sand, and the
whole front was covered with stucco and painted. The piers were ornamented
with spirited figures in bas-relief. One stands in an upright position and in profile,
exhibiting an extraordinary facial angle of about forty-five degrees. The upper
part of the head seems to have been compressed and lengthened, perhaps by the
same process employed upon the heads of the Choctaw and Flathead Indians of
our own country. Supposing the statues to be images of living personages, or the
creations of artists according to their ideas of perfect figures, they indicate a race
of people now lost and unknown. The headdress is evidently a plume of feathers.
Over the shoulders is a short covering decorated with studs, and a breastplate;
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part of the ornament of the girdle is broken. The tunic is probably a leopard’s
skin. He holds in his hand a staff or sceptre, and opposite his hands are the marks
of three hieroglyphics, which have decayed or been broken off. At his feet are two
naked figures seated cross-legged, and apparently suppliants. A fertile imagination
might find many explanations for these strange figures, but no satisfactory interpretation presents itself to my mind. The hieroglyphics doubtless tell its history.
The stucco is of admirable consistency, and hard as stone. It was painted, and in
different places about it we discovered the remains of red, blue, yellow, black, and
white.
The principal doorway is not distinguished by its size or by any superior ornament, but is only indicated by a range of broad stone steps leading up to it on the
terrace. The doorways have no doors, nor are there the remains of any. Within, on
each side, are three niches in the wall, about eight or ten inches square, with a
cylindrical stone about two inches in diameter fixed upright, by which perhaps a
door was secured. Along the cornice outside, projecting about a foot beyond the
front, holes were drilled at intervals through the stone. Our impression was, that
an immense cotton cloth, running the whole length of the building, perhaps
painted in a style corresponding with the ornaments, was attached to this cornice,
and raised and lowered like a curtain. Such a curtain is used now in front of the
piazzas of some haciendas in Yucatán.
The tops of the doorways were all broken. They had evidently been square, and
over every one were large niches in the wall on each side, in which the lintels had
been laid. These lintels had all fallen, and the stones above formed broken natural
arches. Underneath were heaps of rubbish, but there were no remains of lintels. If
they had been single slabs of stone, some of them must have been visible and
prominent; and we made up our minds that these lintels were of wood. We had no
authority for this. We should not have ventured the conclusion but for the
wooden lintel which we had seen over the doorway at Ocosingo; and by what we
saw afterward in Yucatán.1 The wood, if such as we saw in the other places,
would be very lasting; its decay must have been extremely slow, and centuries may
have elapsed since it perished altogether.
The builders were evidently ignorant of the principles of the arch, and the support was made by stones lapping over as they rose, as at Ocosingo. The long,
unbroken corridors in front of the palace were probably intended for lords and
gentlemen in waiting. Or perhaps the king himself sat in it to receive the reports
of his officers and to administer justice.
From the centre door a range of stone steps thirty feet long leads to a rectangular courtyard, eighty feet long by seventy broad. On each side of the steps are
grim and gigantic figures, carved in basso-relievo, nine or ten feet high, and in a
position slightly inclined backward from the end of the steps to the floor of the
corridor. They are adorned with rich headdresses and necklaces, but their attitude
is that of pain and trouble. The design and anatomical proportions of the figures
1. Yucatán: a peninsula in southeastern Mexico
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are faulty, but there is a force of expression about them which shows the skill and
conceptive power of the artist.
On each side of the courtyard the palace was divided into apartments, probably
for sleeping. On the right the piers have all fallen down. On the left they are still
standing, and ornamented with stucco figures. In the centre apartment are the
remains of a wooden pole about a foot long. It was the only piece of wood we
found at Palenque, and we did not discover this until some time after we had
made up our minds in regard to the wooden lintels over the doors. It was much
worm-eaten, and probably, in a few years, not a vestige of it will be left.
The courtyard was overgrown with trees, and encumbered with ruins several
feet high, so that the exact architectural arrangements could not be seen. Having
our beds in the corridor adjoining, when we woke in the morning, and when we
had finished the work of the day, we had it under our eyes. Every time we
descended the steps the grim and mysterious figures stared us in the face, and it
became to us one of the most interesting parts of the ruins. We were exceedingly
anxious to make excavations, clear out the mass of rubbish, and lay the whole
platform bare; but this was impossible. It is probably paved with stone or cement;
and from the profusion of ornament in other parts, there is reason to believe that
many curious and interesting specimens may be brought to light. This agreeable
work is left for the future traveller, who may go there better provided with men
and materials, and with more knowledge of what he has to encounter; and, in my
opinion, if he finds nothing new, the mere spectacle of the courtyard entire will
repay him for the labour and expense of clearing it.
