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Anth 1165: Digging the Glyphs 

Section 4: Peabody Museum Tour 
 

 

       
 
Introduction: 
In this section you will learn about Copan, an ancient Maya city located in present-day 
Honduras. The Peabody Museum has had an active archaeological project at Copan since the 
1890s, and many of the museum’s artifacts come from the site. We will focus on a few key 
monuments from the site, including the Hieroglyphic Stairway, Altar Q, and Stela P. Towards 
the end of section, you will also have a chance to view one of the most famous examples of 
ancient Maya painting tradition: the Bonampak murals. Initially painted around AD 790, the 
Bonampak murals have been extensively documented, photographed, and studied by a team 
from Yale University. A near life-size replica of the murals is currently on display at the Peabody 
Museum. 

Lobby: 

Assemble in the Peabody Museum lobby. As Harvard students, your entry is free and you can 
bring one guest for free at any time (great for visiting parents!). 

Photo Gallery:  

Just to the right as you walk in is the Photo Gallery. Photographs of late 19th century 
excavations at Copan are currently on display in the exhibit: “Fragile Memories: Images of 
Archaeology and Community at Copan, 1891-1900.” 

Copan first came to international attention when explorers John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick 
Catherwood [PHOTO 1] traveled to Central America in search of lost civilizations in 1839 and 
published an account of their travels, which included numerous detailed illustrations of carved 
monuments from Copan. Fifty years later, the Peabody Museum began archaeological 
excavations at the site. By this time, plate glass photography had been invented and we have 
more than two thousand photographs of monuments from these excavations. 
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Stephens makes many mentions of Greece and Egypt in his “Incidents of Travel in the Yucatan” 
and repeatedly compares Copan to classical and biblical cities. In describing why he and 
Catherwood set out to draw the Copan structures and monuments, for example, he wrote: 

“No plans or drawings had ever been published, nor anything that can give even an idea of that 
valley of romance and wonder, where, as has been remarked, the genii who attended King 
Solomon seem to have been the artists.” 

At the time, it wasn’t known who had built the great ruined cities being found throughout 
Mexico and upper Central America, an area later dubbed “Mesoamerica.” Many popular theories 
posited that Phoenicians or Hebrews or Egyptians had made transatlantic voyages in antiquity 
and founded these great ruined cities. Others claimed that they were made by a lost civilization 
of an unknown aboriginal race. Few people believed that the impoverished Maya living near and 
among the ruins were in any way connected to the builders of the ancient cities. Today we 
know that the present-day Maya are the living descendents of the ancient Maya who built the 
now-ruined cities more than a thousand years ago.  

Take a moment to look around at the exhibit. Note the field journals of John Gundy Owens, a 
Harvard graduate student who died tragically of a tropical fever just before submitting his 
dissertation [PHOTO 2]. G.B. Gordon, a fellow graduate student who took over after Owens’ 
death, is pictured at the far left in the photograph next to the journal case. Observe the 
photographs of the structures and temples uncovered by Owens and other Harvard 
archaeologists.  

Copan represented a new challenge for archaeologists. Unlike Egypt and Mesopotamia, which 
are located in arid regions, Copan is situated in a tropical jungle. Massive trees and tropical 
diseases posed significant challenges to excavation. Stephens and Catherwood wrote of “the 
difficulty and labour of opening lines through the trees – climbing up the sides of the ruined 
pyramids…and the aggravation of…our want of materials and help, and our imperfect 
knowledge of the language.” They also complained about the scorpions, ticks, fleas, and 
mosquitos that plagued them, ultimately resulting in Catherwood contracting malaria. 

At the time Copan was discovered almost nothing was known about Mayan script, and it wasn’t 
until the 1950s that the first real breakthroughs in decipherment occurred. Since the 1980s, 
Mayan decipherment has proceeded at a rapid pace, and today most texts can now be at least 
partially read.  

Third floor galleries: 

Upon entering the third floor gallery, the first thing you will see is a series of steps and a statue 
from the Hieroglyphic Stairway at Copan. These are not replicas; they are original stone blocks 
from the stairway [PHOTO 3] shipped to the Peabody Museum at the turn of the century. 
Stephens and Catherwood did not draw the stairway because it was entirely covered with 
tropical growth when they visited Copan. Later, when the Harvard archaeological team cleared 
off the vegetation in the 1890s, they revealed a massive pyramidal structure and hundreds of 
stones carved with hieroglyphs that had been displaced by centuries of root growth [PHOTO 4, 
PHOTO 5]. Over time, the hieroglyphic stairway was reconstructed [PHOTO 6]; however, 
because no one could read the glyphs at the time it was reconstructed, the glyph blocks were 
not put back in the correct order. Today, researchers at the Peabody Museum (led by Barabara 
Fash, Director of the Corpus of Maya Hieroglyphic Inscritptions) are engaged in a three-
dimensional scanning project whose aim is to record each glyph on the stairway and reconstruct 
the original text in the correct reading order. As a result of these efforts, some portions of the 
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hieroglyphic stairway can now be read, but much more work remains to be done. The part of 
the text depicted at right refers to Copan’s 13th ruler, Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil, who built the 
first version of the hieroglyphic stairway in the early 8th century 
AD.  

Transcription: CHUM[mu]-wa-ni-ya:ti:AJAW-le:18:BAAH[K’AWIIL] 

Transliteration: chumwaniiy ti ajawlel waxaklajuun ubaah k’awiil 

Translation: Waxaklajuun Ubaah K’awiil sat in lordship. 

 

Distinguished Casts: 

This gallery contains casts of several of the stelae and altars described by Stephens and 
Catherwood at Copan. Moulds of the monuments were made by Gorgorio Lopez [PHOTO 7] in 
the 1890s and carried out by mule to be shipped to Cambridge [PHOTO 8].  

Directly in front of you is a cast of Altar Q. Stephens and Catherwood described it in detail: 

“Near this…is a remarkable altar, which perhaps presents as curious a subject of speculation as 
any monument in Copan. The altars, like the idols, are all monolithic, or of a single block of 
stone. In general they are not so richly ornamented, and are more faded and worn, or covered 
with moss; some were completely buried, and of others it was difficult to make out more than 
the form. All differed in fashion, and doubtless had some distinct and peculiar reference to the 
idols before which they stood. This stands on four globes cut out of the same stone…It is six feet 
square and four feet high, and the top is divided into thirty-six tablets of hieroglyphs, which 
beyond a doubt record some event in the history of the mysterious people who once inhabited 
the city. The lines are still distinctly visible, and a faithful copy appears in the following cut. 
[PHOTO 9] 

The engravings…exhibit the four sides of this altar. Each side represents four individuals. On the 
west side are the two principal personages, chiefs or warriors, with their faces opposite each 
other, and apparently engaged in argument or negotiation [PHOTO 10]. The others are divided 
into two equal parties [PHOTOS 11-13], and seem to be following their leaders. Each of the two 
principal figures is seated cross-legged, in the Oriental fashion, on a hieroglyphic which probably 
designates his name or office, or character; and on three of which the serpent forms a part. 
Between the two principal personages is a remarkable cartouche, containing two hieroglyphs, 
well preserved, which reminded us strongly of the Egyptian method giving the names of the 
kings or heroes in whose honour monuments were erected.” 

More than a century later, we can now read the text on the altar and understand its message. 
In some respects, Stephens and Catherwood made relatively accurate suppositions.  

Altar Q was erected during the reign of Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat, the 16th ruler of Copan. He 
acceded in AD 763 when he was a boy of about 9 years old. Copan had just freed itself from 
domination by the neighboring site of Quiriqua, and Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat’s installment as king 
resulted in a break in the royal lineage. Although his mother was royal (from the distant Maya 
site of Palenque), his father was neither king nor royal. Perhaps because of his uncertain 
connection to the throne, he commissioned the carving of Altar Q in AD 776. The altar depicts 
Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat followed in turn by each previous ruler (sitting atop their name glyphs) 
and circling back around to the founder of the dynasty, K’inich Yax K’uk Mo’. K’inich Yax K’uk 
Mo’ is depicted handing Yax Pasaj Chan Yopaat the scepter of rulership, and the date of Yax 
Pasaj’s accession, 6 Kaban 10 Mol (June 28, 763), is written in the glyphs between the two 
kings.  
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Explanation of Copan Altar Q: 