The floor of the corridor fronting the courtyard sounded hollow, and a breach
had been made in it which seemed to lead into a subterraneous chamber; but in
descending, by means of a tree with notches cut in it, and with a candle, we found
merely a hollow in the earth, not bounded by any wall. In the farther corridor the
wall was in some places broken, and had several separate coats of plaster and
paint. In one place we counted six layers, each of which had the remains of
colours. In another place there seemed a line of written characters in black ink.
We made an effort to get at them; but, in endeavouring to remove a thin upper
stratum, they came off with it, and we desisted.
So far the arrangements of the palace are simple and easily understood; but on
the left are several distinct and independent buildings. The principal of these is the
tower, conspicuous by its height and proportions. The base is thirty feet square,
and it has three stories. Entering over a heap of rubbish at the base, we found
within another tower, distinct from the outer one, and a stone staircase, so narrow
that a large man could not ascend it. The staircase terminates against a dead stone
ceiling, closing all farther passage, the last step being only six or eight inches from
it. For what purpose a staircase was carried up to such a bootless termination we
could not conjecture.
East of the tower is another building with two corridors, one richly decorated
with pictures in stucco. In the centre [is an] elliptical tablet four feet long and
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three wide of hard stone set in the wall, and the sculpture is in bas-relief. Around
it are the remains of a rich stucco border. The principal figure sits cross-legged on
a couch ornamented with two leopards’ heads. The attitude is easy, the expression
calm and benevolent. The figure wears around its neck a necklace of pearls, to
which is suspended a small medallion containing a face; perhaps intended as an
image of the sun. Like every other subject of sculpture we had seen in the country,
the personage had earrings, bracelets on the wrists, and a girdle round the loins.
The headdress differs from most of the others at Palenque in that it wants the
plumes of feathers. Near the head are three hieroglyphics.
The other figure, which seems that of a woman, is sitting cross-legged on the
ground, apparently in the act of making an offering. In this supposed offering is
seen a plume of feathers. Over the head of the sitting personage are four hieroglypics. This is the only piece of sculptured stone about the palace except those in
the courtyard. Under it formerly stood a table, of which the impression against the
wall is still visible. . . .
From the palace no other building is visible. Passing out by what is called the
subterraneous passage, you descend the southwest corner of the terrace, and at the
foot immediately commence ascending a ruined pyramidal structure, which
appears once to have had steps on all its sides. The interior of the building is
divided into two corridors, running lengthwise, with a ceiling rising nearly to a
point, and paved with large square stones. The front corridor is seven feet wide.
The separating wall is very massive, and has three doors, a large one in the centre,
and a smaller one on each side. In this corridor, on each side of the principal door,
is a large tablet of hieroglyphics, each thirteen feet long and eight feet high, and
each divided into 240 squares of characters or symbols. Both are set in the wall so
as to project three or four inches. In one place a hole had been made in the wall
close to the side of one of them, apparently for the purpose of attempting its
removal, by which we discovered that the stone is about a foot thick. The sculpture is in bas-relief.
In the right-hand tablet one line is obliterated by water that has trickled down
and formed a sort of stalactite. In the other tablet, nearly one half of the hieroglyphics are obliterated. When we first saw them both tablets were covered with a
thick coat of green moss, and it was necessary to wash and scrape them, clear the
lines with a stick, and scrub them thoroughly, for which last operation a pair of
blacking-brushes that Juan had picked up in my house at Guatimala, and disobeyed my order to throw away upon the road, proved exactly what we wanted
and could not have procured. On account of the darkness of the corridor, it was
necessary to burn torches while Mr. Catherwood was drawing.
In the centre apartment, set in the back wall is another tablet of hieroglyphics,
four feet six inches wide and three feet six inches high. The roof above it is tight;
consequently it has not suffered from exposure, and the hieroglyphics are perfect,
though the stone is cracked lengthwise through the middle. . . . Mr. Catherwood
divided his paper into squares; the original drawings were reduced, and the
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engravings corrected by himself, and I believe they are as true copies as the pencil
can make: the real written records of a lost people.
There is one important fact to be noticed. The hieroglyphics are the same as
were found at Copán and Quirigua.2 The intermediate country is now occupied by
races of Indians speaking many different languages, and entirely unintelligible to
each other; but there is room for the belief that the whole of this country was
once occupied by the same race, speaking the same language, or, at least, having
the same written characters.