 

 
 

The remaining monuments in the gallery include casts of Copan Stela 1, Stela 6, Stela J, Stela 
K, and Stela P. Of these, only Stela P was drawn by Catherwood [PHOTO 14]. Stephens wrote: 

“On one side, at the foot of the pyramidal wall, is the monument or ‘idol’… It is about the same 
height as the others, but differs in shape, being larger at the top than below. Its appearance and 
character are tasteful and pleasing, but the sculpture is in much lower relief; the expression of 
the hands is good, though somewhat formal. The back and sides are covered with hieroglyphs.” 

Today we know that Stela P was erected by Copan’s 11th ruler, nicknamed B’utz’ Chan. Unlike 
other stelae at the site, B’utz’ Chan’s monuments record predominantly ritual, rather than 
historical, information. B’utz’ Chan ruled for 49 years until his death in AD 628. About a hundred 
years later, the 13th ruler, Waxaklajuun Ub’aah K’awiil, exhumed part of B’utz’ Chan’s remains in 
a suhsaj baak, “slicing/peeling of the bones,” ritual.  
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As a final reflection on the ruined city of Copan, Stephens left these remarks: 
 

“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, their whole history so 
entirely unknown, with hieroglyphics explaining all, but perfectly unintelligible, we do not pretend 
to convey any idea. Often the imagination was pained at gazing at them. The imaginative mind 
might be infected with superstitious feelings.  
… 
In regard to the age of this desolate city we shall not at present offer any conjecture, although it 
can hardly be doubted that its history is graven on its monuments. No Champollion has yet 
brought them the energies of his inquiring mind. Who shall read them?” 

 
Who shall read them, indeed? Well, YOU will read them next week in section. Now let’s move 
out of the Distinguished Casts exhibit and into Storied Walls. We’re on our way to the Maya site 
of Bonampak, located about 250 miles to the northwest of Copan as the crow flies.  
 
Storied Walls: 

Replicas of three murals found at the site of Bonampak are now on display in the temporary 
exhibit “Storied Walls.” The murals were painted over a short period of time (c. AD 790) and 
commemorate a series of important events at Bonampak that revolve around a forest battle and 
its aftermath. The story begins in Room 1 with the arrival of foreign messengers bearing gifts 
and tribute, culminating in a great celebration of music, masked performance, and dancing. 
Room 2 recounts a successful battle waged by Bonampak and its Yaxchilan overlords against an 
unnamed enemy state. Finally, Room 3 commemorates the presentation of the enemy captives 
for sacrifice (note the slain individual, decapitated head, and bleeding and broken fingers). In 
addition to the portraits, numerous hieroglyphic captions annotate the events. 

Some interesting hieroglyphic captions include: 

 

On a bag brought by visiting dignitaries: 

Transcription:  5-PIK:ka2-wa 

Transliteration: ho’ pik kakaw 

Translation: 40,000 (5*8,000) cacao beans 

 

 

 

In a scene of a musical procession: 

Transcription: K’AYOOM-*ma 

Transliteration: k’ayoom 

Translation: singer 
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In a scene with dancers wearing costumes: 

Transcription: ba-hi:TZ’AM-ma 

Transliteration: baah tz’am 

Translation: clown 

 

 

 

Next to a defeated warrior captive: 

Transcription: CHAK:mo:TE’:ba-ki 

Transliteration: chak mo’ te’ baak 

Translation: He is Red Macaw Tree, the captive 

 

 

 

 

If there is still time left in section, walk around and enjoy the Bonampak murals. You can also 
walk around the corner to observe near life-size replicas of the recently discovered San Bartolo 
murals. These murals were drawn about 900 years before the Bonampak murals and record 
early forms of Mayan hieroglyphs.  