I have now given, without speculation or comment, a full description of the
ruins of Palenque. I repeat what I stated in the beginning, there may be more
buildings, but, after a close examination of the vague reports current in the village, we are satisfied that no more have ever been discovered; and from repeated
inquiries of Indians who had traversed the forest in every direction in the dry season, we are induced to believe that no more exist. It is proper to add, however,
that, considering the space now occupied by the ruins as the site of palaces, temples, and public buildings, and supposing the houses of the inhabitants to have
been, like those of the present race of Indians, of frail and perishable materials,
and to have disappeared altogether, the city may have covered an immense extent.
The reader is perhaps disappointed, but we were not. There was no necessity
for assigning to the ruined city an immense extent, or an antiquity coeval with
that of the Egyptians or of any other ancient and known people. What we had
before our eyes was grand, curious, and remarkable enough. Here were the
remains of a cultivated, polished, and peculiar people, who had passed through
all the stages incident to the rise and fall of nations; reached their golden age, and
perished, entirely unknown. The links which connected them with the human
family were severed and lost, and these were the only memorials of their footsteps
upon earth. In the midst of desolation and ruin we looked back to the past,
cleared away the gloomy forest, and fancied every building perfect, with its terraces and pyramids, its sculptured and painted ornaments, grand, lofty, and
imposing, and overlooking an immense inhabited plain; we called back into life
the strange people who gazed at us in sadness from the walls; pictured them, in
fanciful costumes and adorned with plumes of feathers, ascending the terraces of
the palace and the steps leading to the temples.
There is, then, no resemblance in these remains to those of the Egyptians; and,
failing here, we look elsewhere in vain. They are different from the works of any
other known people, of a new order, and entirely and absolutely anomalous: they
stand alone.
I invite to this subject the special attention of those familiar with the arts of
other countries; for, unless I am wrong, we have a conclusion far more interesting
and wonderful than that of connecting the builders of these cities with the Egyptians
or any other people. It is the spectacle of a people skilled in architecture, sculpture,
2. Copán and Quirigua: two sites of Mayan ruins
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and drawing, and, beyond doubt, other more perishable arts, and possessing the
cultivation and refinement attendant upon these, not derived from the Old World,
but originating and growing up here, without models or masters, having a distinct,
separate, independent existence; like the plants and fruits of the soil, indigenous. . . .
It perhaps destroys much of the interest that hangs over these ruins to assign to
them a modern date; but we live in an age whose spirit is to discard phantasms
and arrive at truth, and the interest lost in one particular is supplied in another
scarcely inferior; for, the nearer we can bring the builders of these cities to our
own times, the greater is our chance of knowing all. Throughout the country the
convents are rich in manuscripts and documents written by the early fathers,
caciques, and Indians, who very soon acquired the knowledge of Spanish and the
art of writing. These have never been examined with the slightest reference to this
subject; and I cannot help thinking that some precious memorial is now mouldering in the library of a neighbouring convent, which would determine the history of
some one of these ruined cities; moreover, I cannot help believing that the tablets
of hieroglyphics will yet be read. No strong curiosity has hitherto been directed to
them; vigour and acuteness of intellect, knowledge and learning, have never been
expended upon them. For centuries the hieroglyphics of Egypt were inscrutable,
and, though not perhaps in our day, I feel persuaded that a key surer than that of
the Rosetta stone3 will be discovered. And if only three centuries have elapsed
since any one of these unknown cities was inhabited, the race of the inhabitants is
not extinct. Their descendants are still in the land, scattered, perhaps, and retired,
like our own Indians, into wildernesses which have never yet been penetrated by a
white man, but not lost; living as their fathers did, erecting the same buildings of
“lime and stone,” “with ornaments of sculpture and plastered,” “large courts,”
and “lofty towers with high ranges of steps,” and still carving on tablets of stone
the same mysterious hieroglyphics. If, in consideration that I have not often
indulged in speculative conjecture, the reader will allow one flight, I turn to that
vast and unknown region, untraversed by a single road, wherein fancy pictures
that mysterious city seen from the topmost range of the Cordilleras,4 of unconquered, unvisited, and unsought aboriginal inhabitants.
In conclusion, I am at a loss to determine which would be the greatest enterprise, an attempt to reach this mysterious city, to decipher the tablets of hieroglyphics, or to wade through the accumulated manuscripts of three centuries in
the libraries of the convents.

Source: Excerpt from Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and
Yucatan by John Lloyd Stephens (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1841).

3. Rosetta stone: a stone carved with three languages, that served as the key to deciphering ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphics
4. Cordilleras: an extensive system of mountain ranges that runs through North America, Central
America, and South America
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